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The Seventy-Fifth Anniversary Dinner 
February 16th, 1951

The Seventy-Fifth Anniversary Dinner of The Legal Aid Society was held 
in the Grand Ballroom of the Waldorf Astoria on Friday, February l6th, 1951.

Over one thousand people attended, many of the New York law firms 
reserving tables for members of. their firms.

Mr. Whitney North Seymour, President of the Association of the Bar of 
the-City of New York, presided at the Speakers Table with the honored guests 
of the Society; the Presiding Judges of the various Courts of New York, repre
sentatives of City, State and County Bar Associations, members of The Legal 
Aid Society and the Speakers of the evening: Honorable Learned Hand, Chief 
Judge of the United States Court of Appeals and Mr. Leonard W. Brockington, 
of Canada.

Mr. Seymour opened the meeting by saying:

"We have about 1100 friends of Legal Aid here tonight. When you think 
that that is only a little more than the staff of Legal Aid deals with in the 
course of a week, it shows what a terrific operation the Legal Aid work has 
become.”

(Mr. Seymour then introduced Mr. Justice Frankfurter of the United 
States Supreme Court, and the guests seated at the Speakers’ Table, including: 
Honorable David W. Peck, Presiding Justice, Appellate Division, First Depart
ment;, Honorable John C. Knox, Chief Judge of the Federal District Court, 
Southern District; Honorable Saul S. Streit, the Senior Judge of the Court of- 
General Sessions present; Honorable Irving Ben Cooper, Chief Justice of the 
Court of Special Sessions; Hoilorable John J. Murtagh, Chief Magistrate of 
the City of New York; Honorable William Lyman, Presiding Justice, Munici
pal Court; Honorable John Warren Hill, Presiding Justice, Domestic Relations 
Court; Honorable George Frankenthaler, Surrogates’ Court of New York 
County; Honorable Frank S. Hogan, District Attorney of New York County; 
Mr. Arthur VD. Chamberlain, President of the New York State Bar Associa
tion; Mr. Edwin M. Otterbourg, Vice President of the New York County 
Lawyers’ Association; Mr. Robert L. Hamill, Chairman of the Chamber of Com
merce for the State of New York; Mr. Julius Applebaum, President of the 
Brooklyii Bar Association; Mr. Irving H. Stok, Past President of the Bar Asso
ciation- of Bronx County; Mr. Charles K. Finch, President of Queens Coxmty
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Bar Association; Mr. George T. Schneider, President of Richmond Bar Associa
tion; and Mrs. Cora T. Walker, President of the Harlem Lawyers’ Association. 
Mr. Seymour also introduced Mr. Harrison Tweed, President, Mr. Orison 
Marden, Vice-President, and other members of the National Legal Aid Associa
tion; Mr. Allen Wardwell, Chairman of the 75th Anniversary Com
mittee of The Legal Aid Society; Mr. Timothy N. Pfeiffer, President of the 
Society; Honorable Leonard McGee and Honorable Martin V. Callagy, former 
Attorneys-in-Chief of the Society; Mr. J. Howard Rossbach, the present At- 
torney-in-Chief; Miss Florence M. Kelley, Attorney-in-Charge of the Criminal 
Courts Branches; Mrs. Fay Armistead Van Wagoner, Assistant to the President 
of the,Society, and the Attorneys of The Legal Aid Society Staff. Mr. Seymour 
paid special tribute to the late Mr. Louis Fabricant, former Attorney-in-Chief 
of The Legal Aid Society. He thanked the volunteers, the Directors of the 
Society, and the chairmen and helpers in the Fund Raising Campaign.)

”I suppose it right that we should try to think a little bit about what a 
seventy-fifth anniversary of an organization like this means. I suppose we 
should look backward briefly and forward briefly. And I shall try to do b6th 
briefly:

"The Society started its- first year with 212 professional matters, one 
lawyer, and a budget of $1,060. And as you know, the Society was originally 
founded to assist poor German immigrants. Very shortly the wisdom of its 
founders led them to believe that that was a very inadequate purpose, and so 
in its first twenty-five years of work it broadened out so that it took in, with 
the facilities available, all the poor persons that it could reach. And by its 
twenty-fifth anniversary it had reached, in that year, approximately 16,000 
people; it was operating with a budget of about $18,000 and comparatively 
few lawyers.

"At its 25th Anniversary celebration Mr. Theodore Roosevelt was one of 
the speakers, and he — and Mr. von Briesen, who also spoke — took a strong 
stand in favor of private legal aid and against government legal aid, recogniz
ing then, fifty years ago, that the independence of the law might be ineffective 
if the government was the sponsor of the work. A problem which we still 
have; and most people I should say — not all, but most — still agree with 
the views then expressed.

"In its second quarter century the great development was primarily the 
increased interest of the organized Bar, the feeling on the part of the Bar that 
The Legal Aid Society was peculiarly the Bar’s responsibility. And the work 
grew again: In the fiftieth year the Society handled about 29,000 matters on 
a budget of about $90,000, and with 19 lawyers.

"But in its third quarter century, largely under the leadership of Mr. 
Wardwell and Mr. Tweed,- it became increasingly apparent that this was not
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"I have a biography of Judge Learned Hand which will take me about 
twenty minutes to rea^ but I think most of you know about it. He is one Who 
has established that a seventy-fifth anniversary is really just a milestone on 
life’s express-way. And in those circumstances I think I shall just say that he 
has been a great friend of what we have been doing. He has been a great 
enemy of pomposity; and he is in the view of many of us the most distinguished 
judge in the United States.”

Judge Learned Hand.

Judge Hand: "Mr. Seymour, ladies and gentlemen:

"My friend Tweed has a way of making all paths easy. Sometimes they 
are easy at the outset, and the end is not. I am not sure where he is; I rather 
hope he is not here at all; but I expect he is.

"After Mr. Wardwell — with his insinuating ways — persuaded me to 
speak to you — it was very easy because I’ve always liked to speak — Tweed 
came to me sometime afterward, and in order to make my path easy he said 
"What are you going to talk about? I said, 'Harry, I never prepare that way. 
My wife said if I ever make another speech she will throw me out. But I don’t 
write it out. What do you mean; how do I prepare?’

" 'Well,’ he said 'we really have a sixteen-inch gun here, we are going to 
get one of the real speakers that there are anywhere—’ and he didn’t quite put 
it this way, but this is the way I understood he meant it: 'So you are going to be 
sort of up against it; be funny, sort of help to introduce him.’

"And I said: 'Harry, what do you mean? Do you mean I should dress 
in costume? You often do that yourself. Or should I do a skit or sing some
thing from Gilbert and Sullivan?’

" 'No, no’ he said, 'that isn’t exactly what I mean, but just be funny.’

"Well, I thought about that, and I prepared a speech that I thought might 
be funny. And I performed it to my wife. So she said: 'Oh, no: don’t do 
that at all. Don’t really, don’t really try to do that. You’d better try just to be 
serious; that will be funny enough.’

"And so I am not going to try to be funny. And maybe that will be fuimy. 
I don’t know. You have to judge that. I couldn’t. Anyway, I don’t mean to 
be funny. And if it is funny, so much the better.

"Now, we’re here tonight on a mission that is anything but funny: We 
are here to commemorate an undertaking which had, like all great undertak



The Legal Aid Review 11

ings, a small beginning seventy-five years ago. Some German lawyers realized 
the responsibilities of our profession — at least to their compatriots, who were
completely helpless.........Then came Arthur von Briesen, who was also a
German — he was in my time, I remember him — he was a member of the 
Patent Bar when I was beginning — never mind bow many years ago — as a 
judge — a very good patent lawyer he was; and he saw this thing in a wider 
aspect. He saw that the profession of the Bar was not doing its duty, as it did 
profess, as a profession should profess, to be in the service of the public. And 
so he enlarged this institution; and they really did a public service. -

"It’s true that the Bar has had a very honorable career........ The Bar has
always — I think it is true — I hesitate — I suppose most of you are lawyers 
here — whenever any profession gets together they always boost their own 
calling — I suppose undertakers do the same thing — the Bar has had an 
honorable career in standing, at a risk oftentimes even of life, but always has 
had a reputation of standing against passion, mob violence, and all that law 
is against. Sometimes not alone as advocates of an individual. Sometimes — 
like our old friend Cicero — in protection of the state. But there never has 
been a defect, I would say, of lawyers who have been willing to come forward 
and stand at their own risk against what is not law; unlaw.

"Take for example the men in the seventeenth century in England — 
John Hampden, and Eliot; all the rest — they were lawyers. Take in France: 
Malesherbes, who defended Louis XVI — and died because he did. Take our 
own John Adams, who gloriously succeeded in acquitting the British soldiers 
who fired on the people in Boston. Take Erskine, who defended Horne Tooke 
and stood indomitable for the ringing of law.

"There has been no defect of them, thank God, in our own time. I will 
read something, by one of the great lawyers of our time, a man whom you all 
will agree to imite to honor, one of the persons who has given glory to our 
period, in so far as it has any glory. I got it from my friend Allen Wardwell 
here. It is by Harry Stimson. And this is what he said in the introduction to 
his book:

" T came to realize that without a bar trained in the traditions of courage 
and loyalty our constitutional theories of individual liberty would cease to be 
a living reality. I learned of the experience of those many countries possessing 
constitutions and bills of rights similar to our own, whose citizens had never
theless lost their liberties because they did not possess a bar with sufficient 
courage and independence to establish those rights by a brave assertion of the 
writs of habeas corpus and certiorari. So I came to feel that the American 
lawyer should regard himself as a potential officer’ of his government and a 
defender of its laws and constitutioii. I felt that if the day should ever come 
when this tradition had faded out aod the members of the bar had become
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merely the servants of business, the future of our liberties would be gloomy 
indeed.’

"That time has not come; those men are not decadent; our Bar is not 
decadent.

“But what we are gathered here tonight to promote is something more 
than that. We presuppose, we assume that we are not cowards; we assume 
that the Bar is willing to stand against tyranny whether in the form of one 
bureaucrat or of the mob. But that is not enough. And the meeting of this 
Society is not enough. It is the daily, it is the small, it is the cumulative injuries 
of little people that we are here to protect. And in that regard, except for , 
institutions such as this, the Bar has not done its duty.

"Do you ever think — I often do — of the difference between the great 
profession of medicine and our own? And I think of the large part which 
physicians give of their time, their attention, to the care of those who can’t 
pay them. And I used to wonder whether that was not greatly to the discredit 
of our calling; and at first blush it seemed as though it was. But I think that 
is not quite fair. I think at least there is quite another aspect to it. Because, 
after all, if you are a physician and Chin Low, the laundryman, has a stomach 
ache, it is like the stomach ache of the president of the United States Steel 
Corporation.

"But if you know how to cure Chin Low’s stomach ache, if you have had 
experience, it is rather in line with your calling that you should attend him. 
And that helps you with people — well, you know what I mean: people who 
give you a little more return in the end; in a pecuniary way, than Low can.
So it isn’t quite fair to compare the time that is given by physicians for which 
they aren’t paid to the time that would be taken by lawyers.

“And, after all, when you come to think of it — it carries me back a long 
time, more years than I want to say — but when I came here to New York — 
never mind when — we none of us wanted that kind of experience at all: the 
thing we really wanted was to be able to know how to draw corporate docu
ments. I had a friend who used to draw corporate documents; he commuted, 
and he drew corporate documents when he commuted, he had a stenographer 
with him and he drew corporate documents all the while. I never understood 
corporate documents very much; and I was never any good as a lawyer. I liked 
to think that was the reason; but probably there were others. Anyway, corpor
ate documents at that time consisted very largely — as I understood — of 
drawing minutes of first meetings of directors in which all the directors said 
that they thought that the conveyance to the corporation of a formula for 
making — well, soap — in small parcels was worth in their judgment stock 
of ten million dollars, or whatever it was.
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"I was greatly envious of people who knew how to do that. And I never 
learned how to do it. I never did. And I didn’t have any success, any at all. 
I’m not going to tell you how I got to be a judge. But it wasn t for any such 
reason as that. I never knew quite why, but I kndw it wasn’t that.

"And then there were — well, the courts, everybody thought — I sup
pose they do yet — that courts are a sort of low form of , activity. No one 
wanted to be in the courts. I remember I was sitting with — oh, years and 
years and years ago — with Judge Hough, and one of the big offices the
kind of offices that have representatives all around here, on both sides.........
They were great offices who didn’t come into court in a serious way ever unless 
it was the antitrust act and they could have a long time talking all about it 
sort of a cackle club. But there was a case came up — it was one of those 
inferior things big offices have to attend to, have to send inferiors out to 
court to take' care of. Well, there was a man making an appeal or something 
like that, he was making very heavy weather of it, oh very heavy weather — 
he really wasn’t much good; of course the great office wouldn’t send up a 
man that was much good. And so I wrote on a slip of paper to Hough and 
said: 'Do you know who this —’ I was going to say damn fool — I said ‘Do 
you know who this man is?’ And he looked, and he took off his glasses 
you remember like always he did — and this is the word that came back:

'He is one of those poor riffraff that swells send up from Wall Street to 
talk to slobs like you and me.’

“Well — that isn’t the whole story.

"We are not quite so irresponsible; the Bar is not quite so irresponsible 
as that. We have always had volunteers. They always had volunteers in 
criminal cases. I also had, when I lived in Albany, a rather promising career 
as a criminal lawyer. It was the only success I had at the Bar. I remember 
two gentlemen, who I feel were entirely guilty, for whom I succeeded in getting 
an acquittal. I have always been proud of it ever since. But that ended it: 
there was no chance of drawing corporate papers or rewriting mortgages with 
a lot of clauses that no one had ever passed on for at least one hundred years. 
All that kind of stuff. And that is what I aspired to. But we have always had 
some amount of volunteers. When I came here to New York, there was a 
judge named Malone; he used to take youngsters and assign them to cases. 
They couldn’t get anyone off, anyone acquitted; but still it was necessary; and 
it was good.........

“Did you ever thipk of the problem that faced an entirely illiterate per
son, a person who had no knowledge of law or anything about it, when he 
suddenly found himself faced with a charge — it might be a very trivial 
charge from the point of view of most of the people in this room who know
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law the violation of some regulation ? I don’t know how you would feel; 
but I know how I would feel if I got a notice of having broken a regulation 
about putting milk out on the window sill: I’d probably stay awake all night 
thinking about it. But think of a person who knows nothing about it — 
maybe when you learn a lot about it it is worse — but, anyway, he would 
be troubled about it, and deeply troubled'.

It is a perfect wilderness. The language — even the language is unin- 
telligible. Years ago I was at the telephone, my law clerk called me up, and 
we got to work. I used a word which seemed to me to be quite colloquial, 
anyone would understand it,I think it was res judicata, something like that — 
perfectly intelligible. 'When I put down the telephone one of my daughters 
said: 'You lawyers like to put down that stuff because you think nobody under
stands you.’ It came to me as a great, shock. Because I never thought of it 
that way. And I suppose a lot of people think of it that way. I ‘can’t under
stand why anybody cant understand res judicata:, ^eriectly simple, and per
fectly apparent. But she didn’t.

"Law has always been unintelligible. And might I say that perhaps it 
ought to be. And 111 tell you why; because I don’t want to deal in paradoxes. 
It ought to be unintelligible because it ought to be in words and words are 
utterly inadequate to deal with the fantastically multiform occasions which 
corne up in human life. We have to deal with them in generalities, and gener
alities are utterly inadequate.

"You will ask why we have to deal with them in generalities. I will tell 
you what I think: I think the fact that we do deal with them in generalities 
is the very essence of freedom, because it is the only way by which we can 
better leave to the individual his own determination, uncontrolled by what the 
result shall be.

"For that reason lawyers have always been charged with being far afield 
from justice.........

"The law was justice obscured 400 years ago, as it is now. You will say: 
perhaps it has changed. Well, it has in some ways. But I wonder whether it 
really has. I really wonder. May I quote from one whose identity modesty 
compels me to conceal, as to the present law:

The words of such an act as the Income Tax, for example, merely 
dance before my eyes in a meaningless procession: cross-reference to cross- 
reference, exception upon exception — couched in abstract terms that offer no 
handle to seize hold of leave in my mind only a confused sense of some 
vitally important, but successfully concealed purport, which it is my duty to 
extract, but which is within my power, if at all, only after the most inordinate
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expenditure of time. . . . There is little doubt that we are entering a period of 
increasingly detailed regulation, and it will be the duty of judges to thread 
the path — for path there is — through these fantastic labyrinths. . . . Again 
and again I have found myself utterly bewildered by the involution of phrase 
with phrase and of term with term. . . . The talent, which can keep in solu
tion, at whatever cost, these many ingredients and carry them all over into a 
final precipitate, is rare enough; but the talent which can do so without hours 
of distress and confusion is vouchsafed to only -a-scanty few.’

“Well, my friends, I am an absolute devotee of law. I think that without 
it we should still be sitting in the trees throwing coconuts'at each other. But 
if I could I should like to convince you that the one thing that you must try 
to avoid is the belief ,that it can be made simple so that anyone can under
stand it.

"And this is the law to which we subject and I think rightly subject — 
Chin Low, the Chinaman, and the butcher and the baker and the candlestick- 
maker. And what is he going, to do about it ? What does he think about it ? 
How dods he act when be is faced with it ? Does he know how to avoid 'the 
oppressor’s wrong, the law’s delay, the insolence of office, and the spurns that 
patient merit of the unworthy takes’.^ He can't. He can’t. Then does he 
ever wish: this is going to be made simpler, or easier? Remember that the 
condition of freedom is that we shall not be turned loose upon the absolute 
uncontrolled will and discretion of petty bureaucrats. That condition means 
this, kind of verbal difficulty which I have been speaking of. Help in that is 
what we are gathered here tonight to, promote.

"We are saying — and it never, I think, would be said with more truth 
than it is now — that there must be some protection, someone who can say to 
the individual: 'You don’t have to go to your district leader; there is a Legal 
Aid Society; they will really help you with the judge, and it won’t be anything 
crude, either’ That is what we are here tonight for. (Applause)

"Now, we all know — these are solemn times — we all know we are in 
for more and more intervention of the Government in our affairs. I am not 
suggesting it should not be so — God forbid I should do so — but we are in 
for it. I don’t know how long. You don’t know how long. Nobody knows 
how long. But we are. Regulation on regulation. We must accept it. We 
must accept stint; we must accept ration, ration on ration. But I want to leave 
in your minds, if I can leave anything, this;

. “If we are to keep our democracy there must be one commandment: Thou 
shalt nbf ration'justice.’’ (Applause)
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The Chairman: "It is always a great treat to have Judge Learned Hand 
with us. And it is fair to say that we have all been quoting him among our
selves; it is wonderful to hear a Hand quote Hand, because it is always more 
personal.

It would have been parochial for us to plan to have a great celebration 
of a development in the Anglo-Saxon — Anglo-American tradition without 
having a representative of our friends of the British Commonwealth with us. 
And when one looks around the British Commonwealth it has become the 
habit to think of Leonard Brockington as the most articulate friend of our 
causes in the United States.

"Having sat at his feet from Seattle, Washington, to Washington, D. C., 
and having heard him on a great many occasions, and having detected in his 
style some of the beauty of Cardozo and the beauty of our great English 
language, it is a very great pleasure indeed to have Mr. Leonard Brockington 
with us again.”

Mr. Brockington: "Mr. Chairman, and Ladies and Gentlemen: I hate 
to begin with an apology, but I must say that time, absence, and health have 
rather conspired to prevent me from delivering anything worthy of this great 
occasion.

"I never find myself roughing it in this frontier saloon without recalling 
to mind a limerick which has been current in Canada for some years. I think 
it refers to a modern quasi-evangelical movement which needs no further iden
tification from my lips. And the limerick is this:

'There was a young man of Victoria 
Whose confessions grew gorier and gorier.
He was broke to begin,
But he cashed in on sin
And now lives at the Waldorf Astoria.’

"When I look around at this great indoors I remind myself how much we 
have progressed since those days when Alexander Woolcott used to refer to the 
most famous and perhaps the only hotel in New York where there were just 
two rules. You may remember that one was: NO OPIUM SMOKING IN 
THE ELEVATOR SHAFT, and the other was: GUESTS ARE REQUESTED 
TO BURY THEIR OWN DEAD.

"Although I arise tonight with very reluctant feet and recall the many 
times I have broken the lovely silence of this famous hall, nevertheless I am 
pleased to look again at this Stonehenge circle of grim-faced lawyers and to 
find it is lightened, as it often is, by the compensating radiance of the naiads, 
nereids and other visiting nymphs who come from Arcadia on the Hudson 
and Bagdad on the Subway.
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' "I thank you all very much for the opportunity to be present on this great 
occasion.

"Now, I have very many reasons, some national and some personal, for 
being glad to be here. May I just say this: that one of the reasons I am glad 
to be here is because I have had another imperishable memory to enrich a 
wandering life and to add what Mr. Justice Holmes called a little gold to the 
sunset, for I have heard and seen Judge Learned Hand. He said only a 
moment ago that he didn’t know how he came to be a Judge. May I suggest 
a Gilbertian reason. It was managed by a job and a good job too."

Judge Hand: "Thank you.”

Mr. Brockington: "It really is a grand thing, is it not, to have in our 
midst a man who still has morning in his heart. That was the boast of- dear 
old Chief Justice Mulock of Ontario. He was a very gay old blade, not unlike 
Judge Hand. I remember once getting on a train in Ontario and meeting 
Stephen Leacock’s brother—now, you all remember Stephen Leacock; he prob
ably made you laugh, as he made us laugh—well, Stephen Leacock’s brother 
was as witty as Stephen, but perhaps not quite so voluble. He told me how 
Sir William Mulock, who lived to be 101, had come to see him on his ninetieth 
birthday. As he entered the drawing-room the Judge tripped over the carpet. 
'What did he say?’ I asked. The reply was 'G** D*** it, George, I might 
have been crippled for life.’

"Although Judge Hand was a little h^avy with me and started out to 
deflate me even before the Chairman inflated me, I must say: isn t it a grand 
thing to have, someone like him in our midst and to realiae that you have a 
judge , who has never let his heart pr mind grow old or his hopes grow dim— 
a man with wisdom ip his soul and the grace of words upon his lips.

"I am delighted to be present at this meeting tonight with two men who 
both have the finest sense of our common humanity and—to use that fine old 
word, still common in Scotland—the humanities. And as the good Lord has 
made me rather deferential in my physical conformation, I want to assure you 
that I am bowing my head to this gentleman on my right and to Mr. Justice 
Frankfurter who is sitting out there somewhere. And I would like to tell them 
that in my opinion they have both enriched their own country and ennobled our 
profession; and I humbly bring them homage from my brother lawyers both 
from the land of my fathers and the land of my sons.

"Now, there are many reasons why I’m glad to be here. I think for every 
Canadian it is always an adventure to visit his neighbors who are also his 
friends to feel the well-remembered handclasp and to know the deep and often 
unspoken loyalties of ramradeship in peace and war grow every day stronger, 
the more they are needed in Siese perilous times.


