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The Man to See


Chapter One
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EDWARD BENNETT WILLIAMS wanted to be in control to the end, and a little beyond. Before he died, his family suggested that the funeral be held at Holy Trinity, a lovely neo-Georgian church in Georgetown. Too small, said Williams. He wanted the service to be held in St. Matthew’s Cathedral, a Romanesque monstrosity downtown. His children teased him for his vanity. They assumed that the church would be half empty, since most of official Washington had fled the city’s late-summer torpor for the mountains or the seashore.

But when the Williams family arrived at the cathedral on that muggy Tuesday morning in August 1988, they found it overflowing. Over two thousand mourners had gathered, filling the immense nave and spilling out onto the street which was lined with black limousines. Senators and Supreme Court justices, felons and bookmakers, waiters and doormen, billionaires, professional ball players, and Georgetown society jammed under the domed ceiling to sit before the plain mahogany casket.

Katharine Graham, the owner of the Washington Post, had flown back from the Republican National Convention in New Orleans. (The night before, as he headed to New Orleans to accept his party’s nomination for president, George Bush had stopped at Gawler’s Funeral Home to pay his last respects.) In one row in the crowded church, a former Miss America, Yolande Fox, sat beside boxing champion Sugar Ray Leonard, soothsayer Jeane Dixon, and a janitor from Williams’s office building. Baseball commissioner Peter Ueberroth chatted quietly with football commissioner Pete Rozelle (Williams was the only professional team owner to win both the Super Bowl and the World Series in one year, 1983). The Kennedy clan had turned out—Ethel and four children, Eunice and Sargent Shriver—and so had Joe DiMaggio. Outside the cathedral door, Justice Thurgood Marshall stopped to tell reporters that Ed Williams was “a great lawyer, a great American, a great man.”

Sitting along one aisle, Michael Milken, the junk bond king, looked stricken. The Justice Department was closing in on the empire he had built out of vision, guile, and larceny. Frightened, Milken had done what many powerful men had done when they had a serious problem. He had done what Senator Joseph McCarthy, Teamster boss Jimmy Hoffa, Mafia don Frank Costello, LBJ aide Bobby Baker, singer Frank Sinatra, Soviet spy Igor Melekh, industrialist Armand Hammer, New York Yankees owner George Steinbrenner, Democratic party chairman Robert Strauss, Playboy owner Hugh Hefner, Texas governor John Connally, financier Robert Vesco, Senator Thomas Dodd, CIA director Richard Helms, Chrysler chairman Lee Iacocca, Reverend Sun Myung Moon, and President Gerald Ford had all done before him: He had gone to Edward Bennett Williams.

People in deep trouble turned to Williams because of his reputation as a miracle worker who could make the guilty go free. They also found him a source of comfort and even forgiveness. Williams had an Irish Catholic’s deep pessimism about the essential sinfulness of man, and an equally great faith in the power of redemption. He would sometimes mock clients behind their backs, but he would not pass moral judgment on them. Clients felt that Williams understood them, that he felt their grief and fear. When Milken, anxious and uncertain, came to him in November 1986, Williams had comforted and reassured him. He was the only man, the junk bond trader believed, who could get him through his ordeal. The only question had been whether Williams would live long enough to do it.

Because of his empathy and shrewdness, Williams became an adviser to the rich and powerful not just on legal matters, but on career choices, business decisions, personnel problems, or almost any personal vexation. Williams’s X-factor, the quality that set him apart from thousands of others peddling advice and access in Washington, was his intuition. “I have a gypsy’s instinct,” he told his second wife, Agnes. He meant that he could see what others would do before they knew it themselves. Men became addicted to Williams. Marvin Davis, the billionaire tycoon whom Williams had rescued from a grand jury and then had helped buy 20th Century-Fox, called Williams every day. When Williams died, Davis was unable to remove Williams’s speed dial number from his telephone. “I ask myself,” he said a year later. “What would Ed tell me to do?”

As he helped hoist Williams’s coffin onto its pedestal in St. Matthew’s, Washington Post executive editor Ben Bradlee wondered as well what he would do without his old friend. During his two decades running the paper, Bradlee had always turned to Williams for help in resolving problems large and small. In June 1971, when Bradlee was desperate to catch up to the New York Times, the Post’s regular lawyers had counseled against publishing the Pentagon Papers, the secret study of America’s roots of involvement in Vietnam. They were afraid the Nixon administration would prosecute the Post. Bradlee called Williams in Chicago, where he was trying a fraud case. “What’s Nixon going to do?” Williams scoffed. “Put every major publisher and editor in jail? Nixon doesn’t have the balls to go after you, Bradlee.” Relieved, emboldened, Bradlee pressed ahead and the Post published the Pentagon Papers. For the Washington Post, the decision was a coming of age (and Williams shortly thereafter became the Washington Post Company’s regular lawyer).

Humor columnist Art Buchwald and Ed Williams had an unusual Washington friendship: neither wanted anything from the other. “That’s why it was such a good friendship,” said Buchwald. What Buchwald missed about his lost friend was his company. Williams was very funny and quick, a raconteur with a rich store of lore—his own career—to draw upon. To be sure, Williams’s humor was calculated; like Churchill, he spent his spare time rehearsing his extemporaneous remarks. Williams prepared for humor the way he prepared for trial. He kept a file of jokes in his office (most of them ethnic or off-color), and for days he would try them out on the lawyers in the firm before he would incorporate them into an “informal” talk. He knew all the rhetorical tricks of story-telling: how to stretch out the windup to the punch line, how to modulate his voice to draw the listener forward, and then jolt him upright with a burst of laughter. But Williams’s sense of humor was too great to be contrived. So much of his humor came from his physical magnetism, the raw and undiluted energy and zest that seemed to flow from him. Sitting next to him, especially when liquor had loosened his tongue and eased his mood, was “roughly akin to having your breath sucked out of you by a tornado,” recalled Pierce O’Donnell, a young associate of Williams’s in the seventies. Williams had the power to make men shake and weep with laughter. He seemed to have direct access to his emotions. His face and body were a register of all the pleasure and pain, anger and exultation he had ever felt. When he was sullen or angry he looked like one of his mobster clients making a hit; when he was happy he looked like a little boy about to eat a Good Humor after school. When he was tired and drunk, the tears would suddenly come welling up, and his tension and fear would spill out.

“He never crossed his arms,” recalled Barbara Howar, a Washington socialite in the 1960s. “His body language was totally open.” He was physical, constantly touching and holding and sometimes hitting, whacking a seatmate at a football game to celebrate a bruising tackle. David Brinkley, the longtime television anchorman and commentator, recalled his slight shock when, at a cocktail party, Williams playfully reached down and squeezed Brinkley’s buttocks. “It was a gesture of informality and friendship,” said Brinkley. “He’d grab you by the ass.”

When Williams died, his old friends Bradlee and Buchwald wondered if there would be a memorial service where they could stand up and say a few words of farewell. But from his deathbed, Williams had ruled out eulogies from his old buddies. In the way of the Old Church, he wanted only priests. In life, Williams had not advertised his piety. “He didn’t want anyone to think he was nutty,” said Bob Flanagan, his financial adviser. “On a business trip, when he said, ‘meet you for breakfast,’ he meant mass.” Williams went to morning mass 365 days a year, yet he could be irreverent about the church. “They think if they sprinkle a little Holy Water on you, you’re going to give an endowment,” he told friends, without telling them that he gave Catholic charities well over $100,000 a year. Williams was, in effect, a favor bank for the archdiocese. When he was President of the Washington Redskins, the first row of the owner’s box at Robert F. Kennedy Stadium was usually lined with priests in Roman collars. Once, while playing a word game in his office, a lawyer had prompted Williams by saying “Priests.” “Tickets,” he immediately shot back.

James Cardinal Hickey had broken off a papal mission to Australia to preside over Williams’s funeral, flying all night to arrive three hours before the service. Over two dozen priests, resplendent in white robes, swinging vessels of incense, followed the Cardinal into the nave. The presidents of Georgetown University and the College of the Holy Cross each rose to exalt the dead. Father Tim Healy of Georgetown compared Williams to Sir Thomas More, torn between service to God and country. Father John Brooks of Holy Cross went further. He said, “I can honestly say this morning that in all my life I have never known a man or woman who more fully reflected the person of Jesus Christ than did Ed Williams.” In the congregation, Williams’s friends and law partners smiled and rolled their eyes. The sadness of his seven children was mixed with exuberance and joy. “God, Dad would have loved this,” said one of the boys.

HE WAS CALLED “the magic mouthpiece, the man who can get you out of bad trouble” by Life, the “nation’s hottest lawyer” by the New York Times, the “country’s top criminal lawyer” by Time. The myth of Williams, which he carefully nurtured all during his life, persists after his death in 1988 at the age of sixty-eight. Lawyers still argue whether he was the greatest lawyer of his time or just the greatest trial lawyer. In an age of specialization, the fact that he could handle jury trials, Supreme Court arguments, and corporate takeovers with equal facility is a source of lawyerly awe. A whole generation of trial lawyers mimics his courtroom moves and lifts the best lines of his jury summations.

After a few late night drinks, Williams would sometimes tell the eager young acolytes who came to his firm, hoping to follow his example, that they could not. There would never be another lawyer like him. The practice of law had changed too much, in no small measure because he had changed it. Williams was sui generis. There were other lawyers who were just as smart or hard-working, but somehow Williams was bigger, literally and figuratively. His appetite, his ego, his emotions, his memory, and even his body—particularly his enormous, leonine head—were all outsize.

Williams was not content just to be a great lawyer. He wanted power, and he wanted to be seen as a force for larger ends than the narrow representation of his clients. He was, at least in the beginning, an effective crusader for individual freedom. In the name of civil liberties and protecting the rights of the criminally accused, he helped spark a judicial revolution against unchecked police power in the 1950s and 1960s. Before anyone else, Williams exposed the illegal acts of the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)—the wiretapping and break-ins, the bugging and “black-bag jobs”—that were rotting J. Edgar Hoover’s empire from within. Behind the scenes, he played a little-known but critical role in revealing and ultimately dethroning the abusive power of Richard Nixon’s White House. Williams not only urged Ben Bradlee to print the Pentagon Papers, he helped give the Post editor the courage—and quite possibly, the inside information—to press forward with the newspaper’s probe into Watergate when the rest of the establishment press was turning the other way.

Yet, having exposed the abuse of power, Williams went on to protect it. Apparently without a second thought, Williams defended the very people exposed by the scandals that he had helped unearth. He defended a half dozen private and public powerbrokers from charges brought by the Watergate special prosecutor. He defended Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) director Richard Helms against accusations that he had authorized an illegal break-in and lied to Congress. He defended the FBI’s top specialist against charges of having performed “black-bag jobs.” And in the secret councils of the White House, he argued against restricting CIA eavesdropping on U.S. citizens.

Williams saw no irony in playing both sides. He was an advocate, and he was intent on winning. If he could expose a scandal and then turn around and get off the people embroiled in it, so much the better. He won both ways. He always had. In the 1950s, he had represented Communists and fellow travelers before the House Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC) while at the same time he represented the greatest red-baiter of them all, Senator Joe McCarthy. Throughout his career, Williams appeared to be involved in a variety of conflicts of interest. But to Williams, representing clients on different sides of an issue was not a conflict at all. He believed he could represent everyone’s interests at once, and often he succeeded in finding a middle way. Certainly he served his own interests. His individual clients were almost always happy as well. But viewed from a distance of years, Williams’s ceaseless maneuvering sometimes seemed to add up to one vast zero-sum game.

Williams loved games, and the games he played were exhilarating. He could be found squarely in the middle of most of the crises or scandals that gripped the nation’s capital over three decades, dispensing advice and counsel to one side or the other, and sometimes both at once. And in the process, he seemed to become more powerful, more important, than the people he advised. That he could be perceived as such a force in Washington is a testimonial to Williams, but it also says something less inspiring about Washington.

Williams came to Washington, D.C., in 1941, just as it was beginning its transformation from sleepy Southern town to center of the Western world. He had $12 and endless ambition. He saw Washington as a place free of anti-Catholic prejudice, where power belonged to those clever and driven enough to grasp and hold it. Over $100 million richer yet in some ways still unfulfilled, he died just as the city, and the country it governed, seemed in decline, militarily still strong but strangely paralyzed by its problems at home. Williams himself was one of a kind, but his career stands as a metaphor for the city of his dreams.

Far more vital than many of the drones who shuffle in and out of Washington’s so-called revolving door, Williams could be witheringly funny about the climbers of Washington, and even make fun of his own grasping. Always teasing, armed with a healthy sense of the absurd, he poked fun at Washington’s hothouse atmosphere that hyped ordinary foibles into scandals. In the post-Watergate Washington of the press’s fevered imagination, there were “no errors, only conspiracies,” he said. For his own part, he saw himself as a moral man, and in most ways he was. “Fast Eddie” was the nickname he hated most, but it was one that he earned.

With Eugene McCarthy, the Democrats’ poet-peace candidate of 1968, Williams liked to talk about what C. S. Lewis called “the temptation of the inner ring,” the ambition to be on the inside. “Ed knew that it made good men do bad things,” said McCarthy. Yet Williams was unable to resist the temptation himself. He relished being a one-man Legal Services Corporation for the establishment, a kind of Washington monument that important people visited just to say they had. “He loved the power of it, that when the shit hit the fan, they all came to him, and he’d tell them what to do,” said Bill Graham, son of Washington Post owner Katharine Graham and a former lawyer in Williams’s firm. Though Williams liked mavericks and hated snobs, he wanted to be on Kay Graham’s A-list for dinner. He wanted membership in the inner sanctum. He was pleased to be rumored as Deep Throat, the secret source who blew open Watergate for the Washington Post, and never denied that he was. “Whaddya know?” he would ask Sally Quinn, the well-wired Post “Style” section writer and wife of Ben Bradlee. “He wanted to know everyone’s secrets, and he knew the worst there was to know about anyone,” she recalled. “Nothing shocked him.”

Williams’s cynicism did not bother the powerful, who needed him too much. Their wives, however, would occasionally question his defense of crooks and wrongdoers. In Washington, a man’s town, wives were, for the most part, spectators, and thus freed to see what their all-consumed husbands could not. Sitting in church one day in the early 1980s, Eunice Shriver turned to Williams and asked, “How can you defend evil?” He patiently replied that “everyone is entitled to a lawyer. In the law,” he explained in the precise, deliberate way he used when he was making a subtle point to laymen, “there is a presumption of innocence. It is a legal concept, not a moral one. I defend my clients from legal guilt. Moral judgments,” he concluded, “I leave to the majestic vengeance of God.”

It was a good little speech, and he had given it many times before: to TV talk shows, graduation audiences, law school seminars, his friends, and particularly to his friends’ wives, who would corner him at dinner parties. But he was getting tired of it. “The wives!” he would roar. Thinking them moralistic and naive, he would mock their exasperating questions. “How can you defend such terrible people?” he would screech in a whiny voice. When he began to give his everyone’s-entitled-to-a-lawyer speech to Ann Jones, the wife of his family doctor, she had riposted, “Yes, but they’re not entitled to you.” Williams did not bother to respond with his standard parry: “You mean they’re entitled to a defense, but not the best defense?” He just poured himself another drink. “He’d put up with it from the wives,” said David Povich, a partner in Williams’s firm. “But if a young lawyer in the firm tried it, he’d unload on him. ‘Why is this guy in the law?’ he’d ask.”

Williams would defend anyone, he liked to say, as long as they gave him total control of the case and paid up front. He would represent Mafia dons and pornographers for enormous fees. He would also represent priests, judges, and attractive women in distress for little or nothing. Yet he did not like to represent clients who stood for causes. He thought it was a mistake to mix ideology with law, and he worried that political activists would not give him the total control he demanded. He refused to represent Dr. Benjamin Spock and several other antiwar activists indicted for inciting students to burn their draft cards in 1970. “They don’t need a lawyer,” he scoffed. “They need a toastmaster.”

WILLIAMS WAS DETERMINED to control and shape his public image. He hated and feared the press—he called reporters “pygmies with dart guns”—but he carefully cultivated those who could help or hurt him. Over the years, he gave the same interview over and over again, word for word. He concocted an anecdotal story of his life that was romanticized and selective. He first dissembled about his war record and then never spoke of it. He kept almost every word ever written about himself in forty-eight bound volumes of press clippings, but he left out articles that cast him in a bad light.

Williams was a man of enormous, seemingly bewildering contradictions. “He loved liberty and hated raw power, unless he was exercising it,” said Peter Fleming, a New York trial lawyer who worked with Williams. “He was a devout Catholic, yet he was totally able to separate the world of Peter from the world of Caesar,” said Arthur Liman, another well-known trial lawyer who was close to Williams. “He had unshakable faith, yet in worldly affairs he was a complete skeptic.” Williams hated yes-men, but he was sometimes surrounded by sycophants. He saw sin in everyone, yet hero-worshiped like an eleven-year-old subscriber to Boy’s Life. He was pious and profane, shy and sociable, cruel and kind, warm and cold. He could be all or any of these on command. He showed only the side he wanted to show; he compartmentalized his feelings and was a master of manipulation. Yet if he used people, they were for the most part happy to be used by him.

He was not insincere; his friendships were not feigned. Like an actor, he had the capacity to become whatever role he was playing, to genuinely feel the emotions he was projecting. While self-absorbed, he was also extremely loyal, generous, and considerate. He had dozens of “best friends.” At one time or another, he managed to convince most of his seven children that they were closer to him than any of the others.

Williams needed to be loved even more than most people. “He needed constant public reaffirmation of self,” said Mike Tigar, a trial lawyer who was a protégé of Williams’s. Late at night, after he had a few drinks, Williams would sometimes announce that he was running for office, for the Senate perhaps, or even for president. “We’re going to New Hampshire!” he’d exclaim, envisioning a shocking groundswell for EBW in the first primary. With beautiful women, he would sometimes posture as a statesman manqué. Lauren Bacall remembers Williams, in his cups after midnight, lamenting that he had not been chosen for the Supreme Court. But his closest friends and his wife, Agnes, doubted that he really wanted to take a government job, much less run for office. Two presidents had offered to make him director of the CIA, a job that fascinated him, but he had turned them down. “He believed public life was so intrusive,” said his law partner Brendan Sullivan. “I don’t think he wanted to expose himself in that way.” A confirmation hearing, said Mike Tigar, was “his idea of living hell.”

Williams never wanted to lose control. He was angry when Ben Bradlee was quoted calling him a “primitive.” Bradlee had meant to be complimentary, that in bland and colorless Washington here was a man of elemental emotions, a man who could cry and laugh and bay at the moon. But Williams preferred to project an image of certainty and control, of being completely in charge of his destiny.

Williams’s philosophy of life, he was fond of telling reporters, was “contest living.” In life, he said, “every effort is marked down at the end as a win or a loss.” Some found his obsession with winning unattractive, even pathological. He could rant and cry like a small child when he lost something as inconsequential as a firm softball game. One of his law partners saw his public espousal of “contest living” as a “convenient marketing device,” since “what you want from lawyers is Fighters! Warriors!” But really, Williams’s “contest living” was about losing, or learning to live with defeat. When he had been drinking, Williams showed flickers of self-awareness about the unrelenting pressure he had imposed on himself, and he sought to ease the burden with barroom philosophizing. On the night he hired Vince Lombardi to be coach and general manager of the Washington Redskins, Williams had said to the legendary coach, “You and I must always win, Vince. But nobody always wins. I don’t care how great you are, you’ve got to lose. You’ve got to learn to deal with that.”

Williams never did. His drive was too great. After a long day in court and a long night of drinking, Tigar recalls watching Williams rocking slowly back and forth, his great body sagging with exhaustion, as he urinated against the wall in a deserted alley at Third Avenue and 55th Street in New York. “Ed was drained, all done in,” recalled Tigar. “He could never say, ‘this is enough.’ ” Williams preached to his children: “Life is not a plateau. You either move up or you fall back.” He was determined that he would never fall back to Hartford, Connecticut, and to the dark little house on Adelaide Street.
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Dreams


Chapter Two

[image: line]

JOE WILLIAMS WAS a dapper, meticulous little man who wore a carnation and worked as a floorwalker in a department store in downtown Hartford. The son of a Welsh immigrant who had been converted to Catholicism by his Irish wife, he read the Bible cover to cover and brewed foul-tasting beer in his basement. He also had a touch of gentle blarney; “when better kisses are made, a Williams will make them,” he trilled. But mostly he was quiet. At dinner he was speechless. He had a hiatal hernia that made him gag and cough when he swallowed food. His wife, May, however, was gabby. She liked to play bridge and gossip, and she didn’t like to cook. Because of Joe’s hernia, the food had to be bland. Her dinners were tasteless and heavy and served in large portions. The pie crust was so thick, her cousin Geraldine Ray recalled, that the dough was raw inside.

May never criticized Joe for being a poor provider, but she was not happy with him. He never took her out to a show or a movie or a restaurant; mostly, he would sit in the front room and read the paper. May told her nieces, “Once you get married, the fun stops and the boredom starts.” She said she was envious of her sister, who went out all the time, and wished she had married her sister’s husband.

May and Joe married late. May was forty-four when she had her first child, a son. The next child was stillborn, and she never had another. The double-decker house at 36 Adelaide Street was gloomy inside. The furniture, dominated by a burgundy upholstered couch and an imitation mahogany breakfront stuffed with knickknacks, was heavy and dark. The shades were always drawn to keep the fabric from fading. At dinner the young Edward Bennett Williams silently ate his mother’s doughy pie and listened to his father’s quiet gag.

“I knew I was going to break out,” Williams said years later. “I knew I wasn’t long for there.” In describing his Hartford childhood, Williams portrayed himself as an urban Tom Sawyer who was constantly slipping out the back window at night to go to baseball games and boxing matches. He vividly remembered running three miles in the dark to East Hartford when he was nine years old to watch the city’s own Bat Battalino outbox Andre Routis of France for the Featherweight Championship of the World. At Bulkeley Stadium, a rickety minor league park occupied by the Hartford Senators of the Eastern League, he sold “ice colds and red hots” in the summer and watched Hank Greenberg, “the $9,000 Flash,” hone his skills for the majors. At night, Edward dreamed of pitching the seventh game of the World Series at Yankee Stadium.

Williams decided to become a lawyer, he once said, the day he saw an enormous crowd outside the Hartford courthouse craning to catch a glimpse of Gerald Chapman, a playboy thief on trial for murder. Williams claimed that he walked the two miles down to the courthouse every day to watch the trial. Since he was not quite five years old at the time, it is not clear how much of the legal maneuvering he appreciated, or whether he actually made it to the courtroom. Nonetheless, he carried a memory of his mother leaning over him as she pointed to the prosecutor, Hugh Alcorn, and saying, “He’s a great man—someone you should look up to!”

In Williams’s recounting of his childhood, there is a certain amount of Hardy Boys self-mythologizing. Williams’s neighborhood playmate and best friend David Rosen has a somewhat less theatrical memory of Williams’s boyhood. Rosen remembers “Eddie” as a dutiful child who always came when his mother called—by blowing on a police whistle. On the first day at Burr Elementary School, when the other boys jumped him and pushed him down, Eddie ran home in tears to his mother. He was quiet, Rosen recalled, and very studious. He loved sandlot baseball but he was not much of a player. He was usually picked last or nearly last and then put out in right field or, because he was tall, at first base. Rosen recalled climbing over the Bulkeley Stadium wall with Williams, but he added that a sympathetic policeman gave them a leg up. They did not sneak out at night, he said, because there were no night games. Bulkeley Stadium had no lights.

Williams’s cousins remember him as soft-spoken and bashful in an engaging sort of way. Sometimes, in describing something that had happened to him, he would get excited and start to act out the scene. Then he would suddenly catch himself and sit down, looking about shyly. As he grew older, he became more interested in acting, and more assertive about it. In the evening, he would stand on a chair in the kitchen and imitate Franklin D. Roosevelt giving radio speeches. By the time he was twelve, he liked to play Broadway director, organizing his friends to put on plays that he had seen performed at a public park in Hartford. He also showed an early interest in gambling. When he was eight, his cousin Jack Williams showed him how to play a simple numbers game by betting on the U.S. Treasury balance in the evening paper. Williams and Rosen set up their “own little numbers racket,” selling chances at three for a nickel. The pot, they advertised, was $100. They panicked when they realized that one of their customers might actually guess the winning number. For the rest of the afternoon they hid out, until Mrs. Williams blew her police whistle for dinner.

OTHER FRIENDS BEGAN to notice a deliberate, purposeful quality to Williams. “He was the most premeditated kid I’ve ever seen,” said Charles Buck, a classmate. “He thought everything out, what he was going to do, how he was going to do it.” His early political skills were rewarded. By the seventh grade he was the recognized teacher’s pet. “At high school I practically ran the place,” Williams later boasted. (“He ruled with an iron hand,” agreed the 1937 Bulkeley High yearbook.) As the editor of his high school paper, The Torch, he wanted to know all the gossip; he named his column “Inside Stuff” and earned the nickname “Walter Winchell.” Tall and skinny, with intense eyes and an impish smile, he was genuinely popular, often amusing his classmates with a mild streak of mischief. Reporting in the Torch on a school dance he printed a sophomoric double entendre headline—“Herbie Hind Says Great Dance Friday Night”—that took the faculty a week or two to comprehend (Her Behind . . .).

He wore a suit and tie to school every day—the same suit, a shiny brown pinstripe. On cold days he wore a beige sweater underneath. His family couldn’t afford to buy him a new suit or a coat. In later years, Williams liked to say he had grown up “dirt poor.” His relatives back in Hartford are slightly bothered and puzzled by his poor-mouthing; after all, they said, there was always food on the table, and Adelaide Street, while a little shabby, was hardly a slum. But when Williams was about fourteen, his father was laid off. The Depression had settled over Hartford, and the Brown Thomson Department Store where Joe Williams worked was losing business. Young Edward saw his sacked father come home in tears. For Williams, the experience was terrifying. He knew his parents had meager savings, and he had seen the hobos living in rags in squalid shacks down in the weeds by the Connecticut River. Joe Williams got his job back, with his salary cut from $42 to $37 a week, but Williams never forgot the fear in his father’s face.

Williams himself went to work pumping gas to help support his family. In the summers, he later claimed, he worked eighty-four hours a week, 8:00 A.M. until 1:00 A.M., and was paid eleven cents an hour. Years later, when he had become a famous trial lawyer, the oil company that owned the gas station where Williams had worked tried to hire him to defend it in a criminal matter. Williams refused. “We couldn’t agree on the fee,” he dryly explained to a magazine reporter. “Ed was cheap,” recalled Jerry Waterhouse, Williams’s high school girlfriend. “He never spent more than thirty-five cents on a date—twenty-five cents for the movie, ten cents for the Coke. We walked miles because his family didn’t have a car.” Williams was bitter, she remembered, when he had to bum a ride for the two of them to the prom.

Waterhouse found Williams shy and upright. He urged her to be a better Catholic and never did more than kiss her on a date. “His only security was his intelligence,” she said. “He didn’t know much about girls.” He never talked about his mother or father, but he talked a great deal about himself. He told her, “I want to make money.” “That’s what he talked about,” she recalled. “He wanted to buy things. In later years he told me he was driven by power, but I always thought it was money.”

For an Irish Catholic in Hartford in the 1930s, the opportunity to make money was limited. The city of 150,000 was then, as now, dominated by insurance companies. Back then, their WASP owners did not like to hire the Irish, at least for white-collar jobs. The Irish and Italians lived in tenements and double-deckers in South and East Hartford. The WASPs lived on tree-lined streets in West Hartford; they referred to the neighboring ridge occupied by the well-to-do Jews as “Kike’s Peak.” At the beach on Long Island Sound favored by Hartforders in the summer, the Irish sat at one end and the Yankees at the other. The Irish side was called the House of Commons and the WASP side was called the House of Lords.

Williams was not exposed firsthand to discrimination, but only because the city was so segregated. He later joked that he didn’t meet his first Protestant until the age of twelve, yet he found Hartford, with its stratified social structure and small-town ways, oppressive and confining. He knew the best way to get out of Hartford was to go to college. He was not interested in a scholarship to the local college, Trinity, an Episcopalian school of modest reputation. He wanted Yale. But there was only one Yale scholarship at Bulkeley High, and it went to the top student. Too busy with the school paper and pumping gas, Williams did not have the best grades in his class. After an all-nighter at the Torch, he would corner Jerry Waterhouse in the hallway and demand that she read him her Latin translation before class; she remembers being stunned by his photographic memory. Fortunately, Williams was a special pet of Miss Jane Dargan, the vice principal, who had close ties to a number of Jesuit colleges. She was able to arrange a full scholarship to Holy Cross in Worcester, Massachusetts.

Williams’s father was against his going to college. He wanted his son to stay home and produce a paycheck for the family. After a bitter quarrel, Williams packed his bags for Holy Cross. “I left Hartford,” he told a young lawyer at his law firm in Washington, “and never looked back.” Years later, after his parents died, his relatives in Hartford asked him if he wanted the mementos and photos and knickknacks from his mother’s home. “Forget it,” he replied.

WHEN GRADUATES OF the old Holy Cross try to describe their school to an outsider, they sometimes use martial analogies: The College of the Holy Cross was as strict as West Point, as tough as the Marine Corps. It was boot camp for the mind and spirit, with Jesuits as drill sergeants. Like a military academy, Holy Cross had a clearly defined mission: to produce humanistic gentlemen devoted “To the Greater Glory of God.” To the weak and slow, the training was an ordeal; to the survivors, it could be a glorious crucible.

The rule book Ed Williams was handed when he entered Holy Cross in September 1937 was, by modern standards, laughably strict. Students could not play cards. They could not listen to the radio before 3:00 P.M. or after 7:00 P.M., or have a woman in their room, ever. “To have in one’s possession any books or writing of immoral tendency, obscene pictures or illustrations, or to circulate the same, may entail dismissal from the college,” the rule book warned. Anyone caught drinking alcohol or staying out of his dormitory without permission after 10:00 P.M. faced expulsion. “The plea of first offense,” the rule book cautioned, “will not be considered.”

Life at Holy Cross, however, was not as repressive as the rule book implied; the Jesuits would wink at a certain amount of youthful exuberance. Still, there was, on the bleak hilltop occupied by the college, an air of cultivated innocence. When the Holy Cross football team hosted the University of Georgia, in Williams’s sophomore year, the governor of Georgia, Eurith Rivers, was asked to address a pregame rally in the basement of the Holy Cross chapel. To lighten up the occasion, the governor made a mildly off-color joke—none of the Holy Cross students laughed. Naturally, there were a few hell-raisers who would sneak out at night to drink beer in downtown Worcester, ignoring the rumors that barbed wire had been put on the drain pipes to keep them from shinnying down. There was even a fast crowd, centered around George Curley, the son of the mayor of Boston, who had a car and could drive his pals into the big city. But Williams was never among them.

Williams was not about to risk his scholarship by breaking rules. He was cautious and subdued in his first year at Holy Cross, according to Robert Maheu, who was a class ahead. They were both poor boys who had to wait on tables and eat after the other students, and they had taken a solemn vow not to smoke or drink in college. Williams was a relentless grind. As a freshman, he occasionally woke at 1:00 A.M. to study, using a flashlight under the bedclothes so as not to disturb the twenty other boys snoring in the iron cots crowded into the fourth-floor dormitory of O’Kane Hall. During his first two years, he could not find the time to attend football games. Because he spent his Saturday nights in the library, his classmates inevitably dubbed him “Leatherpants.” There was no dishonor in studying hard at Holy Cross, but even so, Williams’s work habits seemed excessive. “You have to have a little fun,” classmate Brutus Clay reproached him. “The fun will come later,” Williams replied.

FIRST CAME “SECTION A.” Williams had been placed in the fast-track class with about twenty of the brightest boys. Many had prepared at Jesuit high schools, and Williams felt at a disadvantage. Section A was taught—driven is perhaps a more accurate description—by Father John Dwyer, a Jesuit priest with a bulldog face, hunched shoulders, and piercing eyes. The atmosphere, said Bill Richardson, Williams’s classmate in Section A, was one of “tense merriment.” Dwyer meant to elevate his mostly lower-middle-class charges: He ordered them to read twenty classic English novels “that every educated man should know,” and demanded three different translations of Juvenal’s Satire X: one for the schoolteacher, one for the editor of The New Yorker, and one for the streets. “Faster, faster,” Father Dwyer would exclaim, twirling his finger, as students stumbled over their Cicero. Picking imaginary pieces of lint off his black cassock, he would stalk between the students’ desks, pausing to flick his cincture, the sash around his robe, in the face of a recalcitrant pupil. On the very rare occasion when a student talked back, “Tiger,” as his students called him, would thrust out his finger and command, “Change your manner!”

The ratio studiorem, the Jesuit curriculum, stressed reason and logic, but it did not particularly encourage original thought. The Jesuits at Holy Cross believed that medieval scholasticism had pretty well exhausted the possibility of human thought several centuries before. Logic was to be used to defend truths already discovered against the attacks of skeptical philosophers like Immanuel Kant and René Descartes. Holy Cross students were given courses in “apologetics,” in how to prove or justify the existence of God. “We swallowed dogma whole,” recalled Father John Brooks, who graduated from Holy Cross in 1949 and became the college’s president in 1970. “Faith was structured on the argument that one believes because the Church teaches it.”

To make this argument, Holy Cross gave its students powerful tools. Williams spent hours in Tiger Dwyer’s rhetoric class outlining and studying the speeches and debates of the great orators—Edmund Burke and William Pitt, Henry Clay and Daniel Webster. Dwyer’s students labored to learn deductive reasoning, syllogisms and enthymemes. Although Dwyer’s emphasis was more on logic than flourishes, Williams was exposed to a variety of rhetorical styles, from the orotund circumlocutions of Cicero and Burke to the sharp declarative jabs of Demosthenes and Pitt the Elder. In later years, they would all echo in the cadence of Williams’s closing arguments to juries.

Though Williams was not particularly outspoken in class, his classmates began to notice that he had what Jesuits call a continuatsio verborem, literally a continuity of words, an ability to speak naturally and fluently. Translating Juvenal’s satires for Tiger Dwyer, Williams was able to find the right phrases, the right metaphors—what Horace called the callida junctura, a happy combination of words. Tiger encouraged vividness as well as felicity, and told those who did not know that Juvenal’s “punishment of the mullet” meant a scaly fish jammed up the victim’s rear end.

The one extracurricular activity that Williams allowed himself was debating. In that pretelevision era, Williams later said, “debating was big league,” particularly among Catholic schools. On a Saturday night in Worcester, a Holy Cross debate might attract a crowd of several hundred and a radio audience of thousands more. The school’s debating coach, a precise, fastidious priest named Father James Dolan, was extremely concerned about the public image of his team when it traveled to debate other schools. He instructed his debaters to address each other as “Mister,” to wear neckties, to use the right fork, to chew with their mouths closed, and to dry out the sinks in the lavatory after they washed. Williams carefully followed Dolan’s instructions on how to make others feel important: Listen before speaking and be solicitous of the “little people,” the waiters and conductors and trainmen.

Williams came to regard Dolan as a tinhorn martinet, but he always heeded the debating coach’s advice on thorough preparation. “When I tried to fly by the seat of my pants, Ed would get mad at me,” said Robert Maheu, his debating partner junior year. “He told me we’d lose if we were unprepared.” Williams’s senior year debating partner, Bill Richardson, said that Williams was particularly adept at using facts and statistics. Richardson was perhaps more skilled at enunciating overarching principles, but Williams was quicker at taking apart a debating point. “He had a corkscrew mind,” Richardson said. “He would bore in on a sinuous or tortuous argument.” Williams’s style was low key; the theatrical ability he showed in court would come later. “He was all head,” Richardson remembered. “He’d drape himself over the podium and speak in a low voice.”

But he was very effective. His win-loss record was not preserved by Holy Cross, but his classmates said that he seldom lost. After Holy Cross defeated Harvard in Williams’s senior year—a sweet victory for a small Jesuit school—most of Williams’s classmates went off to town to celebrate. Williams went back to his room to study. In the corridor late that night he encountered several members of the Harvard team who were staying overnight in the Holy Cross dorm, and with great glee he explained to them how they could and should have won.

Like all good debaters, Williams could take either side of an argument with equal facility. To confound their opponents, he and Richardson would think up gimmicks. One time, in the midst of attacking FDR’s Keynesian economic policies, Williams suddenly stopped, as if he had forgotten what to say. As his rebuttal time ran down, and the audience and even Richardson began to squirm, Williams suddenly announced, “In the last minute, the U.S. government has spent $12,000. . . .” Williams would try to make the opposition waste time by arguing points he would then concede. He would selectively use facts and statistics to make his case, while ignoring the statistics that made the opposite point. “We were cute and cozy,” recalls Richardson. “We were not interested in resolving the issues. We were interested in winning.”

In some ways, Williams’s debating experience mirrored his education at Holy Cross. To be sure, the Jesuits taught absolute truths, certain “natural laws,” and the commandments of the Bible. But they also recognized that mere mortals were bound to fall short of the high moral standards set by the Scripture. The students at Holy Cross, like Catholics everywhere, were taught that man was a victim of Original Sin, and thus essentially weak. Forgiveness was divine, but it could be helped along by baptism and confession. In their traditional role as confessors, Jesuit priests acted as advocates, not judges. They sought, through reason and logic, to ease the heavy burden of guilt on a penitent and to make the harsh laws of God and nature more humane. So severe was the penalty for committing a mortal sin—eternal damnation—that the forgiving priests in the Society of Jesus strained to find some mitigating circumstance that could excuse a mortal sin, or at least reduce the charge to mere veniality. In theology and philosophy classes, Holy Cross students explored, on a case-by-case basis, the boundaries of sinfulness. Stealing was a mortal sin, but what about stealing to feed your family? What was a white lie? How late could you arrive at mass without having to go again in the afternoon?

The question of how far you could go without going to Hell had particular application to sex. In teaching the sacrament of marriage and the Sixth Commandment in junior-year theology, Father Luke O’Connor was at once explicit and broadminded. Sex outside marriage and masturbation were mortal sins, but Father O’Connor recognized that the young men in his class had hormones. They were bound to want sex. How much was permissible? Kissing but not soul kissing? Petting but not heavy petting? After long debate, accompanied by a certain amount of winking and tittering, Father O’Connor would draw the bottom line: Orgasm, he lectured, was out.

Williams took thirty-six hours of philosophy in his last two years at Holy Cross. The course names today sound obscure and esoteric—epistemology, metaphysics, cosmology—but the training was immensely useful for applying facts to law in a way that excused actions that might be immoral or wrong but were not, strictly speaking, unlawful. There is an academic word—casuistry—to describe what the Jesuits were teaching their charges. In essence, it is the study of how ethical principles can change, depending on the circumstances. What was wrong in one case, the Jesuits taught, was not in another. “What it boiled down to was how to get off the hook,” said Father Tim Healy, who was trained at Holy Cross’s sister institution, Fordham. The Jesuits’ charges learned to grasp legalistic distinctions. “We understood that a plea of not guilty doesn’t mean ‘I didn’t do it.’ It just means, ‘You’ve got to prove it,’ ” said Healy.

The training helped make students sympathetic to human foibles, but inevitably, casuistry could be twisted. Clever students learned to argue by specious analogy, to sweep bad conduct along with good, to excuse conduct that adhered to the letter of the law while violating the spirit. The Jesuit priests mocked by Enlightenment writers were adept at this sort of legalistic reasoning in the royal courts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. So, too, was Ed Williams in the American courtrooms of the twentieth century.

Still, there is some evidence that he struggled with the question of moral absolutes while he was in college. In March 1941, his senior year, he wrote a prize-winning essay entitled “Towards the True Norm of Morality.” In it he called for “absolute standards for evaluating human acts.” According to the student newspaper, the Tomahawk, Williams’s essay “decried the variable, subjective norms existing today as manifested, for example, in the condemnation of Hitler for having broken trusts, while at the same time they condone and tolerate the practice of divorce.”

He had tried to apply the same rigid standards to his sex life a few months earlier. His old high school girlfriend, Jerry Waterhouse, was now a senior at nearby Smith College. Because Williams lacked the funds or the time, they had not seen much of each other in college, but Williams had loosened up a little in his last year, and he invited Jerry to a football weekend. On Saturday night, Williams snuck out of his dorm and made his way to the boardinghouse where Waterhouse was staying. For an hour or two, they “kissed,” Waterhouse recalled, but then Williams suddenly got up and left. (“He was sexually shy,” she said.) But instead of going back to the dorm, she recalled, Williams spent the night wandering the streets of Worcester so his friends would think he spent the night with a girl.

ALONG WITH MORALITY, Holy Cross sought to imbue its students with what Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Society of Jesus, called “political insight.” From Ignatius onward, Jesuits have believed that political power was necessary to spread the Word of God. In Europe, that meant penetrating the aristocracy, a task the Society accomplished so effectively that the wily Jesuit courtier became a stock villain to Voltaire and other writers of the Enlightenment. In New England, however, the aristocracy, or what passed for one, was largely closed to Catholics. Threatened by the waves of immigrants from Ireland and Italy, the Anglophile Boston Brahmins looked down from Beacon Hill on the “papists” swarming into the North End. No matter how successful, Catholics were constantly reminded of their lower status. Joseph Kennedy, a big man in Harvard’s Class of 1912, never forgot the bitterness he felt standing in the cold street outside the Porcellian Club, wondering why his WASP roommate, Robert Sturgis Potter, got in and he didn’t. In the early part of the twentieth century, about the only elite a Holy Cross graduate could aspire to was the Society of Jesus.

By the late 1930s, banking and finance in Boston were still WASP preserves. But the “No Irish Need Apply” signs were coming down elsewhere. With the large influx of Irish and Italian immigrants, political power was shifting to the more numerous Catholics, embodied by the colorful mayor of Boston, James Michael Curley. The year Ed Williams entered Holy Cross, Joe Kennedy was appointed ambassador to the Court of St. James’s by Franklin Roosevelt.

Like other Jesuit colleges, Holy Cross played an essential role in breaking down the class and ethnic barriers. For the children of immigrants, the best way to respectability was through the professions, and law schools and medical schools were open to anyone with a good education.

“Holy Cross was full of the sons of firemen aspiring to become doctors,” Richardson recalled. “We were told that Harvard Medical School was eager to have us.” The fathers of most of Williams’s classmates had never been to college, but their sons were determined to become lawyers, doctors, teachers, and priests. Like most of his classmates, Williams did not brood about the oppression of his ancestors, at least in dormitory bull sessions. His outlook was more optimistic. He had long since set his sights on becoming a lawyer, and Holy Cross offered the way.

Making money, Richardson thought, was only a peripheral goal to Williams. Rather, like his models Webster and Clay, “he wanted to be involved in the great debates of the time”—and it did not particularly matter on which side. Williams was not a crusader for social reform. Though he was nominally a New Deal liberal, he did not have a burning social conscience. What he wanted, said Richardson, “was power and influence.”

The night of the prom in the spring of 1941, Richardson found taped to his door a note from Williams, excitedly telling him that they had both received full scholarships to Catholic University Law School in Washington. The next morning, a Sunday, the two debating partners slipped downtown and began drinking beer in a cafeteria. Williams was full of dreams and plans: They would room together in law school, then apprentice apart for five years, then rejoin to form a firm that would put Webster and Clay to shame. Giddy with beer and promise, Richardson was swept along.

There was, however, one problem: Richardson had decided to join the priesthood. A few weeks later, he told his friend of his vocation. Williams was disappointed but not altogether surprised. The best scholars and leaders at Holy Cross were encouraged to listen for God’s call. Williams told Richardson that he, too, had considered the priesthood, but he wasn’t sure that priests were, as he put it, “for real.” He was suspicious of Fulton Sheen, the urbane Catholic apologist who was perhaps a little too polished. Williams would stick with the law.

He wanted to go to law school in Washington, says Richardson, “because the action was there. The New Deal was still on, and the nation was on the eve of war.” A few weeks after he heard from Catholic U., Williams got a full scholarship to Georgetown Law School, a better-known institution in the nation’s capital. By the end of his senior year, Williams was a good catch for any law school. Though he had struggled in his first two years, he graduated summa cum laude, first in his class of 346. On his final oral examinations he received a grade of 97 only because, awed classmates joked, his Jesuit inquisitors did not believe in human perfectability.

Williams also received a partial scholarship to Yale Law School. He was tempted by the Yale name, but to go there, he would have had to borrow $1,500 for the three years. His father told him he would never be able to repay such a sum. In fact, Joe Williams did not want his son to go to law school at all. When Edward came home from Holy Cross in June and announced that he intended to go to law school, his father burst into tears. Joe Williams was having increasing trouble with his health, and he wanted his son to come home and help support the family. Angry and upset, Ed turned and ran from the house on Adelaide Street, making his way to St. Augustine’s Church, three blocks away. His mother found him there, kneeling at the altar, bowed in prayer.


Chapter Three
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WILLIAMS ARRIVED IN Washington in September 1941 with $12 in his pocket. He was assigned a fourth-floor garret in Old North on the Georgetown campus and was required to “proctor” the undergraduates, mostly by making sure they were in their rooms at night. Law school bored Williams at first. He particularly disliked property class, learning arcane and hoary rules about fees simple and contingent remaindermen. The old common law, imported from Britain, had been written to favor property rights over human rights—English landlords over Irish peasants—and Williams found studying it not only dull but depressing. Tied down with his law books and handing out demerits to undergraduates, Williams did not have much time to explore the arenas that had drawn him to Washington—the Capitol and the courts. His financial situation did improve somewhat in November: He won “beer money for the year” by betting on Holy Cross against Boston College at ten to one odds. The Crusaders won 55-21.

The Japanese freed Williams from Real Property I by bombing Pearl Harbor on December 7. At first, Williams does not appear to have been eager to jump into combat. On December 19, he applied for a job as a clerk at the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Although the FBI examiner rated him “undoubtedly above average intelligence,” Williams was rejected as “too smart aleckie.” FBI files show that he became impatient waiting in line with the other applicants and tried to “pull a fast one” by presenting himself for an interview in the Chief Clerk’s office. Having failed to become a clerk, Williams next went to the opposite extreme and enlisted to become an aviator in the Army Air Corps. The glamour of being an officer in an elite unit appealed to him, he told a fellow enlistee, Fen Seton. He didn’t give much thought to the flying part, which turned out to be a mistake. Williams was sworn in as an Air Corps cadet on January 15 in Hartford. He was given a train ticket on the overnight sleeper to Montgomery, Alabama, and told to bring some underwear. At Maxwell Air Force Base, he shared a crude barracks with eleven other cadets. The February rains quickly turned the tent city into a mud hole, but the young cadets were treated as officers and gentlemen, with servants to make their beds and shine their shoes. Basic training, called “preflight,” lasted ninety days, during which they were drilled in math, algebra, meteorology, calculus, and, quaintly, skeet shooting (to learn how to lead an airborne target).

Williams was very quiet and unassertive, recalled Seton, his tentmate. But he could “destroy you with a couple of words if he had to.” Most of his verbal deftness was used on Southern rednecks who taunted Williams for being a Yankee and a “mackerel snapper.” Williams did well at the academic and physical training; he was by now an imposing presence, a strapping 180-pound six-footer with close-cropped curly hair and eyes that could turn hard. On weekends, the cadets would cut loose in the honky-tonks of Montgomery, drinking and picking up girls. Williams did not join the carousing, recalled Seton. Rather, he spent hours and hours listening to the jukebox, particularly a song called “Tangerine” sung by Helen O’Connell, a beautiful young singer with the Tommy Dorsey band.

In mid-April, Williams graduated from preflight school. Before heading to “primary” flight school in Bennettsville, South Carolina, he and Seton went back to Hartford for the weekend. Seton remembered Williams’s exultation as he collected salutes and smartly returned them while strolling around his hometown in his new uniform.

By June, however, after less than five months in uniform, Williams was back at his desk at Georgetown Law School, dressed again in ordinary civilian clothes, drearily poring over his property case book. What happened? His own account changed over time. Some Georgetown classmates said Williams told them he had crashed in a bomber, en route to North Africa via Brazil, on takeoff from Maxwell Field. Williams had been the co-pilot but not at the controls. Everyone aboard the plane but Williams had died. Badly injured in the head and back, he had been given a medical discharge. He told Peter Maxson, a Holy Cross friend, that the accident happened the day after he got his wings. “He took it hard that all his friends in the bomber had died,” Maxson said.

Williams told his family doctor, Steve Jones, that he had fractured his head in the crash and needed a metal plate attached to his skull. But Jones never saw any scar from a surgical incision.

In later years, Williams amended his story. He said that he had crashed a biplane, a training plane, while attempting a landing. The plane had “ground-looped,” flipped over nose first. The cause was a “mechanical defect” or “engine failure”—not pilot error. Williams told his first biographer, Robert Pack, that he had been discharged for medical reasons as a lieutenant. In his Who’s Who listing, Williams put down “USAAF 1941-43.” In fact, Williams washed out of the Army Air Corps as a cadet “for reason of flying deficiency” on June 10, 1942. The report on Williams’s discharge, released to the author under the Freedom of Information Act in 1991, states:

Williams has had a total of 17 hours and 20 minutes flying instruction, of which 16 hours have been dual. This student has made very slow progress and since soloing he has been unable to progress. His coordination is extremely weak and erratic. His decisions in the air are slow and undependable. He fails to profit from repeated correction. As a result, the Board found the appointee to have conclusively demonstrated that his military flight training should be immediately discontinued due to the fact that he has exhibited traits while operating an aircraft which are a source of danger to his own life as well as the lives of others. The board recommended that he be relieved from flight training and be discharged from military service.

Williams never admitted the true story to his friends or even his family. He never liked to talk about his time in uniform. On the typed draft of a résumé prepared in the late 1950s, he wrote in pencil “military service:” but never filled out the rest. The résumé just shows erasure marks. The closest Williams came to acknowledging the truth was a note he penned on a letter he wrote to his old tent mate Seton nearly forty years later. “I still can’t fly!” Williams wrote. “What a mistake the A.A.F. made.”

Jerry Waterhouse, his old girlfriend, remembers seeing Williams back in Hartford in the summer of 1942, after his discharge. His jaw was twitching, he complained of a head injury, and he seemed depressed. Williams had fulfilled his military obligation and he was free to resume law school. But it is not surprising that he felt low about going back to school. Most young men were off at war in the summer of 1942, or preparing to enter the military. To be out of uniform, grinding away at Trusts and Civil Procedure, must have been very disheartening. “Georgetown was a very quiet and lonely place at the time,” said his classmate Tom Rover. Indeed, Williams was so discouraged and so bored that twice that first year he considered dropping out of law school, coming back each time after a couple of miserable weeks with nowhere to go but Hartford.

By the summer of 1944, however, Williams had begun to cheer up. He was poor, but he could afford an occasional beer at Mrs. Morris’s Silver Dollar Cafe in Georgetown. At the “Silver Buck” he would jaw and drink with fellow students with names like Murphy, O’Brien, and O’Rourke. Some nights he got a little carried away. Walking down M Street after a particularly liquid evening, he stopped with his buddies to buy hamburgers at the Little Tavern. Suddenly, recalled Bill Ragan, who was along on the bender, Williams vaulted across the counter. Wild-eyed, he seized a machete used for slicing rolls and chased the terrified short-order cook out of the joint. When Williams returned to campus, instead of heading for his dorm, he climbed up onto the statue of the college’s founder, Bishop John Carroll, and proceeded to relieve himself. Then he passed out. The next morning, when a priest found him asleep in Bishop Carroll’s lap, Williams had to use every bit of Tiger Dwyer’s rhetorical training to avoid losing his scholarship.

To mitigate the boredom of wills and trusts, Williams began slipping away from the Georgetown Law School, then located across the street from the federal courthouse on 6th Street, to watch real lawyers argue cases in court. Most of them, he concluded, were dreadful, but he learned from watching their mistakes. At night he pored over Irving Stone’s biography of Clarence Darrow, the great trial lawyer, marveling at Darrow’s ability to make jurors weep with the passion of his arguments.

SOME AFTERNOONS, HIS classes over, Williams would wander about the city of Washington. He relished the grandeur of the capital. He looked with wonder at the vast Greco-Roman temples of government that lined the broad avenues; he mounted the wide staircases and gazed down the vistas; he stood in the Capitol, where Daniel Webster and John Calhoun had debated; he read with awe the frieze above the marble columns of the Supreme Court promising “Equal Justice Under Law.”

Many Northerners who came to Washington had a less romantic view of the place. Built on a swamp, the city was unlivable in the summer during the years before air-conditioning. Even after the population doubled with war-related personnel, the city remained drowsy and slow-moving. “People from real cities—Boston, New York, Chicago, cities with factories and immigrants and subways—thought it astonishing,” wrote David Brinkley in Washington Goes to War. “They found few restaurants offering anything not fried in deep fat. . . . There was one legitimate theater, dark half the time. A baseball team, the Senators, usually in last place in the American League, played in ancient Griffith Stadium, widely regarded as a firetrap.”

Coming from Hartford, which had only a minor league team, Williams was not much bothered by the lack of culture or high cuisine. He didn’t have any money to spend anyway. To Williams, Washington had advantages that no other city could offer. According to Bill Richardson, Williams had been drawn to Washington because it was becoming “the center of the world.” And the city’s preeminence was even more apparent as the war wound down, leaving the empires of the Old World in ruins. For any ambitious young man eager to make a public name for himself, Washington was a good place to be in 1945. But for Williams, it had a special appeal: It was a place where a young Irish Catholic male found no barriers to his advancement.

In cities like Boston and New York, the waves of Irish immigrants had seemed threatening to the upper classes. In Boston, the Brahmins built a large stone armory to protect themselves in case the teeming hordes rioted or revolted. While Washington was not an immigrant town, it was a racist one, and the locals felt threatened by the influx of poor Southern blacks who built shanties and squalid hovels in the alleyways. Senator Theodore Bilbo of Mississippi, called the mayor of Washington because he was chairman of the Senate District Committee that actually ran the city, hated the fact that nearly half the residents of the city were black. “If you go through the government departments,” said Bilbo, “there are so many niggers it’s like a black cloud all around you.” But Washington was fairly free of prejudice against the Irish, whose small community was well integrated into the city.

The Irish were particularly well represented in the law. At Gonzaga, the local Jesuit high school, the students “were beaten with rods and switches to create lawyers and doctors,” said Thomas Kelly, a Gonzaga graduate and lifelong Washingtonian. Those who graduated were automatically given half-scholarships to Georgetown. The two big law schools in Washington—Georgetown and Catholic University—fed the local bar with Irish Catholic lawyers, so the bench in Washington was dotted with Irish names like Curran, McClough, and Maguire. The New Deal had drawn in a smattering of Harvard and Yale Law grads to work in the agencies and clerk for the Supreme Court, but the Justice Department and the U.S. Attorney’s Office were well-stocked with Georgetown grads.

If Williams had gone to Boston, he would have had to overcome Yankee prejudice and the lack of a Harvard degree. Even on Wall Street, still the center of the legal universe, he would have had to queue up behind Ivy Leaguers and WASPs. Washington had a snobby upper class, the Cave Dwellers, who drew back from the pushy New Dealers into their sedate houses in Kalorama and their exclusive clubs—Chevy Chase, the Metropolitan, and the Sulgrave. But Williams never saw the Cave Dwellers, and as a law student, he might not even have been aware of their existence. All Williams knew was that Washington was a city on the way up, and that a bright young man, even an Irish Catholic, could rise with it.

THE WAR HAD left Washington with something it would never experience again: a lawyer shortage. The growth of government brought on by the New Deal and the war effort had provided plenty of legal business, but many of the lawyers had disappeared into uniform. At Hogan & Hartson, one of Washington’s leading firms, the chief trial lawyer, Howard Boyd, went prospecting for new talent at Georgetown Law School. Standing on a street corner outside Boyd’s office, Georgetown law professor Al Philip Kane told Boyd about the “brightest student” he had ever had, a “flier who bumped his head and is draft proof.” Boyd asked to meet him. Finding Ed Williams “young, handsome, and virile,” he later recounted, “I hired him on the spot.”

Williams went to work for Hogan & Hartson in the summer of 1944, before he had even graduated or passed the bar. While a leading firm, Hogan & Hartson was not the most prestigious in Washington. Covington & Burling, with a large federal appellate and regulatory practice, drew the Harvard and Yale Law School grads and the Supreme Court clerks. Hogan & Hartson was more of a local firm, but of these it was the biggest and best, representing the department stores, the banks, the transit company, and the utilities. Half of Hogan’s eighteen lawyers had graduated from Georgetown, and Williams’s Jesuit pedigree made him an easy fit. Ironically, much of what Williams did was insurance work, defending the same insurance companies that refused to hire Irish Catholics in Hartford.

When Williams graduated (again first in his class) and passed the bar in the fall of 1944, he began going to court nearly every day. His guide and tutor was Howard Boyd, a genial redhead and extremely able trial lawyer. Like Father Dolan at Holy Cross, Boyd stressed preparation. Never go to court, he instructed Williams, without knowing more about the facts than your opponent, your client, or anyone else. Williams quickly showed Boyd his capacity for work and his attention to detail. Years later, Boyd still liked to recall how Williams had defended the Capital Transit Company in a lawsuit filed by a woman named Ella Thomas, a somewhat neurotic spinster who claimed she had been injured when the bus in which she was riding collided with another bus. The collision had been minor, and Miss Thomas was the only passenger to claim an injury. The doctors could find nothing wrong with her, but her complaints kept worsening; she often ran a high fever, and she kept coming back to the hospital for further examination. Meanwhile, the medical bills mounted. Before the trial, Williams stayed up all night reading her hospital records. He began noticing a certain pattern: Every time she recorded a high temperature, the nurses’ notes showed that she had asked for a hot water bottle a half hour earlier. During his cross-examination, Williams asked Miss Thomas about her fevers. She vividly described feeling flushed and pained. Then Williams began asking about the hot water bottle. She squirmed uncomfortably, bit her lip, and nervously eyed the jury. Finally, she broke into tears. “You think I put the thermometer in the hot water bottle don’t you? . . . Well, how else could I make them know how sick I was?”

Williams also learned by his mistakes. In another Transit Company case, he wanted to show that a pedestrian run down and killed by a streetcar was not an innocent victim but a drunken bum. The man’s son had been seen at the scene of the accident, bending over the body of his father. Williams felt confident that the boy had been removing a bottle from his father’s back pocket. On cross-examination, he closed in on the boy. “You leaned over him, didn’t you?” asked Williams. “Yes,” the boy replied. “You were sniffing his breath for alcohol, weren’t you?” “No, sir,” replied the boy. “You were reaching into his pocket for a bottle, weren’t you?” he pressed. “No, sir,” insisted the boy. “Other witnesses have testified that they saw you bending over your father. Now why were you bending over him?” Williams demanded. “Because he was my father,” said the boy, “and I wanted to kiss him good-bye.” Williams immediately asked the judge for a recess, went to a pay phone in the hall, and recommended to the insurance company that they settle the case. He also learned never to ask a question on cross-examination unless he knew the answer.

Boyd liked to use gimmicks in his trials, and Williams, already a master of debating tricks, was an eager accomplice. One of Boyd’s clients had been injured when his chair collapsed at a Washington hotel, and the man was suing the hotel. “Ed got hold of the chair and during the course of the argument to the jury he would pick it up in a certain way and the thing would fall apart with a great clamor and then crash down on the floor in front of the jury. With pretended embarrassment, Ed would pick it up and put it back together,” recalled Boyd, still richly amused forty years later. Boyd and Williams sometimes tested the limit of the judge’s patience. In another case, their best witness had been killed in the war before the case came to trial. So instead, they put the private investigator who had interviewed him on the stand. Boyd asked him, “Can you tell us where the witness is?” Williams and Boyd had prompted the detective to lower his head and say in a dramatic voice, “He died for his country.” The judge immediately interrupted this little theatrical production to call Williams and Boyd to the bench to admonish them, even threatening a new trial if they won.

Though he was a gamesman, Boyd was also a gentlemanly sort who taught Williams to be polite to his opponents and never to play the bully in court. Boyd recognized that Williams was extremely aggressive. In his very first case at Hogan & Hartson, Williams defended a bicyclist who had been sued for knocking down a pedestrian; Williams’s strategy was to countersue the pedestrian for not getting out of the way (the client won $500). Williams simply would not accept defeat. In an early case, he defended a department store sued by a woman who had hurt herself sitting down at a counter. The stool had no seat, and the woman wasn’t looking when she sat down. Williams lost at trial, and insisted on appealing. Boyd told him that it would cost the insurance company more to appeal the case than pay the judgment. Williams managed to persuade the insurance company to go along. Williams lost—and insisted on appealing again. This time, he had to do it free of charge. He won, and the woman recovered nothing.

Williams was always in the office when Boyd arrived, and he was always there when he left. He worked Saturdays, and often on Sundays and holidays. He was living at Mrs. Murphy’s boardinghouse, and he was sick of the food. He relaxed only late at night, often in bars where, Boyd said, “he drank a little too much.” He was lonely, and he wanted to find a wife.


Chapter Four
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VERA HARTSON, THE wife of one of the name partners in the firm, liked to play matchmaker. On Friday nights, she would invite some of the young men of Hogan & Hartson over to dinner to meet eligible young ladies. One Friday in the winter of 1946, she invited Ed Williams and a young woman named Dorothy Guider. Williams disliked going to Mrs. Hartson’s get-togethers; he complained to friends that she was always trying to set him up with “dogs.” But he couldn’t very well refuse the boss’s wife, especially since the female guest that evening was the favorite granddaughter of the firm’s founder, Frank Hogan.

Meat rationing was still in effect in postwar Washington, and Mrs. Hartson wanted to treat the hungry young lawyer by broiling a steak. But when the Filipino waiter placed a thick cut of red sirloin in front of Williams, he created a moral dilemma for the young Catholic, who was prohibited from eating meat on Fridays. Williams solved the problem by dipping his finger in the water glass, sprinkling a few drops on the steak, and declaring that his definition of a fish was anything that swims. As Williams dug in to his dinner, Dorothy Guider laughed and winked. By 10:00 P.M. that evening, Williams and the boss’s pretty granddaughter were dancing at the Shoreham Hotel and arguing flirtatiously over drinks.

As Williams later told the story, he and Dorothy danced under the stars on the hotel terrace. As they stared dreamily at one another, a man who had been watching them sent over a bottle of champagne with a note that read: “Name the first baby for me.” Like many of Williams’s stories, this one is slightly embellished. They could not possibly have danced on the hotel terrace; it was the middle of winter. (In a tempered version of the story, the note accompanying the champagne bottle read: “To celebrate your engagement.”)

In any case, Williams did ask Dorothy to marry him that very night. When she got home, Dorothy called her sister Betty to tell her the news. There was no mention of dancing on the terrace or strange admirers with champagne. Rather, Dorothy said, Williams had been unromantically complaining about the inferior cuisine at Mrs. Murphy’s boardinghouse. It didn’t matter. Dorothy told her sister, “I’m in love and I’m getting married.” Betty asked, “What does he look like?” “Sort of average,” Dorothy replied, but he’s “bright and funny.”

Dorothy Guider came from a world far removed from Adelaide Street. She had grown up in wealth and comfort. Though Irish Catholic, she had attended Madeira in the Virginia hunt country, a horsey school favored by WASPy rich girls, and Smith College, one of the proper Seven Sisters. Summers were spent aboard a yacht owned by a client of her doting grandfather. She had been schooled in the social graces and given a sense of privilege. For a poor boy from Hartford, she was a prize—pretty, witty, and rich. She did, however, have a startling physical defect. She had been born with a stunted arm that ended just below the elbow. As Williams danced with her that night, he must have been conscious of the stub of her left arm resting lightly on his shoulder.

Inevitably, Williams was a suspect on all the usual counts: gold digging, social climbing, and marrying the boss’s daughter in order to take over the boss’s job. Certainly he was fascinated by Dorothy’s grandfather. The son of poor Irish immigrants, Frank Hogan had in one generation become a fixture in the Washington legal establishment. He was a friend and confidant of Broadway stars, professional athletes, and politicians, whom he entertained lavishly in a large mansion in Kalorama, where the Cave Dwellers lived. Frank Hogan was, in fact, exactly what Williams wanted to be, and a logical first step, then, was to marry into his family.

Nonetheless, Dorothy’s family did not regard Williams as an opportunist. Indeed, they embraced him as a bright young man on the way up. “We’re brain snobs, not social snobs,” said Betty Guider Killay. Williams immediately struck up a fast friendship with Dorothy’s father, Duke Guider, whom he called “Captain” after his wartime rank in the navy. Shanty Irish himself (“descended from horse thieves,” he claimed), Duke Guider was quick and charming and a clever lawyer. But he was also an alcoholic and a philanderer whose rough edges made enemies in Washington. After his father-in-law Hogan died in 1944, Guider had left Hogan & Hartson and moved to New Hampshire, where he invested in radio and TV. According to his daughter Betty, Guider became so fond of Williams that he began slighting his own son, Frank, who over time came to resent Williams for shoving him aside in his father’s affections.

Though vivacious, Dorothy was not well. In addition to her stunted arm, she had weak lungs. Two months after her engagement to Williams, the doctors diagnosed her—incorrectly, as it turned out—as having tuberculosis. She was ordered to bed for six months. In haste, the wedding was arranged at her parents’ eleven-bedroom house in New Hampshire. Dorothy told her fiancé to wear a blue suit, assuming he would know to wear dark blue. Instead, Williams waited at the altar in a light blue suit. He just didn’t know any better; he had never been able to afford any decent clothes before. No one said anything to him about his faux pas, but he never wore the suit again.

Dorothy—D.A. to her friends, after her full name, Dorothy Adair Guider—had a brief and necessarily subdued honeymoon before taking to her bed. When she got up six months later, her lungs stronger but still troublingly weak, she set up housekeeping for Williams in Washington. The apartment, on 16th Street, up Washington’s “Gold Coast,” was spacious and sunny but not lavish. Although Dorothy had the expectation of a sizable inheritance, she did not have a large income. Besides, Williams wanted them to live on his salary, then about $5,000 a year (roughly $40,000 in 1990 dollars), a perfectly comfortable sum for a young couple without children in Washington after the war.

To help her overcome her deformed arm, Dorothy’s parents had taught her at an early age small acts of self-sufficiency, like tying shoes with one hand. Over time, she learned how to play the piano and to hand-beat egg whites without holding the bowl with the other hand. She even crocheted argyle socks for her new husband (it took him eight years to work up the courage to tell her that he hated argyles, which he regarded as dandyish). Although Williams had to cut her meat for her and she couldn’t curl her hair, “D.A. could do just about everything else,” her sister Betty said, “and she hated to be helped.” As a child, schoolyard teasing had made her sensitive and easily hurt. “She was not easygoing,” said Betty Killay. “Life was a fight.” Eventually, adversity toughened her. She had a temper and strong opinions, which she did not hesitate to voice, and she tended to view the world in terms of black or white. Politicians were either good or evil. According to her sister, she was deeply angry at her father, whom she regarded as a skirt-chaser and a drunk. Williams, who saw more shades of gray, would try to moderate her views, particularly toward her father. When Dorothy started in on his drinking, Williams would protest, “The Captain sloshed is smarter than most men sober.”

Despite her anger, Dorothy had a quick wit and an infectious laugh. Smiling and teasing, she could put down her husband, usually without impinging on his pride. “Oh, come on Ed,” she would laugh when he told a tall tale, “you don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” He knew she loved him, and would tease her back, but he needed to dominate, and over time the teasing between them became edgier and more hostile.

JUST BEFORE THE wedding, Ed Williams had had lunch with his old debating partner Bill Richardson, who was studying at a Jesuit seminary. Williams told Richardson that he had been phenomenally successful in his first year of private practice. He had won thirteen of his first fifteen cases, and one had ended in a mistrial. And he had begun to teach evidence and criminal law at Georgetown Law School at night. But he was, he confessed, already a little restless at the law firm. The real fun, he said, was not defending insurance companies in streetcar cases. The true challenge was defending human beings accused of a crime.

In his first year at Hogan & Hartson, Williams had volunteered to take court-appointed criminal cases. At school, criminal law had interested him far more than commercial law, and he was curious to see how it was actually practiced in the courts. What he found was a neglected and disreputable backwater. There was a real streak of Babbitry in the American bar of that era. A 1947 survey of the nation’s lawyers conducted by the American Bar Association found that the average lawyer was “squarely in the great American middle class.” He (only 2.5 percent were she) was “also a good joiner and a good neighbor.” This definitive survey of American legal practice devoted exactly two out of 340 pages to criminal law. Criminal lawyers in the 1940s tended to come from ethnic backgrounds, have inferior educations, and much lower incomes. They were widely thought to be dishonest and unprincipled—like the clients they served. The public’s idea of a criminal lawyer had been shaped by a 1941 best-seller called The Great Mouthpiece, a biography of Broadway lawyer William J. Fallon, who destroyed evidence, drank too much, and so cleverly bamboozled juries that he was dubbed “the jail robber” by the newspapers. Fallon got rich defending hoodlums, but in general, the courtroom was regarded by much of the bar as a poor place to make a living. Indeed, many large law firm lawyers of that era wanted to stay out of court altogether. The big fees were to be made advising corporations how to avoid litigation, not trying cases. At Hogan & Hartson, the litigation department was the least profitable in the firm.

Williams was the only member of his firm, he said, to volunteer for court-appointed criminal cases. At the time, there was no such thing as a public defender or legal-aid program in Washington, D.C. Indigent defendants were assigned lawyers by the court. The lawyer received no fee, unless he could gouge one out of the poor defendant’s family. Most court-assigned cases went to so-called Fifth Street lawyers who kept offices down near the courthouse on Fifth Street and hung around hoping to pick up any case they could. A Fifth Streeter’s hope was that if he took enough criminal cases for free, the judge would appoint him guardian or trustee in a civil case that provided a fee. Naturally, lawyers spent as little time as possible preparing criminal cases. “Are you ready for trial, Mr. Miller?” a judge asked Bob Miller, a well-known Fifth Streeter of that era. “Yes, Your Honor, you may proceed,” Miller responded. Then he turned to his client and asked, “What’s your name?”

Williams’s first criminal defendant was a sixteen-year-old black girl named Mary Elizabeth Lofton. She was accused of stabbing her boyfriend in the heart with a nail file. The murder had occurred in a sleazy bar in a rundown neighborhood on U Street, and Williams went out to find some patrons who had witnessed the crime. When he came to court with two witnesses, the U.S. attorney was amazed. Normally, criminal defense lawyers didn’t bother to do any legwork in a case like this. Williams argued that Lofton had killed in self-defense. The witnesses supported the defendant’s claim that the murder victim was about to throw a beer stein at her head. After deliberating for two hours, the jury acquitted the girl. Williams’s client was overwhelmed with gratitude. Sobbing with relief, she told Williams that she wanted to become his maid. Forever, she said. For nothing. Touched, amused, Williams respectfully declined, but he felt an enormous sense of satisfaction, much greater than any he felt protecting Yankee insurance companies from the claims of injured bus passengers.

In this era before the sweeping liberal reforms of the Warren Court, criminal defendants did not have many rights. In state courts, they did not even have the right to counsel. In federal courts, like the District of Columbia’s, they theoretically had the protections guaranteed by the Bill of Rights—the right against self-incrimination, the right to due process, and the right to a fair and speedy trial. But, in practice, those safeguards were widely ignored. Upon arrest, the accused were not read their rights by police. Two decades would pass before the Supreme Court established the Miranda warning, requiring police to tell suspects they have a right to a lawyer and the right to remain silent. In serious cases, criminal suspects were more commonly subjected to intense questioning, often under threat of a beating. And in not-so-serious cases as well: In 1947, Williams represented a Georgetown student arrested for public drunkenness who had been beaten bloody by a rubber truncheon because the police thought he was an insolent college boy. Poor black defendants had even fewer rights; young black men would often be swept up by the dozen in “dragnets” and left to sit in jail until one confessed.

Williams did not have a hard time figuring out why there were more procedural safeguards in civil cases than in criminal cases. The monetary rewards were greater in civil cases, so lawyers devoted more attention to making sure they were fair. In civil cases, the bar had eliminated “trial by surprise” by pushing for extensive pretrial “discovery.” But the criminal courts stayed mired in the nineteenth century.

There was not much money to be made trying criminal cases, Williams knew, but there was another reward: publicity. Williams collected his first headline in August 1946 representing a serviceman named Robert Chisholm, who had been accused of collaborating with the Japanese in World War II. Dubbed “Lord Haw Haw of the Orient,” Chisholm had made radio propaganda broadcasts while imprisoned by the Japanese, who, he claimed, had put a gun to his head. After the war, he languished in a U.S. Army jail in Shanghai. Williams was able to get “Lord Haw Haw” released on a writ of habeas corpus because he had never been formally charged.

Williams began to keep a scrapbook of newspaper clippings, the first of the forty-eight he would fill over the next four decades. Now when he argued in court, he often had his own claque of Georgetown students to cheer him on. Williams savored the attention and adulation. The little boy who had acted out plays for his friends and cousins in Hartford, shyly seeking their approval, now had a built-in audience for his theatrics. The years of lonely grinding, of sublimating his ego in the hopes of some distant reward, were finally at an end. Now he could find instant gratification for his public performance.

But he also felt a deep private reward in defending the criminally accused. In streetcar cases, Williams was defending a corporation. In criminal cases, he later reflected, “you have a person sitting right there who is dependent upon you—a flesh and blood breathing person instead of a corporate entity.” He often found that he came to personally like the defendant, who was generally scared and humbled. “When they are in deep trouble they are usually less arrogant, less obnoxious,” Williams told a newspaper reporter who, some years later, was helping him write about his experiences. Williams enjoyed the satisfaction, he went on, of “bringing out the best of the worst” as he consoled and prepared his clients for trial. Williams never put it this way himself, at least publicly, but at moments he must have felt like a Catholic priest, offering forgiveness and redemption to the sinners who sought his help.

The challenge of keeping his clients out of jail imposed an emotional and physical cost on Williams. Every morning before he argued a criminal case, he would vomit. He may have appeared perfectly at ease in court, but his emotions were in a constant state of riot. It is hard to imagine that a child actor/college debater/daily courtroom litigator would not have conquered stage fright along the way, but Williams could never escape his obsession with winning and losing.

At first, he lost his breakfast before arguing civil cases, too, but gradually he got over his nerves in those. After his occasional setbacks in streetcar cases, he said, “I felt bad about losing Capital Transit’s money but I never felt very bad about it.” But when he lost a client to jail, he was desolate. His response, typically, was to vow not to lose again. The very difficulty of that challenge—the prosecution wins most cases that go to trial—made Williams embrace it all the more.

He could not stand still. He had argued every kind of streetcar case imaginable, and he was bored at Hogan & Hartson. In the summer of 1949, he decided to leave the firm and go into practice on his own.

Throwing away the security and reward of working for one of the city’s top law firms to enter the uncertain world of solo practitioners seemed like a bold move. But Williams was bold, as well as impatient. Like most big law firms, Hogan & Hartson expected each “class” of associates to move in lockstep and wait six or seven years to make partner. With some justification, Williams thought he was already a better lawyer than most of the partners in the firm, much less the other associates. He did not want to wait another couple of years to become a partner, and a junior one at that. He thought he could have a more interesting practice on his own, and he correctly predicted that he could have a more lucrative one in short order.

Dorothy did not oppose the decision, despite the prospect that her husband would lose his stable income by leaving her grandfather’s firm. She was financially secure herself, and knew that her family would come to the rescue in a pinch. She also understood that her own grandfather was the model for her husband’s ambitions. Though the firm had become staid and genteel, Frank Hogan’s own practice had been flamboyant. In a sensational trial during the Teapot Dome Scandal in 1930, he had managed to get millionaire oilman Edward Doheny—owner of the yacht that Dorothy had summered aboard as a girl—acquitted of charges that he had bribed Interior secretary Albert B. Fall. He succeeded even though Fall, in a separate trial, had been convicted of taking the $100,000 bribe from Doheny. Doheny paid Hogan a fee of $1 million. “The ideal client,” Hogan liked to say, “is a rich man who is scared.” It was a line Ed Williams would quote for years to come.


Chapter Five
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AS HE ARGUED a criminal case in district court in the winter of 1949, Nicholas Chase had the sense that he was being closely watched. Chase asked the judge, Matthew McGuire, if he knew the tall man with reddish hair who had been sitting in the back of the courtroom. Ed Williams, a hot-shot young lawyer, replied the judge. After the trial, Williams approached Chase and introduced himself as a fellow graduate of Bulkeley High in Hartford and as a trial lawyer with Hogan & Hartson. Williams said he was only making $7,000 a year at the Hogan firm, and he felt he could do better on his own. Would Chase care to join him as a partner? Finding an office wouldn’t be a problem, he explained. His wife’s family owned a handsome ten-floor office building at the corner of 17th and I streets, the Hill Building. They could move into a suite on the tenth floor, overlooking Farragut Square. Chase accepted.

Nick Chase was thirty-five, seven years older than Williams. He had worked with William Leahy, who, after Frank Hogan’s death in 1944, was regarded as the top trial lawyer in Washington. Chase had trial experience in well-publicized cases, defending price-fixers and corrupt politicians. A few years earlier, he had helped represent Mayor Curley of Boston, who had been convicted in a scheme to bilk investors in government contracts (Curley continued to serve as mayor from his jail cell). A small, intense man with an ornate speaking style, Chase was not universally admired by his peers. Howard Boyd, Williams’s mentor at Hogan & Hartson, counseled Williams against going into practice with Chase. “He’s mean,” Boyd told him. “He enjoys destroying witnesses on cross-examination.” Asked to join Williams and Chase in their new office, a couple of young Georgetown Law School grads, Bill Ragan and Paul McArdle, declined. They predicted a clash of egos.

The first clash came over the name of the firm. Names were not a trifling issue to either man. Williams now referred to himself by his full name, Edward Bennett Williams. His stated reason for using his middle name on his stationery and court documents was prosaic enough—to avoid being confused with another lawyer in town named Edward B. Williams. But the full name, marching off the tongue in stately fashion, Ed-ward Ben-nett Wil-liams, had a certain resonance, even grandeur, that he felt enhanced his presence in a courtroom. Chase, for his part, had been born Chiascione. He had anglicized his name as a young lawyer in Washington during the war. Williams originally wanted to call the firm simply the Law Offices of Edward Bennett Williams—or at the very least Williams and Chase. But Chase had more experience and a bigger name in the Washington bar. So the firm name, announced on white engraved cards mailed out in March of 1949 to members of the bar, the press, and certain potential clients, was Chase and Williams.

Williams wanted a criminal practice, but he had no intention of becoming a social worker. He wanted to find clients who could pay high fees. At the time, however, criminal law enforcement was aimed mostly at poor people. Aside from the occasional politician caught with his hand in the till, there were not many so-called white-collar cases. Although the term white-collar crime had been coined by Edwin Sutherland, a sociologist writing about corporate crime in 1940, it would be another two decades before the government looked hard at crime in the executive suite and in the political arena. Rich gangsters were only sporadically targeted. In New York, the District Attorney’s Office had a reputation for racket-busting. But in Washington, FBI director J. Edgar Hoover was still insisting that organized crime did not exist. “They’re just a bunch of hoodlums,” he would say, as if that somehow diminished the problem.

The criminal defendants who could pay big fees in Washington were for the most part gamblers. The numbers rackets were so well organized in the nation’s capital after the war that the top gambling bosses divided up the city into districts. Illegal off-track betting was equally pervasive; brazen bookmakers would routinely make the rounds of respectable business offices. The biggest gamblers in the District were represented by a colorful lawyer named Charlie Ford, the self-proclaimed president of the Fifth Street Bar Association. Ford became a figure of fascination for Williams. A slab of a man, the hulking, red-faced Ford was masterful with juries: “corny, scornful, humble, tricky, laughing, tear-stained—you name it,” wrote a young Washington Post reporter named Benjamin Bradlee, who had been assigned to cover the municipal courts. Ford, who liked to joke that he was “aiming only for purgatory, not Heaven,” could make juries laugh at the priggishness of law enforcement. William Beckler, a former D.C. prosecutor, recalls watching Ford get a police officer to describe in detail the bump-and-grind of a dancer he had just arrested for indecent behavior. “Like this?” Ford would ask, doing a ridiculous fat man’s hoochie-goochie while the jury convulsed with laughter. But for all his theatrics, Ford was no clown. Unlike other Fifth Street lawyers, he knew how to use the law books, and he was constantly filing motions attacking the prosecution’s case on one technicality or another. Ford also knew how to make valuable friends, among them the District’s police superintendent Robert J. Barrett, whom Ford took to ball games at Griffith Stadium. Ford got on with beat cops just as well, and represented the Policeman’s Benevolent Society free of charge. Irked by his pipeline into the police station, prosecutors scoffed that Ford knew more about their cases than they did. Williams, however, closely studied all of Ford’s moves, including his Robin Hood fee schedule—a pittance for poor people charged with serious crimes, ten times as much for the rich no matter how minor the offense.

Williams made it his business to get to know Ford, and within a few months of leaving Hogan & Hartson, he was sharing a counsel’s table with him. A congressional subcommittee was holding hearings into the existence of after-hours clubs, so-called bottle clubs, that were violating the city’s blue laws and drawing gamblers and prostitutes. Ford was representing several establishments with names like the Turf and Grid Club and the Stardust Whist Club. Williams was representing the Atlas Club, a popular gaming joint up above a delicatessen at 13th and E Streets, in the heart of Washington’s old downtown. The Atlas Club was owned by a gambler named Gary Quinn, a burly former University of Georgia football player. Williams had begun representing Quinn after he was caught in a police sting of a back-room bookie joint in Bladensburg, Maryland. (Williams got Quinn off; when the not-guilty verdict was announced, the judge admonished the jury for ignoring the evidence.) At the congressional hearing, indignant lawmakers asserted that the bottle clubs were “detriments to the community” and “breeding places of crime.” A newspaper account noted insinuatingly that the Atlas Club was “long patronized by some of the city’s prominent professionals and businessmen.”

Among the Atlas Club regulars was Edward Bennett Williams. He liked the raffish crowd, the gamblers and hookers mixing with the cops and politicians after the legal establishments closed at midnight. The teacher’s pet and mama’s boy who had been such a dutiful grind back in school was also the boy who slipped out the back window after dark and sneaked into prizefights. The more victories Williams racked up in court by day, the more he gave vent to his free spirit at night. As the ice tinkled, the dice rattled, and the slot machines rang in the back room of the Atlas Club, Williams would listen raptly to Charlie Ford spinning tales from the underworld.

Some evenings, Williams would be joined by the aristocratic young reporter from the Post, Ben Bradlee, who had left his Harvard crowd, the Supreme Court clerks and Foreign Service officers, to slum it for an evening. Bradlee and Williams had struck up an immediate friendship. In some ways, their class backgrounds worked against the match: The only Irish Catholics admitted to Bradlee’s club at Harvard were waiters who served drinks on trays. But Williams was actually much better educated than Bradlee, who had forgotten most of his boarding school Latin and nearly flunked out of college. In the navy, Bradlee had learned how to swear and affect a rough-and-ready manner. Newspaper reporters were considered déclassé at the time; Bradlee thought he was being rakish, and wore a loud checked suit to blend in with the bookies.

Just as Bradlee wanted to fit in with the Fifth Streeters, Williams wanted to be accepted by the WASPs. Williams was disdainful of fops with inherited wealth, but he was drawn to power, and he was shrewd enough to recognize that even in Washington, with its relative social mobility, Old Money had a leg up. Throughout his career, Williams would make fun of WASPy types and “preppies,” but at the same time he craved social respectability.

In personality, Williams and Bradlee were well matched: both were charming; both knew how to temper their swagger with self-deprecation; and both had a keen sense of life’s absurdities and possibilities. In a peculiar way, they were bonded as well by the Depression. Like Williams, Bradlee had seen his father laid off after the Crash. Frederick “Be” Bradlee had lost his job as a stockbroker—as well as much of his fortune—in 1932. He was forced thereafter to depend on his wife’s trust fund and the charity of friends. Be Bradlee’s penury was far more genteel than Joe Williams’s, but no less crushing to his ego. Seeing their fathers humiliated had given both Williams and Bradlee a powerful incentive to achieve—and to keep on achieving—in their own lives. As they poured down the booze at the Atlas Club, they loudly teased each other and silently plotted the careers that would cross many times in the years ahead.

EVEN AFTER THE influx of servicemen during the war, Washington remained a buttoned-up town. Most government bureaucrats hurried through a blue-plate special at lunch, served in compartmentalized platters, forty cents and no substitutions. In the evening they went home. Determined to protect the capital against rowdy saloons, President Roosevelt had personally written the District’s liquor laws in 1933. Customers could not be served standing up. Perched on bar stools, they could only drink beer or wine. For hard liquor, they had to sit at tables and be served by waiters. In deference to the churches, bars had to close at midnight on Saturday and stay closed all day Sunday.

Precisely because the city was so determinedly dull, Washington was bound to have places like the Atlas Club. Williams was drawn by the ambience of illicit pleasure. His fascination with sin was well repressed during the workday, but after a few drinks, his inhibitions would drop, and he would entertain the after-hours crowd by listing the Seven Deadly Sins. Williams delighted in the words themselves, and he would draw them out in an almost sensuous way, as if they tasted like forbidden fruit: “. . . Glut-to-nnyyy, AV-a-rice, gr-e-e-e-ed, LUST!” If Williams wanted to conjure up a truly terrible fate, he would imagine his victim stripped naked, placed in a department store window, and left there until a class of parochial schoolchildren, led by nuns, walked by. He could easily summon up the terror he had felt at the hands of the nuns at St. Augustine’s. When Williams wanted to sound threatening, he would glower with mock seriousness, “The nuns! The nuns will get you!”

Williams particularly enjoyed making fun of the chief of the Vice Squad, Sergeant Roy Blick, who led his men into the men’s room of theaters and bus depots in clownish pursuit of homosexuals, whom Blick invariably called “queers.” Late at night at the Atlas Club, Williams would imitate Blick standing at a urinal for hours, hoping, praying that a “queer” would come along and grab his penis—so he could make a morals arrest, of course.

Over time, Williams’s boyhood shyness had fled. But he was not yet the dominating presence he would become. Ben Bradlee noticed that “he wouldn’t show you all his cards. He wouldn’t react until you reacted.” Still, his sense of fun and mischief had become more readily accessible. Friends who had known him as withdrawn and cautious at Holy Cross and Georgetown were struck by his growing ebullience. He was a gifted story-teller who knew how to drag out the punch line. He could mimic his subjects, and when he got going, he would jump up and act out the story, swinging his large body about and drawing pictures with his meaty hands. With his dancing eyes and puckish smile, he put other men at ease and made them laugh. His bemusement was contagious; Williams could make an old joke seem funny again just because he thought it was funny and would laugh and chortle as he told it (and retold it).

Liquor made Williams jolly, at least on the way up. “Ed was not what we called an MID—a Mean Irish Drunk,” said his sister-in-law, Betty Killay. He was not sullen or nasty, but he had a temper, and from time to time he got into bar fights. Beneath the charm, some sensed a lurking anger in Williams. “I don’t think he had worked through certain feelings,” said Frank Waldrop, the executive editor of the Washington Times-Herald, then the city’s biggest paper. Williams had befriended Waldrop while trying to keep the name of one of his clients out of the paper. The client was a State Department employee who had been caught in an “indecent act” by one of Sergeant Blick’s men in the men’s room at Lafayette Park. The man was married with a family, and Williams begged Waldrop to spare him public humiliation. Waldrop was moved by Williams’s plea and went along. He felt Williams had genuine empathy for his client. But as he got to know Williams, Waldrop began to speculate about the source of that empathy. Williams was emphatically heterosexual, yet Waldrop wondered if Williams felt for his clients because he shared, at some level, their darker urges. In his cups, Williams could become maudlin. “He’d start crying and say, ‘I can’t stand seeing anyone put behind bars.’ It was trashy and sentimental,” said Waldrop. But it reflected a crack in Williams’s emotional defenses. Other friends in later years would glimpse Williams’s repressed drives when liquor lowered his inhibitions. Watching Williams drunkenly weep, “you could feel the straight shots from his id,” said Ben Heineman, a lawyer in Williams’s firm in the 1970s.

Turning thirty in 1950, Williams was a man’s man who was also attractive to women. Though he looked well fed and prosperous, he had not yet turned to fat. The skin was still smooth on his face, and his large body carried weight gracefully. His hair was a wavy reddish-brown, and his eyes twinkled. Columnist Mary McGrory once described his voice as a “plush tenor.” Actually, Williams’s voice varied, depending on his purpose and his mood. When he was telling macho stories to barflies, he could be growly and gruff. When he was one of the boys, he affected a street accent that was part Hartford, part Hollywood tough guy. In court, he spoke with precision and lucidity and no trace of accent. With women, he purred and flirted. His body language was open and welcoming, he freely touched and stroked women with an eagerness just shy of pawing. To a woman who wanted to be touched, Williams could come across as a walking invitation to sin.

Williams did not always resist temptation. “He whored and then he felt guilty about it,” said Waldrop. Roughly speaking, Williams divided women into two groups: There were proper wives, who bore your children and raised your family and served as moral anchors, and there were loose women, party girls, fun girls you flirted with and, if you were drunk or foolish, slept with. Williams believed that “the woman you marry is the Madonna, and everyone else is a prostitute,” said Betty Killay. She saw genuine sexual attraction between Dorothy and Williams, but she saw his confusion and wandering eye as well. “Ed had all the hang-ups of the Irish Catholic male,” she said. “He was hung up about sex.”

LATE ON THE night of Sunday, January 28, 1951, Williams arrived at the Atlas Club after a dull black-tie dinner with an earnest group of young lawyers called the Barristers. He was in a buoyant mood, looking for a good time. He had been representing a top official of the U.S. Postal Service named Harold Ambrose, who had been charged with running a get-rich-quick stamp deal that fleeced investors of $600,000. The case had gotten almost daily headlines in the Washington papers. Ambrose himself had been conned into the scheme by Joe Adonis, the boss of the Brooklyn rackets and a very big-time hood by Washington’s fairly smalltime standards. Ambrose was unquestionably guilty, but Williams had once managed to get the indictment thrown out for various technical violations of grand jury procedure (a tactic he turned into an art form in later years). Ambrose had been reindicted, but Williams believed that he had worked out a deal with the prosecutor. Ambrose had pleaded guilty to a couple of counts, but in return, the U.S. attorney would recommend no jail sentence to the judge. It was practically a sure thing, Williams told Ambrose: He would walk free.

On this Sunday night, the eve of his sentencing, Ambrose had also come to the Atlas Club. He morosely nursed a drink at his table. Williams, meanwhile, danced with Mrs. Ambrose. A lawyer named Eugene Gott, who had come to the Atlas Club with Williams from the stuffy black-tie dinner, thought his fellow Barrister had developed a large crush on his client’s wife. Dance after dance, Gott watched Williams and Mrs. Ambrose move together, cheek-to-cheek, gliding around the cramped dance floor through the smoky haze.

By 3:00 A.M., Williams moved on from Mrs. Ambrose to banter with another of his clients, Gary Quinn, the club’s owner. When the Atlas closed down at four, the whole group, thoroughly inebriated by now, pushed on to a low-rent dive frequented by all-night cabdrivers and doormen called Pete Haley’s, down in Foggy Bottom. Williams began dancing with Mrs. Ambrose again. The sun was rising when Williams tossed off his last drink.

Williams’s hangover did not improve in court the next morning. Contrary to his expectations, the judge did not buy the defendant’s plea for clemency. He sentenced the hapless postal official to two to seven years in prison. Ambrose burst into tears; Mrs. Ambrose had to be carried out of court by the marshals.

Williams’s own judgment awaited him at home on 16th Street that evening. Dorothy was deeply worried about her husband’s night prowling. Her own father was a philanderer, and she suspected her husband was repeating the same pattern. “There were big fights,” recalled Betty Killay. Williams would be contrite and remorseful after these unhappy domestic scenes, but he wouldn’t promise to stay out of the Atlas Club.

The other person who was not happy about the company Williams kept was his law partner, Nick Chase. He accused Williams of hustling cases. The bar ethics of the time prohibited lawyers from soliciting clients. These stodgy rules were widely ignored, but Chase told Williams he didn’t want him offering the firm’s services to gamblers and gangsters and the sort of lowlife found in the Atlas Club. Chase said that he did not want to get tagged as a Fifth Streeter, that he wanted nothing to do with the bottle-club crowd. He quoted Emerson: “If you put a fish in a can of milk, it’s never the same can of milk.” According to Chase, Williams would promise to reform, his head hanging, his shoulders drooping, but then he would come back in with another gambling case. He defended his pursuit of high-profile cases by quoting dramatic passages from Irving Stone’s biography of Clarence Darrow. “He wanted to get involved in causes célèbres,” said Chase. “This meant handling big-name publicity cases. . . . He came to know the gambling and related underworld figures in Washington. Don’t kid yourself. These people didn’t come to him at first. He had no string of wins. . . .” It wasn’t that Williams didn’t care about social acceptability. As an associate at Hogan & Hartson, Williams had joined the Metropolitan Club, the exclusive all-male bastion of the Washington Establishment, for which his father-in-law had put him up. It was important, Williams joked to Chase, to get into the Metropolitan Club as a young man, before you had a chance to make enemies. But to Chase, Williams cared more about glory than respectability.

One afternoon in early 1950, Williams arrived back in the office from a trip to New York holding the legal file of a legendary gangster, Charles “Lucky” Luciano. Deported to Naples by the U.S. government in the late 1940s, Luciano was looking for a good lawyer to get him back into the United States. Williams wanted to take the case. Chase shook his head. “The only way we’ll get him back into the United States is as a vice consul,” he lamely joked. Williams pressed; this was a big case, with novel legal issues. Moreover, the publicity would be tremendous. Publicity-conscious Williams understood that the newspapers would build his practice faster than his legal skills would. “I don’t want to get tied up in this crap!” Chase exclaimed. “When you fool around with skunks you get pissed on! I don’t want to come home one night for dinner and have one of my kids say, ‘Hey, Dad, what about this guy and this case?’ ” Chase says that he told Williams that representing Luciano in this matter was “doubtfully moral, and it can be unethical.”

Chase’s recollections of his partnership with Williams are colored by bitterness. But a secretary/clerk who worked for the two men, Robert McChesney, recalls overhearing Williams and Chase arguing over Luciano, and he confirms Chase’s account. McChesney, who was at the time a Georgetown law student and remained on friendly terms with Williams in later years, recalls Chase seething with anger over Williams’s choice of clients. “We shouldn’t have taken that case,” he would mutter, hinting broadly to McChesney that Williams’s legal ethics left something to be desired. McChesney attributes some of Chase’s ire to jealousy; though Chase was the senior member of the partnership, Williams was getting all the press attention. It was a partnership that could not last, and by the summer of 1950, the law firm of Chase and Williams was dissolved. Chase never got over his anger at Williams; when his onetime partner applied for membership to the Congressional Country Club twenty years later, Chase tried unsuccessfully to get Williams blackballed.

WILLIAMS’S FASCINATION WITH the underworld was matched by his interest in political power. Handling the legal problems of congressmen and administration officials gave him entree into their world, not to mention a steady source of newspaper headlines. Big-time political corruption cases were hard to come by, in part because the government was not trying very hard to catch crooked politicians the way it would in the post-Watergate era. But Williams was willing to help the powerful with almost any problem. Before he left Hogan & Hartson, he defended Senator Milton Young of North Dakota after a taxi driver accused the senator of punching him in a fare dispute (the suit was dropped). In addition to the State Department official accused of committing an “indecent act” in the men’s room of Lafayette Park, Williams represented another State Department aide who was a party in an “alienation of affections” case. Williams’s defense of his client’s infidelity, quaint in retrospect, was that his wife had forced him to cook his own breakfast (the case ended in a mistrial).

Williams’s own political allegiances had shifted since his arrival in Washington as a New Deal Democrat. In the summer of 1948, as President Truman languished in the polls, it appeared that the long Democratic reign was ending in the capital. The Republicans, who had already recaptured Congress, felt certain they would win the White House as well. Williams’s father-in-law, Duke Guider, was urging Williams to join the GOP. So when Senator Young, grateful to Williams for protecting him from the irate cabbie, asked his young lawyer to accompany him to the Republican National Convention in Philadelphia, Williams eagerly accepted. At the convention, Williams backed the wrong horse, Harold Stassen, against Thomas E. Dewey, and, along with most of the rest of the country, he underestimated Harry Truman, who defeated Dewey in November. But Williams did have the occasion to meet an obscure senator from Wisconsin, Joseph R. McCarthy.


III
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Fame


Chapter Six
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WHEN ED WILLIAMS met Joe McCarthy, the senator had not yet discovered the Communist threat. In fact, he was just a hack, about to be voted the worst U.S. senator in a poll of the reporters covering Congress. But in the winter of 1950, McCarthy made his famous Lincoln’s Day speech in Wheeling, West Virginia. No one ever knew if the list McCarthy waved in the air that night named 205 or 57 Communists in the State Department—the number kept changing over the next few weeks: 205, 57, 87—but the details really weren’t important. The timing was perfect. That winter, Americans were bewildered: How did the technically backward Russians build their own atomic bomb? Who in Washington had “lost China” to the Communists? What secrets did State Department official Alger Hiss hand over to the Kremlin? The country was looking for scapegoats, and the junior senator had found some. Each time McCarthy announced that he had discovered another Communist hiding in the government, he got an explosion of headlines. It didn’t seem to matter that he was never able to prove that the unfortunate souls he fingered actually were Communists, or even Communist sympathizers. He just kept charging, and the feckless press of the time kept on printing lurid stories that ruined careers and fed McCarthy’s insatiable appetite for publicity.

A few reporters stood up to McCarthy. One was the muckraking columnist Drew Pearson, who in fifty-eight syndicated columns during 1950 attacked McCarthy for various financial improprieties. At a dinner party at the Sulgrave Club that December, a drunk McCarthy told Pearson’s wife, Luvie, that he was planning to deliver a speech on the Senate floor so devastating to her husband that it would “cause a divorce in the family.” Luvie said nothing, but Pearson quipped, “Joe, how is your income tax case coming along?” Later in the cloakroom, McCarthy kneed Pearson in the groin and slapped him to the floor. Subsequently, he issued a thirty-seven-page speech calling Pearson “an unprincipled, greedy, degenerate liar” as well as “a Moscow-directed character assassin.” Pearson sued McCarthy for $5 million.

McCarthy needed a lawyer. According to William F. Buckley, who was close to McCarthy, he got Edward Bennett Williams without even asking. Williams had simply walked into McCarthy’s office and offered to represent him, free of charge. Williams later disputed Buckley’s account, and said that he had been referred to McCarthy by another lawyer, John Sirica. Sirica’s recollection is that McCarthy had telephoned him and asked, “Did you ever hear of a kid lawyer around town by the name of Ed Williams?” Sirica, who replaced Williams in the litigation department of Hogan & Hartson (and would two decades later win fame as the federal judge who helped break open the Watergate scandal), told McCarthy that Williams was an ambitious, hard-working, talented lawyer. McCarthy said that he had met with Williams and was going to give him a try. If Williams did volunteer his services to McCarthy, it was neither the first nor the last time that he solicited a famous client.

Williams soon became a trusted adviser to McCarthy. As the Pearson case rattled inconclusively around the courts, Williams helped McCarthy with a variety of legal problems. He took over McCarthy’s representation in a libel suit against Senator William Benton of Connecticut after the Wisconsin senator, trying to represent himself, botched his deposition of Benton. He defended McCarthy in a long and complicated tax dispute with the IRS, finally proving that McCarthy had actually overpaid his taxes. And he represented one of McCarthy’s operatives who had staged a clumsy but effective campaign of dirty tricks against Senator Millard Tydings of Maryland. After McCarthy’s Wheeling speech, Tydings had called McCarthy’s charges of Communists in the State Department a “fraud and a hoax.” McCarthy got even by orchestrating what a Senate subcommittee later characterized as a “despicable back street campaign” against Tydings that cost the Marylander his Senate seat in November 1950. The campaign manager for Tydings’s opponent was a hired gun named Jon Jonkel, a public relations man with close ties to the McCormick family, owners of the archconservative Chicago Tribune. When a grand jury and a congressional subcommittee began questioning Jonkel’s handling of campaign funds, McCarthy brought in Williams to represent him.

Even given Williams’s devotion to the right to counsel, it is difficult, in retrospect, to understand why he was so eager to represent Joe McCarthy. Williams felt bound to represent criminal defendants who faced jail; he did not have the same sense of obligation in civil cases. McCarthy did not stand accused of any crime. In later years, Williams said that he found McCarthy more ridiculous than menacing. He told friends that McCarthy was an engaging rogue. He wasn’t really dangerous, said Williams; the senator was driven more by a desire for personal glory than power over others. Nonetheless, Williams was in a position to know what harm McCarthy could cause. He saw firsthand the dirty tricks McCarthy used to defeat Senator Tydings. Throughout his career, Williams held himself out as a defender of civil liberties. It is hard to imagine anyone more contemptuous of civil liberties than Joseph McCarthy. Williams knew it was fundamentally unfair for a headline-hungry congressman to drag someone who had never been accused of a crime into a public hearing room and force him to take the Fifth Amendment. After McCarthy died, Williams publicly expressed his disapproval of these tactics. But at the time, when McCarthyism was at its peak, he said nothing.
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