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J:N HANDLING LIS FIRST LAWSUIT, A
case that veas heard in 1937 and went on
until 1940, Richard M. Nixon was repri-
manded by a Los Angeles judge for his
ethical behavior, and, finally was sued
by his clicnt for mishandling her case.
Al one point during the hearing, Judge
Alfred T'aonessa admonished young
atlorney Nixon: “Mr. Nixon, I have seri-
ous doubts whether you have the ethical
qualifications to practice law in the
State of California. I am seriously think-
ing of turning this matler over to the Bar
Association.”

This occurred during a little-known
period of President Nixon's life when he
was an ultorney with Wingert and Bew-
ley, the oldest law firm in Whittier,
Nixon's home town. Working for this
firm between 1937 and 1941, Nixon spe-
cialized in probate cases, divorce cascs,
und oil le¢ase contracts. llowever, in
Nixon's very first case as a trial lawyér,
10 days after he had been admitted to
the California bar, he was assigned to
represent in the Municipal Court a Los
Angeles woman who squght recovery of
abad debL

It was in this case — Los Angeles
Municipal Courl Action No. 457600 Jdated

Dec. 10, 1837, which in_turn led to two |

subsequent actions involving Nixon in

December, 1839, and in March, 1940 - _

that Nixon committed a grave blunder
that damaged his own elient. When Nixon
tried to make up for il by submission of
a questionable affidavif, he was charged

. “by the bench with conduct unbelitting

an atlurney. z

The original Los Angeles Municipal
Court Aclion, in which Nixon's behavior
same under severe criticism, involved
Marie Schee, plaintiflf and appellant, vs.
Oito A, Steuer and Jennecieve Steuer,
defendants ane respondents. In a civil
brief concerning the case, it was slated
that “a young atlorney by the_ name of

" Richard M. Nizon was occasionally em-

. ployed by the ssid firm of Wingerl and
Hewley as their cutside man." It was
Nixon, representing Mrs. Schee, whom
he'd never mel, who broughl suil lo re.
cover $2,000 from her aunt and uncle, the
Steuers, who were deflended in the elaim
by attorney David Schwartz, then localed
al 210 West Tth St Los Angeles.

LA Cnewspaperl, Dec. 2, 1972, p. 12
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The key elements in Nixon's fi-st case
werei Maric Schee had loaned $7.000 to
her -relatives, the Steuers: whea they
failed to pay her back in time, she de-
cided to sue them and hired the lirm of
Wingert and Bewley to prosecute for her.
Which firm assigned i(he case to its
‘newest lawyer, Richard M. Nixon.

Nixon discovered that the debtors, the
Steuers, owned a piece of real estate in
Los Angeles. To recover the money —
actually $2,245.29,including accumulated
interest - Nixon foreclosed on the prop-

., erty and had the City Marsha!, Frank L.

Holt, put it up for sale so thal the
properly would provide moncy to pay

- back part of the debl Nixon was trying

to collect. )
A Bad Bid 1..

There was one routine procedure for

' Nixon to follow, but he failed to follow

It. According to a source close to Lhe
case: “Normally, Nixen' should have
come in and bid as little as he could. IT
the property at the Marshal's sale could

‘bc acquired for £500, Nixon would have

the real estate back in his client's hands,
and still be free to get a dificiency judg-
ment for the remaining debt of $1,500,
But even though he was the only bidder -
there were nio others there — Nixon very
foolishly bid $2,000, the full price. This
was absolutely unnccessary and pre-
clugled him from getting a further de-
ficieney judgment, Since Nixon com-.
mitted the mistake of bidding the full
amount, the court deemed that the prop.
erty his client had received represented”

full recovery of her debt. Therefore,

Nixon was nol free to file a deficiency
judgment. It was a stupid thing to do
legally, since his client might have had
her property and still had the right to a
second deficiency judgment on other
properties the deblors owned or on
money they might come into.”

To compound his error, Nixon appar:
ently overlooked the fact that the proper-
ty he had purchascd back for his client
already had a first and second trust deed
against it. When the holders of those
trust deeds, Mr. and Mes. CT. Scholz,
instituted procecdings to forecluse on
the property, Nixon's client was 1o with
Nothing. Mrs. Schee's stepmother, Mrs,
S. Emilie Force, then bought back the
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nfurigied by whit Nixon had done on
pebalf of hev daugshter, Mrs Forve, ae-
cording to Briel No. 13774 ip the Instrict
Court of Appeal, Second Appellate Dis.
trct, “believing she had been badly ad-
vised, or worse," instituted Action No.
436285, eatitled Complaint in ‘Negli-
pence’ in the Superior Courl of Los
Angeles County against Wingert and
Bewley and Nixon, wheo handled the
case for them.

Richard M. Nixon's involvementin this
case, and in the two appeals that
stemmed from it, resulted ip the follow-
ing: ’

" Nixon made an error in prosccuting
the claim for his client which forfeited
her right to obtaina deficiency judgment
o recover her debt. Nixon's employer,
Thomas W Bewley, still practicing in
Whiltier, no lenger recalls Nixon's role
in the case but does remember the error
and admils his “law firm made a mistake
in the action.” Associales.ot‘ opposing
counsel, David Schwartz, who died 13
ycars ago, are less Ecnerous and recall
Nixon's handling of the case as “inept.”

To make up for his blunder, Nixon pre-
pared and submitted to the judge an
allidavit thart, according to a source close.
to the case, “was so patently fraudulent”
that the judge silting on the case was
enraged, i

As a result of his questionable affi-
davit, Nixon was strongly reprimanded
by the judge from the bench and threat.
ened with the possibility of disbarment
proceedings. According lo two scparate
sources, one a prominent retired attor.
ney now living in Beverly Hills, the other
his onetime partner who still practices
law in Los Angeles, they were shown a
copy of the original court transeript in
1959 Ly Nixon's opposing counsel, David
Schwartz. In it a court reporter had set
down the exact words that the jurist.
Judge Alfred Paonessa. used to censure
Nixen According to these independent
witnesses to the trial transcript. Judge

Paonessa said to Richard Nixon, “Mr.
Nixon, I have serious doubts whether
you have the cthical qualifications to
practice law in the State of California. I
am scriously thinking of turning this

" malter over to the Bar Association.”

A New Lawyer
Because Nixon had mishandled her

* » case and lost her judgment, Mrs. Schee,
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reinforced Ly her stepmother, d_ccided
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10 turn mivunu wna sue Hicnard Nixon™. -

through his employers, Wingert and
Bewley, lor what amounted to unauthor-
ized activity on her behall and for gross
negligence. Mrs. Schee hired a new attor-
ney, Daniel A. Knapp, then lacated at
357 South Hill St Los Ange. - 1o file
briels pointing out Nixon's misrepre-
‘sentation of her case, askii.g the Distrinat
Court of Appeal 10 undo the motion made
.in the original case,

Because of these two new appeals, one
‘against the Steuers, the otier against
the Marshal of Los Angele:, Richard
Nixon was forced 1o appear in couit as

" & witness and give testimony defending
his activities. According to o Lrief still®
on file in the Appellate Division of the
Los Angeles Superior Court, Nixon tried
Lo expluin o the court how lie had acted
without his client’s authority in handling
her case. & d T

“On Dec. 14, 1939, Nixon told the count,
in parl; tenerally attend Lo outside
malters such as sales on exccution and
motions on behalf of the firm of Wingert
and Bewley. | Lelieve thal on June 28,
1939 Mr. Bewley was il at home. While |
had no particular instructions from Mr.
Bewley on the date of sale, it was part of
my duty to attend such sale as it was
always my understanding that we were
Lo press...such sale and nol to grant any
further continuances. Mrs. Sehee was
not prescnt at the time of sale and | do
not believe [ ever talked to her mysel(."

The case ended by being settled out
of courl. Thomas W. Bewley, Nixon's em-
ployer, wkile he does not recall Mrs.
Schee as a client, says he does remember
her stepmother, Mrs. Force, as being a
participant According to Bewley, *]
{:membcr we paid off the stepmolher,

e gave Mrs. Force $4,000 because our

.firm had made a mistake in allowing her

to be foreclosed.” Nixon's first law case
had netted his firm no profit, but had
cost them $4,000 in 1940, a year when the
sum was worth considerably more than
itis today, 5

A year afler that case, Nixon gave up
law practice temporarily to spend six
mentas with the Office of Price Adminis-
tralion in Washington D.C. Then, in
Avgust, 1942, he enlisted in the Navy, and
-was discharged in 1946, Following that,
Nixon went into politics. But his only
outside livelihood has come from prac-
ticing law.,

- Nixon has represented three law lirms

in the past. Aner graduating from Duke
University's law school in 1937, Nixon
tried to tie up with several major New
York law lirms but was rejected,
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fn checking all the major biogrnphies
of Nivon. | could find mention ?r ox.ﬂy
two cases he hundled for his \‘-huuef
fipm One was a divorce case. the nlher'e
cvil case concerning annil gas Ir:as'e No
aention hus been made in any published
source on Nixon's handling of the Schee-
Steuer case.
In The Chips

After his defeat for the Presidency in
1060, Nixon returned to law briefly, work-
ing for the Los Angeles firn, of Adams,
Duque and Hazeltine for eight months.

Nixen's last stint with a law firm was
from U3 to 1968 when he became a full
pariner in the 103-year-old New York
law (irm of Mudie, Ilose, Guthrie_and

Alexander. After Nixon joined this (irm
at a sulary of between $150,000 and 5200,
000 a year, the lirm expanded its Wash-
ington, D C., office from a single luwyer
to 11 lawyers In five years, Nixon ap-
peared in courl only once fer this Mirm.
e appeared belfore the Suprease Court
in defense of a famly sueing Life
magazine, and he lost his plea on a 54
deeision.

My six weeks of research inuncovering
Nixon's (irst law case was filled with
startling discoveries dmd pumerous
dead vnds For esample, the orunal
teanseripl of the Schee vs, Steaer case
hits digappeared The Munweipal ot
no lonper pussesses o full transeript,

explaining that ey hold court docu-.

ments only 10 years and then they de-
siray them. The counsel who hiad ap

posed Ninon David Seliwartz, possessed
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a copy. and showed it to two fellow' 3t
torneys in 1959 as a maltler of inlere:
because Nixon was preparing to run fi
the Presidency. " ’

One of these two prominent attorney
told me. "One day in 1959, alter lunet
we dropped by David Schwarle's oflice

. Nixun was in the news, and David
Schwartz said he had sometlaing inter
esting tu shuw us. Ile had the jranserip’
of the case where he had opposed Nix
on, and where Nixun had been bawle:
out and threatened with disbarment b
the judge He handed it to '+ [ remem
ber it was a lypewriiten court reporter’
transeript. | remember it vividly. Alte
reading how the judge accused Nixor
of unethical behavior and threatend:
him with disbarment, 1 was shocked. i
never forpol 1t My partner, » relative ol
Schwartz, remembers it exactly as 1 do
In 1460, with Nixon running for Presi
dent, 1 was curimus to see the transeript
apain Bul by then David Schwaurtz had
died His son. Merton Schwartz, had Lak:
en over the firm He could nol locate
the old transeript It had disappeared or
been destroyed alter s father's death ™

Merton L. Schwartz practices law at
G171 Walshire Bled an Beserdy Llls He
recaily the transeript, but all he re
members ¢loarly was Nixon's “inept
handlig ol the ease ' He has no clear
e s of faxen boing chastised for
unethicul bebavien  Hawever, Merton
Sehwntte wus anle to turn over (o me the
three Ltoefs dealing with Nixon's negh
ELice old cmployers still dxist,
o 8y eane. . Lavsleben and Miller, st
a8 vroin Whater Hewley, of

[STHERYY VLot sup ot the transeript
fota Rt e a s Dagid mot
Forietr aer thae sur-
preve b e cearn of Ve e on s Pebene Hlet
Niaan bid mnee e ared baelere lim
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