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Man
Of Order

By William Gildea

.- When people talk about President Nixon’s newf‘v 5
Watergate counsel, James D. St. Clair, invariably they
marvel at what a perfectly organized man he is.

He is. Precisely the first thing he did after dettlnc ‘
off his flight from Boston Monday morning at Na-*
tional Airport was to make another round-trip reserva-
tion home this weekend.

. “T've got this figured out,” he said, standing at the’
ticket counter. “By the time I get my ticket here my
btag will be ready right over there I don’t lose a
-step. ;
They say Perry Mason he isn’t, no courtroom flam-
boyance about him. No, but a precisely prepared p
craftsman with hghtnmg qulck courtroom maneuvers.
In St. Clair’s first hour in Judge John Sirica’s court-
room, Leon Jaworski’s prosecution team clearly rec
ognized the arrival of a highly estimable adversary E
Courtroom \observers witnessed a new order in the
President’s bedraggled legal forces.
A $200,000 earner at Boston’s high-powered Hale
& Dorr until now, St. Clair displays exactly no extrav-
agance. He flies coach, as if he were a man of the
) people and he is unnoticed by almost all.

What people don’t- talk about much are the sense |
of humor and ready laugh he displayed the other day
-to a reporter, possibly because they aren’t well known *
compared to his more familiar courtroom’ demeanor
_intense and sometimes so aggressive as to interrupt -
an answer in midsentence.

Interwoven with his good nature, according to his .
wife, Billie, is an ability to “turn almost anything into .
- the brlght side”—no small attrihute in his current !
- job. “When he hits a bad golf shot he’ll say some- .
thing like ‘Well, that'll make somebody happy.”” He's .
not the kind of guy who’s going to break his golf club
over his knee,
In fact, Billie St. Clair said, she’s only seen him get

i

slightly mad once, and they’ll be married 30 years in
- November. “We were driving to the first New England '
Patriots football game in Foxboro, *‘when they just
. opened the stadium, and the traffic was terrible,” she .+
‘said. “We got up to the front of the stadium at the |
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alf. 1 didn't even know for a long
. time that he was mad. The others in

‘Like everything else, St. Clair has

+ worked "at, keeping his cool. “In this

profession, 'you sort of have to train

' yoprself to remain under control,” he

saa&d as the black government pool car
mﬁved out toward town.
j;hls is how the 53-year-old, white-

haired Bt. Clair has functioned since

he was plucked by Hale & Dorr right

{outr'of Harvard Law School in 1947.
- Calmly but; relentlessly, he has worked
“endless hours, shutting out all other
vl aspects of life.

‘“Everything just drops away,” he
sald “and you concentrate solely on
at. You try to find some sanctuary
avoid as many interruptions as pos-

‘When not in court, he works until
or 8 o’clock at night in the Executive
ffice Building, takes most of his
meals alone at his hotel, then retires
t0 his room to read, much of it con-
cerning ‘Watergate. “Great life, huh,”

/s-aid, smiling. : .

» g i
“As much as six months ago I said,

| ‘ﬂust casually, to some friends, that.

the President ought to get Jim St.
Clair,” said John G. Adams, the former

s Army counsel who hired the late

Joseph Welch as special counsel dur-
ing the 1954 McCarthy hearings. St.
Clair worked at Welch’s side the whole
time.

“The White House -must see this as
a long road. They must be looking
way down the pike. If it comes to an
impeachment proceeding, some lawyer

;' is going to have to represent the Presi-

dent on the floor of the Senate and
St. Clair is this type of guy. He has 25
years’ experience on the floors of the
courts.”

Not unlike almost every lawyer who
knows St. Clair, Adams grades the
man highly, calhng him “a very decent
fellow,” a man of high principle, im-
perturbable, unflappable, very

pared for any eventuality.”
Like all but one Boston lawyer, who

', * viewed ’St. Clair as having “an eye
- ,on.-thevcash register” and wondered

why he’d taken the job at a com-
‘paratively modest salary of $42 500,

| Adamsdiscounted St. Clair’s sharp
dI:Qp i income as any restraint in ’

-signing on at the White House.
““If this becomes a ‘trial,” said Adams,
“it.would be the trial of the century.

for nothing.”

“#It'd be a.chance for a footnote in
h:1§tory,” suggested a Watergate pro-
secutor’s office spokesman. In the
opposn;e camp, the feeling is apparent
that St; Clair is the best man Mr.
Nixon has hired, a man with a reputa-

kill in the courtroom.

“He has very complete preparation,™
aid Lewis Weinstein, a Boston lawyer
Who, as has St. Clair since 1955,
teaches trial practice at Harvard Law

Many lawyers would be willing to do it

"tlt% car ,did. When I realized it, 1 .
. couldn’t helieve it.”

thorough, a real artist at being pre-’

on not only for thoroughness but -




School. “He makes very extensive out-
lines, which can be referred to in court.

“Secondly, he has an amazing
capacity to phrase a question properly.

He has an instinctive way of knowing"

when a question is objectionable.

“And he’s always a gentleman in
court,” Weinstein added. “You know
When he’s involved it will be a non-
nonsense trail, a clean trlai No dirty
pool ffom him.” .

Another Boston lawyer, ! who has
faced St. ‘Clair in court, Robert Me-
serve, a past president of the American
Bar Assocxatlon who said he has “bent
an elbow—very occasionally” with St.
Clair, declared he didn’t “keep track”
of the outcomes in cases. I ean’t
afford to,” he laughed, addlng, “I've
lost cases to him and won some from
him. One thing, you never win' be-
cause he defaults. I don’t think he’s
ever surrendered an inch of his client’s
position.”

That St. Clair “has not been a cause
man,” as Weinstein put it, has led to
the only significant cutlmsm of the
man in the past. Putting it as sucecinet-

ly ‘as-anyone, Yale Chaplain Rev. Wil-'
liam Sloane Coffin, a former St Clair |

client, was quoted by Jessica M1tf0'rd
in “The Trial of Dr. Spock” as saying,
“The trouble with St. Clair is that he
is all case and no cause. ?

In a way, history has repeated itself
for St. Clair. It’s been almost exactly
20 years since he came down: from
Boston to serve as assistant counsel
for the Army, under Welch.

Too businesslike to be caught up in

small ironies, St. Clair says, “There’s.

a little bit of nostalgia, but not very

-

much.” He talked of the different loca- -

tion of his office, the different. people
he’s working W1th In short he isn’t
looking back.

But his personal life is much the ~

same as it was when he was here in
the Army-McCarthy days. His wife is
back home. Every night, without fail,
he calls her. He hustles back on week-
ends.

“It’s a good idea,” he sepd “It. clears
the thinking processes to. get home a
little bit.” And what does he do there?
Well, last Saturday, first thing, he got
a physical exam. “I had to replace my
group insurance with the firm with
my own insurance,” he said, adding
that the doctor pronounced him physi-
cally fit. “I was pleased to have him
say that,” he said, again laughing. '

The rest of last Saturday he spent
“running errands” and, in the evening,

playing duplicate bridge with friends."

He “did a little telephoning” over the

weekend on the Watergate case and \
“read over the brlef we filed last

week.” -
Work, in recent years, has cut his

time for relaxation almost to nothing. '
Recent cases he has handled in Boston |

have “consumed a great deal of time,”

he said, and he does not get to his -

summer home on the. Cape, in Chat-
ham, nearly as much as he would
like,” especially in the off season,
when it’s not crowded.”

In 30 years, says his wife, “you
work up a tolerance” for his work
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schedule. “Even when he’s home he
works two or three nights a week, and
he has been” she said. “It’s always
one thing or another. Sometimes he’ll
say he’ll be home at 8:30 and I.just
laugh. I know it’ll' be 10:30. The nights
before any kind of trial, he has to
" see that everything’s absolutely, to-
tally ready.” Then there’s the firm
meeting every Thursday night. “Ab-
solutely” she emphasized, every
Thursday night.

When recently, he tried to take a
Christmas-to-New Year’s vacation at a
Florida resort near Tampa, he was
interrupted in the very first minute
of the holiday by a call from Gen.
Alexander Haig, the White House chief
of staff. The phone was ringing when
St. Clair walked into the room. Short-
ly he was off to San Clemente to meet
the President.

Though many people still can’t un-
derstand why, St. Clair promptly ac-
cepted the Nixon offer ignoring the
‘sad fates of earlier presidential law-
vers. The reason, he seemed to be
saying, was that it would be good for
his career, because something much
bigger wasn’t likely to come along

“One reason, I was asked,” he said.

“And I think professmnally it’s got to

be. a matter of importance and signifi-.

cant interest to me and, as far as I
. can see, everybody.”

That is as close as St. Clair comes
to discussing the case. He declared
“inappropriate, because it pertains to
the case” a question about how often

. he sees the President.

He is almost as tight-lipped about his

politics.. A registered Repubh'can he

said he “might vote Republican most -

of the time but not mecessarily all of
the time,” adding, politely but firmly,
“Well end the questions on that right
‘there.”

Asenath (Bﬂhe) St. Clair is a quick-
to-laugh, likeable woman, a conclusion
reached bef01e she persuaded her pub-
licity-shy husband to grant an inter-
view. A newspaperwoman before her
marriage, she apparently understands
the need for such things. She once.
wrote a column for the Long Beach
(Calif.) Independent called “Incident-
ally,” by Billie Nestle. .

It was in Long Beach, where she

grew up, that Bﬂhe Nestle met James -

St. Clair, serving in the Navy aboard
Patrol Craft 777 based at San Pedro,
= Calif., during the war. His law school
studies had been interrupted after the
first year. She spent two years at
UCLA, the next two at USC.

“We fell in love quickly,” she said.
“We were married a year and a half
later. I had to be absolutely sure. He
was :ntelligent and I was looking for
somebody intelligent. He was very
good looking. Big brown eyes. Dark
hair. He was veryv brown from being
cut on the water.”

The St. Clairs now live in a five-bed-
room, five-hath colonial home on one
of the hills in fashionable Wellesley
Hills. There is a =wimming pool and
a pool table and the place is-surround-
ed by trees. “We're very comfortable,

very lucky, very lucky,” Billie St. Clalr
said.

They have three children: Peggy, 24,
a graduate of Tufts who will finish
law school at Boston College in the
spring; Scott, 20, a junior at Getlys;
Jburg College, and Tommy, 16, a sopho-
more at the Belmont HIHS (Mass.)
School.. Scott describes his father as
“open. minded,” adding that he has
“come around a little bit” on subjects
that separate genecrations.

‘Going to work for the President is
by far the niost important assignment
in a law career St. Clair was drawn

© to by circumstances. As he said, “My

grandfather was a lawyer and a judge
in Ohio. My uncle was a lawyer.” Also,
there was another uncle a lawyer, and
two lawyer aunts.

“Certainly by the time I was in col-
lege I decided to go to law school,”
St. Clair said. He spent his first two;
college vears at Augustana in Rock
Island, Ill., mostly because he was
living close by at the time. The family
moved around a lot when he was grow-
ing up: Akron, Ohio, where he was
born on April 14, 1920; Erie, Pa.; Buf-
falo;, East Mohne I11. His father was
an executive with a number of machine
and metal companies before moving on
to New York City as a management
consultant.

“Everything he did, he did untll he
mastered it” said St. Clair’s father,
Clinton, from South Yarmouth, Mass.,
where he and St. Clair’s mother now
live.

Mostly, thlnus came easy for yom
St. Clair. “He could read vast amounts
of material and remember it all,” said
his sister, Janice Brown of Riverside,
Conn. “I was envious of that. I thought
it made his life easier than mine. He
was always a very quick student. He
was a great debater in high school. By
the time he was in college he was
judging debates. There was a hlgh
premium placed on scholarship in our
family.” ,

Clinton St. Clair sald his older aOIl
«(the younger St. Clair son, David,"

now counsel for the Thomas J. Llpton L

ICo in New Jersey) ranked in the top
‘10 per cent of his class at Augustana
and the top quarter at the. University
of Illinois, where he completed his
last two years before moving on to
Harvard Law.

In his early years at Hale & Dorr,
St. Clair was tutored by no less a per-
sonage than the colorful Welch. When

‘Welch died in 1960 St. Clair assumed

the firm’s major trial work,. steadily
moving to the top rank of trial lawyers
in Boston and beyond while gaining a
reputation for taking on clients regard-
less of their pohtlcal or 1deolovxcal

. views.

From what he’s seen already, assist-
ant Watergate special prosecutor Rich-
ard Ben-Veniste agrees with the gén-
eral opinion that St. Clair’'s work ~is
marked by a high eorder of distinctidn.

“Ah-ha,” Ben-Veniste chuckled, when
asked to appraise the President’s new
man. “I think he knows his way ar ouud

the courtroom.’ ;



