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Forward

The Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati (LASC), the seventh legal aid
society to be formed in the United States, is recognized today as one
of the most effective, respected, and resourceful legal aid programs
in the country. As this history of LASC demonstrates, a long line of
committed and talented leaders created, nurtured and led the program
as it provided legal assistance to the people and organizations in the
low-income community in Cincinnati. Many of the past leaders of
this program devoted their careers to “secure justice and protect the
rights of the needy,” to use language from the 1908 Articles of
Incorporation. A past director was one of the first women to lead a
major legal aid society. Many served in leadership roles within the
national legal aid movement, and a former President of the Board of
Trustees of the Society, Murray Seasongood, served as President of
the National Association of Legal Aid Organizations, now known as
the National Legal Aid and Defender Association. In fact, Seasongood
was one of the first leaders of the national legal aid movement to call
upon legal aid to “look to the causes of the cases coming in and seek
to remedy those causes, rather than only to apply the palliative of
help for the clients.”

Professor Casey-Leininger’s history captures the essence of the struggles
that LASC has faced, the barriers it has overcome, and the triumphs
it has celebrated during its first 80 years. LASC, like many other
progressive legal aid societies, sought to both help individual clients
solve their critical legal problems and also address the underlying causes
of the need for legal aid. This history recounts the constant efforts to
control caseload, increase funding, provide client access to services,
respond to changing client demand, ensure quality in representation,
and focus on systemic problems of the low-income community. Over
the years, LASC worked to enact legislation to benefit its clients. LASC
also set up one of the first internship programs for young lawyers and
one of the first clinical law programs for law students. Casey-Leininger
seamlessly weaves the story of this one program into the larger history
of the legal aid movement nationally, focusing on the particular local
actors and events that shaped the program while effectively describing
the national landscape in which the local program took root.

The history of the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati begins to fill two
huge holes in the existing histories of civil legal aid in this country.
Justice and the Poor written by Reginald Heber Smith in 1919, Earl
Johnson’s 1973 Justice and Reform: The Formative Years of the American
Legal Services Program, and the 2007 revision of Securing Equal Justice
for All: A Brief History of Civil Legal Assistance in the United States, that
I wrote with my colleague Linda Perle, all look at the “big picture,”
relating the story of legal services for the poor as it was viewed in its
origins and how it has progressed through the years on the national
level. But these histories do not tell the story about what happened on
the ground where the reality of legal aid actually evolved nor do they
provide much information about the period between the early 1900s
and 1965, when federal funding radically transformed the legal aid
landscape. This history, along with Carol Poh Miller’s recent work,
A Passion for Justice: A History of the Legal Aid Society of Cleveland,
1905-2005 (2006), are critically needed to fill in these gaps and provide
a broader and richer understanding of the evolution of civil legal aid
in the United States.

Alan W. Houseman, Executive Director
Center for Law and Social Policy, Washington, DC

October 2008
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Articles of Incorporation of the Legal Aid

Society of Cincinnati, 1908.

The founders of the Legal Aid Society of

Cincinnati signed its Articles of

Incorporation on January 30, 1908,

forming the seventh legal aid society in

the United States.
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“At the call of F.M. Conant and F.E. Burnett,” seven men
met on Friday, December 7, 1907 to form the Legal Aid
Society of Cincinnati, the seventh such society in the United
States.1 The first Legal Aid Society had been established in
New York City in 1876.2 Conant and Burnett, who were
attorneys; James O. White, Superintendent of the Cincinnati
Union Bethel settlement house; Harry B. Street; and Allen
L. Marshall signed articles of incorporation on January 30,
1908. The articles stated:

The purpose for which said corporation is formed is to
secure justice and protect the rights of the needy, to
promote measures for their assistance and employ
attorneys to further the purposes of the society as herein
stated.3

This history seeks to recover a largely forgotten story. Many
in Cincinnati, of course, and elsewhere remember Murray
Seasongood as Cincinnati’s first reform mayor, but his long
involvement with legal aid locally or nationally is little
known. Few in Cincinnati now know anything about the

Introduction
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onfounders of Cincinnati Legal Aid. And few now know
anything about those who followed them in the pre-World
War II era, people like George Silverman, Sarah Grogan, L.
Ernest Krusling, and Walter Knight who profoundly shaped
the Society’s early years.

As the story unfolded during our research, two important
but parallel themes stood out. From the beginning,
Cincinnati Legal Aid worked to help individual clients solve
a range of problems on a daily basis – negotiating, going to
court, making phone calls. Clients came with a variety of
problems – landlord trouble, indebtedness threatening to
destroy their families, domestic problems, run-ins with the
law. At the same time Legal Aid attacked what Seasongood
called, the “causes of legal aid need” through a variety of
means. These attacks arose directly from daily work with
clients and began shortly after Cincinnati Legal Aid’s
founding. The primary method of attack in the early years
was advocacy for legislation to protect the poor from those
who preyed upon them. Cincinnati was not alone in this
binary approach to the legal problems of the poor. The
national legal aid movement promoted both from at least
as early as the pre-World War I era and in Ohio, Cincinnati
Legal Aid worked with the Legal Aid Society of Cleveland
and other groups to reform Ohio law to protect the poor.

In some aspects, this is not too different from modern Legal
Aid in Cincinnati.  Its attorneys still handle the daily business
of helping individual clients who have many of the same
kinds of problems that clients had 50 to 100 years ago. And,
still arising from daily client work, Cincinnati Legal Aid
works with others around the state and nationally to create
a legal framework to protect their clients, through legislative
advocacy and other means including impact litigation.

This is not to say that the story has come full circle. One of
the major differences is simply that the scale of the work
now is vastly larger and better funded than Cincinnati Legal
Aid’s very meager beginnings. But just as important, early
legal aiders thought and did what they did in the context
of their own times as do modern Legal Aiders. Change over
time is very real in attitudes, in strategies, and in interaction
with clients. Nevertheless, the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati
has clearly seen, down to the present, that legal justice is a
right that it could and should help the poor achieve. This
is a heritage, then, that runs through this story.

2
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 “We are the Poor Man’s Lawyer:”
the Founding Years, 1908 to 1917
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Is He Not Entitled to All the Remedies of the Law?

The Board of Trustees of the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati
met for the first time on March 11, 1908. Officers included Rev.
Henry M. Curtis, the minister of the Mt. Auburn Presbyterian
Church, as president; Benton S. Oppenheimer, an attorney, as
vice president; A.O Elzner, an architect, as secretary; and Lester
Rothschild, a businessman, as treasurer. F. E. Burnett acted as
the Society’s volunteer chief counsel through 1915. Rothschild
and Elzner served on the board until well into the 1930s, with
Rothschild acting as treasurer until 1937.

The Society’s annual report for 1912 explained the society’s
purpose:

We are the poor man’s lawyer, and our clientage is composed
of the people who are worthy and are unable to retain
competent counsel … If the applicant has a meritorious
case, we use our best endeavors to obtain justice for him. Is
he not entitled to all the remedies of the law that the more
fortunate enjoy?4

Protecting people from “illegal hardships,” the report continued,
was important in protecting them from poverty and “poverty
often results in crime.”5 The annual report for 1913 summarized
the Society’s raison d’etre, as “to secure justice for all.”6 In this
regard, the Society from the beginning served both white and
black clients as well as recent immigrants from Europe.

Reginald Heber Smith, one of the most important leaders of the
legal aid movement in the United States in the first half of the
twentieth century, argued that American law was fundamentally
neutral in regard to the wealth or poverty of those who sought
to redress their grievances through it. However, the administration
of the law often interfered with the law’s neutrality largely because
of the costs involved: lawyers’ fees, court fees, and the like. Smith
also acknowledged that some laws needed to be changed to
protect the poor against unscrupulous individuals and companies.
Nevertheless, he believed the changes he proposed were simply
a matter of leveling the playing field in an otherwise essentially
fair legal system.

The Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati subscribed to this thinking
and was an active member in the national legal aid movement
as early as 1914. George Silverman, the Cincinnati Legal Aid’s
first paid attorney, and Robert Goldman, who served on the
boards of the local and national organization for many years,
attended the 1914 meeting of the National Alliance of Legal

4

Reginald Heber Smith was one of the

most important leaders of the legal aid

movement in the United States in the

first half of the twentieth century.

His seminal study of the need for legal

aid in the United States, Justice and

the Poor, 1919, helped lay the basis for

the expansion of the movement after

World War I.

John S. Bradway Papers, Courtesy of the

Duke University Archives.

The Society’s Annual Report for 1912

explained the Society’s purpose:  “We are

the poor man’s lawyer.”

Courtesy of the Cincinnati Historical

Society Library.

(Left) Cincinnati Union Bethel Third

Street Settlement House.

Courtesy of Cincinnati Historical

Society Library.
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Robert Goldman earned his J.D. from the Harvard Law School in 1914.
While at Harvard, he helped found its Legal Aid Bureau and gave a talk
entitled “Legal Aid Needs in the United States” at his law school graduation.
Goldman returned to Cincinnati after graduation to join Murray Seasongood’s
Paxton and Seasongood law firm.

As early as 1914, Goldman became active in the national legal aid movement
serving on a variety of committees and in 1915 he became the Secretary
of the Board of Trustees of the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati. He served
on the board continuously until 1937 and again in 1954.

When John S. Bradway visited Cincinnati in 1923 as part of his national
study of legal aid organizations, Goldman was one of the two people he
met with, perhaps because Goldman was a friend and law school classmate
of Reginald Heber Smith, one of the most important leaders of the national
legal aid movement in the first half of the century.

In addition to his legal aid work, Goldman was a civic activist. He served
on the board of Cincinnati’s local reform minded third party, the Charter
Committee, from 1930 to 1974 and served as its chair from 1955 to
1958. He also served as the President of the Union of American Hebrew
Congregations from 1937 to 1943 and as the Chairman of the Board of
Governors of the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion from
1958 to 1962. Goldman died on April 10, 1976.

Photo of Robert Goldman, courtesy

The Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the

American Jewish Archives
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Aid Societies. In 1916, the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati
hosted the National Alliance meeting. Murray Seasongood,
the city’s future reform mayor, served as toastmaster.

Nevertheless, practical matters may have been more important
in the Society’s early years than ideals. Among them, early
efforts to raise funds to establish a “permanent headquarters
with full-time attorneys on a salary” proved difficult and for
its first four years, Burnett, Conant, Oppenheimer, and other
attorneys handled the work from their private offices, and
from the Cincinnati Union Bethel settlement house on East
Third Street and the University Settlement at the corner of
Liberty and Plum Streets.7 In this manner, the Society’s
volunteer attorneys handled 444 cases in its first year at a cost
of $112.

It soon became clear to the Society that “a centralized office
with definite office hours and a permanent staff was essential.”8

Starting in April 1912, the Society employed a young attorney
named George Silverman on a part-time basis at $5.00 a week,
described in the Society’s 1913 annual report as a “small
nominal fee.”9 A single stenographer, paid $6.00 per week,
assisted him.

The new office, located in the heart of downtown Cincinnati
at Lincoln Inn Court, 519 Main Street, opened on April 1,
1912. It “consisted of one room adjacent to a blueprint shop.
The equipment consisted of two desks, a typewriter, ten chairs,
a copy of the Code, and a filing cabinet, all secondhand.”10

As Cincinnati Legal Aid expanded its work, it sought alliances
with other social agencies in the city. Of particular importance,
it was an early member of the Council of Social Agencies
founded in the spring of 1913 in response to floods that
devastated the Cincinnati area. This membership likely
contributed to caseloads that grew rapidly from about 800
in 1912 to 1,762 in 1917. It also allowed Legal Aid to print
an endorsement of its work signed by William J. Norton, the
director of the Council.

6

Cincinnati Union Bethel Third Street

Settlement House. From 1908 to 1912,

Cincinnati Union Bethel’s Third Street

Settlement, near Lytle Park, as well as the

University Settlement at Liberty and Plum

Streets, provided the newly formed Legal

Aid Society of Cincinnati places where the

Society’s volunteer attorneys could meet

with those in need of legal help.

Courtesy of Cincinnati Historical

Society Library.
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George H. Silverman was born in Blossburg, Pennsylvania on
March 1, 1888, the son of German Jewish immigrants. He began his legal
career as an office boy in a Cincinnati law office at age 17. He studied at
the YMCA Law School (now Chase College of Law) and was admitted to
the Ohio Bar on June 24, 1910. He practiced privately for two years before
the Legal Aid Society hired him as its first paid counsel in April 1912. He
became Chief Counsel for the Society in about 1916, a position he held
until his death in 1955 at the age of 67. From about 1927 to 1934, after
a major reorganization of the Society with which he was not entirely
comfortable, his leadership of the Society seems to have been largely
nominal, while his Assistant Counsel, Sarah Grogan, was responsible for the
day-to-day operations of the society. During that period, he concentrated on
his private practice, made a run for a municipal judgeship, and suffered a
serious illness. In 1934, he resumed his leadership of the Society.

Silverman devoted his life to working for justice for those who could not
afford it. Among other things, he aided in the creation of the local Juvenile
and Domestic Relations Courts and fought, with some success, for state
legislation limiting wage garnishments and predatory loan practices. In
addition to his service to Cincinnati Legal Aid, Silverman held various positions
with the state and national legal aid organizations. He participated in national
legal aid conventions as early as 1914. By the mid-1920s, he was a
respected participant in the national legal aid movement, serving on a variety
of committees, and was on close terms with John S. Bradway, the Secretary
of the National Association of Legal Aid Organizations. Their correspondence
reveals a real affection and respect between the two men and a wry sense
of humor on Silverman’s part. Despite the fact that he became known as
“Mr. Legal Aid” in Cincinnati, throughout his career, the Society employed
him on a part-time basis and he maintained a small private law practice to
supplement his very modest Legal Aid salary.

It is clear from accolades bestowed on him late in his career and at the time
of his death that he was both highly respected and fondly liked by those
who knew him. Clearly he was a kind and generous man, whose leadership
of Cincinnati Legal Aid made a positive difference in the lives of its clients
during his tenure there. When he died in October 1955, a local newspaper
described him as “indispensible” in the fight for justice for the poor and
noted that he would be deeply missed.1

Endorsement of Council of Social

Agencies. Membership in the newly

formed Council of Social Agencies

allowed the Legal Aid Society to print

an endorsement of its work signed by

William J. Norton, the director of

the Council.

Courtesy of the Cincinnati Historical

Society Library.

Early members of the Council of Social

Agencies included Legal Aid Society

founding member, J.O. White (top row,

third from right), Superintendent of

Cincinnati Union Bethel at whose

Third Street Settlement House volunteer

Legal Aid attorneys met with those

seeking legal advice.

The Community Chest of Cincinnati

and Hamilton County, The First Twenty

Years: 1915-1935. Courtesy of the

Public Library of Cincinnati and

Hamilton County

George Silverman

John S. Bradway Papers, Courtesy of the

Duke University Archives.



Yet the Society continued to struggle with adequate funding.
It raised only $492 in 1912, but received “over eight hundred
appeals for assistance.”11 Most contributions were $5 and $10
donations from donors including some of Cincinnati’s most
prominent families, among them the Emerys, Schmidlapps,
Aults, Baldwins, Wulsins, Lunkenheimers, Geiers, and
Bettmans.

To help obtain regular funding, Legal Aid became a founding
member of the “War Chest.” The Council of Social Agencies
started the War Chest in 1915 as a cooperative solicitation
campaign among social welfare agencies in the city. The Society
received $1,300 from the War Chest in 1915. By 1920, Legal
Aid had increased its annual funding from the now renamed
Community Chest to $2,388. This allowed the Society to expand
its work significantly over those years. Although the annual
caseload had increased to 1,762, by
1917 Silverman and the stenographer remained Legal Aid’s
only employees.

The need for legal aid work in Cincinnati clearly was great and
the Society took on a large variety of cases in the early years.
The most common involved loans: 218 cases out of 526 in
1912. Many of the other cases involved money matters as well.
A small number involved domestic problems, though the early
annual reports noted, “We do not handle … divorce cases.”12

However, when necessary, Silverman vigorously prosecuted
cases against wayward husbands to force them to provide for
their wives.

To protect it from charges that it was helping “deadbeats,” Legal
Aid was careful to let the public know that it served only the
deserving poor. For example, when reporting on a case it turned
down, the Society pointed out, “H. applied to us stating that
he owed several people and wished us to put him through
bankruptcy. We refused and advised him to pay his debts.”13

Legal Aid also sought to preserve its clients’ “self-respect, and
[give] them a certain standing as clients and not purely objects
of charity.” As a result, it asked clients to pay a nominal fee of
10 cents, which it waived if even that was more than the
individual could afford.14

Much of the Society’s early work “consist[ed] in merely giving
timely advice, which often allays undue fear and anxiety and
restores hope and courage.”15 In addition, it prided itself on
solving problems without taking cases to court. “A year ago,”
the 1913 annual report noted, “only one installment furniture
house recognized our Society as an arbitrator in settling
complaints; today many firms treat with us.”16 Despite the
ability to settle many cases with a phone call or letter, Silverman
had to go to court perhaps twenty times each month to defend
suits against legal aid clients.
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Out of the Individual Case Work There Grows
Driving Out the Loan Sharks.

In 1919, Reginald Heber Smith argued in his seminal work,
Justice and the Poor, “Out of the individual case work there
grows other work, more general in its nature, such as support
for remedial legislation, cooperation with the charities, and
service to the community in driving out the loan sharks.”17

Indeed, in 1912, soon after the establishment of the first
permanent office of the Cincinnati Legal Aid Society:

[T]he society was besieged with complaints against loan
sharks, and the Board of Trustees directed that a war be
waged against this class of money lenders. The lenders
were making small loans to the wage worker, and
receiving ten per cent per month interest. Renewals,
re-doubling of charges and various other schemes were
devised to entrap the victims, so that ’ere the loan had
been in force for any great length of time the borrower
found that he had repaid his original loan and still owed
more than the original principal.18

Thus, in his first month as attorney for the Society, 96 out of
195 of Silverman’s cases involved clients with loan shark
problems. As struggling working families increasingly became
aware of the Society’s work, it received increasing numbers
of such cases. A “Typical Case” involved a client who had
borrowed $50 from a chattel loan company four years before.
The client had paid about $140, but the loan company still
claimed he owed money. Legal Aid “secured the cancelled
papers and saved [the client] $59.50.”19 In 1913, the Society
protected 218 clients from unfair loan practices and saved
them a total of $1,885.64, about $8.65 per client – this for
clients whose weekly earnings averaged $10.50.

In 1913, the Society protected 218 clients from
unfair loan practices and saved them a total
of $1,885.64, about $8.65 per client – this for
clients whose weekly earnings averaged $10.50.



The Legal Aid Society began attacking

predatory lenders soon after its founding

as it discovered that “Loan Sharks” were

a major source of problems for its clients.

Cincinnati Post, March 26, 1915.

Courtesy of the Public Library of

Cincinnati and Hamilton County.
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Because of their experiences, Silverman and the board of
the Society concluded that existing laws on small loans
favored the loan shark. Thus, the Society’s annual report
for 1912 noted that it had worked on multiple pieces of
legislation at the state level to rein in loan sharks. “These
and other laws,” the report concluded, “have made it so hard
for the loan sharks to operate that most of them have gone
out of business.”20

The demise of the loan sharks touted in the 1912 annual
report proved short-lived, however, and the Society
continued to work to limit them. “In January, of [1915], the
Grand Jury of Hamilton County returned indictments
against four offenders of the loan laws, based largely on
information furnished by [Silverman] to the prosecuting
attorney.”21 The work of this grand jury reflected the
importance to others in the city of the loan shark problem.
In early 1915, Common Pleas Judge Alfred K. Nippert had
hand-picked local businessmen to serve on the grand jury.

Moreover, in March 1915, the Hamilton County
Prosecuting Attorney called for the passage of an Ohio
Senate bill to regulate small lenders. This bill was the Lloyd
Law, named for its sponsor, State Senator Erastus G. Lloyd
(D-Columbus). The Hamilton County Prosecutor then
wired the complete report of the local grand jury’s findings
to State Senator William R. Collins (R-Hamilton County)
urging passage of the law. Collins read the telegram to the
Senate, and the bill passed the Senate unanimously later
that afternoon. On May 7, the House and the Senate both
gave final approval to the bill and it became law on May
12 with an effective date of August 2, 1915. All four
Cincinnati daily papers carried articles about the grand
jury’s report in late March and about the General
Assembly’s deliberations on the Lloyd Law in late March
and late April, sometimes on the front page.

The issue was also of importance outside Cincinnati, as the
impetus for the Lloyd Law came from a coalition of
philanthropic organizations from around the state, including
Cincinnati Legal Aid and legal aid organizations in Columbus
and Cleveland. Moreover, the laws’ backers had based it on
a “Uniform Loan Law” promoted by the Russell Sage
Foundation, a national organization that worked closely
with the national legal aid movement on such issues for
many years.

Despite some criticisms, including from George Silverman,
that the Lloyd Law was not strong enough, one Cincinnati
newspaper in February 1918 reported a “noticeable …
absence of complaints against loan companies” in the
Society’s annual report.22 In fact, while complaints against
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loan companies had previously constituted nearly half the
Society’s work, in 1917 the Society had seen only 14 such
complaints out of 1,762 applicants.

Despite the early legislative successes accomplished by
Cincinnati Legal Aid and its compatriots around the state,
new problems with small loans continued to reappear. In
1919, the Society convened a committee to draft a pawnshop
regulation bill that would have required the licensure of
pawnbrokers and brought them under the State Banking
Department’s regulations. This proposal failed to pass the
General Assembly. Its failure illustrates what Reginald Heber
Smith described in 1919 as the difficulty of defeating the
loan sharks and their allies. He warned, “The loan shark has
been able to exist in spite of laws either by evading or
ignoring them. Important as remedial legislation is in curbing
his power or in ousting him, it is equally important to fight
him by enforcing the laws against him, and making it
impossible for him to practice usury.”23

The impetus for the Lloyd Law came
from a coalition of philanthropic

organizations from around the state…
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I Was Rather Disappointed with The L.A. Here.

The vigor that Cincinnati Legal Aid Society enjoyed in the
mid-1910s declined from the late 1910s through about 1922.
After 1917, caseloads dropped rapidly to a low of 798 in 1920.
Part of the decline may have stemmed from decreasing
Community Chest allocations during World War I. The Society
received $1,400 from the Chest in 1917 but only $1,250 in
1919, a decrease that wartime inflation would have made
worse. Indeed, Silverman may have had to put more of his
time into private practice as inflation ate into his already
meager salary.

Interest in the reorganization of the Society began about the
time that John Saeger Bradway visited Cincinnati in late 1922
or early 1923. Bradway, the secretary of the newly reorganized
National Association of Legal Aid Societies, made the visit
soon after his appointment as part of an investigation of legal
aid organizations throughout the country. The Cincinnati
society, he reported, handled about 1,000 cases per year and
received its sole funding from the Community Chest, besides
minor amounts collected in fees from clients. The Society
paid Silverman $1,500 annually for his part-time work for
the Society, about $700 per year for office rent, and $12 per
week – or $624 per year – to a stenographer.

Bradway had mixed views of the Legal Aid Society of
Cincinnati. He was impressed with the legislation the
Cincinnati office had helped shepherd through the Ohio
General Assembly. Besides successful passage of the Lloyd
Law, Bradway noted that Silverman had worked successfully
to help pass several other important laws. However, he
criticized Silverman for carrying on his private practice out
of the Society’s offices; a situation that he argued was open
to serious objection.” But, as Bradway observed, “he seems
to get away with it.”24 At the conclusion of his report, Bradway
noted, “I was rather disappointed with the L.A. [sic] here.25

Following Bradway’s visit and partly because of a subsequent
letter from him to the Cincinnati Bar Association (CBA), the
CBA appointed a committee in June 1923 to study what
assistance it might provide Legal Aid in the city. In October,
the CBA followed up with a permanent standing committee
to study the Society’s needs. This new committee included
Walter A. Knight, who would later lead the reorganization of
Legal Aid. The committee and the Society itself requested
that John Bradway return to Cincinnati to “determine what
practical steps should be taken to increase the scope and
efficiency of [its] work.”26

(Left) John Saeger Bradway. In late 1922

or early 1923, soon after beginning as

Secretary of the National Association of

Legal Aid Societies, John Saeger Bradway

visited Cincinnati as part of an

assessment of legal aid organizations

nationwide.  Although he wrote then of

Cincinnati Legal Aid “I was rather

disappointed with the L.A. here,” he

later worked closely and cordially with

George Silverman, Sarah Grogan, and

Walter A. Knight to revitalize the Society

in the late 1920s.

John S. Bradway Papers, Courtesy of the

Duke University Archives.
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Decline and Rebirth, 1917 to 1929
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detailed the current situation at the Society. Staff still
consisted of Silverman, who devoted about 80 percent of
his time to the job of Chief Counsel, and a stenographer
who split her time between the Society and Silverman’s
private practice. The offices remained at Lincoln Inn Court,
where it had a waiting room and an inner office. The
stenographer sat at a desk in the waiting room, “lighted by
artificial light only.” Silverman’s office contained “the desk
of the attorney, chairs for clients, a book case, and files of
old cases. In this inner office is a window through which
some light comes.”27

In 1925, the Society operated on a budget of about $3,960
per year, nearly half of which went to Silverman’s salary of
$2,000. The rent for the office was $70 per month and the
stenographer’s salary $60 per month.  Income came primarily
from a $3,500 annual allocation from the Community Chest.

Despite Bradway’s concerns on his earlier visit, he now
praised Silverman’s work. Perhaps this occurred because on
this visit he observed Silverman’s handling of about a dozen
cases in the office and one in court. Bradway said of them,
“It appeared that these cases received the same care and
attention that they would receive in other legal aid
organizations.” He also noted that Silverman had developed
contacts with numbers of people including, “pawnbrokers,
installment furniture houses, loan companies, etc.” that
often allowed him to solve a client’s problem with a short
phone call.28

The Society had also done well with legislative work.
Nevertheless, Bradway argued, it was clear from the size of
the office staff and the caseload that little time could now
be spent on legislation. The limited staff also led Bradway
to express deep concern about whether the attorney could
give more difficult cases the attention they deserved, noting,
“The attorney handles by himself, on part time, as many
cases as in other cities are handled by two or three full time
attorneys. It seems difficult to believe that one man can
carry the burden of work that is elsewhere carried by two
or three, and do justice to it.”29 To help resolve these
problems, Bradway recommended the addition of an
assistant attorney. He also recommended that the Society
raise the funds necessary to pay the staff, including Silverman,
to work full-time on legal aid rather than splitting their
time between the Society and private practice.

Bradway then turned his report to an indictment of the
board. Initially, Bradway noted, the board had twenty-five
members who attended meetings regularly and “inquired
diligently into the work that was being done.”30 However,

15
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five” and discussions at meetings consisted largely of a report
by Silverman on the work he was doing. The board’s attitude
seemed to be, as Bradway said, “to let George do it.”31

Bradway submitted his report to the Society and the CBA
in December 1925. In January 1926, the CBA voted to
support the reorganization of legal aid work in Cincinnati.
However, the proposed expansion did not come easily. Walter
Knight noted later that because Cincinnati Legal Aid had
been doing its work cheaply and well under Silverman’s
management, several Society board members objected that
an expansion would result in “greatly increased expense”
for which they believed no need had yet been demonstrated.32

After some delay, the board committee charged with
developing plans for reorganization finally presented its
recommendations in December 1926.

16

In January 1926, the CBA
voted to support the reorganization

of legal aid work in Cincinnati,
however, the proposed expansion

did not come easily.



Walter A. Knight was born in Cincinnati on July 23, 1871. He graduated
from Madisonville High School and received his law degree from the YMCA
Law School (now Chase College of Law). He was admitted to the Ohio Bar
in 1899. In the 1920s, he was a partner in Lytle & Knight.

Knight long fought for political and legal reform in Cincinnati. Early in his
career, Knight helped found the local Court of Domestic Relations and reform
the Municipal Court. A member of the Cincinnati Charter Committee, along
with Murray Seasongood, Knight helped create the city charter that resulted,
in 1925, in Cincinnati’s city manager, small city council form of government.
Knight also campaigned for a non-partisan judiciary in the Municipal Court,
which he saw as the foundation of the judicial system.

He was an early member of the Council of Social Agencies, which laid the
foundation for the creation of the Community Chest. He served on the
Board of Directors of the Council and then of the Chest from 1913 until
his death in 1929.  Knight joined the board of the Legal Aid Society of
Cincinnati in 1926 and served as its president from 1927 until his death.
During his involvement with the Society, he led it through a major
restructuring that formed the basis for the work and organization of the
Society into the 1960s.

In July 1929, Knight died, and Cincinnati lost, according to the Cincinnati
Post, “the exemplar of the dutiful citizen.”2 The Cincinnati Times-Star
noted at his death: Knight’s “…first obligation was to his community.
And the community is grateful that he gave it so much of his fine career.”3
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(Below) The Community Chest Building,

312 W. Ninth St. The Legal Aid Society

moved its headquarters to the

Community Chest Building across from

Cincinnati City Hall in 1927.

Sketch by Caroline Williams. Courtesy of

the Cincinnati Historical Society Library.

17

Walter A. Knight

Cincinnati Post, July 8, 1929. Courtesy

of the Public Library of Cincinnati and

Hamilton County.
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Several of the recommendations made to Legal Aid’s Board
in December, 1926 came to fruition in early 1927 in part
because of a reconstituted Board of Trustees. At its annual
meeting in January, the Society elected a new board, which
included sixteen lawyers and ten lay members including social
workers and business and professional men. Four previous
members left the board, including two who had served since
at least 1922. Walter Knight assumed the presidency after less
than a year on the board. The board now included four
women, two of whom were social workers. Emma Thompson,
one of the social workers and the first woman to serve on the
board, had been a member of the committee that designed
the Society’s reorganization.

Despite a recommendation by Knight that the board include
at least one African American because of the “substantial
number of negro clients and their substantially increasing
numbers in the community,” the 1927 board remained entirely
white. However, the 1928 board included two black men: A.
Lee Beaty, a black lawyer, former state legislator, and former
assistant federal prosecutor, and former Olympic athlete DeHart
Hubbard, then employed at the YMCA for African Americans
in the city’s West End neighborhood.33  Thereafter, the Society’s
board regularly included black members.

Following the reorganization, the Community Chest nearly
doubled Legal Aid’s budget, giving it $6,346 for the 1927 fiscal
year. With this increased budget, the Society moved into new
offices in the Council of Social Agencies building at 312 West
Ninth Street across from Cincinnati City Hall in late February
1927. Silverman kept his part-time status as Chief Counsel
and his private practice at the Society’s former offices on
Main Street. To assist Silverman, the Society hired Sarah
Grogan as a full-time Assistant Counsel. She began work on
February 1, 1927. Grogan was a former social worker and
librarian who had graduated from the YMCA Law School in
1926. Silverman described her as “green,” but “quite brilliant,
well educated,” with several years of social service experience.
He believed that she would become a “valuable asset to the
organization.” He also believed, “Her ideas may be more in
line [than his] with the thought of the new directors who
evidently wish to secure a much better social contact with
the various [social service] agencies.”34

Apparently, Silverman was not entirely happy with the new
directions taken by the Cincinnati Legal Aid under Knight’s
leadership. In a letter to John Bradway, Silverman wrote that
he had been “adverse to too much social service in legal aid
work.” He said that perhaps he was “too old fashioned, but
I cannot believe that our clients are in need of such service.”

18

In 1928, A. Lee Beaty and DeHart

Hubbard became the first African

American members of the Board of

Trustees of the Legal Aid Society of

Cincinnati.  Hubbard won the Gold

Medal for the running long jump in the

1924 Olympics and after graduating from

the University of Michigan in 1927,

became a supervisor of Colored Work for

the Cincinnati Recreation Commission.

Beaty, an attorney and long-time

Republican Party activist, was appointed

as an assistant to the United States

Attorney for the Southern District of Ohio

in 1922.  Earlier, he had served in the

Ohio General Assembly.

Wendell P. Dabney, Cincinnati’s

Colored Citizens, 1926.  Courtesy of the

Cincinnati Historical Society Library.



“Much is to be said,” he wrote, for both his views and those
of the new leadership. “Mine has been tried, and found
wanting. Perhaps theirs will fill the bill better.”35

This disagreement with the new leadership of Legal Aid
evidently led Silverman to conclude that it was time for him
to move on. In January 1927, he described himself as “Chief
Counsel temporarily,” and said that he thought that nine to
twelve months ought to be long enough to train Grogan to
take over.36 Indeed, for the next several years, Grogan appears
to have largely run the Society. Nevertheless, Silverman
remained nominally Chief Counsel throughout this period
and, about the time of Grogan’s resignation in 1934, resumed
his duties until his death in 1955.

Despite Silverman’s discontent with the direction of Legal Aid,
its reorganization resulted in an immediate growth in the
number of cases handled, jumping from 1,570 in 1926 to 2,689
in 1927. Part of the increase in caseloads resulted because the
Society was housed with several social service agencies in the
Council of Social Agencies building. Clients came from a wide
variety of sources. Most referrals came from previous clients
or from the police, lawyers, the courts, other public officials,
social agencies, employers, newspapers, insurance companies,
and fraternal lodges. All but 50 of the Society’s clients were
U.S. citizens; 1,801 were white and 838 were black.

Among the Society’s cases in 1927, the largest number (740
of the 2,689) involved disputes over wages initiated by
employees who felt their employers had treated them unfairly.
Installment contracts, a relatively recent innovation in the
sale of consumer goods, made up the next single largest
category of cases, with 263. The society handled only 10 “small
loan” cases and 79 wage assignment and garnishment cases.
It also took 188 cases involving “difficulties between husband
and wife” and 77 cases involving personal injuries.37

Besides hiring Grogan and the move to new offices, Legal Aid
carried out several important reforms in this period largely
at the behest of Walter Knight. Seeking to reinvigorate
volunteer interest in the Society, Knight signed up as members
the Chief Justice of the United States and Cincinnati native
William Howard Taft, as well as William Cooper Procter,
Dr. Arthur L. Knight (Walter’s brother), and twenty-seven
other leading legal and business figures. Presumably, this gave
Legal Aid more visibility and influence within the city.

Other reforms put the Society in the forefront of the national
legal aid movement. In July 1927, it began its “Legal Interne”
program, apparently the first in the country, with the hiring
of Francis R. Bartlett, a young attorney who had recently
passed the bar. Legal Aid paid Bartlett $1,000 for a year of
service. After this year, the Society expected he would move
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William Howard Taft (top) and

William Cooper Procter. In the late 1920s,

Society Board President, Walter A.

Knight, sought to enlist greater public

support for Legal Aid in Cincinnati by

signing up as members such prominent

citizens as Chief Justice of the United

State William Howard Taft, and William

Cooper Procter, of the Procter and

Gamble Company.

The Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati

created a legal “interne” program for

recent law school graduates and a Legal

Aid Clinic for law school seniors as part

of its effort to educate Cincinnati lawyers

about the need for legal aid to the poor.

Cincinnati Commercial Tribune, April

29, 1928. Courtesy of the Public Library

of Cincinnati and Hamilton County.
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into a regular attorney position perhaps with the Society or
another law firm. In fact, at the end of his year, Bartlett became
an Assistant Counsel for the Society.

Legal Aid’s educational mission also included a legal clinic begun
in early 1928 involving students from the two local law schools.
Six came from the University of Cincinnati and four from the
YMCA in the first year. These students interviewed clients,
investigated the law and facts related to cases, and followed cases
through to their conclusion, including going to court with the
clients and Legal Aid attorneys. The students also participated
in a class directed by Silverman in which they presented cases
and discussed other aspects of legal aid work. Only three other
cities in the United States then had a similar arrangement.

Clinic students and interns, Knight believed, would carry an
understanding and sympathy for legal aid work into their
professional lives. Moreover, as the numbers of lawyers who
had been through the programs increased, there would be
“many socially minded men at this Bar who will feel impelled
to perform some service each year for the public good.”38

The final major reform carried out under Knight’s leadership
was the establishment of a “Voluntary Defender” to handle
minor criminal cases. After at least a year of study, the Society’s
board adopted unanimously Knight’s proposal to create a criminal
division on September 28, 1928. The proposal called for Francis
Bartlett to defend indigents in the Cincinnati Police Court, at
a salary of $125 per month, provided the city administration
agreed to cooperate and give Bartlett an office in city hall. Knight
offered his personal assurance that “the expense of the experiment
will be paid,” if necessary out of his own pocket.39
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The Legal Aid Clinic

The Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati first experimented with a legal aid clinic
for University of Cincinnati law students in 1917, but the war emergency
interfered with its continuation. However, in 1928, under the guidance of
Walter Knight, President of the Society, the organization began a clinic
program that continued into the 1970s. The development of the clinic grew
out of the late 1920s reorganization of the society. Indeed, John Bradway
included a legal aid clinic as one of his recommendation for reorganizing
Cincinnati Legal Aid in his 1925 study of the society.

Legal Aid activists in Cincinnati were already familiar with legal aid clinics,
as Murray Seasongood had worked briefly at the New York Legal Aid Society
during a spring break from Harvard Law School in 1902 and Robert Goldman,
as a young law student, had helped found Harvard’s Legal Aid Clinic. However,
Walter Knight seems to have been the driving force behind the establishment
of Cincinnati’s clinic.

Knight developed the legal clinic as one part of a plan to educate law
students and newly minted attorneys about legal services for the indigent.
The other part of the plan was the development of a “legal interne”
program to give attorneys fresh out of law school a year’s worth of
experience as legal aid attorneys. In justifying the society’s legal education
program, Knight argued, “Medical students and newly admitted doctors
of medicine have long had such practice opportunities. Obviously law
students and young lawyers should have similar practice opportunities.”
For a variety of reasons, including Great Depression related budget
problems, the interne program proved short lived, ending after a couple
of years, but the clinic program ran for more than forty years.

In November 1927, Knight and George Silverman travelled to Northwestern
University to see how it ran its law school clinic program. In addition, they
met with the deans of the University of Cincinnati and YMCA (now Chase)
Law Schools to discuss their plans and to gain their advice and approval.
Despite support from the two deans for the clinic, Cincinnati Legal Aid bore
its full cost and students in the clinic initially, at least, received no academic
credit, though this appears to have changed at some point.

In late 1927 or early 1928, Knight and Silverman recruited six students
from UC and four from the YMCA for the clinic. These students participated
in the clinic for one afternoon a week, taking part in interviews with clients,
investigating the law and facts of cases, and working with Legal Aid attorneys
to follow each case through to completion. In addition, Silverman regularly
met with the students to review written reports of their cases and to question
them as to their understanding of their work. According to Knight, Silverman
had a “snappy way of handling the work that students like and that keeps
them interested.”4

(continued)



The Cincinnati Police Chief and the City Prosecutor objected
that the public defender would slow the work of the police
court, that those charged with crimes could trust the
prosecutor, that the police did not try to convict innocent
people, and that the court would be “swamped with riff-raff,
mostly negroes, from the west end.” But Knight pointed out
that the accused, “would not think [he] received a fair deal,
any more than a sick man who wanted a doctor would be
satisfied with or have confidence in the advice and treatment
of his undertaker.” Indeed, he continued, quoting Dean Roscoe
Pound of Harvard Law School, “‘It is not only important that
the guilty be convicted, it is important that they should be
fairly convicted. It is not merely important that the accused
have a fair trial. It is important that they and the public believe
they have had a fair trial.’”40

The failure to provide a fair trial would have two results. The
first would be a failure of justice. But added to that would be
the fact that the “wrongfully convicted person … emerges from
the court, or the work house or jail smarting under a sense of
injustice, ready to become lawless because it avails nothing to
obey the laws.”41 Indeed, Knight argued that angry and
embittered men who had experienced an unjust criminal justice
system were likely to cost the public far more when these men
struck out against the system that had harmed them.

Among the reforms instituted at the

Legal Aid Society in the late

1920s was the establishment of a

“Voluntary Defender,” to represent

clients in police court.

Cincinnati Commercial Tribune,

September 29, 1928.  Courtesy of the

Public Library of Cincinnati and

Hamilton County.
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The Legal Aid Clinic (continued)

Knight justified the educational work of Cincinnati Legal Aid on several
grounds. Not only did he believe that the clinic and internships would give
valuable training to those involved, he argued:

While this educational work requires time and labor, and therefore involves
expense, I feel it is a vital part of our service to the community. If ten
years from now one hundred or more lawyers practicing in this city have
had actual legal training in the Legal Clinic or as Legal Internes [sic]…,
there will be many socially minded men at this Bar who will feel impelled
to perform some service each year for the public good, and whose
influence will tend to maintain the high ideals of public service…5

In addition, Knight hoped, “If gradually young, forceful lawyers who will in
time become prominent members of the bar, can be brought sufficiently
close to Legal Aid work, we may get a group,” that would provide strong
support for legal services to the indigent that was currently only “acquiesced
in” by many Cincinnati attorneys.6

(continued)

Art Zoecklein and Charles Vance,

University of Cincinnati College of Law

Class of 1929. Art Zoecklein (bottom row,

far right), was likely the longest serving

staff member of the Legal Aid Society.

He began his career as a legal interne in

1929 and retired as a staff attorney for

the Civil Division sometime in the mid

to late 1970s. Charles Vance (bottom

row, second from left), was also a legal

interne and then became the second

Voluntary Defender, serving from

January to June 1930. Both Vance and

Zoecklein were members of the University

of Cincinnati College of Law class of 1929,

pictured here.

Courtesy of the Archives & Rare Books

Library, University of Cincinnati.
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Francis Bartlett began his duties as Voluntary Defender in
the fall of 1928 with Sarah Ogden, a recent YMCA Law School
graduate, as “stenographer and general clerical assistant.”42

This made the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati one of the
earliest in the country to provide indigent criminal defense
through private means. The Society maintained a defender
in the Cincinnati Police Court and then in the Hamilton
County courts until 1979 when the county took over the
public defender function.

Although Community Chest funding grew to over $12,000
in 1929, staff of the Society found themselves unable to keep
up with the rapidly increasing demand. In August, Sarah
Grogan wrote to John Bradway, “Our work continues to
increase almost beyond our capacity to handle.”43 In fact, the
number of civil cases had doubled from 2,689 in 1927 to
5,389 in 1929. Silverman’s withdrawal from the Society’s
leadership compounded the caseload problem, as he split his
time between private practice and the Society. And although
the Society had four full-time attorneys on staff by mid-1928,
Grogan was the most experienced attorney, and she had only
passed the bar two years before.

Despite her relative inexperience, Grogan appears to have
largely run Cincinnati Legal Aid between 1928 and 1934,
including communicating with Bradway and the national
association about the work in Cincinnati. The newspapers
now described Grogan in such terms as “superintendent” of
the Society.44 Her work and that of the Society was likely
more difficult because the bar in Cincinnati was still an almost
exclusively male profession. Most female law school graduates
became stenographers and legal assistants or did work for
which male attorneys took credit.

The sudden death of Walter Knight on July 7, 1929, just two
weeks before his 58th birthday, also made Legal Aid’s work
more difficult. Reactions to his death contained the
conventional accolades, but also indicated that he had made
valuable contributions to legal aid in Cincinnati and also to
the National Association, on whose Executive Committee he
sat. Bradway wrote that Knight’s loss was “a national one.”45

At the annual convention of the National Association of Legal
Aid Societies in Cincinnati in November that year, the
organization passed a resolution honoring Knight’s work in
Cincinnati and in the national legal aid movement. Following
passage of the resolution, the delegates stood for a minute of
silent in tribute to him.



The Legal Aid Clinic (continued)

The society continued to hold its clinic for University of Cincinnati and
YMCA law students throughout the 1930s and the war years, except for
the 1932-33 school year when severe budget cuts caused the society to
suspend it. During the 1930s, the clinic students did “practically all the
work that is essential in the conduct of a law office.”7 The society also
used the clinic students to help with legislative advocacy, including, in
1936, studying laws on wage exemptions in other states as the society
worked to develop its own proposal for changes in Ohio law. By spring
1935, the clinic had proved so successful that it had received inquiries
from law students from Harvard, Yale, Michigan, and Ohio State who
wanted to participate during their school breaks.

During most of the 1930s, the clinic class averaged about fifteen students
per year. At least two long time staff attorneys came out of these classes
– Robert E. L. Young, who became chief counsel in 1956 after the death
of George Silverman, and Edward Fidler, who joined the staff as the Voluntary
Defender in 1943. Both were from the clinic class of 1936-1937. As chief
counsel, Young seems to have largely followed the model of legal aid
developed by Silverman, perhaps because of his participation in the clinic.
In describing the value of the legal aid clinic, Silverman said:

In order to understand people, we must become a part of them, hear
them, know their joys and sorrows, their ambitions and hopes … At no
other place, anywhere, is the opportunity open to the future generation
of lawyers to learn and analyze the needs of those people who make
up the greater part of our population … [W]e hold that it is absolutely
impossible for any law student to have worked in the Clinic without taking
with him into his professional career a better understanding of people.8

In June 1951, the University of Cincinnati Law School appointed Silverman
as a paid faculty lecturer, in the words of Dean Frank S. Rowley, “in
recognition of splendid instruction you have given senior law students for
years and that legal-aid training is an integral part of our instruction.”9 After
the early 1950s, however, little information exists about the legal aid clinic
except for notations in annual reports that Cincinnati Legal Aid had conducted
the clinic that year. Nevertheless, in the early 1970s, at least, the program
seems to have been quite robust with second year students from the University
of Cincinnati College of Law helping “in the interview of clients, assistance
in the preparation of cases, and assistance in researching the law.”10

Moreover, third-year law students now had access to separate 3-hour courses
in clinical criminal and clinical civil procedure at the law school, for which
the College agreed to handle forty cases on the society’s behalf. The final
mention of the clinic came in March 1972, when the Cincinnati Legal Aid
Board of Trustees minutes noted the awarding of certificates to those who
had successfully completed the Legal Aid Clinic. After this, references to the
Clinic ceased.
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When Walter A. Knight died

unexpectedly in July 1929, John S.

Bradway wrote to George Silverman that

his loss was, “a national one and not

confined to your city.”

Cincinnati Post, July 8, 1929. Courtesy

of the Public Library of Cincinnati and

Hamilton County.
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“The Causes of Legal Aid Need
 Should Be Attacked:”

Depression and War, 1929 to 1945
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The Grind of Cases Seems to Continue Unabated.

Murray Seasongood, Cincinnati’s recently retired reform
mayor, became president of the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati
in late 1929 soon after the death of Walter Knight. Seasongood
served in that position until early 1936. He remained on the
board of the Society for many years and would be elected
president of the National Association of Legal Aid
Organizations in 1945. Seasongood’s experience as president
of Cincinnati Legal Aid apparently led him believe that in
addition to individual casework, the legal aid movement had
to address the underlying causes of the need for legal aid. In
a speech written in 1938 entitled “Causes of Legal Aid Need
Should Be Attacked,” which he referred to repeatedly for years
after, he said:

With all the changes that have come about since my
apprenticeship in legal aid [in New York City] in 1902, one
wonders why the Cincinnati Legal Aid Society should still
be running through the mill, each year, its 6,000 or more
civil cases and the several hundred criminal cases of its
voluntary defender… [T]he grind of cases seems to continue
unabated and, indeed, to increase. Must not, then the legal-
aid enthusiast look to the causes [emphasis in original] of
the cases coming in and seek to remedy those causes, rather
than only to apply the palliative of help for the clients?”46

Seasongood identified many reasons why people needed legal
aid, including the perennial problems associated with
unscrupulous small lenders and the more recent problem of
installment buying. In addition, he argued, “There is very
little sensible attempt to rehabilitate the criminal and to allow
him to readjust himself as a wage earner and supporter of a
family.” A particular problem was the lack of good education
for working men. “Prevalence of existing crime,” he argued,
“has often been found due to malefactors having no skills for
legitimate employment.”47

28

Daniel J. Ransohoff: Collection of the

Legal Aid Society of Greater Cincinnati.
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Murray Seasongood was born in Cincinnati on October 27, 1878, into
a Bavarian-American family. After graduating from Woodward High School,
Seasongood attended a college preparatory academy in Guilford, England,
and then attended Harvard College. He earned his Bachelor of Arts from
Harvard in 1900, and his J.D. from Harvard Law School in 1903.

On his return to Cincinnati, Seasongood began a long and highly successful
career in law and public service. In 1909, Seasongood was named a partner
in the renamed Paxton, Warrington, and Seasongood law firm.  According
to his biographer, by the early 1920s, “he was generally recognized as one
of the two or three leading members of the Cincinnati Bar.”11

Locally, Seasongood is most remembered for his leadership of Cincinnati’s
Charter Movement that ousted the corrupt Republican machine and the
creation of a new city charter effective for the 1925 fall municipal elections.
Much of the success of that movement was credited to Seasongood’s grasp
of the issues and powerful oratory – his opponents in the machine proved
no match for him. Seasongood ran on the Charter Committee slate for city
council in 1925, which took six of the nine seats. On January 1, 1926, the
new council elected Seasongood mayor, a post he held until January 1930.
During this period, under Seasongood’s leadership and that of the new city
manager, C.O. Sherrill, Cincinnati went from having the reputation as being
one of the worst governed cities in the nation to being known as one of the
best. Seasongood remained involved with municipal reform for the remainder
of his life and was a nationally recognized expert on municipal law.

Seasongood first became acquainted with the legal aid movement in 1902
during a visit to the Legal Aid Society of New York while a student at Harvard
Law School. He renewed that involvement, when, in 1916 he served as
toastmaster at the convention of the National Alliance of Legal Aid Societies
held in Cincinnati and became a member of the Board of the Legal Aid
Society of Cincinnati. Seasongood succeeded Walter A. Knight as President
of the Society’s Board of Trustees soon after Knight’s death in July 1929,
holding that office until early 1936. During that period, he provided funds
out of his own pocket to help employ staff attorneys at a time when the
Great Depression had created high demand for legal assistance to the
indigent, but severely restricted the society’s budget. In 1938, speaking to
the Legal Aid section of the American Bar Association, he argued that simply
providing legal help to the poor on a case-by-case basis was inadequate and
that the legal aid movement must seek to address the root causes of the
legal problems of the poor.12

In 1945, the renamed National Legal Aid Association elected Seasongood
as president, a position he held through 1948. He retained the title of
honorary Vice-President of the association for many years thereafter. In
October 1959, the National Legal Aid and Defender Association (NLADA)
honored him with the Reginald Heber Smith Medal for his “dedicated service”
to the legal aid movement. In 1968, he received the NLADA Arthur Von
Briesen Award – named for the long time leader of the Legal Aid Society
of New York and one of the founders of the national legal aid movement.
Seasongood was one of few men to receive this “highest honor” of the
legal aid movement. He died on February 21, 1983, at the age of 104,
having served his city, the legal aid movement, the legal profession, and
the cause of municipal reform for eighty years.13

Murray Seasongood

From the files of the Legal Aid Society of

Greater Cincinnati.
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That the Limit Has Been Reached.

Seasongood had good cause for concern because from the
beginning of the Great Depression through the end of World
War II, the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati struggled. The
Depression had significantly limited funding while at the
same time it had led to increased demand for services.
Moreover, within about a year after her hiring and 1934 when
she resigned to enter private practice, Sarah Grogan ran Legal
Aid with little assistance from George Silverman, who
remained Chief Counsel but apparently in name only. By
early 1930, Grogan seemed to be fully in charge of the Society’s
work. Grogan’s leadership role was likely further solidified
when Silverman ran for Municipal Court judge in 1931,
though unsuccessfully, and then suffered a serious illness in
1932. Indeed, Grogan wrote in October 1932 that Silverman’s
illness “has continued since early July… He comes down once
a week or so, but as far as the work is concerned, he does
practically nothing.”48

This situation, combined with increasing caseloads and
declining funding, put great strains on both Grogan and the
Society. In 1929, Legal Aid handled 5,389 civil cases, up sharply
from 1,669 in 1926, the last year Silverman handled the
caseload by himself. The expansion of the staff to four
attorneys was probably not enough to cover the increased
load. As Grogan appears to have assumed a number of the
administrative duties that Silverman had handled in the past,
much of the daily work on civil cases would have been left to
the two legal “internes” just out of law school. Indeed, Grogan
expressed serious concern about the ability of the staff to
handle the caseload. As the Depression deepened, caseload
problems got worse. In early 1931, referring to the previous
year, Grogan wrote, “the load of work is so heavy that the
limit has been reached.”49

Grogan’s uncomfortably low salary also apparently
compounded her problems, despite the fact that she continued
to live with her parents. She indicated in September 1931 that
she might resign from her position at Cincinnati Legal Aid
because she was paid so little and that this was interfering,
as John Bradway noted sympathetically, with “the
opportunities that you naturally look forward to.”50 The
sudden death of her father later that fall made her situation
more difficult.

About that time, Seasongood appealed to the Legal Aid
Committee of the Cincinnati Bar Association for funding.
This resulted in a $500 contribution to the Society, one that
became annual for at least a few years during the 1930s.

30
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Sarah Grogan

The Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati hired Sarah Grogan as Assistant Counsel
and its first woman attorney, on February 1, 1927, as part of the Society’s
reorganization and expansion. Grogan, a former social worker and librarian
and a 1926 graduate of the YMCA (now Chase) Law School, was about
30 years old when the Society hired her. She attended Our Lady of Mercy
Academy in Cincinnati, the St. Xavier College of Commerce and Sociology
(a unit of what is now Xavier University), and the New York School of
Social Work.

About the time Grogan began her position as Assistant Counsel, Silverman
described her as “green, - recently admitted [to the bar], but quite brilliant,
well educated.” He also said, “I have every confidence that she will make
good, and become a valuable asset to the organization.”14 Despite this,
both Silverman and John Bradway, secretary of the National Association
of Legal Aid Organizations (NALAO), worried about the treatment she
would receive from some male members of the bar. Indeed, Bradway
wrote, “A woman attorney in legal aid work has much to contend with.
There are certain types of persons who will not be controlled by the
average woman attorney.”15

Bradway’s concerns were not without basis, at least in Cincinnati. The YMCA
Law School had graduated only thirty-five women by 1931, 10 percent of
the total since 1921, when the first woman graduated. Only nine had
graduated before 1926. According to a brief history of “Lady Lawyers” in
Cincinnati, “In the early 1920’s when a woman graduated from law school,
she could put her learning to work as a legal secretary. If she did legal work,
it was passed on to the client as the product of a male attorney. The advice
often given to her by older attorneys was to get married.”16

(continued)

Photo of Sarah Grogan: John S. Bradway

Papers, Courtesy of the Duke

University Archives.
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from City of Cincinnati unemployment relief funds, Legal
Aid’s financial troubles remained acute.

Grogan finally resigned from her position with the Society
about the time she married her colleague, the Society’s Voluntary
Defender, L. Ernest Krusling, on June 23, 1934. Silverman
resumed his leadership of Legal Aid at about this time. Yet, in
the later half of the decade, budgets and caseloads continued
to be a problem. The number of cases surged again, reaching
a high of 7,580 in 1939, the highest until 1956. The 1939
caseload high also coincided with one of the lowest operating
expenditures for the 1930s at $9,241.

Because of inadequate funding, the Society often depended on
volunteers and on donations from Murray Seasongood to pay
staff. Indeed, Seasongood subsidized staff salaries in 1931 and
again in November 1935, when he agreed to arrange the finances
to extend the employment of a staff attorney for up to six
additional months. At the same time, a young woman, Ann B.
Scheerer, worked as a volunteer attorney. Assessing the Society’s
work in 1936, Silverman noted, “Without the volunteer help, we
would not be able to carry on.”51

Finding funding for staff salaries apparently eased a bit by early
1938, when the board voted to increase the annual salaries of
assistant counsels Arthur Zoecklein and William Lovell to $1,700
and of Lester Gottlieb, a part-time assistant counsel, to $720. Yet,
the Society’s tight budget still can be clearly seen in the value of
these salaries in modern dollars: $22,000 and $9,400, respectively.
Cincinnati Legal Aid’s financial situation remained tight through
World War II, although the Community Chest increased its yearly
grants modestly near the end of the war. This allowed the Society
to increase salaries and hire an additional attorney.

There is No Question That Unemployment
is A Factor of Great Importance.”

In early 1931, Grogan reported to her board on the impact the
Great Depression had on the Legal Aid Society’s clients. Not
only did the caseload increase significantly, but the nature of
cases also shifted. Prior to the onset of the Depression, claims
against employers for unpaid wages had been a major part of
the caseload. But with rising unemployment other problems
emerged. The most important of them were wage garnishments
and installment contracts, followed closely by evictions. Cases
involving wage garnishments and installment contracts
increased from 705 in 1929 to 1,001 in 1930, rent and eviction
cases from 211 to 298. The rate of these increases exceeded the
rate of increase in caseloads. At the same time wage claims
against employers dropped from 855 to 757.

32
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Sarah Grogan (continued)

Although Grogan did marry in 1934, she did not stop working as an attorney.
Moreover, despite the treatment of “Lady Lawyers” in the city and the fears
of Bradway and Silverman, Grogan virtually ran the Society from soon after
she began until she left Legal Aid in 1934. Indeed, at the time Grogan
began as Assistant Counsel, Silverman had planned to resign his position
as Chief Counsel within the year, a period that he felt would be enough time
to train Grogan to take over. Although Silverman remained Chief Counsel
until his death in 1955, by January 1929, the Cincinnati Enquirer, described
Grogan as “superintendent” of the Society.17

Nearly five years later, a newspaper article confirmed Grogan’s continued
leadership of the Society and noted that Grogan had recently been mentioned
for a vacant Municipal Court Judgeship. The author of the article, printed
on the woman’s page of the newspaper, thought it of interest that Grogan
appeared to be in the running for the position and that she could be both
a “a lawyer and a lady.” Indeed, the article indicated that while male lawyers
had treated her gently in court when she first began to practice, they had
soon found that she was quite a skilled opponent.18

Grogan not only proved successful at running Cincinnati Legal Aid, she was
apparently held in high regard by the legal aid movement regionally and
nationally. In the summer of 1932, Grogan assisted a committee of the
Dayton Bar Association with expanding legal aid work in that city. Later that
year, she was elected to the Executive Committee of the NALAO. Previously,
she had been chair of the finance committee of the national organization.

Despite these successes, Grogan’s tenure as de facto “superintendent” of
the society was difficult. She apparently was poorly paid, a problem related
perhaps to both her sex and the Depression. Regardless of the reason, the
poor pay led her to consider leaving her position more than once during her
tenure with the Society. To make matters worse, the Society’s budgets
declined at a time of increasing need, and her father, with whom she still
lived, died in 1931. Grogan finally resigned from the Legal Aid Society
sometime in mid-1934. She married her colleague, L. Ernest Krusling, the
society’s Voluntary Defender, on June 23, 1934.

After Grogan left Legal Aid, she remained an active lawyer. She and her new
husband set up a private law practice, Krusling and Krusling, and she was
listed as “Attorney in Charge.” Her husband continued his work as Voluntary
Defender at the Society until his resignation in 1941, suggesting that she
was, indeed, the lead attorney for the private firm. In November 1935, she
was appointed director of women’s activities of the Works Progress
Administration (WPA) in Ohio. This position required her to work in Columbus,
but according to the Cincinnati Post, “she will maintain her law partnership
with her husband here, and return to Cincinnati on weekends.”19 In July
1936, she resigned the WPA position to resume her law practice, which she
apparently continued with her husband until they both retired.

Sarah Grogan Krusling died on January 22, 1973. Her death rated enough
notice that the Cincinnati Post printed an obituary that noted her law
partnership with her husband, her WPA position, and her leadership of the
Legal Aid Society in the 1930s.

(Right) In 1931, as the Great Depression

deepened and the need among the poor

for legal aid grew, Sarah Grogan wrote,

“The load of work is so heavy that the

limit has been reached.”

Daniel J. Ransohoff: Collection of the

Legal Aid Society of Greater Cincinnati.
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unemployed or under employed. For example, of a group of
483 clients served in late 1930 and early 1931, 40 percent were
unemployed, 19 percent worked but earned $15 to $20 per
week, and 26 percent earned less than $15 per week. Grogan
noted that the $15 per week wage was unlikely to provide
even the most basic necessities of life for a single person living
alone. However, 387 of the 483 clients—or 80 percent—were
married and most had children, a situation indicating dire
economic distress.

In one of the few discussions existing in the Society’s records
before the mid-1960s that explicitly discussed race, Grogan
noted that almost half of the 483 clients were African
Americans. “This constitutes,” she said, “quite a contrast to
the percentage shown in the work for the year 1930, the whites
constituting 68% and negroes [sic] 32% of the total number
of cases handled.” She continued,

This can be understood readily when it is borne in mind
that the negro [sic] is always found in the lowest wage
group. At best he finds the struggle for existence unequal.
His average weekly wage in normal times is $18.00, which
makes it impossible for him to pay cash for his purchases,
as almost every week sees the loss of one or more day’s
time, with a corresponding drop in his pay check. He is
forced to buy on the installment plan, and during periods
of depression, unable to meet his obligations, finds himself
threatened with loss of home and furniture, his wages
garnisheed, and his family facing starvation.52

34
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These dire circumstances developed for blacks and whites
alike, Grogan noted, because when they failed to make required
installment payments on purchases, the “legal rights are with
the creditor entirely.” Failure to make the payments, she said,
“constitutes a breach of contract and confers on the seller the
right to repossess the goods, garnishee wages or to institute
court proceedings.”53

The increasing problems with installment buying had become
apparent in late 1929, when the Society’s board questioned
whether it ought to continue to handle this kind of case.
George Silverman believed it should and noted, “It has been
our policy in the past to represent this type of client on the
theory that even though they had been foolish enough to get
into a mess … he is still deserving of the help of the Society.”54

The impact of the Depression and unemployment on
Cincinnati’s poor could also be seen in the work of Legal
Aid’s Voluntary Defender, L. Ernest Krusling. Krusling argued
in early 1931, “There is no question of the fact that
[unemployment] is a factor of great importance [in the
increase in crime]. This is emphasized by the increased number
of petit larceny, grand larceny, housebreaking, burglary and
robbery cases.” Krusling also noted, “Crimes of violence
increased. Brutality and force made apparent a grim
determination to survive at any cost.” The one positive side
to unemployment was that petit bootlegging had dropped
significantly, “due to the fact that customers had little or no
money for drink.”55

Krusling also pointed out that many of the defendants he
represented had never before been charged with a crime.
“Out of work for months,” he said, “they felt compelled to
resort to thievery, trickery and force to feed hungry mouths
and to provide shelter for their dependents.” Young people
ages 18 and 25, “who are responsible for a great proportion
of crimes committed,” were hardest hit by unemployment.
This occurred, Krusling argued, because, “as a rule, employers
retain older more experienced employees as long as possible.
The young worker, cut off from the stabilizing influence of
regular work, with no financial assets, but with a tremendous
reserve of energy and craving for excitement, soon finds
himself in conflict with the law, often in serious trouble.”

Worse yet, the high unemployment level in the city meant
that large numbers of prisoners were unable to pay fines or
post bail. “On the docket of one day, alone,” Krusling said,
“130 prisoners were forced to remain in jail.”56 In addition,
the dire employment situation, he warned, “has seemed to
cause a spread of communistic doctrines, particularly among
negroes [sic].… An increased disrespect for law is apparent
also, much of it, no doubt, due to unoccupied minds and
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the society, the Voluntary Defender found that nearly half
the prisoners before the Municipal Court during the first
three months of 1931 were African American, despite the fact
that the city’s population was only about 10 percent black.

Despite the increasing caseload, the Defender seems to have
been effective in keeping many clients out of jail. For example,
in 1934, Krusling had 207 of 667 felony cases dismissed and
6 reduced to a lesser charge. He had similar successes with
misdemeanor cases that year: the police court dismissed 283
of 735 cases. In addition, Grogan wrote to John Bradway in
1931, without providing details, that Legal Aid Society of
Cincinnati was, “proud of the fact that our office has been
instrumental in securing improvement of jail conditions.”58

Perhaps because it faced some criticism, the Society publicly
justified its defense of people charged with crimes. “On
numerous occasions,” the Cincinnati Enquirer reported in
1934, “the Court of its own initiative, has asked the voluntary
defender to represent an indigent prisoner, feeling that the
prisoner may have a good defense, but is unable to present
it properly.” Lest the public think that Legal Aid was helping
criminals avoid punishment or defendants who could afford
attorneys, the Voluntary Defender refused, “politely,” to serve
those who could pay. The Enquirer also said, “Oftentimes the
service of the defender is requested by persons who merely
wish to delay the wheels of justice through the intervention
of the defender, and likewise the defender rejects the
application for help.”59

36

There is no question of the fact that
unemployment is a factor of great
importance in the increase in crime.
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by the Installment Purchase Plan.

Because installment buying and wage garnishments
represented a significant portion of its caseload during the
Great Depression, the Society repeatedly sought relief for
clients through changes in legislation. Indeed, amending Ohio
law on garnishments, in conjunction with legal aid
organizations in Cleveland and Dayton, was “one of the major
pieces of work of our organization” in the fall of 1932.

Judge Stanley Struble of the Municipal Court also aided this
campaign. Struble sought a state law exempting the wages of
heads of families from garnishment up to the amount needed
for the family’s necessities. Moreover, he had already declared
a “moratorium” in his court on garnishments against the
wages of working heads of families.

The Ohio Legislature did pass a bill with some protections
for wage earners during its 1933 session. That legislation,
known as the Addison Garnishee Law, went into effect in July
1933. This new law protected debtors from garnishment if
they filed a statement with the clerk of courts listing their
creditors and their earnings. But the law did not entirely
protect the wages of heads of families because they were
required to turn over earnings above $60 per month to their
creditors regardless of the family size and need. The new law
continued the practice of allowing the wage earner to keep
the tools of his trade, basic household furnishings, food, and
fuel necessary for the family to live.

Despite this new law, installment buying and garnishment
remained on Legal Aid’s agenda. Silverman wrote in 1934,
“Considerable distress has been occasioned by the inability
of people to understand the installment purchase plan.” This
was evident in the Society’s caseload: 716 of 5,915 cases in
1934 involved installment buying and garnishments. Silverman
also noted that the National Association of Legal Aid
Organizations was studying the problem with “a view of
seeking remedial legislation, and we hope that some plan will
be worked out that will help the purchaser without detriment
to the merchants.”60

Cincinnati Legal Aid continued its legislative advocacy on
installment buying and garnishment at least through 1945,
with a focus on laws that would allow a wage earner to keep
enough income to support his family. What the Society and
its allies accomplished in this arena is not entirely clear.
However, Silverman noted in a manuscript probably from
the late 1940s that while legislative advocacy in this area, “was
a slow and tedious process… It was possible finally to secure
legislation completely abolishing the use of wage assignment.
It was practically a ten-year job but well worth the effort.”61
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The society maintained its long-standing reluctance to accept
divorce cases throughout the 1930s as it had since its earliest
years. In 1929, Sarah Grogan wrote that the Society, as a rule,
rejected divorce cases. This was particularly true for cases
where no children were involved, no social agency
recommended the divorce, and there was “no immediately
[sic] family problem to be adjusted – merely that the client
wishes to be free.”62 However, if there were children in the
family and the head of one of the welfare agencies was willing
to recommend a divorce, Legal Aid would take the case if the
client could not afford a private attorney. George Silverman
reiterated this position in 1939, but also said that the Society’s
aversion to divorce cases arose from the theory “that a divorce
is usually not a necessity, and savors more of a luxury.”63

Caseload statistics support the Society’s reluctance to take
divorce cases: in 1935, for example, only 158 of the Society’s
5,294 cases were related to divorce. Almost all of these were
likely ones in which the society provided only advice.

In late 1939, the Society’s board decided to revisit its
restrictions on taking divorce cases because “the Board felt
that there were occasions when the merits of the case required
an acceptance regardless of whether the approval of a social
agency or court official had been secured.”64 Although the
results of this study remain unclear, by the end of World War
II, the Society showed rapid increases in the number of
domestic relations cases in its caseload.
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Lawyers Referral Service

In November 1940, the Cincinnati Bar Association (CBA) and the Legal Aid
Society of Cincinnati began discussing the creation of a Lawyers Reference
Bureau. Based on a similar program run by the Chicago Bar Association, the
Bureau would refer to private attorneys clients financially ineligible for the
Society’s services. In support, George Silverman noted that the Society had
to turn away as many as one thousand clients per year because, while poor,
they could afford small attorneys’ fees. Some members of the CBA, however,
argued that funding such an “experimental” program could result in the
channeling of funds away from CBA operating costs.

In November 1942, the CBA and the Society outlined a plan for the creation
of a Lawyers Referral Service (LRS). In the plan, the Society agreed to
interview prospective clients and refer them to a private lawyer on a list
provided by the CBA. Noting that this plan would cost it little, the CBA board
unanimously approved the plan. In December 1942, the Society’s board
also unanimously agreed to the plan, and the LRS began under CBA
sponsorship and Society operation on March 1, 1943.

By May 1943, over fifty private lawyers had registered for the LRS list and
the service had sent over forty-five referrals to those lawyers. Because of
the service’s early success, the National Association of Legal Aid Organizations
praised Cincinnati’s program in its national bulletin. The LRS continued as
a successful cooperation between the CBA and the Legal Aid Society until
1950, when the Society passed control of it entirely to the CBA.

Domestic matters predominate,
and the problems continue to be

distressing to us especially where
custody of children is involved.
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World War II – War Service Cases

World War II had an impact on the Legal Aid Society of
Cincinnati, including the loss of staff for the duration of the
war. Arthur Zoecklein left Legal Aid to enter the military in
April 1942, followed in October by Lester Gottlieb. The Society
replaced them with Edward C. Benson and Arthur F. Shott
on a “month to month basis.”65 Moreover, the Community
Chest required the Society to justify how vital its work was
to the war effort, something it apparently did successfully.

By the end of 1942, Legal Aid saw a significant increase in
service men and their wives as clients. George Silverman
called cases involving servicemen and their families “a
comparatively new and rapidly increasing clientele that is
keeping the Legal Aid Society busy these days.”66 In 1942, for
example, the Society saw 200 such clients, double the number
of 1941. By the end of the war, 1 out of 6 of Legal Aid’s cases
– or about 60-70 per month – were “war service cases.”67

Many of the problems that servicemen’s families faced during
the war arose because allowances paid to servicemen’s wives
were often too low to pay rent, a situation that frequently led
to evictions. In addition, wives often had little legal standing
to deal with their husbands’ financial affairs and property,
including automobiles, real estate, and businesses, because
these were often held solely in the husband’s name. These
problems were compounded if a serviceman died without
having given his wife legal access to bank accounts or safe
deposit boxes.

At the end of the war, Legal Aid found that returning veterans
faced a multitude of legal problems including “neglected
debts and unpaid accounts.” However, Silverman’s annual
report for 1945 noted, “Domestic matters predominate, and
the problems continue to be distressing to us especially where
custody of children is involved.”68 Silverman had acknowledged
as early as June 1945 that the “local [domestic relations]
situation is alarming.” He reported that in Cincinnati these
cases made up about 24 percent of the Society’s work.69 This
would only grow in the post-war years as divorce became
more acceptable in American society.
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The Legal Profession Needs Bestir Itself.

In 1944, Murray Seasongood, soon to be president of the 
National Association of Legal Aid Organizations (NALAO), 
sent a copy of his 1938 speech, “Causes of Legal Aid Need 
Should Be Attacked,” 70 to Emery Brownell, Secretary 
of NALAO. In the speech, Seasongood had written that 
more should to be done to address the reasons why 
people needed legal aid services. Brownell replied, “The 
thoughts are shared by most of us in legal aid work and 
in a  small and inadequate way we have tried to tackle 
some of the ‘causes’ you list.” However, Brownell pointed 
out that he was NALAO’s only employee, and part-time 
at that. Moreover, he wrote Seasongood, “We have no 
field workers, no research staff and no facilities for the 
larger work of promotion and prevention.” At the local 
level, he noted, “Legal Aid executives are overwhelmed … 
[by] the day-to-day troubles of their clients. The tasks of 
research, legislative drafting and the promotion of remedial 
measures are not so immediately pressing and are therefore 
neglected.” For its part, Brownell said, the American 
Bar Association had provided little help to the legal aid 
movement, despite pleas from the NALAO. 71 

Many in the national legal aid movement shared the 
concerns expressed by Brownell and Seasongood. In 
response, the Russell Sage Foundation, which had helped 
finance the reorganization of the national group in the 
early 1920s, sponsored a survey of the need for legal 
aid to the indigent. The survey, begun in the late 1940s, 
resulted in the 1951 publication of Legal Aid in the United 
States, authored by Brownell. In the forward to that study, 
Harrison Tweed, then president of the recently renamed 
National Legal Aid Association, argued, “Legal advice and 
representation must be available for all…. [However] 
it is not now sufficiently available.” In the introduction, 
Reginald Heber Smith, dean of the Legal Aid movement 
in the United States, argued, “It can be truthfully said that 
our Legal Aid facilities must be doubled, that it must be 
done speedily, and that the legal profession needs bestir 
itself.” 72 Although the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati 
and the national legal aid movement would both expand 
substantially over the next 20 years in caseloads, funding, 
and staff, Cincinnati and other legal aid organizations 
across the country did not receive sufficient support 
to expand adequately to meet the growing need. In the 
meantime, George Silverman and his successor, Robert E. 
L. Young, worked with the limited resources they had.
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Must Be Available for All.

After World War II, the Society’s funding recovered 
somewhat from depression-era levels. In 1948, the Civil 
Division of the Society operated on $17,606, nearly equal 
in 1948 dollars to the 1937 operating expenditures, but 
somewhat less than spending in the 1929-1934 period. 
At the same time, the number of cases opened in 1948 
was similar to the number from 1929: 5,477 and 5,389, 
respectively. The lowest caseload of the World War II years 
was in 1944, when it was 4,407. However, the caseload 
rebounded to between 5,400 to 5,500 per year in the 
late 1940s, perhaps because of the number of returning 
veterans needing legal assistance.

Funding for civil legal services also grew rapidly during 
the post-war years. By 1955, the year of George Silverman’s 
death, the Society’s operating costs were $39,939, more 
than double what was spent in 1948. The following year, 
it jumped to $48,841 and then grew more slowly, but 
still substantially, reaching $59,021 in 1959. Some of this 
increase occurred because of increases in salaries that 
exceeded the rate of inflation. One estimate indicates that 
in 1947 Silverman earned about $4,100, $31,400 in modern 
dollars, while his assistant counsels earned about $2,050, 
$15,700 adjusted for inflation. In 1954, Legal Aid paid 
Silverman $7,095, $48,531 in modern dollars. By 1959, 
his successor, Robert Young, earned an estimated $50,000 
in modern dollars while his assistant counsels earned an 
estimated average of $25,000.

Caseloads did not increase as rapidly as expenditures.  
Between 1948 and 1955, caseloads rose less than 50 percent, 
going from 5,477 to 7,192. In 1956, the annual caseload 
reached 8,069, finally surpassing the 1939 pre-war high of 
7,580. By 1959, the annual caseload was 8,765. Indeed, one 
can think of the period from 1943 to 1948 as a low period 
in caseloads with the 1950s representing a recovery to 
pre-war levels during the last years of Silverman’s life and 
then a somewhat further increase during the first years of 
Robert E. L. Young’s tenure.

In contrast, funding for the Voluntary Defender had varied 
relatively little between 1929 and 1945, perhaps because 
that funding went primarily to the salary of the Defender 
himself.  Only with the end of the war did the Voluntary 
Defender’s operating expenditures rise, reaching $2,000 in 
1948.  However, inflation eroded its value, so that in 1948, 
expenditures were less than in 1929. By 1959, at $3,648, 
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for inflation, than in 1948. At the same time, the caseload 
for the Voluntary Defender increased from 1,847 in 1944 
to 2,540 in 1947. Caseloads increased further during the 
1950s, going from 2,747 in 1949 to 3,361 in 1959, an 
increase of about 22 percent. A single Voluntary Defender, 
Edward Fidler, handled all these cases. Most of the increase 
occurred by 1951; thereafter, caseloads fluctuated only a bit 
until they reached the 1959 high.

In the latter half of the 1940s, staff of the Society consisted 
of Chief Counsel George Silverman and Voluntary 
Defender Edward Fidler, as well as three or four other 
attorneys. Arthur Zoecklein returned from the armed 
forces at the end of the war and resumed his post as 
Assistant Counsel. By mid-1948, these three men were 
joined by Edward Benson and G. Albert Rummel, both 
Assistant Counsels. Benson would serve as president of the 
Society’s board in 1976. Zoecklein would remain on staff 
into the mid-1970s, becoming the longest serving staff 
attorney.

We Employ Every Reasonable Means 
of Discouraging Litigation.

The post-war period was one of overall stability for the 
Society. George Silverman continued as Chief Counsel 
until his death in 1955. The Society continued its 
involvement with the national legal aid movement through 
the work of Silverman and Murray Seasongood and later, 
through Robert E. L. Young, who became Chief Counsel 
after Silverman’s death. Young largely followed Silverman’s 
legal aid model, perhaps because Silverman trained him 
as a young law student in the Legal Aid Clinic and because 
Young had worked part-time at the Society since the late 
1940s. As a result, Cincinnati Legal Aid’s general approach 
to its work changed little during this period. 

Nevertheless, there were important changes in the details 
of the work. Court appearances increased, the mix of 
cases changed, and legislative advocacy apparently ceased.  
This latter appears to be the one significant break from 
the Society’s past.  Legislative work had been part of the 
Society’s mission from its earliest years. Certainly, Murray 
Seasongood remained concerned with the underlying 
reasons people needed legal aid and George Silverman 
had always taken an active role in legislative advocacy. Yet 
the Society seems to have ceased working for legislation 

Robert E. L. Young, 1937.

Robert E. L. Young was a member of 

the University of Cincinnati College of 

Law class of 1937 where he partici-

pated in the Legal Aid Clinic taught by 

George Silverman. Young began as a 

part-time staff attorney for Legal Aid 

in 1949 and became Chief Counsel in 

1956 following Silverman’s death.

Courtesy of the Archives & Rare Books 

Library, University of Cincinnati.
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available sources explain this change.

The changes in the types of cases handled were not sharp 
ones. As the number of cases related to money problems 
gradually decreased, the number of cases related to family 
issues increased. This change became apparent at the 
national level soon after the end of the war. In December 
1945, the National Association of Legal Aid Organizations 
held its convention in Cincinnati and elected Murray 
Seasongood president. Emery Brownell’s report prepared 
for the convention noted that caseloads had recently 
remained fairly level among the Association’s members.   
“Probably more significant however,” he said, “is the fact 
that there has been a general upward trend in the monthly 
figures for family cases.”73 The average increase nationally 
was 3 percent, but in Cincinnati, the increase was 7 percent.  
This trend continued throughout the post-war years:  
through 1950, family cases were around 25 percent of the 
Society’s total, then rose steadily to nearly half its cases by 
the early 1960s. To handle this increased load, the Society 
hired, by 1953, attorney Loretta Kassel to spend one day a 
week handling divorce cases. Family cases also remained of 
concern for the national legal aid movement. At a January 
1952 luncheon honoring Silverman for forty years of 
service to legal aid locally and nationally, Orison Marden, 
vice-president of the National Legal Aid Association noted, 
“More cases of domestic difficulties reached legal aid 
societies than any other type of trouble.”74
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Edward Fidler served as the Voluntary 

Defender for the Legal Aid Society 

from 1943 until the mid-1970s. He 

was a classmate of Robert Young at the 

University of Cincinnati College of Law 

and a member of the Legal Aid Clinic 

under George Silvermn.

Cincinnati Enquirer, September 19, 

1965. Courtesy of Keith Young. 

(Left) The need for legal aid for the 

poor remained unabated in the post-

World War II period.

Cincinnati Post, February 6, 1953. 

Courtesy of Jack Silverman. From 

George Silverman’s Scrapbook.

In addition to changes in the types of cases handled 
by Cincinnati Legal Aid, the Society’s lawyers found 
themselves increasingly in court. During 1948, Legal Aid 
attorneys represented clients in the Probate, Municipal, 
Juvenile, and Common Pleas Courts and filed bankruptcy 
petitions in the U.S. District Court. Among the 669 court 
cases were fifty-one divorce and alimony cases and twenty-
nine cases where unmarried mothers sought to establish 
the paternity of their children. In 1951, the Community 
Chest funded an additional part-time attorney to help 
cover the increased load of court appearances for the 
Society’s Civil Division. Silverman noted in 1951 that, 
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litigation there are the inevitable instances when 
controversial issues can find satisfactory conclusions only 
in the authority of judicial determinations.”   The Society’s 
cases were heard in the Ohio Supreme Court, the Ohio 
Court of Appeals, the Common Pleas Court and the U.S. 
District Court.75 

There were continuities as well. Ed Fidler, the Society’s 
Voluntary Defender since 1943, operated in much the 
same way as his predecessors had. Fidler went to the Police 
Court jail every court day morning and offered assistance 
to prisoners. “Some are guilty,” Silverman wrote, “some are 
innocent, and some are merely the victims of unfortunate 
circumstances. [The Voluntary Defender] had a busy 
year.” 76 Other continuities included the Legal Clinic, which 
the society maintained throughout the post-war period.

The continuities perhaps reflected the fact that Silverman 
operated the Society from a point of view little changed 
since his earliest days there. Indeed, he expressed his 
belief in the value of legal aid work in terms that echoed 
the purpose of the Society since its beginnings: “Our 
appearances on behalf of those who have transgressed 
is not solely for the purpose of pleading mitigation of 
punishment, but fundamentally to give force and effect to 
the promise of equality of the law.”77 Silverman also echoed 
World War I era arguments when he described legal aid to 
the poor as a crucial bulwark against radicalism. Quoting 
from The American Lawyer, in 1954, Silverman argued, 
“Illness we can endure, but injustice makes us want to pull 
things down.”78
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In January 1952, Silverman, now described as “Mr. Legal 
Aid,” was honored at the Society’s annual meeting. Murray 
Seasongood presented Silverman with a gold watch for 
his forty years of service. Orison S. Marden, vice president 
of the National Legal Aid Association (NLAA) gave the 
keynote address, an event that reflected Silverman’s 
importance to the national movement.

George Silverman, ca. 1950.

Courtesy of Jack Silverman.
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When Silverman died in October 1955 at the age of 67, all 
three Cincinnati daily newspapers printed obituaries and 
the Times-Star remembered him on its editorial page: 

For 42 years George Silverman was the poor man’s 
lawyer and friend. As head of the Legal Aid Society 
during all that time …, he went to bat in the courts, 
and through countless legal tangles for those in trouble 
who could not afford a lawyer’s fee. 
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humor and deep feeling of understanding, worked 
tirelessly at his job of helping the unfortunate….  

Those who worked with him regarded George 
Silverman as the nearest thing to the indispensible 
man…. He was, as he has been called, “Mr. Legal Aid.” 
His death this week, at the age of 67, is a serious loss to 
the whole community.79

A few months before his death, Silverman’s staff published 
a tribute to him in the NLAA’s June 1955 newsletter, 
Legal Aid Brief Case. The tribute described him fondly:  
“Possessed of a delightful sense of humor and a winsome 
personality he has endeared himself to all.”80

In 1959, the renamed National Legal Aid and Defender 
Association (NLADA) posthumously awarded Silverman 
its Reginald Heber Smith Award in recognition of the 
“imagination, fortitude and devotion” with which he 
served the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati and the national 
legal aid movement until his death.81 The NLADA also 
awarded one of the six Smith Awards that year to Murray 
Seasongood for his many years of service to the legal aid 
movement.

New Leadership, 1955 to 1965

In late February 1956, the Board of the Legal Aid Society 
of Cincinnati named Robert E. L. Young the new Chief 
Counsel. The Society had first employed Young on a part-
time basis in 1949. When George Silverman became ill 
in the summer of 1955, Young agreed to join the Society 
full time. Young, as Silverman had, took an active part 
in the national legal aid movement. He contributed 
several articles to The Legal Aid Brief Case and served on 
committees at the national level.

Soon after Young assumed his new position in 1956, he 
took stock of the Society’s work, describing it with a detail 
not seen since John Bradway’s reports from the mid-1920s.  
The board, he noted, was “by policy, … balanced between 
representatives of the legal profession, business, industry, 
the Law School, social work and labor.” 82 The president of 
the Cincinnati Bar Association (CBA) held an ex-officio 
place on the board. He also noted the membership on the 
board of such prestigious citizens as Murray Seasongood, 
then an Honorary Vice-President of the National 
Association, and former Judge Walter M. Shohl, long-time 
head of one of the city’s leading law firms.

In 1959, the National Legal Aid and 

Defender Association honored George 

Silverman posthumously for his 

contribution to the national legal aid 

movement by awarding him a Reginald 

Heber Smith Medal.

Courtesy of Jack Silverman.

(Left) The Legal Aid Society celebrated 

George Silverman’s 40 years of service 

at its annual meeting in January 1952. 

Orison Marden, vice-president of the 

National Legal Aid Association gave 

the keynote address acknowledging 

Silverman’s importance to the national 

legal aid movement.

Cincinnati Times-Star, January 22, 

1952. Courtesy of Jack Silverman. From 

George Silverman’s Scrapbook.
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Robert E.L. Young.

The Board of Trustees of the Legal Aid 

Society appointed Robert E.L. Young 

Chief Counsel in February 1956.

Courtesy of Keith Young.

Robert E. L. Young was born in Cincinnati in 1914. He graduated 
from Cincinnati’s Woodward High School and received his law degree 
from the University of Cincinnati College of Law in 1937. While in law 
school he and classmate Ed Fidler, who would become the Cincinnati 
Legal Aid’s Voluntary Defender, participated in the Legal Aid Clinic under 
the tutelage of George Silverman.

Young went into private practice soon after his graduation from law 
school. This was interrupted while he served in the Army during World 
War II. In 1949, he began part-time work with the Society. He split his 
time between private practice and Legal Aid until the summer of 1955 
when the board hired him full-time during Silverman’s final illness. He 
became the Society’s Chief Counsel in early 1956. 

Perhaps because Silverman had trained him in the Legal Aid Clinic and 
supervised him for several years as a staff attorney, Young’s leadership 
of Legal Aid seems to have largely followed the blueprint that his mentor 
had drawn. Young did, however, preside over a significant expansion of 
the Society between 1956 and 1965.  

In 1965, under Young’s leadership, Cincinnati Legal Aid began what 
proved to be an even larger expansion fueled by the advent of federal 
funding for indigent legal services. This expansion and changing ideas 
about what legal services to the poor should do resulted in a profound 
reorganization of the Society over a period of about fifteen years. 
One of the major steps in that reorganization occurred in 1976, when 
Legal Aid’s Board of Trustees named Richard Landis, the former director 
of Akron Legal Aid, Director of the Civil Division of the Society and 
appointed Young Administrative Director. Young retired from that post 
in 1979 after thirty years of service.
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Building at 312 W. Ninth Street and $39,202 of its $45,752 
budget for fiscal year 1956 came from the Chest. The 
balance came from nominal client fees and “miscellaneous 
revenues.” This budget allowed the Society to employee six 
full-time and two part-time attorneys and three office staff. 

During fiscal year 1956, the Society opened 7,565 new 
cases. The bulk of these were nearly evenly split between 
cases Young described as “economic” and “family,” 3,095 
and 2,907 cases respectively. Of the remainder, 927 involved 
“property” and the rest he described as “miscellaneous.”  
Social agencies, the courts and lawyers, government 
agencies, business and industry, and “many other sources” 
referred the cases to the Society. During the year, Legal 
Aid closed 7,477 cases including 4,892 that required 
consultation only or consultation and referral to social 
agencies or private attorneys. Only 752 of the resolved cases 
required the Society’s attorneys to go to court, and 1,461 
of the resolved cases required no court action. The Society 
closed the remainder after only partial service for a variety 
of reasons. For his part, the Voluntary Defender handled 
1,811 misdemeanor cases and preliminary hearings for 
1,031 felony cases.
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to an Attorney.

The Civil Division worked with clients in much the same 
way as it had since the 1920s. The Society’s registrar 
obtained basic information about the client and his or 
her family but had no role in determining whether the 
applicant should be represented by the Society. As Young 
stated, “Everyone, it is felt, is entitled to relate his story to 
an attorney for that is why he came to Legal Aid.”83

The attorney determined whether the client had a legal 
problem that needed an attorney and whether he or she 
was indigent enough to qualify for legal aid services.  
“Generally it may be said,” Young noted, “that eligibility 
exists when the client’s financial sources are such that after 
paying for the common necessities of life he has nothing to 
pay for a lawyer’s services.”84 If the attorney found a client 
ineligible, the Society would refer him or her to a private 
attorney known to the client or to the Lawyers Referral 
Service of the Cincinnati Bar Association. 

The Civil Division of Legal Aid handled a total of 1,347 
court appearances during 1956, the majority of which 
were “Bastardy” cases, many on referral from the Hamilton 
County Welfare Department or a social service agency. 
Young claimed, “There is no way of knowing how much the 
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in assisting unmarried mothers collect support, but [it] 
has been estimated that over the years it would amount to 
millions of dollars.”85

Legal Aid also handled a number of cases in special 
categories. Occasionally its attorneys handled the defense 
of juveniles at the request of the court. The Society also 
had 138 open, active guardianships where the wards were 
physically or mentally unable to handle their own affairs. In 
addition, the Society assisted a number of “oldsters” obtain 
their pensions through “Aid to the Aged.” This assistance 
proved necessary because clients often could not obtain 
official records of their age, rather, “the facts must be 
established by sundry records, documents and testimony.”  
“These cases,” Young said, “involve lengthy correspondence 
and numerous contacts but are very satisfying when 
completed.”86 Finally, the Society represented unemployed 
people who had been rejected by the Bureau of 
Unemployment Compensation.

Legal Aid continued to handle divorce cases only after 
careful evaluation. For example, during 1955, the Society 
referred 246 divorce cases to its Divorce Committee after 
determining financial eligibility. The Committee accepted 
only 38 cases for plaintiffs, about one-half of one percent 
of all cases handled by the Society that year. The Society 
referred the balance to private attorneys.

Young illustrated the Society’s attitude toward divorce 
when he described two very different cases. One involved 
a young couple from Clermont County east of Cincinnati.  
The Society’s attorney questioned them about their 
situation and explained the law to them, including that 
no divorce was possible until after the birth of their child. 
After the discussion, they both “promised to be especially 
tolerant during the waiting period and both agreed to re-
examine their difficulties and to seek further professional 
[counseling] help where indicated.” The Legal Aid attorney, 
Young noted, offered further service, if they desired, after 
the birth of the child, “but the knowing smiles of the 
couple, as they left, arm in arm, indicated that it would not 
be necessary.”87

The second case involved a woman whose husband had 
deserted. She did not want a divorce. Instead, she asked 
Legal Aid to help her get child support. The staff attorney 
contacted the Domestic Relations Court, which proceeded 
to contact the husband and arranged “satisfactory support.”  
Young’s tone in the descriptions of both these cases makes 
clear that divorce was an undesirable outcome.

(Left) Staff of the Legal Aid Society, 

1959. By 1959, the staff of the Legal 

Aid Society had grown to eleven 

attorneys and four secretaries. Left to 

right, seated: Mrs. Janet A. Wagner, 

Volunteer Attorney; Robert E.L. Young; 

Miss Alice Wesler, Office Manager; Jack 

E. Conners, Attorney. Standing: Ralph 

Crisci, Arthur G. Zoecklein, Edward 

Fidler , Voluntary Defender; Adolph 

H. Wulff, James W. Ahlrichs, James 

J. Geygan, Attorneys;  Marjorie B. 

Trimborn, Alma C. Wilson and Lyda B. 

Iseral, Secretaries; Robert S. Kraft and 

Edward Schulzinger, Attorneys.

Courtesy of Keith Young.
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Society’s plaintiff clients accounted for 12 percent of the 751 
cases it handled in court and 1 percent of all its civil cases. 
Cincinnati’s figures were a bit lower than legal aid nationally, 
where divorce decrees for plaintiffs accounted for 15.6 
percent of all court cases and 0.9 percent of all civil cases.

By the early 1960s, the staff of Cincinnati Legal Aid had 
expanded substantially. In 1964, in addition to Chief 
Counsel Robert Young and Voluntary Defender Edward 
Fidler, staff included eight assistant counsels. One of these 
was Arthur Zoecklein, who had been on the staff since 1930, 
when he joined as a legal “interne” right after finishing 
law school. Support staff included an office manager, Alice 
Wesler, who had been with the society since at least 1948, 
and three secretaries. Fidler supplemented his Legal Aid 
salary significantly through private practice, and the other 
attorneys, including Robert Young, engaged in some outside 
practice, though in Young’s case this seems to have been 
relatively minor.

The Board of Trustees, as it had for a number of years, 
included a couple of women and at least one African 
American, D. Rossman Turpeau, Sr., a Cincinnati Public 
School administrator. Mrs. George P. Stimson had been on 
the board since 1955 and served as vice-president and then 
president of the Society in January 1961. However, Mrs. 
Stimson was not the first woman president: 
Mrs. Edna VanFossen had pioneered that role in 1946 and 
1947.  Mr. Turpeau served on the board continuously from 
1948 until at least 1974. He became the Society’s first African 
American board president in 1973 after serving in several 
officer positions previously.
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In 1961, the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati moved to new 
offices after 34 years at its old location. This coincided with 
the Community Chest’s relocation from its “antiquated, 
typical, city-hall type of structure,” as Robert Young 
described it, to 2400 Reading Rd, just north of downtown.  
Young described the Society’s new offices in the new 
Chest building in glowing terms. The Community Chest 
had completely renovated a former insurance company 
building at a cost of $1.3 million, raising this money 
through a capital campaign. The Society had 4,000 square 
feet with ten private offices – one for each of the attorneys, 
two file rooms, good library space, a “generous” waiting 
room, and a large central office. The building was air-
conditioned, no doubt a big improvement for the staff, 
who presumably had suffered through Cincinnati’s hot and 
humid summers at the old location. Young also described 
“modern lighting” and a “pleasantly color-schemed” décor.  
The new building had both a “beautiful dining room” and 
a “fine” cafeteria.  Outside, it had parking for 300 cars, “a 
beautiful lawn, shrubbery and [a] sparkling fountain.” In 
addition to Legal Aid, the building housed twenty-one 
other agencies, making communications between them 
“excellent.” 88

Although the move to the new location was a welcome 
change, Cincinnati Legal Aid’s operations remained little 
altered in the first half of the 1960s.  Annual reports for 
this period reflect little of the social revolution taking 
place locally and nationally. But with the advent of federal 
funding for legal services to the poor in 1965, major 
changes began to unfold in the Society that surpassed even 
those of Walter Knight’s era in the mid to late 1920s.

Walter Beckjord, president of the Legal 

Aid Society of Cincinnati acknowledged 

Murray Seasongood in 1964, “For his 

three score years of outstanding service 

to the cause of Legal Aid” and noted 

that he had been a trustee of the Legal 

Aid Society of Cincinnati since 1916.

Courtesy of the Reynolds Family.

(Top Right) In 1961, the Legal Aid 

Society moved with the Community 

Chest to the Chest’s new building at 

2400 Reading Road, just north of 

downtown Cincinnati.

(Left) The Community Chest provided 

most of the funding for the Legal Aid 

Society from the Chest’s founding 

in 1915 until the advent of federal 

funding for indigent legal assistance 

in 1966.

Cincinnati Enquirer, 1961.  Courtesy of 

Keith Young.
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Between 1965 and 1979, the Legal Aid Society of 
Cincinnati underwent a profound transformation. It 
began the period operating in much the same way that it 
had for the previous five decades, funded by charity and 
working largely on a case-by-case basis. By 1979, however, 
it had grown from a small office in the Community Chest 
building with twelve attorneys including Robert Young, the 
Chief Counsel, and Edward Fidler, the Voluntary Defender, 
to its own much larger facility with twenty-three attorneys.  
It had also gone from avoiding litigation in most cases to 
filing numbers of court cases intended to reform a broad 
sweep of poverty law. Moreover, between 1965 and 1979 it 
had gone from responding to client needs based on what 
the board and staff attorneys thought best, to a board and 
staff that included some members of the client population 
and a strategic planning process that polled its clients 
systematically to help determine the society’s mission.

An “Old-Line” Legal Aid Society

In July 1965, in anticipation of receiving newly available 
federal funding for legal services to the poor, the Society 
established a neighborhood office in the Laurel Homes 
public housing project in the West End.  Later in January 
1966, it opened a Clermont County office. These new 
offices followed the decision of the local arm of the War 
on Poverty, the Community Action Commission (CAC) 
of the Cincinnati Area, to fund a Legal Services Project as 
a division of the Legal Aid Society. The CAC oversaw all 
projects in the city funded by the newly created federal 
Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO). After some 
negotiation over control of the program, the Society and 
CAC agreed that the CAC could appoint representatives of 
the poor to the Society’s board. These appointments were 
in line with the OEO’s mandate to ensure the “maximum 
feasible participation of the poor,” a philosophy that would 
remain a hallmark of indigent legal services throughout 
much of the rest of the century.

On July 1, 1966, the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati 
launched its new federally funded Legal Services Project 
(LSP). Ralph F. Crisci, a Legal Aid attorney since 1956 and 
Chief Trial Counsel since 1961, became Project Director.  
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9 The Organizational Structure
of the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati

The Society maintained a relatively simple organizational structure from 
its early years through 1965. Originally George Silverman handled only 
civil cases out of a small downtown office. In 1928, Legal Aid divided 
into Civil and Criminal Divisions with the addition of a “Voluntary 
Defender.” The Voluntary Defender worked out of an office in City Hall, 
but was supervised by Silverman, while the Civil Division remained in the 
Community Chest building where it had moved in 1927.

In 1965, Legal Aid added a neighborhood office in the Laurel Homes 
public housing project in the West End and in January 1966, an office 
in Batavia in Clermont County east of Cincinnati, both in anticipation of 
federal funding through the Office of Economic Opportunity. With the 
receipt of federal funding in July 1966, it established a Legal Services 
Project (LSP), separate from its Civil and Criminal Divisions, and headed 
by its own Project Director. The LSP established a number of additional 
neighborhood offices. The Project Director reported to Robert Young, 
Legal Aid’s Chief Counsel.

In 1971, with funding from the federal Model Cities program, Cincinnati 
Legal Aid established the independent Model Cities Law Offices (MCLO) 
whose board overlapped with that of the Society and with its own 
Executive Director. The MCLO handled criminal cases for residents of the 
federally designated Model Cities neighborhoods of the city. In 1974, the 
MCLO merged with the Society’s Criminal Division to become the Public 
Defender Division of the Legal Aid Society. The Director of the Public 
Defender Division answered directly to the Board of Legal Aid rather 
than to the Chief Counsel who remained in charge of the Civil Division 
and the Legal Services Project. In 1976, the Board merged the Legal 
Services Project into the Civil Division and hired Richard Landis as Director 
of the Civil Division of the Legal Aid Society.  Robert Young became 
Administrative Director of the Society, but seems to have had little real 
power. Bea Larsen remained Director of the Public Defender Division.  
The Public Defender Division went out of existence in 1980 after the loss, 
in 1979, of its contract with Hamilton County to provide indigent criminal 
defense. At that time the Society reverted to handling only civil cases.

In 1978, the Society consolidated its neighborhood and central offices 
into its own building at 901 Elm St. The Clermont office remained in 
operation and a Brown County office was briefly open from 1977-1979.

In 1999, the Butler - Warren Legal Assistance Association (founded as 
Butler County Legal Assistance Association in 1967) merged with the 
Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati so that the Society now served five 
southwestern Ohio counties. In 1999, the Society became the Legal 
Aid Society of Greater Cincinnati. LASGC opened a Wilmington office in 
2004 and serviced Clinton and Highland County residents. It formed an 
affiliate, the Legal Aid Society of Southwest Ohio, LLC. in 2007.
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9Robert Young retained overall direction of Legal Aid’s 
operations. CAC provided $80,000 for the program and 
the Cincinnati Bar Association (CBA) $5,000. In addition, 
the Hamilton County Welfare Department donated office 
space, telephone service, and a secretary one day each week 
to make legal counsel more accessible for its clients.

The establishment of the LSP increased substantially 
the numbers of clients the Society served. For example, 
between May and August 1967, the Society took on 4,232 
civil cases, compared to 2,807 for the same period in 
1966. This rapid expansion had not diluted the quality 
of the work, apparently. A February 1967 independent 
study praised the Society’s outreach to the community 
and the “excellent” visibility of its neighborhood offices. 
In addition, the study found the work done to be of “very 
high” quality. But the report also presaged future problems.  
The Society had hired staff from the areas that CAC 
served, but the reviewers noted it had made “no particular 
attempt… to involve the poor in the actual decision-
making of the Program.” And it called the Legal Aid Society 
of Cincinnati “an old-line” legal aid society, though it may 
not have meant this pejoratively.89
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9 Earl Johnson on Law Reform

Law reform was one of the main thrusts of the federal Legal Services 
program. In March 1967, Earl Johnson, Jr., the second Legal Services 
Corporation director, called law reform “the primary goal of the Legal 
Services program in the near future.” It would, he argued: [bring] about 
changes in the structure of the world in which poor people live in order to 
provide, on the largest scale possible consistent with our limited resources 
– a legal system in which the poor enjoy the same legal opportunities 
as the rich. … Law reform is the cheapest and most effective way to 
help the poor.20

Law Reform is the Cheapest and Most Effective 
Way to Help the Poor.

Legal Aid soon faced other problems, the most pressing of 
which was that even with the its budget tripling as a result 
of federal funding, it could not keep up with the demand 
generated by the new neighborhood offices. Indeed, by the 
beginning of 1968, the Society had full-time neighborhood 
offices in Avondale, Evanston-Walnut Hills, the West 
End, and Clermont County, and part-time satellites in 
Camp Washington, Millvale, Over-the-Rhine, and Lincoln 
Heights.

In 1969, an LSP report noted, “the number of cases handled 
each year per attorney is so great as to cause extreme stress 
on the smooth operation of the program.” It cited “lack 
of funds” as a central factor in this problem and credited 
staff with working long hours to meet their clients’ needs.90   
This and low pay contributed to high turnover among 
the LSP’s attorneys. The tight budget also meant that it 
was difficult for the Society to pursue law reform cases, an 
area of work that the federal legal services program hoped 
would ultimately help reduce the kinds of overwhelming 
caseloads that the Society increasingly faced.

At about this time, Ferdinand “Ferd” Forney replaced 
Ralph Crisci as LSP director. On staff since June 1966, 
Forney had been the Society’s Juvenile Court Attorney 
and Assistant Legal Services Project Director. Crisci’s 
resignation may have resulted from criticism of the LSP. In 
May 1969, the CAC chastised the LSP for not having “better 
relationships with community councils” and not having 
sufficient concern for legal issues most strongly desired by 
its clients.91 

Despite the change in leadership, problems between 
the LSP and CAC remained. In August 1970, among 
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9other things, OEO evaluators found the Cincinnati 
LSP “deficient in test litigation and in interaction with 
leaders of community groups.”92 As a result of this and a 
subsequent evaluation, the CAC Legal Services Committee 
reduced the LSP budget by $24,000 and, starting April 
1, 1971, no longer paid half of Robert Young’s salary as 
it had since 1966. In addition, the OEO found that the 
representation of the poor on the Society’s board was 
inadequate and set up new “democratic [board member] 
selection procedures” to fix that problem.93 Under this 
plan, the overall composition of the board would, by 
January 1974, become eighteen self perpetuating corporate 
members; the President of the Cincinnati Bar Association; 
thirteen representatives chosen by the community councils; 
and six attorney members chosen by the community 
representatives.

A Positive Change in Philosophy.

The Legal Services Project did not take these rebukes 
lightly, especially not the budget cuts, which forced 
it to release two junior staff attorneys in March 1971 
and “crippled its work in the neighborhood offices.”94 
In response, the LSP promised another “change … in 
leadership” and a “positive change in philosophy” in 
its proposal to the OEO for 1971-1972.95 According to 
LSP reports to the OEO, LSP attorneys increasingly lent 
their expertise to community organizations, including, 
for example, representation of “the English Woods 
Community Council in the establishment of the first 
community operated health clinic within the City.” 
According to the LSP, the “exchange of information [and] 
cooperation” with community councils had become “a 
mainstay in the effective representation offered by Legal 
Aid to the indigent community.”96

These criticisms were not the only problem the LSP faced.  
Tight budgets, it argued, interfered with its work. A 1971 
proposal requested additional funds from the OEO to 
hire more neighborhood attorneys to “relieve the stark 
inefficiency of… one-lawyer neighborhood offices,” which 
ground “to a standstill whenever the lawyer has to go to 
court.”97 In addition, the 1971-1972 budget sought raises in 
salary to match inflation and to attract recruits of higher 
quality. With the $10,000 salary allotted a junior attorney, 
the LSP found it had little prospect of attracting top law 
school graduates.
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9 Criminal Defense

In September 1928, the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati established its 
Criminal Division with Francis Bartlett, an assistant counsel, as the first 
“Voluntary Defender.” This became one of the earliest public defender 
programs in the nation. Walter A. Knight, the President of the Society’s 
Board of Trustees, proposed the program as one of his extensive series 
of reforms in the late 1920s. He had studied similar defender programs 
in Columbus, Ohio, and Los Angeles, California, and persuaded Cincinnati 
city officials, despite some reluctance, to try his plan. In one form or 
another, the Society provided indigent criminal defense until 1979, when 
the Hamilton County Public Defender Commission refused to renew its 
contract with the Society for public defender services.

In 1951, George Silverman described the daily work of Ed Fidler, the 
society’s longest-serving Voluntary Defender, this way: 

About eight o’clock on court day mornings at the Police Court, 
our Voluntary Defender makes his appearance. He secures from 
the Police Court records the list of accused person who have been 
locked up over night and have been unable to get bail bond. 
He checks the list carefully and then goes to the jail room and 
announces his mission and offers his services to those who have 
no money for a lawyer and feel the need for one. Not once has he 
said to the prisoner – “You’re guilty” or “you’re not deserving, so I 
can’t serve you”, but to the contrary he has said, “I will try to give 
you the benefit of the same type of legal representation as if you 
were able to pay me well.” Some are guilty, some are innocent, 
and some are merely the victims of unfortunate circumstances.21 

The Society’s Criminal Division apparently operated in this manner from 
its founding until the early 1970s. For much of its life, Legal Aid funded 
the Criminal Division largely from its allocation from the Community 
Chest. However, in 1971, the Society received substantial funding from 
the City of Cincinnati to expand the Voluntary Defender program. This 
came in anticipation that the City would be required by the February 
1971 Supreme Court decision in Argersinger v. Hamlin to provide 
indigent legal defense in all criminal cases.  

In addition, in late 1971, the Society received federal funding to serve 
indigent clients in low-income areas targeted by the Model Cities program. 
Despite the Society’s role in founding the Model Cities Law Offices (MCLO), 
as it was called, and the fact that the Society and the MCLO shared a 
board of directors for a time, the MCLO was an independent corporation 
from its beginning. In 1972, soon after opening, Jack Sherman, MCLO 
Director, and Bea Larsen, Assistant Director, noted a high demand for 
criminal defense among its clients.  Within a year, almost all of the cases 
handled by the MCLO related to criminal defense.  

(continued) 

Bea Larsen joined the Legal Aid 

Society of Cincinnati in 1969 as a 

staff attorney for the Society’s Civil 

Division. In 1971, she joined her Chase 

Law School classmate and law partner, 

Jack Sherman, in the newly created 

Model City’s Law Office (MCLO) as 

Assistant Director.  Upon Sherman’s 

resignation in 1974, Larsen became 

Executive Director of the MCLO and 

presided over its integration with the 

Legal Aid Society’s Criminal Division. 

Upon completion of that process in late 

1974, she assumed the post of Director 

of the newly created Public Defender 

Division of the Society. She served in 

that post until soon after Hamilton 

County withdrew its funding for the 

Society to provide indigent criminal 

defense in the spring of 1979.
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9At about this time, Legal Aid began to move towards 
attorney specialization, which eased a bit of the strain of 
unmanageable caseloads by increasing each attorney’s 
efficiency. The relationship between the OEO-funded 
side and the Community Chest-funded Civil Division of 
Legal Aid apparently aided in specialization.  It provided a 
larger pool of lawyers and therefore greater specialization 
in combination than either side could develop alone.  
Areas of specialization included family law, bankruptcy, 
public welfare, juvenile law, and education law and 
policy. By focusing on one area of law, specialized lawyers 
could strengthen their practice and give their clients 
better service.  By specializing, the Society’s lawyers were 
departing further from what the legal aid lawyer had been 
historically: a legal jack-of-all-trades who served clients 
over a wide range of basic legal issues.

Specialization was aided further when OEO Legal Services 
assigned several Reginald Heber Smith Fellows – called 
“Reggies” – to the Cincinnati LSP over the next several 
years.  OEO Legal Services had begun the Fellowship in 
1967 as a way to disseminate the philosophy and practice 
of law reform to local indigent legal services programs. It 
recruited Reggies from among the cream of America’s law 
schools and young bar. Reggies went to assignments in legal 
services agencies throughout the country with a portion of 
their salaries coming from the fellowship money. The Legal 
Aid Society of Cincinnati received its first pair of Reggies 
in 1970. These first Reggies “heightened alertness to test 
litigation” among LSP staff.98 Two more Reggies arrived in 
1971 – Leslie and Deborah Gaines, a married couple who 
were fresh graduates of Howard Law School. The Gaineses, 
according to a 1971-1972 proposal, would participate in 
housing and economic development work.
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9 Criminal Defense (continued)

Though the Society’s Criminal Division and the MCLO worked together at 
first, by 1973 the two were at odds over limited funds and the best way 
to provide for indigent criminal defense. The battle continued through
1974 when, at the invitation of the Cincinnati Bar Association, University 
of Cincinnati Associate Professor Lawrence Kessler issued a report on 
the city’s two indigent criminal defense programs. Though the report 
found fault with both, Kessler argued that the main problem was the 
“…wasteful bifurcated approach…” of the two separate agencies.22 
Despite criticisms of Kessler’s report by Robert Young, after a series of 
meetings with Cincinnati Mayor Theodore Berry; Simon Lazarus, Jr., 
the representative of the Society and of the Cincinnati Bar Association; 
and new MCLO head, Bea Larsen, the Society and the MCLO agreed to 
merge in October 1974. In November, the Society opened a new Public 
Defender Division, headed by Larsen.

Despite this new beginning, funding sources proved unstable. The 
federal Model Cities program ended in June 1975. Some of that funding 
was replaced by the city’s Community Development Block Grant through 
the federal Department of Housing and Urban Development. The Law 
Enforcement Assistance Administration provided additional funding, but 
it too proved short-lived.

Nevertheless, Bea Larsen organized her staff to provide vigorous 
representation of their clients – indeed more vigorous than the society’s 
Voluntary Defender program had been able to provide in the past with 
its smaller staff and limited budget. This irritated some judges who 
had become used to the Voluntary Defenders often pleading out cases 
rather than mounting a real defense. In addition, Larsen decided that 
her staff should pursue some felony cases beyond preliminary hearings. 
This angered some members of the private bar who had been used to 
earning fees on such cases when appointed by judges to defend felony 
clients. 

The situation was further complicated when, in late 1975, the Ohio 
General Assembly passed legislation creating an Ohio Public Defender 
Commission. Under that legislation, Hamilton County established a Public 
Defender Commission in July 1976 to hire a county public defender and 
study the issue of how best to provide indigent criminal defense.

Soon after, the City of Cincinnati repealed its criminal ordinances.  The City 
did so in part because of the new state public defender law and because 
the Society was vigorously and effectively pursuing a case against the 
city over conditions at the Civil War era Community Correctional Institute, 
known popularly as the “Workhouse.” This move absolved the City of 
a legal requirement of providing funding for indigent criminal defense 
and placed the burden of maintaining local jails on the county. 

(continued)
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9Even before the arrival of the first Reggies and the 
heightened awareness of test litigation, the LSP had filed 
some law reform cases. Among the earliest was a suit filed 
in state court sometime before January 1970 challenging 
the long-standing practice of sentencing indigents to jail 
when they could not pay their fines. This suit led to the 
release of at least 143 prisoners. The LSP also filed Butler v. 
Breyer (USDC, SD Ohio), and Monroe v. Monroe (Hamilton 
Cty. Com. Pl. Ct.) during the 1971-1972 federal fiscal year 
which attacked, respectively, “the imposition of a year’s 
residence requirement as an eligibility for general relief” 
and “the imposition of a year’s residence requirement as a 
pre-condition for filing divorce.” The LSP also filed a suit in 
federal district court “challeng[ing] the constitutionality of 
Ohio statues which bar crediting time spent in jail awaiting 
trial against the sentence ultimately imposed.”99 

The Limited Types of Service of the Past 
are No Longer Sufficient.

Thus by 1971, the LSP seems to have moved significantly 
away from traditional legal aid work. Instead, it sought to 
collaborate more with its client base and undertook more 
aggressive strategies on their behalf. Indeed, according 
to the LSP’s 1971-1972 budget proposal, “The limited 
types of service provided by [the] Legal Aid Society of the 
past are no longer sufficient to meet the requirements of 
present-day demands for legal services.”100 The change in 
direction apparently resulted in part from the appointment 
in late summer or autumn 1971 of Donald R. Stacy as LSP 
director.

The new commitment to law reform also may have 
contributed to the Cincinnati LSP gaining a new cohort of 
highly qualified attorneys. Arnold Schwartzman, formerly 
a labor lawyer at the prominent Cincinnati firm Taft, 
Stettinius and Hollister, “took a $4,000 cut in salary” to 
become head of test litigation in the last quarter of 1971. 
Richard Saphire, who had graduated at the top of his class 
from Salmon P. Chase Law School, joined in November of 
that year. The former editor of the University of Cincinnati 
Law Review, Eric Eberhard, also joined about that time, and 
a Reggie, Marlene “Penny” Manes, stayed on at the LSP “in 
the face of more lucrative offers.”101 At about the same time, 
the OEO restored the funding withheld after the punitive 
budget cuts earlier in the year.

66



Ch
ap

ter
 5

: F
ro

m 
an

 “O
ld-

Lin
e”

 Le
ga

l A
id 

So
cie

ty
 to

 “M
ax

im
um

 Fe
as

ibl
e P

ar
tic

ipa
tio

n 
of

 th
e P

oo
r,”

 1
96

5 
to

 1
97

9 Criminal Defense (continued)

In mid-1977, the Hamilton County Public Defender Commission selected 
Donald Guy Montfort, a former judge, as Public Defender. By September, 
Montfort had devised a plan for employing part-time, private attorneys 
to handle the County’s misdemeanor cases and felony preliminary 
hearings, a scheme in which the Society’s Public Defender’s office would 
have no part. In response, a committee of the Cincinnati Bar Association 
(CBA) recommended that the Society’s Public Defender continue to 
handle misdemeanor cases and that the County’s Public Defender take 
all felony cases. The CBA committee also criticized the County’s offer of 
$25 per case to private attorneys as “ridiculously low.”23  

Over the next two years supporters of the two sides debated the value 
of an independent public defender at the Society versus a less expensive 
model run through the County that used part-time attorneys. Significant 
community support developed for maintaining the Society’s Public 
Defender, including from the Executive Committee of the CBA and a 
group of representatives of community and civil rights organizations, 
among them Marian Spencer, a long-time local civil rights activist, 
and former Cincinnati Mayor Theodore Berry. For their part, Larsen 
and Society board member Sam Wilson argued that Monfort’s budget 
proposals claiming to save the County money on indigent defense 
underestimated the real costs of such a system. Some saw the County’s 
plan as a way to reward supporters of the Republican-controlled county 
government through the payment of fees for providing minimal criminal 
defense.

In any case, in early 1979, the Hamilton County Commissioners 
accepted Monfort’s budget proposal, which excluded the Society, and 
on March 31, 1979, the Society’s last contract with Hamilton County to 
provide indigent criminal defense expired. Soon after, Larsen resigned 
to pursue a seat on the Municipal Court bench. Although the Society’s 
Public Defender’s office existed for perhaps a year after this, the end of 
an era had been reached fifty years after it had begun.
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9The LSP’s new approach and larger budget helped it 
diversify its services. Community group advocacy seems 
to have flowered during Stacy’s directorship. Part of the 
reason for those came from the appointment, in June 
1972, of an Assistant Director for Group Representation, 
Jerry Lawson, a Columbia University Law School graduate 
and former Taft, Stettinius, and Hollister attorney. At the 
end of June 1973, the LSP reported that it had recently 
assisted fifteen community groups. In the final quarter of 
1972, for example, the LSP helped the Eastwood Village 
Tenants Committee “successfully [negotiate] transfers” 
to new housing for tenants who lived in a part of the 
complex that had been torn down.102 In addition, advocacy 
in the housing sphere led the LSP in 1973 to “represent a 
coalition of community councils and tenant organizations” 
that successfully sought “enactment of a comprehensive 
landlord/tenant ordinance by [Cincinnati] City Council.”103   

Following the passage of the ordinance, the LSP, with 
funding from the City of Cincinnati, formed the Tenant 
Representation Project (TRP) on November 1, 1973, to 
handle representation of tenants covered by this ordinance.  

Within the first few months of Stacy’s tenure, the LSP 
could name at least fourteen cases it had filed that it 
hoped might set useful precedents in poverty law. Several 
dealt with welfare benefits. Other suits attacked sexual 
discrimination in employment, truth-in-lending violations, 
and retaliatory eviction. In addition, within the first few 
months of 1973 the LSP began two of its longest and most 
contentious cases: the employment discrimination suit 
against the Cincinnati Fire Division, Youngblood v. Dalzell, 
and the struggle to eliminate the primitive conditions 
at Cincinnati’s municipal Civil War era Community 
Correctional Institution (CCI), known widely as the 
“Workhouse.” However, the LSP had not developed a 
coherent strategy defining the kinds of cases it took. Jerry 
Lawson remembered that while Legal Services took on 
“a few big pieces of litigation,” it was “not a strategically 
focused effort.”104

At the same time that Cincinnati’s LSP took these new 
directions, federally funded legal services for the indigent 
faced grave danger when President Nixon appointed 
Howard Phillips as Acting OEO Director in January 1973. 
Phillips denounced the OEO for being based on a “Marxist 
notion” and declared that Legal Services was “rotten.”105   
Perhaps because the future of federal funding to Cincinnati 
Legal Aid seemed threatened, a number of attorneys fled 
the Legal Services Project in Cincinnati in the first three 
months of 1973.

Chief Robert Wright, Cincinnati 

Fire Division. The Legal 

Aid Society sued the City of 

Cincinnati in 1972 challenging 

the very small number of 

African American firefighters 

at the Cincinnati Fire Division. 

This suit helped to increase the 

number of African American 

firefighters significantly. One of 

the first black recruits hired as 

a result of this lawsuit, Robert 

Wright, became Cincinnati’s first 

black Fire Chief in 1997.

City of Cincinnati Fire Division 

official photograph.
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The Cincinnati Workhouse.

In 1972, Legal Aid Society 

attorneys sued the City 

of Cincinnati challenging 

conditions in the Civil War-

era Cincinnati Correctional 

Institution, know commonly as 

the Workhouse. The Workhouse 

suit and the later Hamilton 

County jail overcrowding suit 

have had mixed results. The 

two grossly inadequate facilities 

were shut down; however, 

overcrowding has remained a 

problem in the Hamilton County 

Justice Center complex.

Files of the Legal Aid Society of 

Greater Cincinnati.
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9 Amid these difficulties, the Cincinnatus Association, an 
influential local civic organization, reviewed the services 
of the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati in early 1973. 
Cincinnatus declared that the Society, “including the 
OEO funded component thereof, is providing quality 
representation for indigents in civil matters and is also 
effecting law reform by proceeding with significant cases 
which affect substantial numbers of the poor.” Because 
of this, Cincinnatus expressed its hope that the federal 
government would, whatever the fate of national Legal 
Services, provide the resources needed in Cincinnati to 
continue “quality representation” in civil cases, impact 
litigation, and the “illuminating comments concerning 
legislative matters” the Society provided to “elected officials 
and governmental bodies.”106

At the beginning of January 1974, William R. Schumacher 
assumed the directorship of the LSP after Stacy left in 
September 1973. Schumacher had been Director of Social 
Action with the Catholic Archdiocese of Cincinnati since 
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91970 and had spent the eighteen years before that in 
private legal practice. In late 1973, Robert Young, whom 
Schumacher “had known for many years,” recruited him 
for the position.

During his tenure, Schumacher implemented a number 
of innovations, including regular staff meetings to help 
guide LSP policy and the appointment of an Internal 
Review Committee to consider larger structural changes.  
The report of this committee may well have been a major 
impetus for the eventual unification of the federally funded 
Legal Services Project and Community Chest funded Civil 
Division of the Society in 1976.

Schumacher also began a Lay Advocates Program in 
February 1974. The proposal for the program argued, “the 
lives of poor people are controlled, to a large degree, by 
various agencies and individuals, both public and private, 
upon whom the poor must depend for their existance 
[sic].” “The real hope for change,” it continued, “lies in 
development of a program for education, training and 
representation … to provide the skills and knowledge 
directly to the poor who need help so they may help 
themselves and each other.”107 

The LSP hoped to draw its Lay Advocates from among the 
residents of the low-income communities it served and 
provide them with the assistance of attorneys who would,
equip [them] with skills, attitudes, and substantive 
knowledge to enable them to act as representatives for 
themselves and others in dealing with institutions and 
individuals which exercise control over their lives, … to 
educate others of the rights, and to assist in the formation 
of groups which will speak effectively for the poor in the 
market place of ideas.108

The first advocates were five public housing residents 
who were leaders of low-income groups that Legal Aid 
represented. Jerry Lawson and Gregory Lawler, a VISTA 
(Volunteers in Service to America) attorney assigned to 
Legal Aid, recruited them to become VISTA volunteers 
placed at the Society. Their training focused on “public 
housing law and regulations, community organization 
and representation skills.”109 By October 1974, the VISTA 
volunteers had handled 177 cases involving housing issues, 
all but forty of which had been resolved in the clients’ favor.
Community advocacy and test litigation, which by now 
had become regular features of the LSP’s work, continued 
under Schumacher. However, litigation was rapidly 
overtaking advocacy as the larger area of activity. The 
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9 number of test litigation cases grew rapidly in the fall 
of 1974 after Legal Aid hired Robert B. Newman as Law 
Reform Director. Newman had previously served as a 
Reggie assigned to the Emory University Law School clinic 
and staff attorney with Atlanta Legal Aid. Schumacher 
reported that, as a seasoned, aggressive civil rights lawyer, 
“Mr. Newman has brought an air of excitement and 
expertise into our office in the area of litigation.”110

Despite these successes, Schumacher’s tenure was short-
lived, in large part because of tensions between the LSP and 
the Civil Division of the society. Several former Legal Aid 
staff remembered friction between Young and Stacy during 
Stacy’s tenure and these conflicts continued between 
Schumacher and Young. Because of this, Schumacher 
resigned in March 1975. Jerry Lawson, Assistant LSP 
Project Director since 1972, succeeded him as Interim 
Project Director while the Society sought a replacement.

Schumacher’s departure seems to have prompted serious 
questions about the direction and leadership of Cincinnati 
Legal Aid. The Public Defender Division had its own 
director, Bea Larsen, who reported directly to the Society’s 
board.  At the same time, Robert Young had (as seems 
to have been the case for a number of years) little direct 
command over the function of the LSP. And although 
nominally head of the Society as a whole, he apparently 
had charge of only the smaller Civil Division.

A New Sense of Opportunity and Purpose.

In early 1976, under pressure from the federal Legal 
Services Corporation, the Legal Aid Society’s board merged 
the Civil Division and the LSP, selected Richard M. “Dick” 
Landis, former director of the Akron Legal Aid Society, 
as Director of the Civil Division of Cincinnati Legal 
Aid. Interim LSP Project Director Jerry Lawson became 
Assistant Director. Meanwhile, Robert Young filled the 
new position of Administrative Director, a post that seems 
to have had little power. Young eventually retired in 1979 
after twenty-three years as Chief Counsel and Director of 
the Society.  In late 1976, Ed McGuire of the Legal Services 
Corporation noted of the restructured program, “There is 
clearly a new sense of opportunity and purpose animating 
the program. It has been transformed from what seemed to 
me to be one of the most frustrating places in the region to 
work to one of the most challenging and exiting [sic].111
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Robert B. Newman handled 

high-profile litigation including 

lawsuits challenging conditions in the 

Community Correctional Institution 

(Workhouse) and the Hamilton 

County jail.

Cincinnati Enquirer, July 31, 1978.

Photo by Mark Treitel.
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9One of the most important decisions of Landis’ tenure 
was to move the Society out of the Community Chest 
building at 2400 Reading Road and consolidate its central 
and neighborhood offices into its own building. In autumn 
of 1978, the Society purchased the WLWT annex building 
at Ninth and Elm for $312,500. The building’s 15,000 
square feet was more space than all the Society’s existing 
rentals put together, allowing more working room for 
its staff as well as room for future growth. Part of the 
impetus for this move came from a study the Society had 
undertaken of local mass transit. This study found that 
a centralized, downtown location would provide easier 
access to Legal Aid’s services than did its many branches. 
The neighborhood office arrangement also demanded that 
the attorneys staffing the branches be generalists. A single 
unified office would allow attorneys to specialize and serve 
clients more efficiently.

Landis’ tenure was brief but crucial. He stayed just long 
enough to guide the Society through a transitional period 
and help secure its future. As Landis prepared to depart 
for private practice in 1979, Jerry Lawson, who had left in 
1976 for a legal aid post in Virginia, returned to Cincinnati 
to take over the directorship of the Civil Division of the 
Society.

Robert E. L. Young resigned from his 

leadership of the Legal Aid Society 

in December 1979 after 30 years of 

service. Art Zoecklein, now retired from 

Legal Aid, was one of the chief organiz-

ers of Young’s retirement celebration.

Courtesy of Keith Young..
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9 Caseloads in the 1970s

Along with the growing emphasis on law reform and 
impact work during the 1970s, the Legal Aid Society of 
Cincinnati continued to serve large numbers of individual 
clients. In 1969, the Society accepted 11,862 cases with 43 
percent of these in the area of family law. By 1970, the total 
caseload had increased to 13,480. Of the five categories of 
cases reported to the federal government, Family Problems 
made up the largest portion of the caseload at 40 percent 
and Divorce and Annulment was the largest subcategory 
reported at 21 percent. No other subcategory exceeded 
10 percent of all cases and only the “Miscellaneous” 
category—which  included criminal, juvenile, and tort 
cases, among others—had a higher percentage of the 
caseload (27 percent) than the Divorce and Annulment 
subcategory. Consumer and Employment Problems; 
Administrative Problems, which included subcategories 
like “Welfare” and unemployment insurance; and Housing 
Problems—made up 18%, 7%, and 7% of the caseload, 
respectively.

By 1976, the mix of cases had evolved a bit. In the second 
quarter of that year, the only quarter for which there are 
complete extant records, Family Problems remained the 
largest category of cases at 41 percent, but Divorce and 
Annulment had jumped to 28 percent of all cases. At the 
same time, Consumer and Employment Problems had 
declined a bit, offset by a slight increase in Administrative 
Problems. The category with the largest increase was 
Housing Problems, which jumped to 18 percent of the 
Society’s caseload, mainly because of dedicated funding 
for the Tenant Representation Project. Meanwhile, 
Miscellaneous Problems had dropped to 14 percent of all 
cases accepted.

(Below) Staff of the Legal Aid Society 

of Cincinnati, 1979. Photo taken on 

the occasion of Richard M. Landis 

(back row, fourth from right) leaving 

the Legal Aid Society for private 

practice. Richard “Dick” Landis came 

to Cincinnati in 1976 after a stint 

as Executive Director of the Akron 

Legal Aid Society to assume the newly 

created post of Director of the Civil 

Division of the Legal Aid Society of 

Cincinnati. He served in that position 

until he resigned to enter private 

practice in 1979. During his tenure 

as Civil Division Director, Landis 

presided over the integration of the 

two civil law divisions of the society 

– the federally funded Legal Service 

Project and the Community Chest 

funded Civil Division. In doing so, he 

laid the foundation for the modern 

organization of the Society. 

Courtesy of Richard M. Landis.
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9However, the number of cases accepted in the second 
quarter of 1976 was significantly lower than in the second 
quarter of every year from 1970 through 1975, except 1971. 
The downward trend in caseloads seems to have continued 
into 1977, when the first quarter caseload was only 1,993. 
This decline was not the result of decreasing budgets. In 
1969, the Society had handled 16,668 civil and criminal 
cases on an income of $290,842. In 1977, the Civil Division 
of the society had an income of $681,173. Even accounting 
for the significant level of inflation during this period, this 
was a substantial budget increase.

Declining caseloads appear to have continued through the 
end of the decade. In the fourth quarter of 1980, the society 
accepted only 1,474 new cases. At the same time, the mix of 
cases also seems to have changed significantly. In the final 
quarter of that year, Family cases had fallen to 17 percent of 
the total and Divorce and Annulment cases to 11 percent. 
Income Maintenance, formerly called Administrative 
Problems, now represented 20 percent of the total, while 
Housing Problems were at 22 percent. 

There are a number of possible explanations for the decline 
in caseloads in this period. Some of it likely came from 
an increased emphasis on community advocacy work 
and law reform, both of which took attorneys away from 
individual casework. Society attorneys also were spending 
more time on individual cases as the mix of cases changed. 
For example, most divorce work was routine and took little 
of an attorney’s time per case compared to administrative 
hearings regarding welfare benefits, which took longer. 
Thus, a switch in emphasis from domestic relations cases 
to welfare benefits cases would have meant that attorneys 
handled fewer cases. In addition, staff attorneys took a 
more aggressive approach to litigation for clients, in part, to 
educate opposing attorneys that they would face vigorous 
representation on behalf of legal aid clients.  
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8

After his tenure as the Deputy Director of the LSP from 
1971 through 1976, Jerry Lawson left Cincinnati to direct 
a legal services program in Virginia. In 1979, he returned 
to Cincinnati Legal Aid and after a brief transition period 
succeeded Dick Landis as the Director of the Civil Division. 
During his tenure, Lawson reorganized the Society and 
made it more responsive to the needs of its clients. Because 
of this, Cincinnati Legal Aid not only weathered the massive 
Reagan-era funding cuts but also laid the foundation for 
a dramatic expansion of legal aid services in the Greater 
Cincinnati area.

Before returning to Cincinnati in 1979, Lawson met with 
Dick Landis about conducting strategic planning for the 
Society. Already active in planning workshops held by the 
Legal Services Corporation in Virginia, Lawson sought to 
use what he learned to benefit Cincinnati Legal Aid. Landis 
was excited about the prospect and brought Lawson in as 
the head of strategic planning and Manager of the Public 
Benefits Unit in 1979.

Teach Low-Income People Their Rights.

The first priority-setting retreat put together a list of 
questions for a pool of local, low-income individuals to 
determine what their most-pressing legal and social needs 
were. The University of Cincinnati’s Community Psychology 
Institute researchers surveyed the selected pool and recorded 
their answers. The Institute’s researchers then polled local 
social service agencies, and Legal Aid staff and board 
members on the same topics. 

The survey gave the Society a clearer picture of the greatest 
needs perceived by its clients. Almost 40 percent of 
respondents indicated that they thought the most important 
thing that the Society should do was “Work to change laws 
and rules which affect low income people” and 34 percent felt 
that it was to “teach low-income people their rights.”112 These 
data indicate that law reform, impact litigation, and client 
education – banner initiatives of the legal services movement 
– were also areas that clients identified as important. Once 
the Society had acquired this information, it sponsored a 
four-day retreat where representatives of clients and social 
service agencies worked with Legal Aid staff and board 

(Left) Jerry Lawson, 1979 Priority 

Setting Retreat.

Files of the Legal Aid Society of Greater 

Cincinnati.
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8 Jerry Lawson joined the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati as Assistant 
Project Director of its federally funded Legal Services Project in June 
1972. Prior to that Lawson had begun his legal career with a three 
year stint at the Cincinnati law firm of Taft, Stettinius, and Hollister, 
followed by a year in indigent legal services in West Virginia where he 
had grown up. He returned to Cincinnati in 1972 to take the assistant 
director position with Cincinnati Legal Aid. In 1976, Lawson left to work 
in indigent legal services in Virginia, but returned to Cincinnati Legal Aid 
in 1979. Upon Landis’ resignation later in 1979, Lawson assumed the 
position of Executive Director of the Society, which post he held until 
1988 when he resigned to found the Center for Resolution of Disputes.  
In 1980, soon after he became Executive Director, Lawson implemented 
a legal needs assessment that polled staff, client representatives, and 
other interest parties. This provided a model for future planning for 
the Society. In addition, Lawson developed the organizational structure 
and funding strategies that have provided a foundation for the Society 
to the present.

members to craft a mission statement for the Society and a 
list of near-future goals. This process resulted in a complete 
reorganization of the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati. 
The first major change came with an attempt to switch 
the Society’s emphasis from individual representation to 
engaging in more impact work. Despite Legal Aid’s growing 
emphasis on impact work and law reform during the 1970s, 
individual representation had remained at about 70 to 80 
percent of its work. Now Lawson sought to reduce that to 
40 percent and raise impact work and law reform to 60 
percent. Further, reflecting the most pressing needs of the 
Society’s clients identified at the retreat, Lawson proposed 
four legal practice units within the Society, each with 
several areas of law included in them. By spring 1980, these 
had evolved into six units: Public Benefits, Mental Health 
and Developmental Disabilities, Employment, Consumer, 
Family, and Housing. The 1979 priority-setting retreat 
also laid the groundwork for a pro bono program run in 
conjunction with the Cincinnati Bar Association (CBA): 
the Volunteer Lawyers for the Poor Foundation (VLPF), 
incorporated in 1981.

After the retreat and reorganization, the Society pursued 
its new course enthusiastically. John Schrider, a recent 
University of Pennsylvania law graduate, rejoined the 
staff as Managing Attorney of the Housing Unit, later 
taking the position of Director of Litigation. Schrider 
was instrumental in the filing of Hutchins v. Cincinnati 
Metropolitan Housing Authority (CMHA) in March 1979, 
which sought to integrate the city’s public housing tenants 
into the wider community. The Hutchins suit also presaged 
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8the new community-directed goals arrived at during 
the planning process which had named housing as the 
society’s highest priority. The Public Benefits Unit filed its 
own major class-action lawsuit, Beal v. Staples, against the 
Hamilton County Welfare Department and its director, 
Seth Staples, in late 1979 to force an increase in General 
Relief benefit payments. The Employment Unit proposed 
to rely more heavily on education and negotiation. It 
worked to train representatives of local organizations to 
combat employment discrimination based on gender, race, 
and/or disability.

For its part, the Family Unit combined education and 
negotiation with litigation where necessary to improve 
local Children’s Services programs and to decrease 
instances of domestic violence. For example, it filed Roe v. 
Staples in 1982 to force the Hamilton County Department 
of Human Services to change its policies governing the 
removal of children from their homes and their subsequent 
placement into foster care. At the same time, the Family 
Unit began to work with such organizations as the YWCA 
to educate the public and the local judicial system about 
the causes and impacts of domestic violence. In Clermont 
County, John Woliver, manager of that office, pursued 
litigation to end overcrowding in the local jail and to block 
Cincinnati Gas and Electric’s plans for the Zimmer nuclear 
power plant. 
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8 Volunteer Lawyers for the Poor Foundation

On October 10, 1980, the Executive Committee of the Cincinnati Bar 
Association (CBA) held a special meeting to “discuss the representation 
of the indigent and supplementing the work of the Legal Aid Society 
through a pro bono program.” Harry H. Santen, a Society trustee, and 
Jerry Lawson, Legal Aid’s Executive Director, had already presented 
the idea to “certain large [law] firms” and their reactions had been 
“favorable.”24

Worries over Cincinnati Legal Aid’s ability to handle the increasing 
demand for legal services for the indigent provided the impetus for 
the proposal. Santen and Lawson warned that Legal Aid could handle 
only 6,000 of the more than 17,000 requests it expected in the year 
beginning September 1, 1980. To help solve that problem, the plan 
proposed that pro bono work would cover a fairly wide range of civil 
law, from divorces and bankruptcy to wills and evictions. Volunteer 
attorneys could either take these cases themselves or donate money 
to the project. Depending on the client’s income, some cases would be 
handled free of charge and others at a reduced fee.

In early January 1981, the CBA Executive Committee approved the 
proposal and agreed that Legal Aid would screen potential clients 
and administer the program through a new independent corporation 
called the “Volunteer Lawyers for the Poor Foundation” (VLP). The VLP 
was incorporated on January 13, 1981. Startup was delayed for over 
a year because the VLP did not receive grants it had hoped for from 
the American Bar Association or the federal Legal Services Corporation 
(LSC).

Ironically, in early 1982, new federal restrictions imposed on LSC grantees 
like Cincinnati Legal Aid revived the VLP. The LSC required grantees to 
use 10 percent of their funding for the “involvement of the private bar 
in pro bono work.”25  With beer and chili provided “pro-bono” at the 
Skyline Chili Parlor on Sixth and Walnut in downtown Cincinnati, the 
VLP officially launched on June 9, 1982, with Harry Santen as its first 
president. By the end of October that year, the VLP had taken on 120 
cases and collected $32,000 in donations from lawyers. The Legal Aid 
Society provided the staff to coordinate the VLP program and private 
donations covered litigation costs and other direct expenses.

The need for the program was reinforced when requests to Legal Aid 
for services jumped nearly 34 percent between 1981 and 1982. This 
increase coincided with a 27 percent reduction in federal funding to 
the Society, cuts that resulted in a reduction in staff from twenty-three 
attorneys and nine paralegals to fifteen and eight respectively.

Responding to the continuing need for legal services to the indigent, the 
VLP program expanded over the next several years. In 1986, it began 
to work with the Clermont County Bar Association. 

(continued)

(Right) Starting in the late 1970s, the 

Legal Aid Society challenged a number 

of practices of the Hamilton County 

Welfare Department.

Cincinnati Post, November 25, 1981.
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8Just as the Society embarked on its new community-driven 
mission, it faced a massive reduction in funds due to cuts 
at the federal level. In June 1981, for example, the Society 
faced $900,000 in reduced funding, forcing Lawson to enact 
a series of cost-saving measures. The most important of 
these was that by September, the number of staff attorneys 
declined from twenty-three to fifteen through attrition.  
The potential for layoffs was real. This and the uncertain 
financial outlook of Legal Aid and its shift in priorities led 
some attorneys to leave for other positions. In addition, 
younger attorneys had generally come and gone on a 
regular basis and as they left now, Lawson did not replace 
them. These reductions limited intake services for all units 
save Housing and increased referrals to the CBA’s Lawyers 
Referral Service.

In 1982, the Society faced another round of federal 
budget cuts. Lawson mitigated the impact of these cuts by 
increasing funds from other revenue streams, including 
the United Way and the Ohio Legal Rights Service. This 
reduced the federal portion of the Society’s budget from 70 
percent to 63 percent and also reduced Legal Aid’s budget 
shortfall from $900,000 in 1981 to only $200,000 in 1982.
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8 Volunteer Lawyers for the Poor Foundation
(continued)

In 1990, the VLP opened a satellite program at the University of 
Cincinnati College of Law, partnering law students with VLP attorneys. 
Also, in 1990, Legal Aid assigned a part-time managing attorney, Tim 
Juenke, to the VLP. By 2007, the VLP served clients in six Southwest 
Ohio counties, including Hamilton, Warren, Clermont, Butler, Clinton, 
and Highland, opening about 1,250 new cases a year.

The work of the VLP received recognition beyond the Southwest Ohio 
region. In 2002, when it gave the VLP its Presidential Award, the Ohio 
Legal Assistance Foundation (OLAF) praised the VLP for having “forged 
a dynamic partnership among all segments of the legal community… 
exemplifying how a community can meet the civil needs of the 
most vulnerable.”26
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8The results of the Society’s March 1983 strategic planning 
session reflected the society’s restricted budget. Individual 
work units – now expanded to eight with the addition of 
a Prisons Unit (commonly referred to as the Jails Unit) 
and a Utilities Unit – juggled the resources they had to 
try to meet client needs. Strategies included sending form 
letters to clients describing solutions they could pursue 
on their own; representing clients with high-priority 
cases while referring people with lower-priority problems 
to other agencies or simply not serving them at all; 
doing impact litigation where it seemed possible to win 
important victories that would benefit significant numbers 
of clients in high-priority areas of the law; and working 
with sympathetic public officials to improve policies and 
procedures when that seemed possible.113

We Are Really All They Have.

While Lawson and his staff adjusted the Society’s work 
and budget in the face of federal funding cuts, Legal Aid 
faced regularly increasing requests for services. In 1982, 
the Society had requests for services from 25,000 people, a 
34 percent increase from 1981. However, Legal Aid could 
only take 3,690 cases and provide written information 
to an additional 3,411 clients. The Family and Housing 
Units received the largest portion of requests for services 
at 43 percent and 28 percent respectively. The Family Unit 
was able to take only 654 of the 9,964 requests, with the 
remainder being referred to other attorneys or agencies 
or placed on a waiting list. The Family Unit’s cases, then, 
represented 17 percent of the Society’s caseload for 1982.  
In contrast, the Housing Unit took 1,462 cases out of 
6,405 requests, 39 percent of the Society’s caseload. The 
decrease in family cases and increase in housing cases 
clearly reflect Legal Aid’s changing priorities and its tightly 
constrained budget.

The increasing demand for services continued into 1983 
when the society received 25,618 requests for service. The 
increasing demand for services occurred, in part, because 
the Society began to do intake by phone as well as in 
person. Legal Aid increased its capacity to take phone calls 
further by dedicating staff to doing intake in about 1982. 
This had the added benefit of relieving legal secretaries of 
that responsibility. Requests for services were now limited 
only by the number of open phone lines and staff to 
answer them.

(Left) Staff of the Legal Aid Society of 

Cincinnati in 1983.Although the Legal 

Aid Society faced constant difficulties 

with funding during the 1980s, it 

managed to maintain a substantial 

staff, fifty-one individuals, when this 

photo was taken. 

From the files of the Legal Aid Society 

of Greater Cincinnati.
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8 The funding situation was relieved to some extent in 
1984 and 1985, as the Society received additional funds 
through two state-level innovations. The first was the 
passage of legislation in 1984 that provided Ohio legal aid 
organizations with funding from Interest on Lawyers Trust 
Accounts (IOLTA). In addition, on July 1, 1985, the state 
began adding surcharges to civil case filings and allocating 
these new funds to support Ohio legal aid services.  As a 
result of IOLTA funding, in 1984, the society was able to 
hire two additional attorneys, bringing the total number to 
seventeen. In 1985, the society saw a $300,000 increase in 
its operating budget.

Despite these increases in revenue, federal funding 
remained unstable. Moreover, the Society faced greater and 
greater requests for services through the end of the 1980s.  
Housing, employment, and public benefits remained the 
top three priorities for the Society during this period. In 
1985, for example, of the 3,238 cases opened, 1,316 were 
related to public benefits and another 1,175 to housing.  
In 1986, the Society saw another five percent increase in 
service requests, and Lawson and the Society struggled to 
keep up with demand. According to Lawson, even with an 
additional three attorneys (for a total of twenty attorneys 
on staff), Legal Aid had only enough funding to provide an 
attorney for every 7,300 eligible clients. In addition to the 
attorneys, eight paralegals provided client services.
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8Very High Quality Legal Services … 
Very Aggressive Yet Professional.

Despite these difficulties, the mid-1980s saw Cincinnati 
Legal Aid settle some of its most important cases. In 1984, 
the Housing Unit closed litigation in Hutchins v. CMHA, 
entering into a consent decree that resulted in over seven 
hundred families being placed in mixed-race communities 
and the development of over 500 public housing units 
outside areas of high poverty concentration.  In 1986, 
the Public Benefits Unit settled Roe v. Staples, resulting 
in the Hamilton County Department of Human Services 
dramatically improving family and children’s services with 
the aid of over $1 million in increased state funding for 
services to children in county custody.  In addition, the 
Housing Unit opened a second major class-action suit, 
Martin v. Taft, in 1986 to force several suburban Hamilton 
County townships and municipalities to open their 
communities to public housing development. 

These efforts as well as routine service to clients won 
approval at the federal level.  In March 1986, a Legal 
Services Corporation monitoring team reported, “Legal 
Aid of Cincinnati attorneys provide very high quality legal 
services in a very aggressive yet professional manner.”  It 
also noted that the quality of client representation by the 
Society’s attorneys allowed them to frequently settle cases 
“advantageously for their clients without litigation.” 114

Cincinnati Legal Aid engaged in its next strategic planning 
session in 1987.  Like the previous two retreats, the local 
community identified housing, employment, and public 
benefits as its three most important issues, with family 
and children’s services and education as fourth and fifth, 
respectively.  As in the past, Lawson proposed continuing 
impact litigation, engaging in increased community 
education efforts, and greater development of self-help 
materials as the Society’s three core strategies.  The year 
1987 also saw Legal Aid increase its staff to twenty-two 
attorneys (though still with only eight paralegals) and 
lower the ratio of attorneys to eligible clients from 1:7,300 
to 1:6,600.  The staff increase coincided with steadily 
increasing revenue.  In 1983, the Society had an operating 
budget of $1,245,905; by 1987, the budget had nearly 
doubled to $2,254,106 primarily as a result of Lawson’s 
efforts to diversify funding and the increased revenue from 
IOLTA and filing fees.
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8

When Jerry Lawson left the Society to found the Center for 
Resolution of Disputes in 1988, the Society had weathered 
severe funding cuts, staff shortages, and engaged in a new 
community-oriented priority-planning program that 
has continued every four years to the present. Lawson’s 
work to streamline and reorganize the Society during this 
period was eminently successful: the Legal Aid Society of 
Cincinnati withstood the massive changes of the 1980s and 
stood poised to expand dramatically in the 1990s.

When the Board of Trustees of Cincinnati Legal Aid chose 
Mary Asbury, Managing Attorney of the Housing Unit, 
as the new Executive Director, they also chose continuity. 
Indeed, except for her first few months at Cincinnati Legal 
Aid, Asbury, who had come from Boston Legal Services 
in 1979, had served nearly all of her tenure locally under 
Lawson’s leadership and sought to build on Lawson’s 
policies during her watch.

The Legal Aid Society filed Hutchins 

v. Cincinnati Metropolitan Housing 

Authority in 1979 on behalf of several 

public housing tenants who alleged 

that the CMHA’s policies on placement 

of public housing applicants and 

tenants who wished to move, as well 

as the agency’s siting of new public 

housing units had contributed to racial 

segregation. The parties eventually 

reached a consent decree in 1984 

intended to foster the development 

of new public housing in suburban 

areas of Hamilton County with low 

concentrations of poverty or minorities. 

Several suburban political subdivisions 

resisted these efforts. In response 

Legal Aid sued Hamilton County and 

Anderson, Colerain, Delhi, Green, and 

Springfield townships to force them to 

accept public housing.

Cincinnati Post, February 25, 1986.
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Conclusions

Although this history has recovered portions of the story 
of the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati, there are numerous 
areas where documentation was absent and the record 
remains silent. For example, documentation reveals 
little about the impetus for the founding of the Society 
in late 1907, though we can speculate that it was part of 
the Progressive impulse of the pre-World War I era and 
perhaps tied to the local reform movement that coalesced 
in the Charter Committee of which Murray Seasongood 
and Walter Knight were important members. Nor does the 
historic record explain why the Society ceased its legislative 
advocacy in the post-World War II period even though it 
had an over 30-year history of such advocacy by the end 
of the war. Other, no doubt, important parts of the story 
remain missing or obscure, as well.

But what this history does do is show that in the eighty 
years between Cincinnati Legal Aid’s incorporation and 
the Lawson – Asbury transition, the Society both was 
transformed and maintained important continuities. 
George Silverman, Walter Knight, Sarah Grogan, and 
their boards vigorously sought to protect their clients. 
They used negotiation as a first line of defense, but were 
willing to go to court and forcefully defend their clients’ 
rights when necessary. They also were at the forefront of 
several legislative battles in the Ohio General Assembly 
that sought, as Murray Seasongood urged the legal aid 
movement nationally more than once, to deal with 
the “causes of legal aid need.” Finally, early legal aiders 
worked to have Legal Aid be part of the wider legal and 
civic community. And despite their very real differences 
in tactics and strategy with each other and with their 
forbearers, Robert Young, Dick Landis, and Jerry Lawson 
worked for much the same goals. In doing so, they 
provided a solid basis for Cincinnati Legal Aid to continue 
its work into the future.



Af
te

rw
ar

d

87

Legal Aid Marks 100th

Legal Aid Society supporters gathered at the Hyatt Regency ballroom on
June 27, 2008 to celebrate the Society’s 100th anniversary. H. Thomas
(Tommy) Wells Jr., incoming president of the American Bar Association,
delivered the keynote remarks to the 600 attendees, emphasizing the
importance of access to justice, which he cited as a foundation for the Rule
of Law. He congratulated the Greater Cincinnati community for its support
for Legal Aid and the legal community for its commitment to pro bono legal
services. Hamilton County Commissioner David A. Pepper served as toastmaster.
Guests viewed a slide show highlighting important milestones in the Society’s
history, and a video presentation focused on Legal Aid’s current services.
The Pete Wagner Orchestra provided musical entertainment and Legal Aid
recognized donors to its Second Century Fund.

Donald P. Klekamp, President of the

LASGC Board of Trustees, left, Barbara

J. Howard, president-elect of the Ohio

State Bar Association and former

CBA president; H. Thomas (Tommy)

Wells Jr.; Mary Asbury, Executive

Director of LASGC; and Hamilton

County Commissioner David A. Pepper.

In June, 2000, the Legal Aid Society

moved to its new headquarters in the

Donald P. Klekamp Community Law

Center Building, 215 East Ninth Street.
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Afterward

2008 marks the one-hundredth anniversary of the Legal
Aid Society of Greater Cincinnati. As we approached this
milestone and considered the many activities that the
Legal Aid Society might undertake in connection with its
one-hundredth anniversary, we determined that it would
be most fitting to engage a professional historian to both
rediscover Legal Aid’s history, much of which was unknown
to those presently involved with Legal Aid, and once
discovered, to transform this history into an accessible
format by publishing the history in book form. In
consultation with the author, we concluded that the most
recent twenty years of Legal Aid’s “history” are really
current events, thus, they are not a part of this text.

However, it seems appropriate to note some of the changes
that have occurred in the twenty years, 1988 – 2008, not
covered by Prof. Casey-Leininger. During that period, the
Legal Aid Society has grown from a staff of approximately
45, including 23 lawyers, to a staff of about 100 employees,
with 50 lawyers. The Legal Aid Society budget has grown
to over $8 million, with significant ups and downs along
the way. Legal Aid has continued to engage the community
in its planning to identify and address the most critical legal
needs of the low-income community.

Legal Aid’s caseload continues to emphasize housing issues
with increasing attention to the prevention of foreclosures.
Advocacy to promote education opportunities for children
and legal services to prevent child abuse and domestic
violence are areas of Legal Aid practice that have greatly
expanded in recent years.

In the legislative arena, Legal Aid has advocated measures
to assist low-income families achieve economic stability
through a combination of employment, child support and
other benefits. We have successfully advocated for health
insurance programs to cover low-income children and
their parents.

Finally, we would like to thank the Stephen H. Wilder
Foundation and individual donors to the Legal Aid Society
Second Century Fund, who helped make the publication
of To Secure Justice and Protect the Rights of the Needy:
A History of the Legal Aid Society of Greater Cincinnati,
1908 to 1988, possible.

Donald P. Klekamp, President, Board of Trustees

Mary Asbury, Executive Director

October 2008
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A Timeline of the Legal Aid Society of  Greater Cincinnati

1907 December 7, 1907 Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati forms – seventh legal aid society in the United States.
1908 January 1908 Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati incorporated.
1908-12 Volunteer attorneys meet with clients at the Cincinnati Union Bethel and University Settlement Houses and in the

attorneys’ offices.
1912 George Silverman hired as the Society’s first paid counsel on a part-time basis. He operates the Society’s office

along with his law practice at Lincoln Inn Court, 519 Main Street in downtown Cincinnati.
1913 Legal Aid helps flood victims through Citizens Flood Relief Committee, and then joins with other agencies to establish

the Council of Social Agencies, which becomes the Community Chest and, later, the United Way.
1915 Legal Aid receives $1,300 through the ìWar Chest,î the first fund raising campaign by the Council of Social Agencies.

The War Chest becomes the Community Chest after the end of World War I.
1915 Silverman works with Judge Alfred K. Nippert and Prosecutor John Campbell on anti-loan-sharking legislation. The

Ohio General Assembly passes the Lloyd Loan Shark Law.
1916 Silverman becomes Chief Counsel, a position he holds until his death in 1955.
1916 Murray Seasongood joins the Board of Trustees on which he serves until the early 1970s
1916 The 3rd Biennial Convention of the National Alliance of Legal Aid Societies (NALAS) meets in Cincinnati with Murray

Seasongood as Toastmaster.
1916 The NALAS launches a survey, funded by the Carnegie Foundation and conducted by Reginald Heber Smith, which

will result in the 1919 publication of Justice and the Poor, the foundation of the national legal aid movement in
the pre-World War II period.

1922 Founding of the National Association of Legal Aid Organizations (NALAO) successor to the NALAS.
1922 Late 1922 or early 1923 John Saeger Bradway, new Secretary of the NALAO visits Cincinnati Legal Aid and meets

with George Silverman and Robert Goldman, a Harvard Law School classmate of Reginald Heber Smith and legal
aid activist at both the local and national level.

1925 Bradway returns to Cincinnati to make a study of Cincinnati Legal Aid at the invitation of its Board of Trustees and
the Cincinnati Bar Association with a view to reorganizing the Society.

1927 Walter A. Knight elected president of the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati, implements reorganization, and signs
on prominent Cincinnatians, including William Cooper Procter and William Howard Taft as members of the Society.

1927 Legal Aid moves its offices to the Community Chest Building across from City Hall at 312 West Ninth Street. George
Silverman maintains his private practice at the previous office and splits his time between Legal Aid and private practice.

1927 The Society’s Board of Trustees establishes the Legal Interne program for attorneys just out of law school.
1927 Sarah E. Grogan appointed Legal Aid’s Assistant Attorney, the Society’s first female attorney and first full-time attorney.
1927 George Silverman contemplates resigning as Chief Counsel, feeling the Society is headed in new directions with

which he is not entirely comfortable.
1928 The Society develops the Legal Aid Clinic with the University of Cincinnati College of Law and the YMCA Law School

(now Chase Law School)
1928 City of Cincinnati and Legal Aid establish a Voluntary Defender program, one of the earliest criminal public defenders

in the United States; Legal Aid provides criminal defense services until 1979.
1928-34 Grogan runs the day-to-day operations of the Society and is de facto acting Chief Counsel. Silverman’s work with

the Society is limited by illness and other interests.
1929 Walter Knight dies.
1929 Murray Seasongood elected president of the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati
1930s Legal Aid struggles with reduced funding and increased caseload due to the Great Depression.
1931 George Silverman runs for a municipal judgeship, but loses.
1934 Grogan resigns apparently due to the low pay and high stress resulting from Depression related budget difficulties.

She marries her Legal Aid colleague, L. Ernest Krusling, the Society’s Voluntary Defender, and establishes Krusling and
Krusling Law Office with her as “Attorney-in-Charge” while Krusling maintains his position with the Society until 1941.

1934 George Silverman resumes duties as Chief Counsel.
1938 Murray Seasongood addresses American Bar Association, urging legal advocacy to address underlying causes of

poverty in a speech titled, “The Causes of Legal Aid Need Should Be Attacked.”
1930s 1930s to mid-1940s Legal Aid works, with some success, on legislation to regulate installment buying and wage

garnishments that threaten to bankrupt families who are over extended.
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1942-45 Legal Aid handles hundreds of cases for World War II servicemen each year.
1943 Lawyers Referral Service established, operated by Legal Aid and sponsored by the Cincinnati Bar Association, to

assist people not eligible for Legal Aid services find attorneys.
1940s Late 1940s Legal Aid budgets begin to recover from lack of funds during the Great Depression and World War II
1955 George Silverman dies
1956 The Society appoints former staff attorney, Robert E. L. Young, as Chief Counsel.
1961 Legal Aid moves with the Community Chest to its new building at 2400 Reading Road.
1965 The Society sets up branch offices in Laurel Homes Public Housing Project and Batavia in nearby Clermont County

in anticipation of federal funding.
1966 Legal Aid establishes its Legal Services Project funded through the federal Office of Economic Opportunity. This

increases the Society’s budget dramatically and allows it to establish neighborhood offices in Walnut Hills, Evanston,
Avondale, and the West End.

1967 Butler County Legal Assistance Association (later renamed Butler Warren Legal Assistance) incorporated.
1971 Legal Aid establishes the independent Model Cities Law Offices with funding from the federal Department of Housing

and Urban Affairs. MCLO handles criminal cases in federally designated Model Cities Neighborhoods. Its Director,
Jack Sherman, answers to an independent MCLO Board of Directors.

1972 Workhouse litigation begins, challenging conditions in the Civil War-era Cincinnati Correctional Institute, known as
the Workhouse.

1974 Youngblood v. Dalzell filed in U.S. District Court, opening employment opportunities for African Americans with
the Cincinnati Firefighter Division. Robert Wright, one of the first recruits hired as a result of this lawsuit, becomes
Fire Division Chief in 1997.

1974 Legal Services Corporation takes over federal legal services program previously funded by the Equal Opportunity Act.
1974 The Criminal Division of Legal Aid (the Voluntary Defender) merges with Model Cities Law Offices to create the

Public Defender Division of Legal Aid with Bea Larsen as Director, answering directly to Legal Aid’s Board of Trustees.
1976 The federally funded Legal Services Project of Legal Aid merges into the Society’s Civil Division. Robert Young, the

Society’s Chief Counsel becomes the Administrative Director of Legal Aid. The Board creates a new position of
Director of the Civil Division and hires Richard Landis, formerly director of the Legal Aid Society of Akron to fill that post.

1978 Legal Aid consolidates the central and neighborhood offices of Legal Aid’s Civil Division into Legal Aid’s new building
at 901 Elm Street and creates legal specialty units.

1979 Robert Young retires. Richard Landis resigns to begin private practice.
1979 Legal Aid surveys community legal needs and develops strategic plan for client services under the leadership of

new Civil Division Director, Jerry Lawson.
1979 Hamilton County terminates its contract with the Public Defender Division of Legal Aid. Bea Larsen resigns to run

for judge.
1980 The Public Defender Division is abolished, leaving the Legal Aid Society handling only civil cases.
1980s Legal Aid programs across the country face declining funding and increased restrictions as the Reagan administration

attacks federally funded legal services for the poor.
1982 Legal Aid and the Cincinnati Bar Association establish the Volunteer Lawyers for the Poor Foundation encouraging

the private Bar to provide pro bono services in cooperation with Legal Aid to help fill the gap between the number
of cases that Legal Aid can handle and the increasing need.

1984 State Senators Stanley J. Aronoff and Lee Fisher lead successful legislative effort to help fund Ohio legal aid programs.
1988 Mary Asbury, on the staff since 1979, appointed Executive Director.
1999 Butler Warren Legal Assistance Association merges with the Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati.
1999 The Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati becomes the Legal Aid Society of Greater Cincinnati.
2000 Legal Aid relocates to new headquarters in the Donald P. Klekamp Community Law Center Building,

215 East Ninth Street.
2004 Greater Cincinnati Legal Aid begins serving Clinton and Highland County residents.
2007 The Legal Aid Society of Greater Cincinnati creates a subsidiary, the Legal Aid Society of Southwest Ohio, LLC.
2008 Legal Aid celebrates its 100th Anniversary
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Presidents of the Legal Aid Society

1908: Rev. Henry M. Curtis
1910: Benton S. Oppenheimer

1912: John F. Winslow
1913: F. W. Boyé

1916: A. O. Elzner
1920: George Hoadly

1927: Walter A. Knight
1929: Murray Seasongood
1936: Raymond J. Kunkel

1946: Edna VanFossen
1948: Joseph B. Reynolds
1950: Burton E. Robinson

1952: Frank S. Rowley
1953: George C. Young
1955: Walter M. Shohl
1956: Thomas T. Oyler

1958: Richard H. Pennington
1960: Martha Allen Stimson

1962: Walter E. Beckjord
1964: Edward F. Willenborg

1966: Ralph E. Clark, Jr.
1968: Henry B. Bond

1971: Edward C. Benson
1973: D. Rossman Turpeau, Sr.

1975: Edward C. Benson
1976: Samuel S. Wilson

1978: Robert F. Laufman
1983: Vincent H. Beckman

1985: Harry H. Santen
1988: Mark A. VanderLaan

1990: Nancy Lawson
1992: Bruce I. Petrie, Jr.

1994: Stephen M. Nechemias
1996: Michael A. Marrero

2000: Naomi C. Dallob
2002: Paul W. Heldman

2004: Kenneth S. Resnick
2006: Sara Straight Wolf

2008: Donald P. Klekamp
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Professional Leadership of the Legal Aid Society

Frank E. Burnett
Chief Counsel (volunteer), 1908-1916

George Silverman
Counsel, 1912-1916; Chief Counsel, 1916-1955

Sarah Grogan
Assistant Attorney, 1927-1934; de facto acting Chief Counsel, ca. 1928-1934

Francis Bartlett
Voluntary Defender, 1928-1930

Charles Vance
Voluntary Defender, January 1930-June 1930

L. Ernest Krusling
Voluntary Defender, 1930-1941

Frank X. Brearton
Voluntary Defender, 1941-1943

Edward Fidler
Voluntary Defender, 1943-ca. 1976

Robert E. L. Young
Chief Counsel, 1956-1976; Administrative Director, 1976-1979

Ralph F. Crisci
Director, Legal Services Project, 1966-1969

Ferdinand Forney
Director, Legal Services Project, 1969-1971

Donald R. Stacy
Director, Legal Services Project, 1971-1973

Jack Sherman, Jr.
Director, Model Cities Law Offices, 1972-1974

William R. Schumacher
Director, Legal Services Project, 1974-1975

Bea V. Larsen, Director
Model Cities Law Offices, 1974; Public Defender Division, 1974-1979

Richard M. Landis
Director, Civil Division, 1976-1979

Jerry H. Lawson
Interim Director, Legal Services Project, 1975-1976, Executive Director, 1979-1988

Mary Asbury
Executive Director, 1988-Present

John E. Schrider, Jr.
Director, Legal Aid Society of Southwest Ohio, LLC, 2007-Present.
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Intake and Referrral Coordinators
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Legal Secretaries
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Administrative staff
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Note on Sources

This study relied on a variety of sources.  These included the
records of the Legal Aid Society of Greater Cincinnati held
at its offices, published books and articles, the records of the
Cincinnati Bar Association, oral interviews, and several
archival collections.

Because the Legal Aid Society has lost most of its older records,
the papers of a number of individuals and organizations
proved invaluable in recovering this story.  The Cincinnati
Historical Society Library at the Cincinnati Museum Center
proved a rich source of materials.  Collections used include
the Murray Seasongood Papers, the Charles P. Taft Papers,
and the Cincinnati Union Bethel Papers (and an additional
large unprocessed set of Bethel Papers).  The Archives and
Rare Books Library at the University of Cincinnati holds a
very valuable Urban Studies Collection which includes the
Theodore M. Berry Papers, the Myron Bush Papers, the
Bobbie Sterne Papers, the Cincinnati Model Cities Papers,
and a small collection of Legal Aid Society of Cincinnati
Papers.  In addition, the Legal Aid Society of Philadelphia
Papers at Temple University provided some particularly useful
Cincinnati related material from the 1950s and early 1960s
that was lost from the Cincinnati Legal Aid Society’s records.

The single most valuable resource for pre-World War II
materials was the John Saeger Bradway Papers at the Duke
University Library.  Not only did these provide crucial
information on Legal Aid in Cincinnati, they provided a
very important look into the national legal aid movement
in the pre-war period.  They are a source that historians of
society and the law in the United States would do well to
explore fully.

Jack Silverman and Keith Young loaned us small but crucial
collections of their fathers’ papers that filled in important
gaps in our story.  The Cincinnati Bar Association provided
access to its minute books which proved invaluable.

Oral histories with a number of people gave us insight into
the relatively recent history of the Society.  These included
Robert Newman, Mary Asbury, Col Owens, Robert Laufman,
Bea Larsen, Jack Sherman, Jerry Lawson, Richard Landis, and
Sam Wilson.

Published works, listed left, also proved valuable in
understanding the story.

Selected Bibliography:
Baughin, William A. “Murray
Seasongood: Twentieth-Century Urban
Reformer.” Thesis (Ph.D.), University
of Cincinnati, 1972.

Bookman, C. M. The First Twenty Years,
1915-1935. Cincinnati: The Community
Chest of Cincinnati and Hamilton
County, 1935.

Brownell, Emery A. Legal Aid in the
United States; a Study of the Availability
of Lawyers’ Services for Persons Unable
to Pay Fees, Survey of the Legal,
Profession. Rochester, N. Y.: Lawyers
Co-operative Publishing Co., 1951.

Brownell, Emery A. Legal Aid in the
United States; Supplement, Survey of the
Legal Profession. Rochester, N. Y.:
Lawyers Co-operative Publishing Co.,
1961.

Community Chest of Cincinnati and
Hamilton County. Twenty-Five Years,
1915-1940. Cincinnati: The Community
Chest of Cincinnati and Hamilton
County, 1940.

Davis, Frank G., and George P. Stimson,
eds. The Law in Southwestern Ohio.
Cincinnati: Cincinnati Bar Association,
1972.

Houseman, Alan W., and Linda E. Perle.
Securing Equal Justice for All: A Brief
History of Civil Legal Assistance in the
United States. Revised ed. Washington,
D.C.: Center for Law and Social Policy,
2007.

Johnson, Earl. Justice and Reform; the
Formative Years of the OEO Legal
Services Program. New York,: Russell
Sage Foundation, 1974.

Merkel, Philip L. “At the Crossroads of
Reform: The First Fifty Years of
American Legal Aid, 1876-1926.”
Houston Law Review 27, no. 1 (1990).

Silverman, George H. “Adapting Legal
Aid to Social Change in Cincinnati.”
Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science 205 (1939):
65-71.

Smith, Reginald Heber. Justice and the
Poor, a Study of the Present Denial of
Justice to the Poor and of the Agencies
Making More Equal Their Position before
the Law, with Particular Reference to
Legal Aid Work in the United States. New
York City, 1919.

White, Bessie Bruce. The Story of the
Cincinnati Union Bethel: A Social Service
Agency since 1830. Cincinnati:
Cincinnati Union Bethel, 1952.






