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Thereisnot atruth existing which | fear or would wish unknown to the whole world.

— Thomas Jefferson
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What | Didn’t Learn in Law School

Adventureswith black cli-
ents.

by Donald Williamson

ern city, and had no real contact with

blacks until | became alawyer. Af-
ter | got my law degree| naively looked
forward to a rewarding legal career.
Little did | realize that 25 years later |
would be a self-employed attorney do-
ing domestic and civil litigation for a
clientelethat isoverwhelmingly black.

| didn’'t planit that way. | just wanted
to do alot of work in the courtroom, and
the best offer | got out of law school was
with a small firm that specialized in
bankruptcy. Most of its clients were
black. Several years later, | set up an
independent practice and many of my
former clients came to me for domestic
work.

Most people do not redlize this, but
outside the world of corporate or secu-
rities law, in any big city the legal pro-
fessionisto alarge degreefueled by the
pathologies of blacks and other Third-
World people. Of course, whites hire
lawyers, but in any city, especially one
with agood-sized black population, most
of the people who need lawyers are
black. In this respect, lawyers are like
police officers or social workers—they
rarely deal with ordinary white people.

To alarge degree, | became racially
conscious because of my black clients,
who eventually destroyed all my precon-
ceived notions about race. My awaken-
ing did not comefrom oneor even afew
incidents, but from the accumulation of
thousands upon thousands of small in-
teractions.

Day after day my clients continue to
amaze me. Thereis no racia education
quite so thorough and convincing as

I grew upinasuburb of alarge north-
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spending time with blacks, and my cli-
ents are far from being the poorest and
least competent blacks. They arenot in-
digent criminalsfor whom | am acourt-
appointed lawyer. They are people who

S

can afford (or think they can afford) a
lawyer to get a divorce, contest a cus-
tody judgment, beat atraffic ticket, etc.
Some are government employees who
make $60 to $70 thousand a year, yet
even this group is vastly different from
whites.

They Don’'t Know

One of the most striking things about
my black clientsisthethingsthey do not
know. Many blacks, for example, do not
know their own telephone numbers.

My black clients eventu-
ally destroyed all my
preconceived notions

about race.

They may think they do but they don't,
and the problem has gotten worse with
the proliferation of cell phones. At least
a third of the numbers they leave with
my receptionist or on my answering
machine are wrong numbers. Often, a
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potential client will call several times,
each timeleaving avariation of thesame
phone number. | keep calling until they
get it right. At first | thought | was tak-
ing down the numbers incorrectly, but
now | know better. With caller ID, it is
clear when what the client saysdoes not
match the digital display.

Some callersdon’t even leaveanum-
ber. About a quarter of the messages
blacksleave do not include either aname
or anumber. Needlessto say, many calls
are not returned.

More than a handful of blacks who
have come to my office do not even
know their own home address (they
move often). Many cannot tell me their
own spouse’snames. Now | know totell
clientsahead of timethat they will need
thissort of information when they come
in. Otherwise, if | ask for someone's
address he may look hurt and say, “If
I’d known you were going to ask methat
| would have come prepared.”

Many black men know their child-
ren’snamesbut do not know how to spell
them. With the proliferation of unusual
names among blacks, | can only guess
at how they are spelled. One client who
told me he couldn’'t spell his children’s
names said | would need an encyclope-
dia to look them up. Many men have
admitted to me they are not even sure
how to pronounce their children’'s
names. Black woman, on the other hand,
often become incensed if you mispro-
nouncethevery unusua namesthey have
given their children.

The most unusual name | ever came
acrosswas lisszzttadda. | have never met
aperson, whiteor black, who could pro-
nounce it correctly. To my surprise the
name is pronounced, “| seize the day.”
lisszzttadda had siblings named Ra-
heem, Utopian, Desiorme, Sid-Timothy,
Kizzma, and Larilaril. | have occasion-
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