
Afternoon with William Kunstler

In the late '70's I worked for a Miami lawyer, Stanley. Stanley had a

local TV program called Within the Law. He interviewed famous lawyers.

Alan Dershowitz, the Harvard Law professor and publicity hound, was one

of his guests. Another, the subject of this little piece, was William Kunstler,

the "radical" lawyer who represented the Chicago 7 in a famous criminal

trial in Chicago Federal Court in 1969-1970. The charges arose from their

conduct during the 1968 Democratic Convention.

The trial was not boring. It quickly degenerated into radical theater.

The defendants openly mocked the 74-year-old judge, Julius Hoffman. His

namesake, defendant Abbie Hoffman, called him an embarrassment to the

Jews in Yiddish.  That slur that earned him a contempt citation (in English).

The judge also cited Kunstler for contempt and sentenced him to

more than four years in prison. The Court of Appeals reversed his

conviction and he served no time. But Kunstler did not need martyrdom to

emerge from the trial with his radical credentials more than intact.

------------------------------------------------------------

Stanley arranged for Kunstler to stay at the Fountainbleu Hotel in

Miami Beach. The Fountainbleu was then the quintessential stopping place

for Jews from New York. Until I met Kunstler I thought it an incongruous

place to put a radical lawyer.
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Stanley asked me to take him $200 in cash, a little spending money

until the taping of the show. So I drove over to the Fountainbleu in my new

1979 Mercedes diesel with the cash in my pocket. I parked the car with the

valet, and went up to Kunstler's room.

One look at Kunstler told me he was not out of place at the

Fountainbleu.  As a sixty-year-old Jewish New Yorker he blended right in.

A woman was staying with him. I do not remember who she was.

Kunstler was then married. Whether his companion was his wife I can't say.

Whoever she was, she was an attractive woman. I wistfully speculated that

she was one of the perks of radical lawyerdom. Alas, I had chosen a more

prosaic practice.

I did not just drop off the cash and leave. Kunstler invited me to stay

for a while. We talked about lawyering, but of course I had no war stories to

compare to his. He had the purity of someone who represents the

underdog. I had the purity of someone who practices law purely for the

money.

Kunstler opened a briefcase and invited me to look at his latest legal

brief. That reminded me of Lenny Bruce in the days when he was buried in

legal trouble because of the obscenity of his comedy act. Toward the end

he would read excerpts from legal papers to his audience, a truly pathetic

gesture.

That was not Kunstler's motivation. He was genuinely interested in

the legal issues in his latest case and wanted me to share his enthusiasm.

I feigned interest.
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I did not have to feign interest when he offered me marijuana. At last

the radical lawyer was true to form. That is my most vivid memory of the

afternoon.

I was takin' a trip out to LA
Toolin' along in my Chevrolet
Tokin' on a number and diggin' on the radio
(Charlie Daniels, Uneasy Rider)

After we toked on the number, we went for a ride around Miami Beach

in my new car. The sixty-year-old Jew was diggin' on my German car. After

our ride I dropped them off at the Fountainbleu and tooled back to the

office, $200 lighter.
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