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August 21, 2019 

 

This interview is being conducted on behalf of the Oral History Project of The Historical 

Society of the District of Columbia Circuit.  The interviewer is James McKeown, and the 

interviewee is Robert Patterson Watkins III.  The interview took place at the law offices of 

Williams & Connolly on Wednesday, August 21, 2019.  This is the sixth interview. 

MR. McKEOWN: Good afternoon, Mr. Watkins.  

MR. WATKINS: Good afternoon, Mr. McKeown. 

MR. McKEOWN: We were talking last time about some of the cases that were part of your 

life during your tenure at Williams & Connolly, and the case we stopped 

at was the Robinson case that involved a sting operation. Before we move 

on, I wanted to ask you a question about that case and the fact that there 

was this famous gap that allowed I think the jury to reach a conclusion of 

not guilty.  Did you have a lot of experience in law enforcement prior to 

that time? 

MR. WATKINS: I had some.  When I was a prosecutor and I dealt with policemen and FBI 

agents, and when I was with the Justice Department.  I put them on the 

stand and prepared the policemen when I was an Assistant U.S. Attorney. 

MR. McKEOWN: That was precisely where I was going. Did the Robinson case in any way 

change or somehow inform your views about law enforcement given what 

happened with the officials running that operation? 

MR. WATKINS: To be brief, no.  I knew policemen.  I knew what they did, and I knew they 

would do almost anything to get a conviction if they thought a defendant 

was guilty, whether he was or not.  So it didn’t surprise me at all that the 
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sting operation was so successful with many people getting caught. Quite 

frankly, I was surprised that Robinson would fall for something like that.    

MR. McKEOWN: From beginning to end, how long did that case take from the time you 

took on the representation to the acquittal? 

MR. WATKINS: I don’t know.  David Povich and I had tried a number of criminal cases, as 

you recall.  They were not particularly well-known cases, but they were 

well-known to the U.S. Attorney’s Office because we won more than we 

lost.  The case came to us because, I believe, Joe Califano asked David to 

defend Robinson who had just been arrested and David called me. We 

spent four or five months getting ready to try this case, and we worked 

every day for five or six hours on this case alone trying to get all of the 

faces, figuring out who the witnesses might be, and putting together a 

theory based on the facts that we had.  So I guess it’s fair to say that we 

spent at least six months getting ready to try this case. 

MR. McKEOWN: Were there any kind of cases that Williams & Connolly would handle pro 

bono?  This seems like heavy lifting for the average guy to afford legal 

counsel with such talent. 

MR. WATKINS: Cases like Robinson would probably not be taken on by the firm unless 

there was some reason for us to do so other than money.  Most people in 

such a situation could not afford us.  Joe Califano is important because an 

old friend and colleague called him about Robinson and he asked the firm 

to take the case.  It might have been a lawyer that Joe had once worked 

with at the White House.  David and I tried some cases that appeared to be 
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losers, and we won most of them.  We took the case because Califano 

wanted us to because it was challenging and interesting.  We didn’t take it 

for the money.  We took it because someone we knew and respected had 

asked us to do this. 

MR. McKEOWN: I’m sure that you had a number of cases on your plate at that time. 

MR. WATKINS: Yes.  That was not the only case on our docket.  Civil cases don’t move 

along very fast, and when there were times that either David or I had to do 

things for other clients, we did them.  We’d then go back to the Robinson 

case. 

MR. McKEOWN: Would you say that most of your docket matters were civil matters? 

MR. WATKINS: I was involved in criminal cases for the most part when I first joined the 

firm because I came out of the U.S. Attorney’s Office.  I began to take on 

other kinds of cases afterwards. I represented Georgetown Hospital in 

malpractice cases.  David and I found someone to work with us or be part 

of our team.    

MR. McKEOWN: There were labor negotiations? 

MR. WATKINS: No, This is all of the cases I’m talking about.  Not just labor negotiations, 

but in all the cases we had.  I was the senior lawyer on some of them.  I 

was the number two attorney tasked with examining or preparing a 

particular witness on other cases.  I had a chance to work with very 

experienced old attorneys and very smart young people. 

MR. McKEOWN: What was the longest trial you’ve ever been involved in while at 

Williams& Connolly? 
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MR. WATKINS: I guess my first trial.  This was the case, U.S. v. Walter Jones, which I 

briefly told you about earlier where our team stayed in an apartment in 

New York and we were driven to and from Newark, NJ every day.   

I was the third lawyer for the Williams and Weinberg team; 

Williams represented a businessman in New Jersey who was charged with 

buying and selling ships in a way that violated some criminal statute.  

Williams was going to try the case, Weinberg had many ideas, and I 

handled the documents.  We rented space in a building across the street 

from the court house to maintain files of case documents.  Williams asked 

me to produce a document that he needed during cross-examination of a 

very important witness.  He gave me enough information about the 

document that helped me locate it before cross-examination ended.  We 

won the case. 

MR. McKEOWN: Was it a maritime case? 

MR. WATKINS: It was a criminal case.   

MR. McKEOWN: How long did the case go on? 

MR. WATKINS: It went on for about three weeks; it started on a Monday and only went 

through Thursdays.  Fridays was motion day for the court.  This was a 

non-jury trial.  Everyone knew that the trial needed a judge who paid 

attention all of the time because he would have to make the ultimate 

determination whether our client was guilty or not.  We returned every 

Monday from NY to resume the trial for four days.  The trial was over in 

three to four weeks.   
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MR. McKEOWN: During the trial, did you have a sense that the judge really was paying 

attention?  Did you have some way to gauge that?   

MR. WATKINS: He was very attentive.  I had a feeling that when he came in, he wanted to 

make sure that Williams did not take over his court room.  He spent the 

first day being very strict with all of the attorneys.  There were several 

reporters covering the trial and throughout it, the judge paid close attention 

to the evidence and testimony.  

MR. McKEOWN: Was the prosecutor up to it? 

MR. WATKINS: Oh yes.  Jonathan Goldstein was very good.   

MR. McKEOWN: What sort of time was the defendant facing if convicted?  I assume it was 

a felony case? 

MR. WATKINS: It was a serious felony case, but, I don’t recall the amount of time Mr. 

Jones was exposed to.   

MR. McKEOWN: Did the defendant testify at the trial? 

MR. WATKINS: Yes, I believe he did testify. 

MR. McKEOWN: Did the memory of that document stick out in your mind? 

MR. WATKINS: Yes.  I knew if I didn’t find that document, my time at the firm would be 

very short.  

MR. McKEOWN: How long had you been with the firm at that point? 

MR. WATKINS: I was assigned to the case shortly after I arrived, which was in the fall of 

1972.  I spent a lot of time during the winter and spring going through 

those documents.  I believe the case was scheduled to be tried in June but 
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the judge had surgery and the trial was postponed to the fall.  So, my wife 

and I took a week and went to the Caribbean since the trial was delayed.  

MR. McKEOWN: How did you keep track of five cabinets of documents since this case 

occurred during pre-computer days?  What did you do personally to try to 

get your hands around them? 

MR. WATKINS: I wrote summaries. I had five or six notebooks of the significant 

documents and my summaries of them.  When we went to trial in New 

Jersey, we had a secretary in the office building across the street from the 

court house.  We generally knew the documents that Williams needed 

because he carried the most important documents with him.  There were 

times that he needed other documents.  They were used address issues that 

came up in the trial. 

MR. McKEOWN: What do you think the staffing would on a case like that today? 

MR. WATKINS: I think it probably wouldn’t be the same. There might be three or four 

document people today.  Weinberg would be Williams’ particular assistant 

because he knew the case thoroughly.  I think there would be a lot more 

people at my level when we tried the case. 

MR. McKEOWN: Thank you for answering my question/.  What other cases in the time that 

we’ve been talking are memorable that you think you’d like to have as 

part of the record?   Is there anything in particular? 

MR. WATKINS: There were some antitrust cases that Buck Seymour run.  The Wallboard 

case is one that comes to mind.  Buck convinced a judge that this was a 

class action suit; he had a whole class of clients for this case. 
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MR. McKEOWN: Is this wallboard like what’s used in construction? 

MR. WATKINS: That’s right.   Seymour had named about six of the major Wallboard 

companies as defendants.  There were many plaintiffs because there were 

many contractors who used wallboard, you know, construction people 

who built and repaired houses--anyone that bought large amounts of 

wallboard were plaintiffs in this case. 

MR. McKEOWN: Was this a price-fixing case? 

MR. WATKINS: Yes, it was a price-fixing case.   I was asked to take depositions of several 

people in the wallboard industry.  I went to different places in the country 

to find out how they sold wallboard, how they established prices for it, 

who they sold it to, how much they sold, and who they sold it to.  It was a 

really big case; I assisted on it.  David Povich also worked on the case.  

The class representative was Joe Tydings, the former senator from 

Maryland.  He was handsome and socially prominent. The case was filed 

in California where we all had to travel to on several occasions.  Seymour, 

David Povich and I worked on the case. 

MR. McKEOWN: Why does that particular case stand out in your mind?  Was it the amount 

of traveling that you had to do? 

MR. WATKINS: It stood out in my mind because there were so many parties and so many 

witnesses on both sides; the issues were complex and it involved lots of 

money so I travelled a lot. 

MR. McKEOWN: Were you still an associate at that time? 
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MR. WATKINS: Yes.  I was the low man on the totem pole.  Four or five attorneys in the 

firm were working on the case. There was much travel and many 

depositions were taken.  I was involved in most of the things that were 

very interesting.  I had a great deal of responsibility as a new lawyer at the 

firm; this was a big case.    

MR. McKEOWN: Did you work with economic experts on this case?   

MR. WATKINS: I did not.  There were economic experts who were on call to testify if and 

when the case went to trial.  Seymour left the firm and took the case with 

him.  I don’t know what happened to it after that.    

MR. McKEOWN: Was Buck Seymour an antitrust lawyer most of the time? 

MR. WATKINS: Yes.  Did you know him?  

MR. McKEOWN: No.  This was the first time I’ve heard of him. 

MR. WATKINS: His real name was Sam but everyone called him Buck.  He was about 

6’5’’ and had played basketball at Georgetown University in D.C.  He 

went to Harvard Law School after that. 

MR. McKEOWN: When you became a partner five years later, what cases stuck out in your 

mind where you had a lot more responsibility for the client?  Were there 

any clients that particularly affected you?  Were there particular types of 

cases that you still occasionally think or thought? What about the 

Robinson case?   

MR. WATKINS: The Robinson case was an infamous criminal case because it involved a 

Federal prosecutor who took bribes on two different occasions.  

Remember, that was the case that David Povich and I worked on; we 
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represented a numbers backer and numbers runner. The judge did all that 

he could to sure the jury find the defendants’ guilty; he wasn’t successful 

though. We won that case before the jury.  At the end of the trial, the 

prosecutor asked a few of the jurors how they could have found the 

defendants’ not guilty when they weren’t called to the stand to testify; the 

jurors told him that they already knew what our clients were going to say; 

because Mr. Povich told us in his opening statement.   

David did some things in stunts on that and other cases we worked 

on together that I’d never have been able to get away with!  He always 

introduced some form of levity in our cases.  I enjoyed working with him.   

MR. McKEOWN: There’s a theory out there that contents that cases are largely won at the 

opening statement.  Is that true? 

MR. WATKINS: I don’t know if that’s always true, but, in this particular case, we had 

confirmation that the opening statement was important. 

MR. McKEOWN: Is the voir dire important? 

MR. WATKINS: The voir dire was important.  The prosecutors objected to our opening 

statements.  We knew that if we did not get any objections were not doing 

our jobs.   

In another case, a congressman was charged for mishandling 

government funds.  We tried the case and we put him on the stand in spite 

of our advice not to testify.  He told his story and the jury found him 

guilty.  

MR. McKEOWN: Was he still a sitting congressman?   
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MR. WATKINS: Yes.   

MR. McKEOWN: If you were someone thinking about pursuing a legal career today or a law 

firm looking to hire a potentially good young trial lawyer, what would be 

the attributes that you would think would be most important for a young 

person to have, realistically, if they planned to be a good trial lawyer? 

MR. WATKINS: They should have expertise in some specific area of the law, be a good 

trial lawyer, and be able to bring in clients for the firm they work for.  

Being a good trial lawyer today is just not good enough.   

MR. McKEOWN: Don’t they have to have court room experience? 

MR. WATKINS: A lawyer has to have more than court room experience.  With the advent 

of class action cases that expose a client to lots and lots of liability, most 

of the class actions settle; they don’t go to trial.  Being able to try a case is 

one great attribute to have, but, it is not everything.  

MR. McKEOWN: I’m going to ask my question in a slightly different way.  Was there one or 

two attributes that good trial lawyers had in common? 

MR. WATKINS: They should be very smart, work hard, know how to bring in clients, and 

provide what clients want and need.  Williams exhibited that when he first 

appeared before the judge of that trial in New Jersey. He was extremely 

deferential to him.   

I remember one incident that happened.  Williams was managing 

partner of the Redskins.  We went to court on Monday, and the judge said 

to him, “How was your weekend?”  “Not very good, Your Honor. I took a 

beating at Redskins stadium.  I don’t want to take a beating here.”  The 
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judge thought that was very funny.  Before presenting evidence, the judge 

would have all of the lawyers come to his chambers.  They would talk 

about all sorts of non trial.  Williams knew how to deal with people that 

gave him a terrific advantage with juries, judges, attorneys, and clients.  

It’s something one can’t teach.  Either you have it or you don’t.  Williams 

had it. 

MR. McKEOWN: So is what you are saying is that Williams knew how to engage in small 

talk?  

MR. WATKINS: He did. He had an innate ability to read people really well. 

MR. McKEOWN: How would you describe your courtroom style when you became partner 

at Williams & Connolly?  

MR. WATKINS: I knew that certain jurors responded to me.  I seemed to connect with 

middle aged to old ladies.  So whenever I could, I tried to get middle aged 

or older aged women on my juries.  I didn’t want the court room judges to 

criticize me.  I tried not to object too often and I did so only when 

absolutely necessary. 

MR. McKEOWN: So, you weren’t one of those trial lawyers that would be subject to a threat 

of contempt holding by the judge? 

MR. WATKINS: It depended on the issue.  When I was in the court room, I had to be aware 

of the judge and know what he liked and disliked. I also had to be aware 

of the jurors who were listening to the arguments and the judge’s rulings. 

MR. McKEOWN: Even in Superior Court? 
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MR. WATKINS: Yes.  Another case that I tried was for Howard University where a white 

professor claimed that he had been fired because of his race.  Howard had 

won a summary judgment.  The Court of Appeals reversed the trial 

judge’s decision in and a very critical opinion, saying the trial judge’s 

interpretation of the facts was “wooden.” 

 Howard came to me and said this case is going to trial before a 

jury.  Can you try it?  I said that I would and I could present a strong 

defense. The trial judge was quite angry about the comments in the Court 

of Appeals opinion.   

McConnell was a math professor who taught an elementary 

calculus course at Howard.  During one of his classes, he compared a 

Black Washington Redskin player who’d played the day before to a 

monkey that died because he’d put his hand in a bottle and didn’t know 

enough to remove it.  When a female student confronted McConnell for 

what he’d said, he told the class that day that he wouldn’t teach the class 

until that student apologized to him for her remarks.  She would not 

apologize and continued to attend the class and he refused to teach the 

class caused him to be fired.  His refusal to teach the class caused him to 

be fired.  I won the case for Howard at the trial. 

MR. McKEOWN: Did you ever feel that race had anything to do with your relationship with 

a judge? 

MR. WATKINS: Yes, the case that David Povich and I defended the numbers backer and 

numbers runner who were African-American.  That white judge made side 
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remarks about them in the court room. I think race had something to do 

with the result.  We won the case in spite of the judge. 

MR. McKEOWN: Let me close with this question.  Did you ever feel that there was any 

personal animus towards you as a man of color by a judge?  You don’t 

have to name names. 

MR. WATKINS: I don’t know.  I’ll tell you what I think. I grew up in Boston, and my view 

is race is almost always a factor unless you do not allow it to be made a 

factor.  I did all that I could to neutralize it.  In court, I try all the ways that 

I can to make race not a factor in any dealings or relationships that I have.  

That is what I have done all of my life.  Now has racial animus been a 

factor?  Maybe it has.  I try not to let it be a factor in my life. 

MR. McKEOWN: That’s a good way to end this.  Let’s stop for today. 

MR. WATKINS: Okay.  

 

  


