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George Sassower
Takes On Every
Judge in Town
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HE FEDs have finally bugted George
Sassower, the bane of New York'r judi-
ciary. After ecouring virhrally all the
SROs on the Upper Wbet Side, a hrlr

I dozen U.S. narshals on a bright Thurs-
day in May chas€d thlough nine stories of the
Newton Hotel on Bloadway and 94th Street
and discovered the half-blind 65-year-old er-
lawyer in a sirth-foor bathloom, waiting cnlrn-
ly, snoking a pipe. They put him in hand-
cuffs, held him i1 jail overnight, and made
him stand through an anaiguent that went
dl day in fitg and starts beforc U.S. nagir-
trate Nina Gershon

Though Saasower argued tbat the warrant
for Ng arregt on contempt of court chargee
was filled with ermrs and thst he was under a
doctor's care after baving undergone a delicate
eye operation two weeks beforc, Gershon
didn't flinch-even when he offered every
penny he bad left (about $260) as bail. She
genf hih to Metropolitan Correctional Center
to await ttid in Unid Statcs of Amerim v.
George Scssourer. It was the eighth time Sas-
sonrg1 hnr b€€n incarcerated by a succession of
state and federal judgee who have done all'
they can jurt to mahe hirn shut up.

Some call Sassoter a "legal t€rrorisL' In itg
latest'issue Spy nagnzine describes him as
one of Nery Yort'g moet litigious citizeu, rp
there with DoDald tlunp,. Harry Hebnelry,
and C'overnor Mario Cuomo. Other people
faniliar with his 3&year curer as a lewyer
say he has a razor{htrp inte[cct, an inside/s
}nowledge of tlc cuut rysten, and en obnee-
gion with e4ooing iudicial comption. The
state's chief iudge, Sol Tlhchtler, Attorney
General Robert Abrrms, and asrenbly judicia-

ry comnittee chairman G. Oliver Koppell take
him seriously enough that they have persond-
ly rcviewed his cas,e.

What hae Sassower done to bring the fuU
weight of the judicial system down upon him?
The disbared lawyer has repeatedly violated
orden forbidding him to file legal papen be-
fore any New York-or federal-court. "Sag-
sower's protracted, repeate{ and flagrant con-
hnacy," ae U.S. Magistrate Al\me Ross puts
it, "virtually compels action to vindicate the
authority of two federal courtE." In other
words, he won't shut up-not even after two
sherifPs deputiea broke into his apartment
last year and Beized hie word proceseing equip-
nent.

SasEower has been accusing judgBs of cor-l
rtrption for years, but few have paid any atten-
tion to his charges that the patronage system
hae gotten out of hand and turned into a
crininal enterpriee. "This is the favor bank.
This is the payoff. This is money, nroney,
money,' Sassower Bays, sounding like a voice
crying out in the wildernees.

Though dismissed by some as a fruitcake,
Sasgower has raised important queetions
about the intesnty of New-York's ju&cial m-
tem, particularly the way judges award lucra-
tive guardianahipo and legal fees to politically
conneted hw ftme.
- hominent lawyen are appointed wery day
by the couft to watch over monetary dis,put6
involving t[e eetates of dead or inconftent
people. Such appointnents ale a key element
of the judicial patronage sptem. They help to
pay off political favors and tale care of retircd
judg€s, politiciane, and court crcniee. (An ex-
anple is John Zaccar,o's appointmmt at qon-

servator over the eEcrow account for an elder-
ly woman in the early'80s, which contributed
to the political problems of hig wife, Geraldine
Fierralo.)

lue noor or Saesower's predicament can
I be found in what he calls a judicial trbr-
I tune e@hic, the lg66 movie about a pho-

tographer fnlring an injury in order to sue
CBS Sporta. Neither Walter Matthau nor
Jack Lemmon bad anything io do with pucci-
ni Clothss Ltd, but when you crack the case
open, it tells a story of pure greed.

Puccini wae a downscale men,s apparel
firm, headquartered in a Flatbush Av-enue
warehouse, that was creatBd over a gin rummv
game in the late l9?0g. The eame ias u t"*--
lar event for Sassower's ricl chent. HvmLn
Raffe, Ra{e'8 even wedthier pal, Mitton
Kaufuan, and two rrnnll-fins Long Island
b,usinessnen, Eugene Dann and Robi* Sor-
rentino (then living in Seoul). Tbgether thev
planned f,s 'nnks a little money se-[ing cheai
euits imported from Korca.

But shen Kaufuan did iD l9Z9 the sunriv-
ing thne paftoen and Citibank ierecutor of
Kaufman'g will) shfiad a tug-of-war, urrniag
the company's ass€ts into what Sagsower ca[;
an_invit'rng cookie jar ripe for plunder.

Puccini wes about tbe-last thing Citibank
carcd abdrt until the regt of Kau6an's mil-
lions were digtribut€{t But when, accordins to
@urt papers, tbe bet* suspected that Datln,
Sorr,entino, and Raffe were intercatcd in carv-
ing rp what sae left of the oompany, CitibaDt
too_k ction. Though its lewyen, Kr,eindler &
R€ItiD, tle banl ruf&t involuntary dissolu-
c o l t t t u t D  O t  e e e  r  l a
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tion of Puccini, which was
grsntsd by state Supreme Court
on June 4, 1980. The company's
assets were placed in the hands
of g court-appointed grrardian
who, through a wiched twist of
fate, turned out to be former
Mayor John V. Lindsay.

Actually, judges like to pick
prominent lawyen and former
pols to wakh over estate mat-
ters because they have their rep-
utations at etake and are coneid-
ered less likely to raid the till.
But just to protect unsuspecting
legal customerg, the state hns eet
up a "client'8 security fund"
which has paid out $7.3 million
since it was established in f982.
The fund'g administrators say
thefts from escrow accounts
amounted to $2.6 million in
1988 alone.

A Daily Neurs suwey found
dozens of court-appointed
guardianshipe awarded to influ-
ential politiciane and judges in
1987 and 1988, including at least
five assiped to former Bronx
Surrogate Bertram Gelfand who
was rpmoved from ofrce becauee
of a ser scandal. C'elfand, while
still on the bench, gave a com-
bined $10,000 in appointments
to Bronr Democratic Chairnan/
Assenblyman George Friedman,
Democratic district leader Ger-
ald Esposito and llerbert Evans,
a former gtate chief administra-
tive judge. Iawyen like doing
the estate work because it ueual-
ly involves little worh and pays
sizable commissions.

But when Lindsay saw hrcci-
ni would be no ordinary cake-
walk, he went to some lengths to
unload tbe case, and was dis-
nissd nearly a year later by the
court"Lindsay says, 'What's all thig
controversy? I don't want any
part of it,"' recalled Donald R€l-
ldn, who represente Citibank in
tbe dispute.

In early 1983, hrcini's aeEetE
of roughly half a million doUare
wert brought together in a single
bank certificate of deposit while
d new receiver, I.ce Fbltman,
hied to sort out the mess. But
by October 26, 1988, after the
CD account had bloseomed
(with intereet) to $756,155, not
one penny of the money had
been paid to any of the three
suwiving pErtnerE.

Instca4 trbltnan's firm, Fblt-
-4" Kar,esh Major & Fbrbman
billed and collecied $687,080 in
fees, although no court record
erists approving distribution of
the fees to the law frm until
September 1988-at which
point the hlccini account was
empty.

Sassower gaw thir cas€ as an
eremplary denonstration of or-
ruption in action. In what
anounts to a page out of Dic&-
ens'e Bbah Howe he has fled
nore than 300 motione de-
eiCne4 according to Sassower,
to erpoee the way jud&s close
ranks to protBct one another-
and he is not afraid to eql! qay-sifiling 

judh cortrpt to his face.
Tbe cas€ is complicated and,

in fact" rethor +hnn accept Sar-
gowe/e verlion, the court-ap-
pointed referee, Donald Dii-
nond, eided with Citibank,
ruIing that Sassilwet'g litigation
wag a "tool of economic duress'f
cdculat€d to wear down the
oppoeition.

Sasaower was found guilty of
6i! counts of contempt of court.
When he refused to pay the
fineg, Sassower was put in jail-
s€ven times. The Appellate Divi-
sion aftrmed the jail gentences.
It is exceedingly unusual for a
lawyer to be put in jail on such
charges, but at least two doz€n
judges have reviewed the cas€
and approved of Sassower's
treatment.

Raffe, who wants nothing
nore to do with his foruer law'

, yer, wes also faced with 71
counts of criminal contempt. By
signing three extraordinary
agreements in 1985, however,
Raffe agreed to foot aI legal
costs incurred by Feltman's firm
and Cit ibank's lawyers,
Kreindler & R€lkin, for defend-
ing against Sassower. In ex-
change, the court agreed to let
him go free.

The tab so far has come to
more than $2.5 million, paid to
both the Feltman and Kreindler
firms. Rsffe continues to pay
with checks from his A.R. Fuel
Co. business."That's outrageous. It's unbe-
lievable. It's disturbing. But I'm
not sure'it's illegal," said Attor-
ney General Abra-s when he
saw copies of the checks.
Abrams is the statutory watrh-
dog over court-appointed receiv-
ers like Fbltman.

HE JUDGE Sassower is par-
ticularly bitter about is
Francis T. Murphy, presid-

ing justice over the appellate di-
vision of state Supreme Court in
Manhattan and the Bronr. Mur-
phy has some headaches of hig
own (Voice, May 9). Now under
state investigation for alleged
abuges of power in connection
with disciplinary proceedings
against half a dozen other law-
yers, including Andrew Cuomo,
C. Vernon Magon, and Joel
Steinberg, the 62-year-old Mur-
phy wants nothing more to do
with Saeeower. IIe refuse8 to
discugs the case, calling the
charges "scurriloug." Several
other judges and lawyers have
said they doubt Murphy would
have wast€d his time directing
attention at Sassower.

While Sassower is owed some
$45,000 in legal fees from the
Puccini account dating back 10
years, it's not money SasEower i8
concerned about. If it were, he
would not have turned down a
half-milli6a-dsllar settlement to
drop his legal attack. Sassower
is a zealot.

"How can 10,000 lawyers and
iudges be wrong and this one
lunatic be right?" demands Don-
ald Relkin, whose law firm billed
and collectod at least $2 million
from Puccini and the Kaufman
estate. The question begs for a
good anewer.

At presstime, Sassower was
being held at a federal detention
center a block away from City
Hall while his family filed a fta-
beas corptu motion in an effort
to get him released, if only on
bail. He was placed in solitary
confnement for several days.
When Sassower told authorities
about his history of heart trou-
ble and asked for a cellmate, so
someone could call a grard in
case of an overnight eeizure, the
request was granted graciously.

In his new cell Sassower intro-
duced himself to the guY sitting
on the other bed. "What are You
in for?" Sassower pol i telY
inquired.

"Murder," the other nan
replied.

Sassower told the guard he
wouldn't mind going back to
solitary.

Last ThursdaY, after asking to
see Sassower, I was told bY Pub'
lic information officer Alan Stie-
fel to writc a letter, that the in-
matp would be consulted, and
the request would most ProbablY
be granted"

After complying with the rules
on Friday, I was kept waiting for
one hour and then told prison
authorities were too busy to deal
with the request until after the
Memorial Day holiday. Asked
whether I could simply talk to
Sagsower during normal visiting
hours, without I tape recorder
or notebook, Stiefel said no.
Gregory Bogdan, chief of public
information at the federal Bu-
reau of Prisone in Washington,
D.C., refused to stcp in.

Meanwhile, SaeEower lingers
in jail, a prisoner of the courts
and the judges who rule them.
Iast week, U.S. District Judge
Nicholas Politan ordered that he
be sent for a month to a federal
psychiatric facility in Maryland
or Missouri for observation."Sounds like the gulag for dad-
dy," Sassower's daughter Elena
said."I don't know whether he's
crazy or not," gaid Assemblyman
Koppell. "But eometimes cra,zy
people ore right." I


