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After Woburn:
a lawyers odyssey

The combative high roller of ‘A Civil Action’ rises from ashes,
remaking himself as a family man and peacemaker

[
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He's oldar now, and wiser, says the protagonist of “A Civil Action.”




L4y Dick Lehr
GLUBE STAFE

ANDOVIER — The lawyer Jun Sehlicht-
mann i3 hack in Massachusetts - back from
the dewd, in a sense, for when he stagpered out
of town he was hattered and bankrupt, broken

am? is now known widely as “Woburn.”

Indeed, this attornev’s lavish and flashy
lileslyle i chironicled in A Civil Aclion,”
which Lusl Tull boviune o nationwirde paperiswk
hest-seller, It is a story that closes with 4 gut-
Led Schlichtmann having to tap an ald friend
four the plane fare so he eun fly off to Hawaii 1o
ehill out.

The vase of a lifetime may be over bul the slery is not.
Tolay, says Schlichtmann, he's much changed, “Qlder and
wiger,” he mentions repeatedly at luneh, liko anantra.

Hat ddo some things never change?

Running iate for the lunch iite, he appears in the lohby
of his new law office, He hesds toward the door, halts, turns
an his heels. Bo right back, he says.

Thinking he's nat of view, Schlichtmann hits up partner
Thomas M. Kiley. Kiley is the past and present go-to gay,
fon plane fare back then and now for cash W eover luneh,

Same oll, =aune od, Jan?

I made enough
mistakes
to fill a
500-page
by the mega-case that consumed nine years bOOllf, and} dfld
qust that.’

JAN SCHLICHTMANN

Schlichtmann laughs.

*(Jh, that sounds terrible.” This, he says
later at luach, was a matter of convenience,
“Rather than go to the bank machine, it was
easier to o to him.” He pokes at the stir fry
on his plate and smiles. “Yeah. Right. Well

Really, mueh has changed - Kitey's ad-
vanee for luneh money notwilhstanding.
Sinee his return from Hawaii in 1993,
Sehlichtrmann has graduatly reassembled his
life. He and Kiley are about to announce their
new law partnership. He's been married two
years now to Claudia Barragan, and the cou-
ple's second son was born this fall. His home hase has shift-
ed from downtown to the North Shore; the law firm is based
in Andover, and the couple live on Beverly's “Geld Coast” in
a lour-bedroom hotne set on a ledge with a stunning water
view,

He drives a Volvo, “Yeah, from Parsche to Volvo,” he
jukes, standing in his yard in Beverly. “With car seats in the
back.”

But the story has legs, breaking out of the confines of a
nondeseript courtroom in the federat courthouse in Boston
and continuing to play to new audiences. Production is ex-
pected to begin later this year on 4 movie adaptation of *A
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Lawyer trades
the high life
for the good life

M SCHLICHTMANN
Continued frmn Page 191

Civtl Action,” John Traveita has
aprectdl fo play Rehlichtmann, il
the director, Stoven Zaillian, who
wrole {he seripts for “Behindler's
List™ smed “Aweakenings,” has abrenly
writlen & =creenplay.

In the hook, aother Jonathan
Harr employe Schlichtmann as the
protagonist, the altorney for eight
Woburn families waging war against
two firms they accuse of killing Lheir
kids by poisoning well water wilth
taxing. It's a deeply drawn portrait
capturing the gond, bad and ugly. Tn
this way, Schlichtmann's own life is
anopen book - pear when he was a
Iigh reller it life and in the law. His
entry in the personals might have
read: “SWM, tall, d0-ish, drives
Porsche, Beacon WL eondn, lives
larpe.”

He was “unabashedly egotisti-
cal,” writes Harr, e held ease con-
ferences al the Ritz-Carlton hotel,
burned through cash and decorated
his rangy frame in hand-tailored Ti-
mitri suils anid silk Hormes ties. He
was Lhe ohjeet of desire of Boston
lawyer Rikki Klieman, now of Coint
TV fame, who, according to the bonk,
finally g her man in a New York
City hotel the nighl befote he was
scheduled to appear on ABC's “Gond
Maorming Amesien.”

Frinmitgeham-Iwan, »
pracduate of Cornell Law
School and the son of a
ralesman, Schlichtmann
was hell-bent on fighting
the gond feht. al nnee
schioving justice sl
gelting vich, lseopt the
uphilt  convi battle
againat W, R Graee and
Beatrice Fonils went on
and on, and, by 1986, five
yrars inte ltigslion,
Sehlichtmain's aevoun-
tant tald him ke was “liv-
ing on vapors”

The case had econ-
suinedd Bhm, “My il was
destroyed,” Schlicht-
mann recalis,

ivs ol there in the
erilivally avelviined ook,
a dhramin spun At the
wreckipe of Sehlicht-

mann’s life. In 1986,
W. R. Grace settled for $% mitlion, al-
thewgh never admitting wrongdoing;
a jury found Beatrice Foods not lig-
We, anit he spent four more years
appealing thal miling, unsuccessful-
{y. The fivecracker Schlichtmann fz-
zlerd out, Har's book ends with the
despenilent lawyer heading out of
town on Kiley's plane ticket.
Schlichimann today professes
nol 0 kv & problem with all of this.
He s not winee, i Teast publicly,
af the revisitimge of it case in 4 popu-
lar bonk and motion picture that
goes ro far hackstage into his life.

‘'m just smarter, I
think, about how
to work with the

other side. I've
come to realize
litigation should
not be war. It’s
wasteful as a war.
You achieve a true
victory by
harnessing power,
not destroying it

JAN BCHLICHTMANM, rigft

Instead, hi sees the story’s narrative
renewal as [ulfilling one of the goals
wf his clients. “The guiding principle
ther families had was a policy of npoen-
neas,” e says “This s a erwlit 1o
the families; the telling of the slory
was important, the best hope for the
truth te gome out. and you cannot
have this as your fundamental prin-
ciple andl then balk if someone wants
ter come in andd write ahout. atl of it.
“There was no fear of the story.”

Always a risk taker

*He's barpredy bouneed back,” ob.
serves the writer Harr during a lele-
phong interview, “But is he wiser?”
Harr pamises, The two have T be-
come gowd friends, which you can
detect as Harr answers playfuliy,
"Tt's haed Ao dell

“His cirewmstinces have eorlain-
Iy changsd,” he econtinues. “He's
married ad has twe kids, T do think
yoir basically cannet. change  your
apots. He would never take on an-
other Woburn, hut I think he'l] al-
ways be u risk taker”

For hix part, Schlichtrmann would
put it this way, “I enjoyed iile then,
amd [ ergoy life now. T Just enjoyed
life  little differently then than 1 do
now.” For the 45-year-old, more ma-
ture version of the man, there's msk
in settling disn and making eommit-
ments, “Td never thoughi of mysell

as 4 marricd man or having kids,
This is a whale new life for me, el 1
cherish and relish it."

Tt's taken rome time.

In 1991, he fted Bosion, the case
finaliy over. “There were no more
dnors to knack on and nobody want-
ed to listen to me any more and T
gone to the end of the line, potten as
far as I could go, and there was
nathing 1oft, nothing.

“There was a b period whon |
tldn't even wanl to hear iy own
name,” he says aboul the time he has
sinee labeled the Wilderness Years,

“In Hawait, nut only did [ nob want
Lovthink aluml the vose, Tt want
tor think sthout. 1y piist, o whe | was,
[ just wanted Lo Lhink prosent
tense.”

He swan, He biked, He dlibblod
in starting hig own business jromot-
ing energy-efficient lighting. Rut he
didnt eut ties entireiy, He main-
taineil the relatively oew romanee
with [wragan, whom he'! met in
the fate 80= when he was well into
his fInaneial and ernotionad froe fall
There was Kiley oo, tie mld [riend
amlt his link to lase "1 slarted going
hack and forih, dividing my time be-
twoeon Hawndi and  Tinston, Decanse

Tom was stowly seduring me hack
into the wactice, gelting me in-
vilvedd I some new cases”

FFor a while, he hatl considered
settling in Hawaii. "1 tied to Ngure
it where T eould Hve, where 1 contd
finsl my physical place, bab T just
conddn'’L find it.” He retirnod (o the
Hoston wrea in 1%L T deeided my
heart was really here” Bosides,
thore was Bareagan, “who wis there
during the darkest period inomy
Il sme] bewe Sehlicht e g,
“and who L eouldint seemn to ek
up with, a woman whe belioved in me
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long after I'd stopped.”

Today, Schlichtmann seems even
to bask in the sueeess of Hare's bonk
and the nationwide altention drawn
Lo the case and to him. “ made
encugh mistakes to Nl a M0-page
boek,” he jokes, “and I did just that.”
Since the book’s publication last
yenr, he's been asked vegularly to
aperk abail the ease, and he's hid
the cireuit, appearing helore rewd-
ers, law students, Iaw groups. Now
with the movie, he seems pleased
that Travolta, the actor at the top of
his game, has been lined up to play
him. Falk about the movie prompts
another self-deprecating joke, about
the fact thal before Travalla can do
him the actor has gsigned to porteay
the president in a movie adaptation
of the novel "Primary Color="

“Travolta’s going to play 4 lwo-
timing politician and then play me;
that's good training, [ guess.”

Thete is, at the =same time, 1 new
guardedness about the “older and
wiser” Schlichtmann, the high-Mlying
attorney who was onee so open, He's
now a wary lfamily man, asking
where exactly this story ia headed,
1ts ail Papa Bear stuffl; he's trying
to draw the curtain a bil. “There are
parts of my life [ don't need to share
with the public now.”

In the book, and nearing the enl
of the case, Schlichtmann is asked il
he wished he'd never taken i on
“Iin T regret it?™ he replies in Han's
narvative, “Does n paraptegic regrel
the moment he stepped ofl the curb
and the bus ran him down? The case
has ruined my life.” Bul those words
were spohen when he was coming
apart.

Trilay, askerd the same question,
he says, “I have no regrets. [ value
the experience, and people now real-
ize and appreciate the tremendous
victory we ohtained, and that s, the
umeovering of the truth. The truth is
an enlightening foree that will bene-
fit others. ... T mean, the families’
courage to see Lhe case through: that.
was something,”

Despite its toll, the Wolnrn ease
was “nowiar the community had to
fight in order to command the re-
spect of those who had been treating
it like a toilet,” he says. “Sn it's a war
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that haid to be faught. but like all
wilrs, it was very costly sand o tre-
mendons waste of resourees.”

I"or Sehlichtmann, the caze
sattuls like a near-leath experience
and now, havings srvived, he ks as
il he's seen the light, proselytizing a
new legal gaspel Jawvers call ADR -
alternative dispute resolution. Rince
the ened of Wolnirn, hi's not taken «
case to Arial, althougeh two of his
pending casos are seheduled for trial
this year, But he hopes to work out a
pretrial vesolution inoeach, Hivinge
felt in Woburn's aflermath he might
never practice again, Schlichtmann
has found a way Dhack in, nnt as war-
manger bt as peacemaker i dis-
putes mast familiar to him - environ-
mental and cheanical exposure eases.

“I'm just smarter, T Uik, abnue
how to work with the other side, Tve
come to realize litiration should nat
he war, [t wastelul as & war” His
ald paradigm, he says, wias “to tame
the bully by heing a bigger bully.”
MNow, he savs, “you achieve a true
viekory by harnessing power, mot rle-
stroying it.”

Frr the YJawyer, this was the les- |

son of Woburn, He had to “go
thraugh the war”™ to get where he is
teelay and, starting anew at work
amd ab home, ha coneludes. emphati-
callv: “No case eratld becotae my eh-
tive life now.”

This is not Lo say that hacktrack-
ing through the case dogs nik get
Sehlichtmanns juives going. He al-

Jan Schllekt mann
Iy wirlks near
his Beverly house
with his low pari-
ner atul close
friend Thomas M.
KHey. Contaet wlih
Klley was o prima-
¥ reason Schlichi-
mann canre back o
Bosion frem
Hawaii.
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lows Lhad sinee Wikiwern be's nod e
turned Lo federal court, YN na, |1
don'L g inte federal court,” he says,
reveuling that have fecliggs have mio
abates), 110 the book, i exasporsted
Selfichimiann ot ame peint siys af
the presiding judge, Walter ). Skin
ner, “The man is dementod™)

“1 Aot dike being in fivdern)
ey, rondinnes  Seldichinmn, !
don't. cansider Tdoea] coed i this
distriet to B a plaee which &= either
friendly ar [air to plaintiffs. 1 oo
whatever 1 vin to sbay out of s

Adust last May eame long-awaiterd
news, Inoa stle public health stary,
researchers fnmd that indusheiadlv
tainted well water i Wabum wins
responsible for o elaster of ehitbithonl
leukemmias in the 10706 andl 80, Tha
fuumilivs, Schbcklmaen and the ol ler
atterneys assembled ot the high
sehool in Wabues to share an eme-
tinnal high-five,

“The et sail we wore right,
Lhat the watee i Woldwarn was e
spomsille for ihe high cate of ke
mia,” savs Sehlichibmunn, eeealling
the report anid the reunion, Then
with abwions relish, he adds, "“Yon
kainw, when the ease hegan, the mili-
er side joked - weld got the Nohed
prize if we eonld ever prove the eom-
nection. Well, it eame nat Tast =im-
et i we've waiting for dhe Xolw
check.™
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