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Within our profession are many illustrious men and
women who have devoted themselves to just causes, as evi-
denced in the biographies of lawyers and in popular culture,
including film, fiction, drama and television.’ I would like to
paint a picture of a few good lawyers and then offer some ob-
servations about the state of our legal profession and what we
can do as individuals to add meaning and pleasure to our lives
in the law.

The Steadfast Soldier of Ville Platte

Of all the judges of Louisiana thus far, the best and the
brightest was a little man with a boyish smile from Ville Platte,
Louisiana named Albert Tate, Jr. Although much has been writ-
ten about Al Tate the judge, practically nothing has been writ-
ten about his youth.?

Judge Tate was born near Ville Platte but spent his school
years growing up in New York after his parents’ brief and un-
happy marriage. Rather than give up the custody of her chil-
dren (as ordered by the court because she refused to remain in
the marital domicile chosen by her husband?), Al’s mother fled
with him and his sister to Cuba, where they lived for a year or
two before returning to her home in New York.

! James R. Elkins, A Bibliography of Narrative, 40 J. Legal Ed. 203-250 (1990).

?* The author wishes to thank Judge Tate’s sons, Charles Edwin Tate and
Michael Tate, and his former law partner, Judge L.O. Fusilier (retired 1991),
for their invaluable assistance with this biographical sketch of Judge Tate's
youth and early years in the bar.

3 Tate v. Tate, 126 So. 218 (La. 1930).



In 1933 Al entered a military prep school, the New York
Military Academy. He did well in school despite a series of
family ordeals that would have crushed a less resilient boy. In
1935, his father was charged with and convicted of dynamit-
ing a cotton gin near the Town of Marksville, Louisiana, alleg-
edly to defraud insurance companies and collect the amounts
due under the policies. The conviction was reversed by the
Supreme Court of Louisiana and Al's father was completely
vindicated. The Court held that the prosecuting attorney
should have recused himself because he was also contingent
fee counsel in civil suits against Mr. Tate, the outcome of which
depended upon his success in convicting the defendant. In
words which would later have a profound impact on Judge
Tate, the Court wrote,

The district attorney is a quasi judicial officer. He
represents the State, and the State demands no
victims. It seeks justice only, equal and impar-
tial justice, and it is as much the duty of the dis-
trict attorney to see that no innocent man suffers
as it is to see that no guilty man escapes.*

Al graduated at the top of his class, winning the Head
Boy Medal in 1937. He then entered college at Yale University
and majored in English. As a freshman, Al had a short story
published in The Yale Literary Magazine entitled “The Girl in
White.” Because his father could not afford to keep him at
Yale, Al had to transfer briefly to LSU but was able to com-
plete his undergraduate degree at George Washington Uni-
versity by working at the U.S. Department of Agriculture dur-
ing the New Deal administration of FDR.

4 State v. Tate, 171 So. 108, 112 (La. 1936). The trial court also erred by refus-
ing to hear evidence of jury-rigging by the district attorney. Id. at 113.
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Albert Tate, Jr.
New York Military Academy, 1937.



During his sophomore year in college, Al's mother took
her own life. Al was brokenhearted by his mother's death.
But, true to character, he carried on. He finished college with
his class of 1941 and won a literary prize for a play he wrote,
“Beauty in the Moonlight,” which was presented at George
Washington University on April 1, 1941.

In the fall of 1941 Al began his first year at Yale Law
School. Then along came Pearl Harbor and, like so many other
patriotic Americans, Al enlisted and served in the Counter In-
telligence Corps until the end of the war. Master Sergeant Tate
resumed his law studies and received his L.L.B. from Yale Law
School in 1947. Al studied law for another year at LSU and
received his Certificate in Civil Code Studies in 1948.

He then entered private practice with L. O. Fusilier who
had graduated from LSU in 1947. They opened a law office on
Court Street in Ville Platte. Mr. Fusilier came from a large fam-
ily in the Ville Platte area, offering the fledgling firm of Tate
and Fusilier at least the prospect of steady work. However, Al
and L. O. made very little money during the first few years of
their practice. Always the optimist, in April 1949 Al married
Miss Claire Jeanmard, a bishop’s niece, and celebrated their
honeymoon in Havana, Cuba. Years later, Al would delight
their five children with the story of how he and Claire were
“marooned” in the most expensive hotel in New Orleans until
L. O. collected a sizeable legal fee and wired him the funds to
settle the hotel bill.

During their six years in practice Al and L. O. handled
both criminal and civil matters, including plaintiff’s tort suits,
worker’s compensation claims, auto accident cases, domestic
relations, wills and some real estate work. Although the firm
prospered and they held one another in high esteem, Al wanted
to be a judge and L. O. to run for District Attorney. Both suc-
ceeded. In 1954 Al was elected to the First Circuit Court of
Appeal. L. O. won the D.A.’s race that same year and later
became a District Judge in Ville Platte.
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At long last Al had what he wanted, the opportunity to
use his great intellect and boundless energy in a vast enter-
prise (that he would later term the “justice function”) to serve
the needs of the community through the enlightened use of
the judicial process. For, as Judge Tate would later explain,

The fundamental purpose of all legal systems of
Western civilization is to provide just determi-
nations for the practical disputes of mankind.
This purpose is the yeast that vitalizes the other-
wise inert masses of legal theories and rules. To
attempt to understand or explain or apply law
without reference to this underlying consider-
ation is to miss the essence of legal systems and
the judicial process. Although statutes and pre-
cedents are indeed the body of the law, “policy”
-- or justice -- is its soul.’

Deserving as he was, Al would not have been elected to
the appellate bench in 1954 (at age 33) without the help of his
family, particularly his uncle and parrain (godfather), J. Cleve-
land Fruge, who was then a District Judge in Ville Platte.® Earl
Long was already planning to seek another term as Governor
of Louisiana in the 1956 election, and he wanted Judge Fruge,
who was well liked and respected, to run against the incum-
bent for a seat on the First Circuit Court of Appeal. Judge Fruge
wanted to help his nephew become a judge. So he took Al
with him on a visit to Earl Long’s farm in Winn Parish and

5 Albert Tate, Jr., “Policy” in Judicial Decisions, 20 La. Rev. 62, 74-75 (1959).
¢  Judge Tate was the youngest person in this century to have served on
the Louisiana Supreme Court or a Court of Appeal. Louisiana District
Judge’s Ass'n, BIOGRAPHIES OF LOUISIANA JUDGES (1965 ed.). He
was joined by his Uncle Fruge on the newly constituted Third Circuit Court

of Appeal in 1960 and its courthouse was renamed in honor of Judge Tate
last year.
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persuaded Long to support the young lawyer from Ville Platte,
Albert Tate, Jr.

To Earl Long’s surprise, and the delight of Judge Fruge,
Al proved himself to be an effective campaigner and a very
good politician.” He had that special gift of being able to warm
up to all people and make them feel good about who they were.
He wanted them to know that he would never forget he was
one of them. Becoming the people’s judge that he aspired to
be, Al Tate ran unopposed in every other judicial election for
the rest of his life, including his election as an Associate Justice
to the Supreme Court of Louisiana in 1970.

Judge Tate wore the mantel of justice wisely and well
for over thirty years. His extraordinary accomplishments as a
judge were not only the outpouring of a brilliant mind hard at
work to perfect the judicial craft. There was more to Al than
this. He was also a man of character, a good man who treated
everyone with courtesy and respect and, perhaps most impor-
tantly, a man who understood human frailty and remembered
to include that understanding to achieve what he believed was
just.

In his first published speech after going on the bench,
“The Role of the Judge in the American Republic,” Judge Tate
set forth his vision of what a judge must be:

7 Alintroduced Governor Earl Long to Senator John F. Kennedy at the 1956
Democratic National Convention in Chicago. Alloved telling stories about
Earl Long and probably knew this one by heart. When Kennedy called on
Long in his hotel suite at the "56 Convention, to request his support for the
vice-presidential nomination, Earl insisted that he take off the expensive
shoes he was wearing and put on a pair of cheap shoes Earl had just bought.
Kennedy left the room still wearing Earl’s shoes. Michael L. Kurtz and
Morgan D. Peoples, EARL K. LONG: THE SAGA OF UNCLE EARL AND
LOUISIANA POLITICS 266 (1990).

® Albecame a Circuit Judge on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the 5th Circuit
in 1979, where he served with great distinction to the end of his life in 1986.
Alvin B. Rubin, Constitutional Protection for the Barber in Ville Platte, 61 Tul.
L. Rev. 715 (1987).
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