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I n September 2017, shortly before his retirement from the bench, 
Judge Thomas N. O’Neill Jr., former Chancellor of the Philadelphia 
Bar Association, invited me to meet with him and review some of 

his mementos from his years of Association activities. I had come to 
know him on a personal level from seeing him spend his leisure time 
near my home, and getting advice from him as a former Chancellor.  
After his death on Jan. 16, 2018, this article is dedicated to the memory 
of him as a friend to both the bench and bar.

In 1976, the year of the nation’s 
Bicentennial, Thomas N. O’Neill Jr., 
partner at Montgomery McCracken, 
Walker & Rhoads LLP, became the 
49th Chancellor of the Philadelphia 
Bar Association.  That year, Chancellor 
O’Neill welcomed the ABA and 
the Pennsylvania Bar Association 
to celebrate the 200th anniversary 
of the birth of our nation.  A special 
Bicentennial issue of this magazine, 
then called The Shingle, featured articles 

about the history of Philadelphia and 
the meaning of being a “Philadelphia 
lawyer.” The Philadelphia Bar 
Reporter, then called The Retainer, 
included a pull-out section with tips on 
historic tours, shopping and restaurants 
including “Friday, Saturday, Sunday,” 
then called “Friday, Saturday, Sunday 
and Thursday, Too.”

Chancellor O’Neill was a highly 
regarded Association leader, who 
worked on issues including lawyer 
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advertising, improving insurance rates for professional liability 
coverage and creating a new Commission on Judicial Selection 
and Retention. In a 1975 Association news release, he said it 
was his hope that such a commission would “assure a greater 
degree of accountability and improvement on the part of our 
judges in those instances where it is needed.” As a lawyer, 
his style in the courtroom was noted, in a 1975 edition of The 
Shingle, as being “so smooth and his manners so impeccable 
that opponents almost appear[ed] to enjoy losing to him.” 

O’Neill’s bar service overlapped with the first woman chair of 
the Association Board of Governors, Norma Shapiro. Shapiro 
was destined to become the first woman Chancellor when 
O’Neill encouraged her to put her name in for consideration 
as a federal judge. He had heard that President Jimmy Carter 

wanted to appoint a qualified woman.  Attorney Shapiro 
stepped away from the bar to become the first woman judge of 
the Eastern District of Pennsylvania.

“Tom” liked to play tennis with his wife, friends and bar 
leaders and give awards out to everyone after the matches.  
Tennis tournaments were held during Association events, such 
as a Bench-Bar and Annual Conference chaired by O’Neill at 
the Deauville in Atlantic City.  According to the 1975 article in 
The Shingle, a loss of a tennis match - especially to his wife 
Jeanne - evoked in him “only a slightly more intense feeling 
than does notification of an adverse finding in a major anti-
trust case.”  

After serving as Chancellor in 1976, O’Neill became Zone 
One Governor of the Pennsylvania Bar Association and served 

Shapiro was destined to become the first woman Chancellor 
when O’Neill encouraged her to put her name in for 

consideration as a federal judge.
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on its Board of Governors from 1978 to 1981.  From 1981 
to 1982 he was president of the Conference of County Bar 
Leaders.  O’Neill was headed to become president of the 
Pennsylvania Bar Association, had he not been tapped in 1983 
to become a federal judge.

As a jurist, Judge O’Neill was highly regarded by his law 
clerks, including John Summers (1984-86) and John Lavelle 
(1988-90). Summers spoke at Judge O’Neill’s funeral and 
relayed some of the rules the judge followed:

Central to Judge O’Neill was his unfailing kindness.  On 
my first day of my clerkship, the Judge explained that he had 
a few rules.  One was that the handful of us that worked in his 
Chambers would be working closely with each other, and that 
we should every day say good morning and good evening.  
His second rule was that all of us were to be considerate to 
everyone – lawyers, parties, court personnel -- always.  In 
part, he explained, that is the right way to behave to others.  
Reflecting a deep appreciation of what it means to serve as 
a judge, he further explained that this courtesy would also 
contribute to ensuring confidence in the judicial process 
because it would better ensure that the public understood 
that everyone in Chambers was thoughtful, attentive and 
considerate.  

Lavelle felt very fortunate to be his clerk. He said, “He 
was the best boss I ever had – a patient teacher, brilliant but 
understated, warm and courteous, and so much fun to spend 
time with.”  

According to Summers and Lavelle, Judge O’Neill presided 
over two of the biggest non-jury trials of those times, including 
Allen-Myland, Inc. v. International Business Machines Corp., 
a complex antitrust and intellectual property dispute between 
a computer services company and a manufacturer and seller of 
mainframe computers.  These trials involved leading antitrust 
and intellectual property litigators, as well as former U.S. 
Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach and Harvard Law 
School Professor Arthur Miller as witnesses.  

Judge O’Neill also presided over In re: Sunrise Securities 
Litigation, an MDL (consolidated for pretrial proceedings) 
arising from the failure of Sunrise Savings and Loan.  There 
were a multitude of claims, including securities claims by 
shareholders, claims by depositors and breach of fiduciary duty 
claims by the receiver against officers, directors, accountants 
and attorneys.   Many prominent Philadelphia lawyers and law 
firms represented the parties.  Judge O’Neill made notable 
rulings, including rejecting a proposed class settlement that was 
conditioned on entry of a settlement bar order that did not reduce 
liability for non-settling defendants in the manner required by 
federal law; and recognizing on a motion for reconsideration 
that lawyers can have privileged communications with a law 
firm’s in-house counsel concerning potential liability issues for 
the law firm, even if the client had waived privilege, which was 
a change in Judge O’Neill’s initial decision.

Judge O’Neill attended many bar events and meetings over 
the years after he became a judge, and he was happy to mentor 
Association leaders.  At events, he introduced himself as “Tom 
O’Neill,” not judge.  According to the Almanac of the Federal 
Judiciary, Judge O’Neill “was one of the great trial lawyers… a 

great judge… universally respected and perhaps loved.”
Judge O’Neill was indeed loved by all and made friends 

around the world with whom he remained in close contact.  
“Tom” would frequently call Chancellors for advice on who 
to vote for in the Association elections and attended meetings 
until his retirement from the bench in September 2017. He 
enjoyed travel, fishing, singing, and being with his family. It 
was a pleasure to go bowling with my son and see him bowling 
with his grandsons.  He enjoyed dining with his wife and 
always remembered what everyone had to eat.

Tom was a devoted husband to his wife, Jeanne; a father of 
three to Carrie O’Neill, Tom O’Neill III and Ellen Deitrich; 
and beloved grandfather to Jake, Sean and Alex Deitrich, 
and Helena and Amelie O’Neill.   He is highly regarded by 
his former partners, his law clerks and former and present 
Chancellors, many of whom attended his overflowing funeral 
mass at the Cathedral Basilica of Saints Peter and Paul.

We will miss him.

Note: On February 15, 2018 the Philadelphia Bar Association 
passed an In Memoriam resolution in recognition of the 
contributions of the Honorable Thomas N. O’Neill, Jr.  

Kathleen D. Wilkinson (kathleen.wilkinson@wilsonelser.com), 
partner, Wilson Elser Moskowitz Edelman & Dicker LLP, is a past 
Chancellor of the Philadelphia Bar Association.




