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	 It was a blast being able to catch 
up with many of you at our “live” 
events these past few months. We’ve 
all been video chatting for almost 3 
years now and both the Holiday Party 
in December and our recent spring 
Happy Hour/ Speed Networking event 
taught us that it just isn’t the same as 
being able to enjoy a conversation 
with friendly colleagues, face to face 
and in person. 

	 I also hope everyone enjoyed 
their winter season and was able to 
stay safe (and dry) during these past 
few months when we saw some record 
rainfall and erratic weather right here 
in our own backyard. Let’s not forget 
those in our community who experi-
enced some of the worst effects of the 
recent storms (Danville in particular 
was the subject of a viral video show-
ing flooding on a residential street 
that I’ve never before seen in the East 
Bay Area, despite being a lifelong 
resident). 

	 Aside from this adverse weather, 
there is another issue at hand right 
now that we in the legal community 
cannot ignore. 

Bob Somal
EACBA President

Spring is in the air!
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Born and raised in New York, my 
family moved to California three 
days after I graduated from high 
school. I attended college with 
my husband at Western Kentucky 
University in Bowling Green, KY 
and obtained my Associate of Arts 
Degree in Legal Secretarial Science. 
I loved living in the South and 
experiencing a different lifestyle 
and culture. The pace was much 
slower than in New York and 
California, and the people were 
warm and friendly and so very well 
mannered.

While my husband completed his 
senior year in college I worked at 
my first law office.  It was a small of-
fice off the town square and around 
the corner from the courthouse. 

I worked for a sole practitioner, 
Ernest P. Gregory, who practiced 
criminal and personal injury law. It 
was my understanding at one time 
he had been recognized as one of 
the best criminal attorneys in the 
state of Kentucky.  He was unlike 
any other person I had ever met. He 
was crude, brash, and loud. Being 
a twenty-year old at the

time, I was a bit intimidated by him.   
All dictation was done using my 
shorthand and at times he was dif-
ficult to understand because of his 
accent. All legal documents were 
typed using layers of carbon paper, 
and if I made a typo, I had to use 
an eraser on all the copies. I found 
the work fast paced, demanding, 
but very interesting. There were

times I wished I could quit, but 
since I was supporting my hus-
band, I did not have the luxury 
to do so.

Most of the clients were extremely 
poor. The attorney agreed to han-
dle their cases for a flat fee (I never 
saw a retainer agreement) with the 
understanding they would pay 

In Memoriam
Honorable Alice G. Vilardi

AUGUST 31, 1945 – DECEMBER 14, 2022

by  Cheryl Kozachenko, Esq.

By On December 14, 2022, Judge Alice Vilardi passed away.  
She retired from the family law bench in July 2017 after 
17 years on the bench and servings as Supervising Judge.

Judge Vilardi had a storied career in public service.  She 
earned her B.A. degree at Brown University and a J.D. at 
the former University of California Berkeley, Boalt Hall, 
now Berkeley Law. She was with the Santa Clara Public 
Defenders Office, the Hayward City Attorney’s office, EB-
MUD, in private practice and a managing attorney for the 
Administrative Office of the Courts.  She was appointed 
to the bench by Governor Gray Davis in  2001.

She worked tirelessly as a leader for the Courts and served 
on statewide and local committees.  She was recognized 
as the Judicial Officer of the Year in 2016 by the California 
Lawyers Association for her outstanding contributions to 
the practice of family law.  She taught ethics law to new 
judicial offices, and mentored newer judicial officers and 
attorneys.

 Personally, she was wonderfully kind and always inter-
ested in helping.  She organized and hosted a young law-
yers  monthly brown bag of which I was able to partake to 
help us navigate practicing but our love of the law.  We all 
were at around 5 years of practice and still green around 
the ears.  We were trying to grow up in our careers and 
navigate in the hallways of long institutional knowledge 
and practices.  She welcomed our questions (whether 
naïve or simple).  She was supportive of us coming into 
our own and in creating a stronger bar together.  Before 
retiring, she reached out to our young lawyers group to 
personally let us know how much our brown bags meant 
to her and to wish us each the very best in our careers.  

She was wonderful in mentoring us and in her everyday 
efforts on the bench.  We missed her upon her retirement.  
Upon hearing the news of her passing, I want to take a mo-
ment to truly recognize her for her kindness and warmth.  
A wonderful legacy. 

on their account weekly. It was all 
done by a handshake. Fridays were 
always busy because his clients 
would come in and pay in cash, 
mostly small amounts of $5, 10, 
or $20. The year I worked for him, 
he handled several murder cases, 
most of which involved common 
law marriages. If I was upset with 
him for something he said or did, 
his way of apologizing was saying 
“Miss Shelley I don’t think I am pay-
ing you what you are really worth” 
and he would give me a raise. Or, 
“I see there is a sale at

the store across the street, I think 
you should get something nice for 
yourself” and he would hand me 
some money. I was glad when the 
year ended, but it afforded me with 
a greater knowledge about the 
legal profession and it was a good 
foundation for my future jobs.

After my husband graduated we 
moved to California and my first 
legal job was with Miller, Critchfield 
& Eaton, which became Miller, 
Critchfield, Eaton & Noonan. The 
firm name changed again when 
Mike Kyle joined the firm.   I worked 
for Jack Noonan and thereafter 
Mike Brown when he rented office 
space. During that time Jacob Blea 
became a clerk in the office. The 
courthouse was the Livermore 
Municipal Courthouse at the time 
and Judge Al Lewis presided.

My next job was with Haines, 
Walker & Scott in Livermore and 
after that I freelanced while my 
children were young. One of my 
freelance assignments was with

Ron Hyde’s office in Dublin. I am 
fortunate I have worked with Judge 
Eaton, Judge Blea, and Judge Hyde.

After freelancing I worked for John 
Garvin in Pleasanton for several 
years. He later hired Doris Hale 

A CAREER AS AA CAREER AS A  
LEGAL SECRETARYLEGAL SECRETARY

continued page 4

By Shelley A. Neuss
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Judge Smiley reviewed the cur-
rent Covid-19 rules. The mask 
mandate is being eliminated and 
being replaced with a strong 
recommendation to wear masks.
Judge Seligman reported that in 
civil, whether or not to allow in-
person trials is still up to the indi-
vidual judges.  He will be starting 
an in-person trial in a couple of 
weeks. Jury selection will still be 
remote to avoid bringing multiple 
prospective jurors into a small 
courtroom. He expects it will 
be a while before in-person jury 
selection resumes.
The one judge being added to 
probate at Berkeley is to try to 
reduce the large backlog there. 
A dedicated probate trial depart-
ment being created in Oakland 
and is expected to handle trust 
cases.  Reducing the backlog in 
probate is still a work in progress.
There will be some changes in 
judicial assignments. My most 
recent review of judicial as-
signments does not show a lot 
of changes. Judge Don Clay is 
moving from criminal to probate 
in Berkeley. Judge Jason Clay is 
moving from Criminal in Dub-
lin to Family law in Hayward. 
Judge Colin Bowen is moving 
from Criminal at Wiley Manual 
to Juvenile at San Leandro. 
Judge Tara Flanagan is moving 
from Juvenile to Limited Civil 
in Oakland. Judge Sandra Bean 
is moving from Berkeley to the 
new Probate Trial department in 
Oakland. Judge Jennifer Madden 
has moved from criminal at Wiley 
Manual to criminal in Dublin. 
Judge Toni Mims-Cochran has 
moved from civil I Hayward to 
Criminal in Dublin.
The court is working on setting 
up a new limited collections 
department. Current collections 

Bench Bar Meeting Report, February 6, 2023

are spread around among the 
direct civil judges who collec-
tively manage about one thousand 
cases. A dedicated department 
will be a more efficient way of 
managing these matters.
The moratorium on evictions is 

likely to be lifted on March 1. 
(It has been extended to April 
29, 2023)   Berkeley has its own 
moratorium so that may be an 
exception. After the moratoriums 
expire, Judge Seligman expects 
an “Open Season” on unlawful 
detainer proceedings. There are 
likely to be a very large number 
of unlawful detainer cases going 
to trial after that which will affect 
the availability of trial judges. 
There are currently six depart-
ments for civil jury trials. Right 
now it seems they are getting out 
and he has not had to turn away 
any non-preference trials. There 
are a lot of cases in the Asbestos 
Department that are preference 
cases so that may affect the avail-
ability of trial judges.
New commissioners are being 
hired to replace the ones that ran 
for and were elected to the bench 
last November. They will have to 
go through a training program. 
They will be assigned to traffic 
courts and one civil department.
Elevator renovations are being 
carried out in the courthouses. 
That work will slow down move-
ment in the courthouses, espe-
cially at Rene C. Davidson where 
there will only be two elevators 
starting in April and continuing 
for three months.

In Criminal, a lot is in flux right 
now with the election of a new 
district attorney and a new sher-
iff. The sheriff plans to address 
feedback they have gotten about 
mental health issues at Santa 
Rita and about transportation to 

the courts. They are looking at 
ways to assist people who are 
being arrested but do not have the 
resources to post bail. 
A pilot program is being started 
to send automated reminders of 
court dates. So far it has been 
working well to avoid continu-
ances which cost money and 
people being sent back to jail after 
missing court dates. The Court 
would like feedback from the 
criminal defense bar on how well 
this pilot program is working.
Judge Pulido reported problems 
caused by retirements or re-
assigned staff. There is no plan 
to re-start dependency mediation 
at this time. The time needed to 
train court clerks is still a problem 
in getting the new clerks to the 
courtrooms, They are trying to 
recruit additional court reporters. 
Family Court Services has ended 
day of court mediations except 
in domestic violence cases. This 
was creating rather than solving 
problems. He has been authorized 
to hire more mediators and is 
hoping that once they get up to 
speed it will shorten wait times. 
Judge Pulido is planning to have a 
town hall meeting with the family 
law bar and hopes to make that a 
recurring event.
CEO Chad Fink reported on court 

operations. The most serious 
continuing problem continues 
to be the lack of clerks which is 
slowing everything down. Co-
vid caused a 20% vacancy rate. 
Things are getting better. They 
just closed a courtroom clerk 
recruitment drive. Now the new 
ones all have to be trained.  There 
are nine court reporter vacancies. 
They are working on making the 
court’s web site more friendly 
and would like to receive any 
e-mailed suggestions. The court 
is also working to replace its out-
dated traffic management system. 
Unfortunately, the estimated time 
for adding family, probate and 
mental health to eCourt has been 
pushed back to Labor Day week-
end. They are confident that the 
new date will stick. The problem 
is that the upgrade must be done 
over a three-day weekend given 
the amount of user configuration 
necessary. It cannot be done by 
Juneteenth and the next possible 
window is Labor Day.
I raised the question of why 
they could not make e-filing 
similar to the federal court Pacer 
system which is very easy to 
use. I suggested there are a lot 
of lawyers who have difficulty 
finding things on the existing 
website and it should be made 
more user-friendly. Judge Smiley 
replied that he was considering 
forming a committee of regular 
users to review the website to try 
and make it more user-friendly. 
When he continued looking at 
me, I volunteered to be on that 
committee.

Covid caused a 20% vacancy rate in the courts. 
Things are getting better... They are working on 
making the court’s web site more friendly and 
would like to receive any e-mailed suggestions.

By J. Michael Brown
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Upcoming Community Events

May 19-21, 2023
Chaplin Days 
Niles Fremont  www.nilesfilmmuseum.org

May 28 & 29  •  11am -6pm
San Ramon Art and Wind Festival
Central Park, 12501 Acosta Blvd.

Saturdays  •  9am-1pm
Niles Fremont Farmers Market
Niles Town Plaza  •  37482 Niles Blvd, Fremont

June 16-July 9, 2023
Alameda County Fair
Alameda County Fairgrounds, Pleasanton CA

Slater. When Doris started her own 
practice, I worked part time and 
eventually full time.  Forty-one 
years later we are still together, 
working remotely.

As the Valley began to see in-
creased growth, more and more 
attorneys were opening practices 
here and I wanted to get to know 
their secretaries. It was at that 
time the Livermore-Amador Val-
ley Legal Secretaries Association 
was formed and I was one of the 
charter members.  We met once a 
month for lunch at Hap’s in Pleas-
anton and it

was mostly a social gathering. It 
provided the opportunity to meet 
the people you spoke with on 
the telephone and perhaps “pick 
their brain” if needed. Eventually 
as membership grew we began 
adding educational programs, and 

moved to evening meetings. We 
had grown to over 45 members and 
quite a few members worked in San

Francisco, but lived in the Valley. 
Not only did we have educational 
meetings, we had several social 
events with this bar association. We 
held a charity baseball game at the

Fairgrounds: the Eastenders vs. 
the Westenders. (T-shirts and all). 
It was a very big event with a good 
turnout from the bar association 
and lots of fun. We also held a bowl-
ing tournament and of course the 
biggest and most popular event 
was Bosses’ Night. Bosses’ Night 
was always well attended by all 
the practicing firms in the Valley.

As strong as our association once 
was, our membership began to 
decline because we could not get 
as many younger people to join 
and even before Covid we were 

LEGAL SECRETARYLEGAL SECRETARY
continued from page 2

down to about eight members. 
Regretfully, since Covid the as-
sociation became inactive.

Where everyone once was called a 
legal secretary, now we have legal 
assistants and paralegals. I have 
thoroughly enjoyed being a legal 
secretary and never wanted to 
change my career or do anything 
else. I am fortunate to have had 
so wonderful employers. Doris 
especially, was always very sup-
portive in allowing me to obtain 
additional education and training.   
She paid for my registration fees 
and when I was studying for my 
PLS exam (national legal secretarial 
certificate) she allowed me time 
off work to study and paid for the 
training classes. Workshops and 
seminars are so beneficial. I hope 
all attorneys encourage their staff 
to attend and offer to pay for their 
registration fees.

In the early 1970's I attended my 
first legal seminar in San Francisco 
where I was seated with 8-10 other 
women who were asked to stand 
up and state where they worked 
and how long they had been in the 
legal profession. As person after 
person stood and said “15 years”, 
“20 years” , and even “30 years” I 
remember thinking to myself  “boy 
are they old.”  

Flash forward 30 years and I am at-
tending a seminar and was asked to 
say where I worked and how long 
I have been in the profession and 
as I stood up and said “35 years” I 
looked around the table and just 
knew all the others were thinking 
“man, she is old!” I may not be 
young any longer but not once 
in all these years have I regretted 
my decision to make being a legal 
secretary my career.
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A Blast from the Legal Past! 
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	 As a nation, we’ve been grappling for some time now with 
the issue of police brutality and the systemic mistreatment of 
certain members of our community by our criminal  justice 
framework. Many members of our community feel a certain 
level of frustration at the complexity of this problem as we 
simultaneously grapple with rising levels of violent crime and 
a shortage of qualified law enforcement officers. 

	 Unfortunately, it is now a common occurrence to hear of 
yet another mass shooting event with multiple victims happen-
ing on a seemingly regular basis. 

	 I’ve always advocated for more community involvement 
as the most productive solution to many societal issues. Rolling 
up one’s sleeves and getting involved is often the best way to 
solve any problem. 

	 This past year, I had the privilege of taking part in the 
10 week “Citizen’s Academy” offered by the Dublin Police 
Department in conjunction with the Alameda County Sheriff’s 
Department. It was an eye-opening experience to say the least. 

	 Not only did it include an in-depth tour of Santa Rita Jail 
(the 5th largest county jail in the United States), but it also 
provided valuable insight into the processes and procedures 
used by our local law enforcement agencies to effectively po-
lice our community (including the usage of body cameras and 
UAV Drones to allow for more transparency with the general 
public). 

	 Many of our local law enforcement agencies (including 
Hayward PD, Livermore PD, and Pleasanton PD) offer similar 
programs and I strongly encourage all of you to try and take 
part in one of them. 

	 We as legal professionals are uniquely positioned to act 
as a bridge between the general public and the criminal justice 
system and it is of utmost importance that we do everything in 
our power to maintain and enhance that bridge so that it doesn’t 
fall into disrepair and, ultimately, crumble. 

	 So I urge you all to do whatever is in your power to reach 
out to those around you and build more bridges within our com-
munity. Whether it’s as simple as educating yourself on local 
public services or volunteering at a pro bono clinic, I guarantee 
you’ll end up making our community a little stronger as a result. 

Thank you and stay safe,

Bob Somal, Esq.
EACBA President
www.somal-law.com

President’s Message
continued from page 1

Dublin, CA Police Services – 2022 Citizen’s Academy

Cheryl L. Kozachenko  
Newsletter Editor

CherylK@gkfremontlaw.com
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