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The part-time position, 
despite its prestige, 
involved sometimes 
mundane service:  his 
first cases were “old 
offender” drunks.60

	 Just a month after Finger took his seat on the bench, the United 
States entered World War I.  Although exempt from military service 
because of his new position, the 26-year-old Finger believed that he 
should serve, and as the war ground on he felt a growing unease.  
Finally, in May 1918, he enlisted as a buck private.  The war ended 
in November 1918, and as the December holidays approached, 
Finger found himself still in uniform and not quite home, awaiting 
demobilization at Edgewood Arsenal in Maryland.  He was eager to 
return to his family and his work, and Richards was just as eager to 
regain his esteemed colleague.
	 “My dear Aaron,” Richards wrote, “if there is anything that I can 
do to assist you in getting discharged let me know as I am anxious 
to get you back.”61  Whether Richards had any hand in it or not, 
his anxiety was alleviated within a few months—Finger returned 
to the bench and to the practice in early 1919.  That year, Finger 
married Anna E. Breskman.  The couple had a daughter, Ruth, and 
a son, Louis.  Born in 1920, Louis J. Finger would one day join his 

World War I had begun among the European powers in July 1914, but it did not 

involve the United States directly until April 1917.  A year later, America had yet 

to break the stalemate in the trenches; casualties were mounting, and Aaron 

Finger made a bold decision.  His oldest brother, Matthew, was already fighting 

in France—now, Finger thought, it was his turn to join the Allied cause.  He did 

so with characteristically understated aplomb.

On Saturday, May 18, 1918, at the Municipal Court, a reporter for the Morning 

News described the courtroom scene.  Judge Finger “completed the morning’s 

docket” while strains of music could be heard from bands playing a block away 

near the former County Courthouse, which served as a recruiting center.  Then 

Finger announced that “he ‘would have to go now,’ ” and “the new soldier of 

Uncle Sam shook hands with .  .  .  [fellow judges] and other members of the bar 

present, the court officers and the newspaper men, and went swiftly out of the 

room to take his place with the column of marchers then forming for the hike to 

the railroad station, and the good-byes were over.”

From Camp Dix, New Jersey, Finger was assigned to work with personnel service, 

and when the war ended in November 1918, he found himself at Edgewood 

Arsenal in Maryland, killing time at an Army barracks and eager to return to 

Wilmington and the law.  He was finally discharged early in 1919.102

From Bench to Barracks

World War I Parade on Market Street circa 1917.

Private Aaron Finger
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father at the family firm.62  As Richards had been before him, Aaron 
Finger remained firmly committed to public service.  He completed 
his four-year term as deputy judge in the Municipal Court, and in 
1921 became chief deputy attorney general, a post he held—while 
maintaining his private practice—until 1924.63

	 In July 1919, James Insley Boyce joined Richards and Finger 
and they practiced as the “Law Offices of Robert H. Richards, 
Aaron Finger, and James I. Boyce.”  Born in Georgetown in 1888, 
Boyce attended Harvard and went overseas to Oxford as a Rhodes 
Scholar, graduating from the Honour School of Jurisprudence.  He 
was admitted to the Delaware bar in 1913.  Before joining Richards, 
he had been associated with the law firm of U.S. Senator Willard 
Saulsbury and had served in the Navy during the war.64  Equity in the 
practice was divided, with Richards holding 70 percent, Finger 16.67 
percent, and Boyce 13.33 percent.65  Soon, the growing firm moved 
into a larger suite in the DuPont Building, number 4060.66

	 The three made a formidable team with a varied practice.  In 
1920, Finger and Boyce gained compensation for a farmer whose 
barn was set afire by cinders from a passing steam locomotive.  When 
the decision was appealed the next year to the Delaware Supreme 
Court, Richards successfully argued the case on appeal.67  Also in 
1920, Richards and Finger represented the defendant, a Delaware 
corporation, in a dispute brought by bottling affiliates against the 

Coca-Cola Company.68  In the 
federal district court that July, 
the bottlers sought a preliminary 
injunction “to enjoin and restrain 
the defendant from infringing the 
property rights in good will and trade 
mark granted by the contract,” a dispute that hinged upon what 
bottlers paid for Coke syrup in relation to the price of sugar.  In 
federal district court, Judge Hugh M. Morris struck a compromise 
granting the bottlers a continuing contract but allowing the Coca-
Cola Company its exclusive right to sell the syrup.  This decision 
was appealed, but before the Circuit Court of Appeals decided the 
case, the parties settled.  According to historian Carol Hoffecker, “the 
bottlers won the right to a perpetual contract, but the Coca-Cola 
Company won the right to increase the price of the syrup at any time 
in response to rising costs of the ingredients, principally sugar.”  This 
recurring issue would keep the firm employed for decades.69

	 During the 1920s, the members of the firm deepened their 
imprint on the law through their work in the Delaware State Bar 
Association (DSBA).  The DSBA was founded in 1901 but soon went 
dormant, with activities devolving to three county associations.  
During the early 1920s, Wilmington lawyer Josiah Marvel led 
efforts to revive the DSBA and became its president.70  In January 

James Boyce was from an eminent 
Delaware family and a Rhodes Scholar.  
He joined the Richards and Finger firm 
in July 1919, but left eight years later 
for unknown reasons.
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1923, Marvel appointed Richards chairman of a committee to draft 
new bylaws for the association.71  Richards completed the job in 
two months, and the bylaws were adopted after only a few changes 
and additions.72  Richards next served on the DSBA Grievance 
Committee, while Boyce joined the Committee on Amendment to the 
Federal Receivership Statute and chaired the Committee on English 
and Pennsylvania Civil Practice Acts.73

	 It was in DSBA activities that Richards first worked closely with 
Caleb S. Layton, who was destined to take a place as a founder of 

the modern-day firm.  In 1923, 
Marvel published Delaware 
Corporations and Receiverships, 
the first compilation of 
case law annotations to the 
various sections of the general 

corporation law, citing as his source the notebooks of case digests 
compiled and regularly updated by partner Caleb Layton.74  Two years 
later, Richards served with Layton (who was then Wilmington’s city 
solicitor) on a DSBA committee on law reform and on a committee 
to arrange speakers for the monthly DSBA meetings.75  The two had 
much to talk about.
	 Layton, born in Georgetown on April 1, 1886, was the son 
of Dr. Layton, who had helped further Richards in Delaware 
Republican politics at the turn of the century.  Young Layton attended 
Mercersburg Academy and the University of Pennsylvania, where he 
earned a bachelor’s degree in 1907 and a law degree in 1910.  Layton 
continued his legal education assisting a prominent Dover lawyer—
most likely Henry Ridgely, Jr.—and then practiced in Wilmington 
in a firm with Josiah Marvel.76  In 1913, Layton married Helene H. 
Mustard and they had three children: daughters Virginia and Ann 
and son Rodney, who, like the sons of Richards and Finger, would 
later join his father at Richards, Layton & Finger.77

Charles Richards, about the 
time he joined his father’s firm 
and served as Delaware’s chief 
deputy attorney general.

Robert Richards and Aaron Finger would have walked to the Federal Building on Ninth 
Street between Shipley and Orange to argue before the Federal District Court on behalf 
of the Coca-Cola Company.
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Newly constructed Wilmington City Hall and New Castle County Courthouse.
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       In July 1927, Boyce 
decided to leave the 
partnership; he continued 
to practice law before 
dying unexpectedly 
just three years later.78  
Richards’s elder son 
Charles became an 
associate the month 
before Boyce left the 
firm.  The next summer 

he was made an equity partner.79  Charles F. Richards had attended 
the Taft School and Yale, graduating from its Law School in 1927, 
and was a dedicated corporate lawyer with a wry sense of humor and 
an easy-going manner.  He was later known to greet partners and 
associates alike with a friendly “Howdy!”80  Soon after joining the 
firm, Charles followed his father’s example and served as chief deputy 
attorney general of Delaware.81

	 Robert Richards was elected president of the DSBA at its annual 
meeting in February 1928, and during his two-year tenure he divided 
the General Legislative Committee into two groups, allowing one 
to deal solely with amendments to the general corporation law and 
the other to deal with general legislation.82  Richards also appointed 

Layton to chair the Committee on Amendments to the Corporation 
Law and added Boyce to the Committee on Amendments to the 
Statute Laws of the State.83

	 It was also in 1928 that Richards learned that Louis L. Redding 
was being kept from taking the Delaware bar exam.  Redding was a 
graduate of Harvard Law School, but he was black.  When it came to 
race relations, Delaware in the 1920s was still very much a southern 
state.  It was, therefore, very difficult for Redding to find an attorney 
willing to act as a preceptor.  Richards broke ranks and assisted 
Redding.  After what the DSBA history called “political maneuvering,” 
Richards’s long-time friend and admirer, Daniel O. Hastings, chief 
judge of the Municipal Court, agreed to serve as Redding’s preceptor.  
In 1929, Redding was admitted to the bar.  It would be 27 years before 
another black lawyer would join the Delaware bar.84

	 Throughout the late 1920s, the Richards firm took on ever more 
ambitious cases, some with millions of dollars at stake.  In one 1926 
case, for example, Richards served as co-counsel with Charles Evans 
Hughes, a former U.S. Supreme Court justice, secretary of state, and 
future chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court.85  During the decade, 
Richards also became increasingly influential in the Wilmington 
business community.
	 In the late 1920s, after years of professional acquaintance and a 
growing friendship, Richards asked Caleb Layton to join his firm.86  

Delaware, from an early 
1900s trade card.
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Layton brought to the firm a standard of careful research that came to 
distinguish the practice.  He also continued to maintain his digest of 
Delaware corporate law.  Its pages were bound in a frame that could 
be unscrewed; his notebook was studded with handwritten entries.  
“He would meticulously write down each case as it came along, under 
a particular subject category; and what it decided, very succinctly—
the citation,” one colleague recalled.  “Or, if there was some change in 
the statutory law, he would enter that.”  All this he continued to share 
with his partners, other lawyers, and judges.87  Curiously, Layton’s 
mastery of case law contrasted sharply with his social skills.  He had 
trouble recalling the names of his secretaries, which names, of course, 
were not entered into his compendium.88

	 Despite this shortcoming, Richards clearly saw much potential 
in his new partner.  As of April 15, 1929, the firm became known as 
“Richards, Layton & Finger,” with equity distributed at 60 percent for 
Robert Richards, 20 percent for Caleb Layton, 15 percent for Aaron 
Finger, and 5 percent for Charles Richards.89  And while Robert 
Richards would continue to dominate the firm, he had drawn about 
him partners whose special talents and cooperative efforts heralded a 
future of greater distinction. 

A Georgetown native, Caleb Layton joined Richards and Finger to form the presently 
named firm in 1929.
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Waiting out the Great Depression.




