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REMEMBERING ERIC J. SCHMERTZ 

Eric Lane* & Alan N. Resnick** 

Eric J. Schmertz was our friend and colleague for more than three 
decades, including our dean for seven years.  His many talents and 
professional accomplishments have been well publicized and 
documented.  He was a gifted teacher who enriched the lives of his many 
students.  As one of the most prominent and successful labor mediators 
and arbitrators of his generation, he played key roles in resolving 
numerous labor disputes—including the New York City nursing home 
strike, the New York and Chicago Firefighters’ strikes, the New York 
taxicab drivers strike, the strike of the Radio City Music Hall Rockettes 
and, most recently, the New York City police officer’s salary dispute.  
He also served in many high-profile public positions—such as 
Commissioner of Labor Relations for New York City, director of the 
New York State Board of Mediation, and member of President George 
H.W. Bush’s Board of Inquiry on the nation’s largest railroads. Eric’s 
remarkable achievements need no elaboration to the readers of this 
journal. 

While the nation will miss Eric Schmertz’s enormous commitment 
to public service, we will miss him even more as a man of great warmth, 
impeccable style, striking grace, and unmistakable dignity.  He lived life 
zealously and he embraced all of its ceremony. Dean Schmertz and his 
lovely wife Harriette, as the Law School’s gracious First Lady, were 
constant hosts of faculty parties, annual softball games, teas, and faculty 
retreats. Nobody loved a good party more than Eric. 

The formality of his style was also contagious.  He was the only 
person who could ever make us love to wear a tuxedo, and dream of 
owning a red Jaguar with “Law Dean” plates.  And for those of us for 
whom he provided distinguished professorships, he demanded that we 
wear large bronze Olympic-style medals draped in a ribbon to wear over 
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our academic gowns.  And we liked this as well. Eric also added a 
special sense to every graduation during his deanship by having each 
graduating class led down the aisle by the New York City Firefighters’ 
famous bagpipes and drums.  But we did draw the line at his annual last 
day of class tradition of wearing a bright red blazer.  Nor did we join 
him as teammates when, at 60, Eric, after attending the New York Mets 
fantasy baseball camp in Florida, proudly returned to work as dean 
wearing his full-dress official Mets uniform. 

Eric also had a limitless capacity for humor.  He was very funny, a 
skilled story teller, and, even better, a great comic audience, with the 
most genuine and hearty laugh.  And it got better when he was the target 
of that humor. We will never forget the elaborate dinner for faculty and 
their significant others that Dean Eric J. Schmertz hosted at the 
University Club featuring a Friars Club celebrity-style roast of himself.  
We both had the pleasure of lovingly attacking Eric’s vulnerabilities 
while he sat in front of the podium hysterically laughing as 
uncontrollably and contagiously as any audience can laugh. But not to be 
outdone Eric then responded by showing a film he had made for the 
event in which, dressed as General George Patton, he delivered a most 
passionate and memorable speech commanding his Hofstra troops to 
overcome whatever obstacles may stand in their way. That was Eric’s 
way of laughing at life and at himself. 

Eric also was a man of dreams. Despite all of his extraordinary 
professional accomplishments as a living legend in his field, Eric still 
dreamed of more things to do.  He dreamed of being a professional 
baseball player, having come close in his teenage years when the 
Pittsburgh Pirates offered him a contract.  Later he dreamed of becoming 
the New York City Fire Commissioner.  And finally he dreamed of 
being an ambassador.  This ambassadorial dream was not an unanchored 
fantasy.  Eric’s wisdom, skills, experience, and connections made such 
an appointment eminently achievable, but as moderateness slipped from 
American politics so did his chances for this job. About this there was 
nothing he could do; his warmth and sense of inclusiveness prohibited 
him from adopting the extreme views which were becoming those of his 
political party. Nobody understood that better than Eric, who would 
accept that fate, shake his head, and move on, always in a positive 
direction. 

While America did not benefit from what would been the result of a 
Schmertz ambassadorship, Hofstra Law School did. As our ambassador 
to the outer world we basked in the glory of his great reputation, 
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benefitted from his trust and encouragement, and learned from his go-
for-it attitude. We enjoyed his sense of civility and fun, and joined 
together in his plots to improve the school. 

We both personally are deeply indebted to Eric for helping us in the 
development of our own careers.  Eric strongly supported us in our 
quests to make an impact in our respective fields.  He took a personal 
interest in helping both of us reach our professional goals.  As dean, he 
made it possible for us to step out of the law school environment to 
engage in outside professional activities, including law-reforming 
government positions.  He was truly an “impact dean” and wanted his 
faculty to become important players in our profession and our 
communities, thereby advancing the reputation of its individual faculty 
members and bringing prominence to the Law School.  He worried about 
his faculty becoming too isolated, trapped inside the academic halls with 
no contact with the greater legal community. 

For us, Eric’s self-produced film about himself as General Patton 
was the most creative, nuttiest, and funniest effort of his career, but it 
was only in that sense that it captured Eric’s spirit.  No Patton was he. 
Despite his great successes, he never fell on the sword of arrogance or 
infallibility, but until his end remained the same wonderful man we had 
know for more than thirty years. We salute you our general and miss you 
our brother. 

 
 
 


