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When Nachman asked a witness if a
corporation in the case could be said
to “contro! its own destiny,” Gary
Bostwick of Santa Monica, Califor-
nia's Bostwick & Ackerman, counsel!
for more than a dozen companies af-
filiated with the hotel, objected on the
grounds that the question was “‘exis-
tential."

The point of that objection-wise-
crack—which was sustained—was
well-taken: The questions of corpo-
rate identity that the case had come
to hang on were slippery. There is
nothing particularly existential or
ambiguous about Corbell, Eberle,
and Lyon, however. Eberle, 65, of
Boise, was U.S. trade represeatative
to Europe under President Richard
Nixon and is a retired chairman of the
American Standard Corporation.

- Lyon, 65, is a retired Air Force briga-
dier general and the founder of the
largest home-building company in
California. For about 20 years the
older men have bankrolied various
ventures organized by Corbell, 44, 2
determined Harvard-trained attor-
ney who had risen from a poor boy-
hood selling The Reader's Diges:
door-to-door in Nevada. One of his
progeny, of which he is president and
majority shareholder, is Holder's
Capital Corporation, which through a
series of subsidiaries and limited
partnerships—particularly an outfit
called Hotel Systems International—
operates hotels. One of them was the
San Juan Dupont Plaza. The plain-

H tiffs argued that all of these entities
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The courtroom looks like
the bridge of the starship
Enterprise; the jurors sitin a
box enclosed on three
sides by glass walls.

were a single enterprise that acted as
an alter ego for the three men. The
defendants responded that each of
the entities had a separate and legiti-
mate business purpose and their in-
terests were no! necessarily inter-
changeable with those of Corbell,
Lyon, and Eberle.

While Corbell actually ran Hold-
ei's Capital, the plaintiffs’ real target
of opportunity was Lyon. (The
fourth partner in the Dupont Plaza
Hotel Corp., Theodore Smythe, set-
tled out of the case in October 1987
for $8.6 million.) “The general,” as
his attorneys refer to him, is a stal-
wart Orange County conservative
and Reagan supporter whose per-
sonal fortune, estimated by Forbes
last year to be in excess of $300 mil-
lion, was sufficient to earn him a
place in that magazine’s list of the 400

wealthiest Americans. “He is a deep
enough pocket,” says Nachman hy-
rbolically, *‘that we could go after
im alone and forget about the prod-
ucts people and everything else.™

THE ISOLATION BOOTH
Not that the plaintiffs could entirely
forget about “the products people.™
While Judge Bechtle had put a
“'global’” value of $248 million on all
the claims in the case, by the time
tria! began in San Juan he had indi-
cated that the so-called “Dupont
family” piece was worth about $100
million. Anxious to keep the heat on
the hotel and thereby reduce their ul-
timate share in any settement, the
manufacturing and services defen-
dants had joined forces with the

laintiffs against Corbell, Eberie, and
yon. While that mamage of con-
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venience had worked out fairly
well—"“We’re all just friendly help-
ers,” cracked Eric Tulla, counse! for
Otis Elevator Company—it had pro-
duced some tense moments, particu-
larly during jury selection. The third-
party plaintiffs, as the products
group came {o be known, didn't
know if the same jury would hear
their case when it came time for the
plaintiffs steering committee to pur-
sue them. “We didn't know,” says
Tulla, “whether we were picking a
plaintiffs’ jury or a defendants’ jury.”

Early this March the joint plaintiffs
steering committee-third party piain-
tiffs team got a chance to Jook that
jury in the eye—through a pane of
soundproof glass. Realizing that the
case was far too large to be jammed
into his normal courtroem in Old San
Juan, Acosta had directed the con-
struction of a special courtroom and
document facility. What he wound up
with looked like a cramped version of
the bridge of the starship Enterprise.
The squads of lawyers in the case
were seated at rows of desks, each
equipped with its own microphone
wired to a control panel next to the
bench. The jurors sat in a box resem-
bling the press booth at a baseball sta-
dium, closed in on three sides by
glass walls and outfitted with a P.A.
system and video monitor.

The idea behind the arrangement
was to avoid lawyer gridlock during
bench conferences. To prevent being
mobbed by as many as 50 attorneys at
once, Acosta instead instructed the
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