Alice Ballard, lawyer, musician, fighter for justice, 77
by Len Lear
Alice Walker Ballard, 77, daughter of famed horticulturist Ernesta Drinker Ballard and Fredric Lyman Ballard, co-founder of the prominent Ballard Spahr law firm, died of cancer Monday, Sept. 8, at the Hospital of the University of Pennsylvania. An attorney herself, Ballard was a fierce fighter for employment rights, particularly for victims of sexual harassment, whistleblowers and discrimination on the basis of race, gender, religion, disability, pregnancy, etc., and an unyielding advocate for equality and justice for more than a half-century. 

Ballard was a graduate of Springside School, Harvard University and Harvard Law School. She grew up in Chestnut Hill and lived in Mt. Airy with husband, Josh Mitteldorf, a fellow Harvard graduate whom she met at her 10-year class reunion in 1980, from 1982 until their separation in 2002. She then lived in East Falls for the rest of her life. 
Ballard was also a very talented musician. Having played the cello as a child, she honed her ensemble skills as a singer in Harvard's Memorial Church Choir and later sang with Singing City and Choral Arts Society of Philadelphia. She was the principal cellist of the Chestnut Hill Community Orchestra for many years, where she encouraged and admired the musical participation of those around her. Later, she played with the Orchestra Society of Philadelphia as well as local chamber music groups.
“Among Alice’s remarkable strengths was an ability to enhance others,” her daughter, Sarah, who has written and directed theatrical works at Allens Lane Art Center, told us last week. “Alice's presence was powerful, at times subtle, and deeply unselfish. Rarely calling attention to herself, she offered unconditional support, counsel when asked and love to her neighbors, clients, colleagues and family. At home, Alice reveled in the glory of gardening and, like her parents before her, the joy of always having a dog by her side.”

“Alice dedicated her life to advocating for workers' rights,” added Mitteldorf, Ballard's former husband of 20 years who remained friends after a divorce. “Alice was a longtime member of the National Employment Lawyers Association (NELA), where she was known for her bold thinking and unwavering belief in justice. Alice received NELA’s Distinguished Service Award in 2020. Her main issue was always 'What is the client's goal and how can it best be achieved?'”

Ballard's clients included skilled, clerical and hourly workers, victims of wage theft, retirees and professionals of all ages and circumstances. She was modest and self-effacing about her achievements, but she was given many awards such as “Best Lawyers of 2013” from U.S. News and World Report, “Top Attorneys in Pennsylvania, 2012” from Philadelphia magazine and “Best Labor and Employment Lawyers in America,” 1997 to the present, from Martindale-Hubbell, which has been evaluating attorneys all over the country for 138 years.
After college, Ballard worked for a poverty law center in Maine and then for many years at the Public Interest Law Center in Philadelphia. She opened her own practice in center city in 1998. Among her more prominent cases were one for a whistleblower who won $318,520 in 2015 from the Philadelphia School District, one against U.S. Steel in 1978 for discrimination, a retirement pension reduction case in 2005 involving more than 2,000 workers, a female lawyer in a gender discrimination case in 1993 and Major League Baseball umpires in 1999.

In a 2017 interview with the Philadelphia Inquirer in response to questions about movie mogul Harvey Weinstein, who was found guilty of years of sexual exploitation, Ballard said, “This was a particularly notable case in that he's a very powerful man, holding a wide swath of power over people in the movie industry … We're not used to seeing such a powerful man with such a repertoire of behavior. He'd gotten away with it for so long; he had a long career as a harasser. His case is certainly extreme.
“On the other hand, men in power have been harassing women forever, and they will continue to do it. The goal is exercise of power: control over women that has a sexual component … We do see more age harassment now than we used to see — companies coming down more on an older worker. But as far as women in the workplace are concerned, it's been the same all along.”
There are numerous testimonials from former clients on Ballard's website (awballard.com) like this one from N.K.: “Let me take a moment to say thank you again. I really don’t know what I would have done without you. There were some dark days in there, and knowing I had you on my side got me through it. I’ll never forget the help you gave me. God bless you.”
In addition to her music and dedication to her clients, Ballard maintained a blog (workandworkingblog.wordpress.com) where she posted poems, profound passages from literature, works of art and songs about work and working. 
Alice is survived by two sisters, Ernesta Ballard and Sophie Bilezikian, and two daughters, Madeline Ballard and Sarah Mitteldorf, who were both adopted from China as children. Her brother, Frederic Ballard, predeceased her. A celebration of her life will be held at a later date. 
Donations in her name may be made to the Orchestra Society of Philadelphia, c/o Peter Heinemann, Treasurer, 205 Greenwood Ave., Wyncote, Pa. 19095; and the Free Library of Philadelphia Foundation, 2000 Hamilton St., Suite 201, Philadelphia, PA 19130.
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