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Article Text: 

Federal authorities are investigating the possible involvement of Richard M. Hirschfeld, a flamboyant, disbarred lawyer from Charlottesville, in a bizarre plot allegedly to blind a federal judge in Norfolk by throwing acid in his face. 

The aborted scheme occurred four years ago but became public this week with the unsealing of indictments against a Hirschfeld crony, Joseph Matthew Gaffney II. 

The indictments charge that Gaffney tried to hire an inmate at the federal prison in Petersburg in February or March 1993 to carry out the attack against U.S. District Judge J. Calvitt Clarke Jr. for $700. 

Gaffney "indicated that the assault should consist of taking the victim's glasses off and throwing acid in the victim's eyes or breaking both legs," according to the indictments, filed in Norfolk federal court in November. The plot was uncovered after the inmate went to authorities. 

The indictments charge Gaffney, 52, with the assault scheme and with three counts of obstructing justice. Gaffney is being held without bond in a Norfolk jail awaiting trial. 

It is unclear why it took so long for Gaffney to be indicted, though one federal source said indictments were delayed by efforts to get "better evidence." Though Hirschfeld, 49, has not been charged, he was mentioned repeatedly in the indictments. 

A federal source said Hirschfeld's possible involvement was being investigated. Hirschfeld is in jail in the Canary Islands fighting extradition on federal fugitive charges in Norfolk. 

The indictments state that Hirschfeld, in February 1993, approached the unidentified inmate at the federal prison in Petersburg and told him Gaffney "had something he wished to discuss with the inmate." Hirschfeld, Gaffney and the inmate were all in prison at the time. 

The indictments also state that Gaffney said he was detained by two FBI agents after his release from the Petersburg prison in March 1993. The agents informed Gaffney "that I was a suspect in a purported conspiracy to inflict physical injury on a federal official and that this alleged conspiracy was supposedly masterminded by Richard M. Hirschfeld." 

The indictments say that Clarke presided over Hirschfeld's trial in 1991 in which a jury convicted Hirschfeld of tax fraud. Hirschfeld, who served four years on the conviction, has repeatedly tried to get his conviction overturned and to have Clarke step down as a judge hearing his motion to set aside the conviction. 

A federal source said it was unclear whether the assault plot was a genuine one or if it was concocted as a means for forcing Clarke to step down from hearing Hirschfeld's motion. 

Hirschfeld, whose clients have included Muhammad Ali and the late Philippine President Ferdinand Marcos, was charged last year with four counts of conspiracy to obstruct justice in a simple scheme to get an early release from prison. He fled the country to avoid those charges. 

In that scheme, a man purporting to be the head of a Habitat for Humanity affiliate in Florida, wrote Virginia judges asking for Hirschfeld's early release and that of two other federal prisoners then in prison in Petersburg. One of those federal prisoners was Gaffney. Prosecutors contend that Hirschfeld orchestrated the scheme. 

Hirschfeld is seeking political asylum in the Canary Islands, where he has an apartment at Playa de las Americas, a posh beach resort area. 

Hirschfeld has a long-standing claim that he is being hounded because of a vendetta by federal prosecutors, especially former prosecutor Henry E. Hudson. Hudson denies the claim. Virginia courts, including most recently the U.S. Court of Appeals, have denied seven appeals from Hirschfeld regarding his convictions and the contention that he was being persecuted, according to sources and court papers. 

Gaffney was in the Petersburg prison on a fraud conviction for trying to collect insurance money after faking his death. 
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