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“The Commonwealth” — A Lost Art

 by  R ay McDev i t t

The lost mural, “The Commonwealth” by Arthur Mathews, as it appeared at the Supreme Court.   
Black-and-white photo of color mural, Moulin Studios

In the spring of 1924, a mural was installed in the Cali-
fornia Supreme Court’s elegant new courtroom in San 

Francisco. The mural was painted by Arthur Mathews, 
one of California’s most famous artists. Entitled “The 
Commonwealth,” it was intended to present a vision of a 
prosperous, harmonious, and cultivated Arcadian state. 
Hung directly behind the justices’ bench, it was nearly 
as long as a school bus. Three decades later, the mural 
was removed during a renovation of the courtroom. It 
has not been seen for the last 60 years. 

This article tells the story of that mural, its creator, its 
strange fate, and its successor.

Th e A rtist
Arthur Mathews was born in Wisconsin in 1860. By the 
time he was six, his family had moved to California and 
he grew up in the Bay Area. Even as a young boy, his 
passion for art was evident. From the age of ten he 
learned drafting in his father’s construction/architec-
tural business. A few years later he began formal train-
ing, taking lessons from an Oakland artist. As a young 
man he combined work as an illustrator with study at 
the San Francisco Art Association’s School of Design. In 
1885 he traveled to Paris, enrolling in the Académie 
Julian, whose faculty followed the classical academic 

tradition associated with the Parisian École des Beaux-
Arts. Its curriculum emphasized mastering the funda-
mentals of technique. Mathews excelled; he was awarded 
prizes by the Académie and for three consecutive years 
his student paintings were accepted for exhibition in the 
prestigious Parisian salons.

Upon his return to San Francisco in 1889, he began 
teaching at the California School of Design. The follow-
ing year he was appointed its director. Over the ensuing 
sixteen years, many of California’s best artists of the first 
half of the twentieth century were his students, among 
them Granville Redmond, Percy Gray, Maynard Dixon 
and Gottardo Piazzoni. (His wife, Lucia, a former student, 
could justly be included in this distinguished company. 
Arthur enthusiastically supported Lucia’s artistic ambi-
tions, for example, arranging for her to study with James 
McNeill Whistler at his studio in Paris. Lucia became an 
accomplished artist in her own right — a talented painter, 
graphic artist, and furniture designer who helped popu-
larize the Arts and Crafts movement in California.)

Beginning in the 1890s, Arthur Mathews received 
commissions from wealthy Californians for decorative 
murals to embellish their large homes. His first  public 
commission came in 1902 from the Oakland Pub-
lic Library. Arguably his most significant murals were 
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twelve panels depicting historical epochs of  California, 
to be installed in the rotunda of the State Capitol. In 
1913, announcing the Legislature’s appropriation of 
funding for the murals, the State Board of Control said:

In Mr. Mathews’ hands, our history will not only 
be history. It will be a pageant of beauty. Mathews 
is known to be a true poet in paint. His work in 
mural decoration has been compared by compe-
tent critics to that of such world-famous masters 
as [John Singer] Sargent . . . . The Board of Con-
trol feels that in selecting Mathews it has recog-
nized a Californian whose work is on the high 
artistic level where public work of such impor-
tance should be placed.
These murals display a romanticized and idealized 

historical account of both the Spanish settling of Cali-
fornia and the later American transformation. But they 
also present a vision of California’s future that is appeal-
ing to contemporary Californians — a pastoral, agrarian 
society somehow able to support a population of artists, 
scholars and musicians. They are undeniably gorgeous.

Other major commissions followed: the Panama 
Pacific International Exhibition held in San Francisco 
in 1915; a mural celebrating craftsmen and builders 
for the Mechanics Institute Library in 1917; and many 
decorative works for banks, theaters, cemeteries, etc., 
throughout the 1920s.

Mathews was thus at the zenith of his career in 1923, 
acknowledged as one of California’s great painters and 
its preeminent muralist, when he was selected to pre-
pare a mural to be installed in the Supreme Court’s 
courtroom in the new State Building, then under con-
struction in San Francisco’s Civic Center.

Tectonic forces were re-shaping the artistic world 
as the twentieth century moved on. Within a few more 
decades, Mathews’ style was out of fashion. The last exhi-
bition of his work, during his lifetime, was at the 1939–40 
World’s Fair held on Treasure Island in San Francisco 

Bay. Although Mathews had been at the very center of 
the PPIE in 1915, now only one painting of his was shown 
and that was relegated to a sideline exhibit of “historical” 
pieces. He died in 1945, just short of his 85th birthday.

In recent years, critical appreciation of Mathews’ 
technical mastery and vision has restored his reputation 
as one of California’s great artists.

Th e Mu r a l
The courtroom mural was impressive in scale. Four-
teen feet in height and thirty-four feet long, it covered 
the entire wall behind the judges’ bench. Many of its 
elements are characteristic of Mathews’ murals, land-
scapes, and figurative paintings. The palette is subdued, 
consistent with the tawny shades of late summer and the 
diffused light of late afternoon. Highlights are provided 
in blue and gold — California’s state colors. The trees 
are familiar: eucalyptus, pine, oak and redwood. The 
scene is densely populated with figures representative of 
aspects of California life, as well as by overtly symbolic 
figures, some drawn from those depicted on the Great 
Seal of California. Mathews explained the work at some 
length, in a statement published by San Francisco’s pre-
mier legal publisher, The Recorder:

The Seal of the State offered materials for the pic-
ture as perceived. Under the legend of “Eureka,” 
and the Western Sun, Athena or Minerva (the 
tutelary deity of Athens and patroness of the sci-
ences, arts and industries and, furthermore, the 
presiding genius of the courts) abides near the 
Western Seas, armed cap-a-ple, wise in peace and 
war. On the sea is a ship; a miner wields a pick in 
the middle distance; a full cornucopia is near and 
the grizzly flanks the group.

To change the figures of speech, save Athena 
and the bear, and to reshape the whole to fit the 
panel does not necessarily alter the sense of the idea 
back of the design of our State Seal. Therefore the 

Preliminary study by Arthur Mathews for his mural, “The Commonwealth.”  
Santa Barbara Museum of Art, Gift of Harold Wagner
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substance in it was accepted as the people’s voice 
— their ideal of a state’s composition and purpose.

So Athena and the grizzly were placed somewhat 
formally in a loosely symmetrical California land-
scape, in front of a semicircular seat and facing a 
font — the source of wisdom — from which flowed 
the traditions of the tribes, whose principle the par-
ent drank and then gave to the child. Around them 
were grouped the spinner — industry, mechan-
ics, merchandizing — and the whole background 
by the City, the Sea and the Ship. The “Marriage 
Ceremony” going on in the center was no concern 
of theirs; they were at work or play in [the] park 
or at the wharves. Dominating the rest, a portico 
and a tower were put at the back — one the famil-
iar leading feature of the civil monument and the 
other that of the religious shrine — the two serving 
as a reminder of the dual origin of the law. And to 
balance the space, the country life entered opposite 
the City and around the seat, holding Poetry, Phi-
losophy and the Plastic Art, from its flower beds, 
grain fields and orchards Beauty and Youth bring 
their offerings and blessings to the bride.

Among us Bride and Groom may represent, 
figuratively, the reciprocal nature of the man and 
his institutions: Age (gathered wisdom) reads to 
him from the Book (the rule of the order) sanc-
tioning the union; by the latter’s elbow is the 
bearer of the crown or ring binding it; the left one 
holds the Tablet — on which might be written the 
Constitution that restrains all alike; and back of 
him is the holder of the sheathed sword — at once 
a threat of vengeance and a promise of security.
Some appreciation for the amount of care and atten-

tion Mathews devoted to producing this allegorical 
extravaganza can be gained from a letter he wrote on 
April 11, 1924, the day after his mural was installed in 
the courtroom:

This nice morning I am taking my first moments 
of real “comfort,” after eighteen months of anxi-
ety and hard labor. If this is chaotic — these lines 
— it is because I am weary of design — “composi-
tion, color, paints, words, spaces, lines, spots, tone 
— architecture, symbols, traditions, scriptures, 
the law, principles, order etc.” And the reason is, 
I yesterday placed my “Mural” (a canvas 14 by 34 
feet) for the Supreme Court Room, State Building.

Th e Fate of th e Mu r a l
In the early 1950s, the State Building was expanded, 
principally through the addition of a plain, glass-walled 
annex which made no effort to blend with the restrained 
neo-classical architecture of the original building. At 
the same time, the courtroom underwent an extensive 

modernization. The graceful coffered dome and sky-
light were hidden by a new dropped ceiling and fluores-
cent lighting. The architectural detail on the walls was 
covered in brown Naugahyde. The Mathews mural was 
removed, replaced by a large gold-painted replica of the 
State Seal, hung against a backing of heavy dark blue 
drapery. The mural was rolled up and stored away.

The 1989 Loma Prieta earthquake caused such sub-
stantial structural damage that the State Building had 
to be vacated. The seven-story 1950s annex was demol-
ished, replaced by the new fourteen-story Hiram John-
son Building. The original 1920s State Building (renamed 
the Earl Warren Building) received a complete seismic 
upgrade and a thorough, historically sensitive rehabili-
tation. A new generation seized the opportunity to undo 
the 1950s modernization of the courtroom, which now 
looked more like vandalism. In an effort to restore the 
courtroom to its original appearance, the dropped ceil-
ing was removed, as was the Naugahyde, and the jus-
tices’ bench was redesigned to capture the spirit of the 
original. But the Mathews mural proved to be irreplace-
able — for the simple reason that no one could find it. It 
had never been seen after the 1950 renovation. A search 
had been undertaken in the 1970s, but without success. 

Barbara George, wife of then–Chief Justice Ronald 
M. George and member of the California Arts Council, 
was named Chair of the Art Committee of the San Fran-
cisco Civic Center Complex. In that capacity, she initi-
ated a new effort to locate the mural. As she recalled, 
“We made a wide-ranging search that included court-
houses, storerooms, historical societies, and art collec-
tions around the State.” But it could not be found, and 
its whereabouts remain a mystery today.

“The Commonwealth” has thus joined an illustri-
ous company of lost art, including a Donatello statue of 
Joshua which disappeared from the Duomo in Florence 
during the eighteenth century, a Jan van Eyck triptych 
removed from the cathedral at Ypres and lost during the 
Napoleonic occupation of the Netherlands, and a paint-
ing of Venus by Titian which was lost from the Spanish 
Royal Collection in Madrid.

Th e R epl acem en t for th e Mu r a l
When it became apparent that the Mathews mural 
would not be found, a competition was held to award 
a commission for a new mural. Over eighty submis-
sions were received. After these were narrowed to four 
finalists, the ultimate selection was made by the justices 
themselves. The justices entrusted the challenge of cre-
ating a contemporary mural to the noted California art-
ist Willard Dixon. Dixon’s mural, “The Eastern Sierra 
in Fall” (12 feet high x 35 feet long), has approximately 
the same dimensions as “The Commonwealth.” In other 
respects it is very different. There are no human figures 
(allegorical or representational) and no grand  buildings. 
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Rather, the mural depicts a wide landscape with the 
massive Sierra range in the center, a pale late-afternoon 
sky above, and a broad meadow in the foreground. The 
only evidence of human settlement is a small cabin, 
some fencing, and a few grazing cattle.

Barbara George recalls that one of the goals for the 
new mural was for it to convey a sense of tranquility, 
relieving the anxiety of nervous advocates. This calm 
and balanced composition seems well-suited to achieve 
that objective.

Kent Richland, a past president and current member 
of the Society’s board of directors and an experienced 
appellate attorney, when asked for his impressions of the 
new mural, offered the following thoughtful response:

I have had the opportunity to argue several times 
in that beautiful courtroom, and I have always 
loved the mural. I remember the first time I argued 
in that new courtroom, shortly after the State 
Building reopened following earthquake retrofit-
ting . . . . Walking into the new courtroom was 
a revelation. Everything about it contributed to a 
sense of dignity and significance of the tasks being 
undertaken there, from the amphitheater configu-
ration making every seat a good one, to the color 
scheme of warm wood and blue fabric, to the intri-
cately designed ceiling, to the high bench that was 
nevertheless relatively close to where the advocate 
stood. But the mural was — and is — truly breath-
taking. It somehow distills the spiritual essence of 
California, standing as a constant reminder to the 
advocate facing it that his or her efforts will leave 
an important imprint on this beautiful place in 

which we are so privileged to live. I’m not sure I 
felt any calming effect — not much can calm me 
down before an important oral argument. But cer-
tainly the mural imparted to me a sense of awe and 
appreciation, and no doubt that contributed to the 
significance to me of that event as well as every sub-
sequent argument in that courtroom.

Ve stige s of th e Mu r a l
Although the location (and, indeed, the existence) of 
the Mathews mural remains unknown, two smaller ver-
sions have been located and are now installed in the Earl 
Warren Building.

The first item was discovered during the search for 
the mural itself, at the Santa Barbara Museum of Art. 
This was a study — a smaller, preliminary version of the 
mural used by the artist as a reference while creating the 
final, full-scale painting. (It is this study that is shown in 
the photograph on page 3.) Barbara George arranged for 
the study to be photographed and, with assistance from 
artist Brian Isobe, transferred to canvas. This image, 
identical in size to the study (2 feet 6 inches x 6 feet 4 
inches), now hangs in the fifth floor entrance to the jus-
tices’ chambers.

The second discovery was fortuitous. A few years 
ago, a law clerk for one of the Court’s justices brought 
an old black-and-white photograph to work. Some law-
yer friends of his had just purchased it at a Santa Rosa 
secondhand store. Because the photograph showed the 
justices of the Court standing in the courtroom and 
appeared to have been taken in the 1920s or 1930s, the 
clerk suspected that it would be of interest to Jake Dear, 
the Court’s Chief Supervising Attorney and head of 

Today’s competition-winning mural, “The Eastern Sierra in Fall,” by Willard Dixon.  
Photo: William A. Porter
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It is very sad that this admirable piece of our cul-
tural heritage has been lost. We can hope it will one 
day be recovered.

Note on Sou rce s
Much of the information in this article is drawn from 
two publications. The first is Harvey Jones’s superb 
book The Art of Arthur and Lucia Mathews (Pomegran-
ate, San Francisco, 2006). As Kevin Starr observes in his 
Foreword, Jones was “the acknowledged expert on the 
life of this extraordinary couple” and the large-format 
book contains full-color reproductions of much of their 
work. The second is a handsome illustrated booklet 
entitled, Art and Architecture: San Francisco Civic Cen-
ter Complex (State of California, 2001) to which both 
Barbara George and Jake Dear contributed.  ✯

 chambers for then–Chief Justice George. Jake, a long-
time member of the Society’s board of directors and the 
Court’s unofficial historian, looked at the photo with 
shock and delight. Directly above the justices was a com-
plete, sharply-focused image of the long-lost Mathews 
mural. Until then, despite diligent searches, no photo-
graph of the mural had ever been seen. Jake immedi-
ately recognized the importance of the photograph. A 
careful inspection revealed the legend “Moulin Studios” 
and a reference number on the back. Jake promptly 
asked the clerk’s office to call Moulin Studios (venerable 
San Francisco photographers), which still had the nega-
tive. The Court obtained a large print, which now hangs 
directly outside the entrance to the courtroom on the 
fourth floor of the Earl Warren Building.

The final mural shown in the photograph is, as one 
would expect, far more detailed than the smaller study. 
The individual figures can readily be distinguished and 
correlated with Mathews’ dramatis personae quoted above. 
It is evident that Mathews faithfully followed the design 
shown in the study when preparing the final mural.

Both the copy of the study and the photograph are 
open to public view.

C onclusion

Billy Collins, a former American poet laureate, wrote a 
clever poem called “The Death of Allegory.” It begins:

I am wondering what became of all those tall abstractions
that used to pose, robed and statuesque, in paintings . . . 

Truth cantering on a powerful horse, 
Chastity, eyes downcast, fluttering with veils. 
Each one was marble come to life, a thought in a coat, 
Courtesy bowing with one hand always extended . . . 

They are all retired now, consigned to a Florida for 
tropes . . . .

It is true that twenty-first-century artists are unlikely 
to populate a mural with figures symbolizing Youth, 
Beauty, Poetry, etc. It is also true that the figures in “The 
Commonwealth” do not fully reflect the racial and cul-
tural diversity that characterizes California.

But it is equally true that the mural was a master-
piece of representational art and a faithful expression 
of the sensibilities of the period in which it was created. 
The work is both aspirational and nostalgic. The right 
portion of the mural shows the wooded landscape of 
pre-industrial California in which Mathews spent the 
first fifty years of his life. To the left, the fishermen use 
boats powered by sail, not steam, and the workers are 
individual craftsmen, not tied to an assembly line. In 
the center of “The Commonwealth” both the architec-
ture and the ceremonial assembly portray a society in 
which law plays a decisive and constructive role.

Now on display in the Earl Warren Building —  
new enlarged print of the Moulin Studios photo.  

Standing behind the bench are: center, Chief Justice 
William H. Waste, and, left to right, Associate 

Justices John W. Preston, John W. Shenk, Emmet Seawell, 
John E. Richards, Jesse W. Curtis, William H. Langdon. 

The justices’ photo can be dated to 1927-32, when all  
were on the Court, but the date of the mural photo is  
unknown. A compelling indicator that these are two 

separate photos is the difference in scale. The mural is 34 
feet wide. The seven justices standing almost  

shoulder to shoulder could not reach a width of more  
than 21 feet, nor could the justices be as tall from  

head to foot as the 14-foot mural above them.
The combined photo does, however, have historical  

value as a portrait of the justices and, above all, as the  
lead to the only known photo of the lost mural.

Black-and-white photo of color mural,  
Moulin Studios
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Gordon Morris Bakken’s 
latest work, A Buck in the 
Truck: The Impact of Big Game 
Hunting in the American West, 
is out to readers at the Univer-
sity of New Mexico Press. His 
previous book, The Mining 
Law of 1872, is going to paper-
back in May 2012, and his new 
book, The Westward Move-
ment, is in editorial in New 
York and scheduled for publication in November 2011. He 
is currently working on Twentieth Century California: A 
State of Stupification for the University of Arizona Press 
with a manuscript due July 2012. He reports that, “not 
surprisingly, it is the California Supreme Court that saves 
politicians from most of their errors of judgment.” He is a 
professor of history at CSU Fullerton.

Kent Richland was named 
by California Lawyer Maga-
zine as one of their Califor-
nia Lawyers of the Year and 
also named by the San Fran-
cisco Recorder as a California 
Attorney of the Year. Both 
honors were a result of his 
unanimous victory in the 
United States Supreme Court 
in City of Ontario v. Quon, 130 
S.Ct. 2619 (2010), the first case in which the Court has 
considered privacy rights in digital communications.  
He is a board member and past president of the Society.

Barry P. Goode, a new board 
member of the Society, is a 
judge of the Contra Costa 
County Superior Court, where 
he is both the Complex Civil 
Litigation judge and the 
Assistant Presiding Judge. He 
graduated from Harvard Law 
School in 1972, then served 
as Special Assistant to U.S. 
Senator Adlai Stevenson III. In 
1975, he joined the San Francisco law firm, McCutchen, 
Doyle, Brown and Enersen, where he was a litigator for 
25 years. President Clinton nominated him three times 
to the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals, but the Senate did 
not act on his nomination. In January 2001, he became 
Legal Affairs Secretary to  Governor Gray Davis, who 
appointed him to the Superior Court in November 2003.

Ellis Horvitz, a new board 
member of the Society, is 
founding partner of the 
appellate firm, Horvitz & 
Levy. He graduated from 
Stanford Law School in 1951 
and clerked for two years 
for Chief Justice Phil Gib-
son. Thereafter, he served 
as staff counsel and legal 
consultant to the United 
States Atomic Energy Commission. He has briefed 
more than 80 cases in the California Supreme Court 
and presented oral argument in more than 50. He 
is a cofounder and past president of the California 
Academy of Appellate Lawyers, and he is the author 
of many articles on appellate practice. Chambers USA 
ranked him as a “Senior Statesman” in 2007, 2008  
and 2009, calling him “the dean of the California 
appellate bar.” ✯

Horvitz photo by Edward Carreon

m e m b e r  n e w s  m e m b e r  n e w s  m e m b e r  n e w s  m e m b e r  n e w s  m e m b e r  n e w s

✯  E L E C T I O N   ✯ 
O F  O F F I C E R S

Officers of the California Supreme Court Historical 
Society were elected for a one-year term starting  
July 1, 2011, at the board meeting of June 7, 2011,  

held in San Francisco at the Supreme Court.  
David L. McFadden, as immediate past president,  

will serve on the Executive Committee.  
The officers elected are as follows:

Pr esiden t:  Da n Gru n feld 
partner at K aye Scholer

Vice Pr esiden t:  Er ic H .  Joss 
partner at Paul Hastings Janofsky  

& Walker

Tr easu r er:  Jen n ifer L .  K i ng 
senior judicial attor ney  

for the Califor nia Court of Appeal , 
Second District

Secr eta ry:  Molly Selv i n 
assistant dean for  

interdisciplinary progr ams at 
Southwester n Law School
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Chief Justice Rose Bird’s 
Chambers Furnishings Donated

By F r a nc e s  M .  Jon e s*

In a ceremony on June 7, 2011, chambers furnishings 
of Chief Justice Rose Bird were presented by Soci-

ety President David L. McFadden to Frances M. Jones, 
Director of the California Judicial Center Library in San 
Francisco, in the presence of Chief Justice Tani Cantil-
Sakauye, chair of the Society’s board of directors. The 
gift consists of a three-piece desk set, acquired by the 
Society from an anonymous donor, which now con-
stitutes the Library’s first holdings formerly owned by 
Chief Justice Bird. (Please see accompanying photos.)

*  *  *
Museum — Manuscript Repository — Archives. 
These are the three distinct roles of the California Judi-
cial Center Library (CJCL), and each role is essential 
for the development of resources for the study of Cali-
fornia Supreme Court history at CJCL’s Special Collec-
tions & Archives (SC&A). With generous support from 
the California Supreme Court Historical Society (Soci-
ety), SC&A’s collection has grown in size and scope in 
each year of the past decade.

Visitors to the library may enjoy a museum experience 
by viewing furnishings from the chambers or office work-
ing environments of Chief Justice Rose E. Bird (1977–1987), 
Associate Justice Stanley Mosk (1964–2001), and Bernard 
E. Witkin (1904–1995), widely regarded as California’s pre-
miere legal scholar. Objects from the collections are also 
exhibited in SC&A and include, for example, Chief Justice 
Phil Gibson’s judicial robe and academic garb. Tours and 
library orientations are given weekly and visitors are wel-
come to schedule visits and tours at their convenience.

The first manuscript collection SC&A received was a 
major donation given by Fred and Ruth Searls, comprising 
papers of a nineteenth-century Chief Justice, Niles Searls 
(1887–1889). The Searls Papers are a resource for study of 
his law practice in California’s gold country. With the pass-
ing of Justice Stanley Mosk on June 19, 2001, CJCL received 
its second major gift, his personal and professional papers, 
from his son, Associate Justice Richard Mosk, Second 
Appellate District, Division Five. The Stanley Mosk Papers, 
described in detail in an earlier article,1 comprise the first 
and to date the largest manuscript collection, but other gifts 
continue to arrive. Collections received to date include:

• Randolph V. Whiting, the twentieth Reporter of Deci-
sions, (1917–1940), whose papers date from 1925 to 1940.

• Bernard E. Witkin, papers dated 1931 to 1995.
Associate Justices, California Supreme Court:

• Frank C. Newman (1977–1982), papers 1917 to 1996.
• Otto M. Kaus (1981–1985), papers 1950 to 1995. 
• Joseph R. Grodin (1982–1987), papers 1979 to 1987.
• Janice R. Brown (1996–2005), papers 1996 to 2005.

 Although visitors to the library are always welcomed, 
online research into the collections has an important 
role to play. Online research is facilitated by CJCL’s 
California Supreme Court and Courts of Appeal data-
base, accessible at http://library.courtinfo.ca.gov/. More 
than 5,000 entries in the database provide both general 
descriptions of the collections as well as item listings for 
fully processed collections; service data for all justices 
who have served on the California Supreme Court or the 
Courts of Appeal; and records created for transcripts of 
the oral history interviews that were conducted as part of 
the Appellate Court Legacy Project. A researcher inter-
ested in Justice Mosk, for example, can locate specific 
data for more than 3,000 folders of his papers, as well as 
citations to articles written about him and a list of oral 
history interviews where he is discussed. 

The database makes it possible to search for and 
identify the dates of service for an individual justice, 
together with other descriptive data, including publica-
tions by or about the justice. As an example, a keyword 
search for Chief Justice Ronald M. George using his first 
and last names provides 19 results: articles he wrote, his 
service dates on the Second Appellate District and the 
California Supreme Court, and oral histories where his 
service was a topic in the conversation.

*Frances M. Jones (JD, MA), Director, California Judicial 
Center Library.  She acknowledges with gratitude the essen-
tial contribution made to this article by Martha Noble (MLIS), 
Special Collections & Archives.   They are both Members of 
the Academy of Certified Archivists.

Presentation Ceremony  
(left to right): Frances M. Jones, Director, California 

Judicial Center Library receives the Deed of Gift from 
CSCHS President David L. McFadden in the presence of  

Chief Justice Tani Cantil-Sakauye.

http://library.courtinfo.ca.gov/
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Especially because its collections are unique, CJCL has 
an educative role. Carefully researched exhibits prepared 
and presented by SC&A staff educate the public about 
court history and about SC&A collections. Although 
most exhibits are located in the Archives Room, Earl 
Warren State Building in San Francisco, exhibits hon-
oring Justice Stanley Mosk have appeared in Sacra-
mento and Los Angeles.2 The current exhibit, “ African 
Americans and the California Courts,” is a companion 
to “. . . And Justice For All: Celebrating 50 Years of Ser-
vice by California African-American Justices, 1961–2011,” 
sponsored by the California Legislative Black Caucus 
and the Administrative Office of the Courts.

Brochures accompany and describe each exhibit. 
Past exhibits include:
• Civil and Uncivil: Constitutional Rights in Califor-

nia: The Early Legal History. 
• Special Collections and Archives.
• Celebrating the Life of Stanley Mosk, 1912–2001, 

Stanley Mosk Courthouse, Los Angeles (two perma-
nent exhibits).

• Building Justice: Historical and Contemporary Per-
spectives on California’s County Courthouses.

• Common Ground/Terreno Común: Constitution 
and the Courts in Mexico and California. 

• Celebrating the Life of Stanley Mosk, 1912–2001, Stan-
ley Mosk Library & Courts Building, Sacramento. 

• Striving for Justice: Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow. 
Centennial Celebration of the Courts of Appeal.

• In Writing With Reasons Stated: The Reporter of 
Decisions and the California Official Reports. 

• Celebrating the Life of Stanley Mosk, 1912–2001, Los 
Angeles County Law Library, Los Angeles. 

SC&A owes its growth and continuation over the 
past decade in part to the generous support and inter-
est of the Society. Member inquiries and requests are 
always welcomed, by phone to (415) 865-7170 or (415) 
865-7522, or by email to archives@jud.ca.gov.  ✯

E n dnote s

1. Frances M. Jones, “The Stanley Mosk Papers,” CSCHS 
Newsletter (Fall/Winter 2008), pp. 14-17.

2. For details of the Los Angeles exhibits, see John C. Van 
Whervin, “Celebrating the Life of Stanley Mosk at the Mosk 
Courthouse,” CSCHS Newsletter (Fall/Winter 2008), p. 15.

At Chief Justice Rose Bird’s Desk 
(CSCHS board members, left to right): Kristine Knaplund, Jake Dear, Incoming President Dan Grunfeld, Supreme 

Court Associate Justice Kathryn Mickle Werdegar, John Burns, Selma Moidel Smith, President David L. McFadden, 
Chief Justice Tani Cantil-Sakauye, Past President Ray McDevitt, Court of Appeal Associate Justice James Marchiano, 

Molly Selvin, and Superior Court Judge Barry P. Goode. (Behind the viewer is the matching credenza.)

mailto:archives@jud.ca.gov
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Lying in a locked, rare book 
cabinet in East Sussex, England, 

Stephen J. Field’s original, auto-
graphed Personal Reminiscences of 
Early Days in California waited for a 
purchaser. Six thousand miles away, 
but practically next door through 
the Internet, First District Court 
of Appeal clerk Ron Poellath was 
searching through several Google 
sites for a rare book by another title 
to add to his book collection, when 
he found the book by Justice Ste-
phen Field offered for sale by anti-
quarian book dealer Ric Latham of 
Bow Windows Bookshop in Lewes, 
East Sussex. 

The book revealed itself to be 
Justice Field’s own written account 
of his early days in California as a 
lawyer, then as an alcalde in Marys-
ville, as a legislator establishing the 
Civil and Criminal Codes, and later 
as a judge. Printed privately, with 
an 1893 copyright, the book’s inside page bore Stephen 
J. Field’s signature attesting to the book’s monetary 
and historical value. (The book has been reprinted 
and is available in many academic and public libraries 
worldwide, including the Court’s California Judicial 
Center Library in San Francisco.) Poellath, a collector 
of rare books, requested photographic portions of the 
book via e-mail so that he could be satisfied with its 
provenance. A price was reached and the book subse-
quently arrived in a Royal Mail bag to Ron’s satisfac-
tion. He shared his find with CSCHS board members 
Jake Dear, Fritz Ohlrich, and the author.

The book is a highly personal narrative dictated to 
a stenographer by Justice Stephen Field in 1877 while 
he was in San Francisco. Justice Field’s friend and for-
mer court clerk George C. Gorham added a detailed 
account of the attempted assassination of Fields by 
former California Associate Justice David S. Terry in 
1889. Terry was shot to death by Field’s deputy mar-
shal bodyguard as Terry tried to bludgeon Field at a 
dining station in Lathrop, California. Terry had served 
with Field on the California Supreme Court and later 
became a sworn enemy of his colleague.

Justice Field, east-coast-educated 
and from a prominent family, was 
the fifth chief justice of California, 
serving from 1857 to 1863 and went 
on to serve on the Supreme Court 
of the United States from 1863 to 
1897, surpassing Chief Justice John 
Marshall’s record for longevity 
on the Court. His tenure on both 
courts was remarkable for his 
forceful and sometimes controver-
sial opinions.

In sixteen sections, the book 
recounts in Field’s own words his 
struggles, adventures, and accom-
plishments from 1848 to around 
1868, including descriptions of 
early San Francisco, his relation-
ship with Captain John Sutter for 
whom he drafted the deed to Sut-
ter’s land holdings, his work as 
an alcalde/local judge, life in the 
Legislature, and life on the Court, 
which he entitled in part, “The 

Annoyances of My Judicial Career and Rosy Views of 
Judicial Life Gradually Vanishing.” California’s mid-
nineteenth-century legal and political life with its unique 
personalities are brought to life in Field’s words. Justice 
Field shaped the development of state constitutional 
law, seminal land law, mining rights, and civil rights, 
particularly involving Chinese immigrants. (Justice 
Field’s early support of Chinese rights was later replaced 
by anti-Chinese sentiment as a U.S. Supreme Court jus-
tice when he supported the Chinese Exclusion Act.)

Justice Field describes his early days in an engag-
ing nineteenth-century style with a perspective that is 
naturally favorable to the author. The following pas-
sage about his time in Marysville dispensing raw justice 
when the penal code was in its infancy will give you the 
flavor of his narrative style.

One morning, about five o’clock, a man tapped at 
my window, and cried, “Alcalde, Alcalde, there 
has been a robbery, and you are wanted.” I got up 
at once, and while I was dressing he told his story. 
Nearly every one in those days lived in a tent and 
had his gold dust with him. The man, who proved 
to be Gildersleeve, the famous runner, upon going 

Justice Stephen J. Field’s  
personal reminiscences, Remembered

by J ust ic e  Ja m e s  M a rch i a no

photo courtesy California 
Judicial Center Library
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to bed the previous evening had placed several 
pounds of gold dust in his trunk, which was not 
locked. In the night some one had cut through his 
tent and taken the gold dust. I asked him if he sus-
pected anybody; and he named two men, and gave 
such reasons for his suspicion that I immediately 
dictated a warrant for their arrest; and in a short 
time the two men were arrested and brought before 
me. The gold dust was found on one of them. I 
immediately called a grand jury, by whom he was 
indicted. I then called a petit jury, and assigned 
counsel for the prisoner. He was immediately 
placed upon his trial, and was convicted. The whole 
proceeding occupied only a part of the day. There 
was a great crowd and much excitement, and some 
talk of lynching. Curiously enough, my real trouble 
did not commence until after the conviction. What 
was to be done with the prisoner? How was he to be 
punished? Imposing a fine would not answer; and, 
if he had been discharged, the crowd would have 
immediately hung him. When at San Francisco, 
Mayor Geary, of that place, told me if I would send 
my convicts to him, with money enough to pay for 
a ball and chain for each one, he would put them in 
the chain gang. But at that time the price of passage 
by steamer from Marysville to San Francisco was 
fifty dollars, which, with the expense of an officer 
to accompany the prisoner, and the price of a ball 
and chain, would have amounted to a much larger 
sum than the prosecution could afford; so it was 
clearly impracticable to think of sending him to 
San Francisco. Nor is it at all likely that the peo-
ple would have consented to his removal. Under 
these circumstances there was but one course to 
pursue, and, however repugnant it was to my feel-
ings to adopt it, I believe it was the only thing that 
saved the man’s life. I ordered him to be publicly 
whipped with fifty lashes, and added that if he were 
found, within the next two years, in the vicinity of 
Marysville, he should be again whipped. I, how-
ever, privately ordered a physician to be present so 
as to see no unnecessary severity was practiced. 
In accordance with this sentence, the fellow was 
immediately taken out and flogged; and that was 
the last seen of him in that region. He went off and 
never came back. The latter part of the sentence, 
however, was supererogatory; for there was some-
thing so degrading in a public whipping, that I have 
never known a man thus whipped who would stay 
longer than he could help, or ever desire to return. 
However this may have been, the sense of justice of 
the community was satisfied. No blood had been 
shed; there had been no hanging; yet a severe public 
example had been given (pp. 25-26).

Justice was swift, certain and indelible in 1850 
Marysville. Field proudly observed that as a result of 
his administration of justice in Marysville with “many 
desperate persons, gamblers, blacklegs, thieves, and cut-
throats; yet the place was as orderly as a New England 
village. There were no disturbances at night, no riots, 
and no lynching. It was the model town of the whole 
country for peacefulness and respect for law (p. 37).”

Professor Paul Kens has written the definitive Justice 
Field biography, Justice Stephen Field: Shaping Liberty 
from the Gold Rush to the Gilded Age (University of Kan-
sas Press, 1997). Justice Field’s Personal Reminiscences 
was also the subject of an article by Professor Kens in 
his scholarly “Introduction” about Justice Field’s life and 
jurisprudence in the Journal of Supreme Court History 
(29:1, March 2004; 30:2, July 2005). Field’s Reminiscences 
provided source material for lawyer Milton S. Gould’s 
entertaining book, A Cast of Hawks (Copley Books, 
1985) recounting colorful lawyers, judges, and charac-
ters in nineteenth-century San Francisco.

Ron Poellath has digitized his copy of Justice Field’s 
book in easily readable print so that anyone may have 
access to it and added an index of persons, place names, 
and nineteenth-century words. He has donated a CD 
of his digitized version to the California Judicial Cen-
ter Library. The text of Justice Field’s Personal Reminis-
cences with Professor Kens’s enlightening annotations 
can also be found as part of Professor Kens’s article 
mentioned above. Reprinted versions of Field’s book 
are also available through a variety of bookstores and 
online booksellers.  ✯
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Opening Remarks 
Rona l d L .  Brow n,  Moder ator

pu blic defen der,  cou n t y of  
los a ngeles

Ladies and gentlemen, my name is Ron Brown, and 
I have the honor and privilege to be the modera-

tor of this special event tonight. I am the tenth Public 
Defender for the County of Los Angeles, the oldest 
and first Public Defender’s Office in the country. This 
is going to be a wonderful evening, and before we get 
our event underway, I want to recognize a couple of 
people in the audience: Angela Haskins, president of 
the Women Lawyers Association of Los Angeles — 
thank you, Angela — and David McFadden, president 
of the California Supreme Court Historical Society, 
which sponsored this evening’s reception — thank 
you very much. 

You’re going to hear me say the word “lucky” a lot 
tonight, because we’re very, very lucky to have such 
an esteemed panel here, but also very lucky to have 
the Honorable Arthur L. Alarcón, senior circuit 
judge of the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals. Even 
more important is the fact that Judge Alarcón spear-
headed the name change of the Criminal Courts 
Building to the Clara Shortridge Foltz Criminal Jus-
tice Center, and we’re going to hear about that. I’m 
going to ask His Honor to come up and say a few 
words, please.

Welcome
A rthu r L .  A l a rcón

sen ior circu it j u dge ,  u.s .  cou rt of 
a ppea l s for the n i n th circu it

I’m delighted to have been asked to welcome you to 
this commemoration of Clara Shortridge Foltz and 

her role in creating the public defender system in the 
United States.

I must confess that I had not heard of Clara Short-
ridge Foltz until eleven years ago when I prepared a 
speech for the Los Angeles County Bar Association on 
its Annual Judges Day. In that speech, I paid tribute 

to the contributions of Los Angeles County lawyers to 
our system of justice in protecting our constitutional 
freedoms to life, liberty, and property since I began 
law school in 1948. Since I was admitted to the bar, 
the advocacy of Los Angeles lawyers persuaded our 
courts to abolish covenants in deeds that restricted 
the sale of property solely to Caucasians, prevented 
California schools from segregating students in our 
public schools, several years before Brown v. Board of 
Education, and permitted Hispanics to swim in pub-
lic swimming pools in San Bernardino County. (San 
Bernardino used to clean out the pool on Wednes-
days, and that was the only day they let Hispanics and 
African Americans swim in the pool.) It’s just within 
sixty years ago that this was going on here, and it 
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With the support of the Women Lawyers Asso-
ciation of Los Angeles and the Los Angeles County 
Bar Association, we were able to persuade the Los 
Angeles Superior Court to honor Clara by changing 
the name of the Criminal Courts Building. On Feb-
ruary 8, 2002, the Criminal Courts Building became 
the Clara Shortridge Foltz Criminal Justice Center. 
Justice Sandra Day O’Connor and Professor Babcock 
spoke at the dedication. The District Attorney and 
then–Public Defender also spoke, and each claimed 
Clara as their very own. 

Clara Shortridge Foltz persuaded the California 
Legislature in 1879 to amend the law that restricted the 
practice of law to white males. Because of Clara, women 
and other minorities have been allowed to practice law 
in California. Many of us here tonight owe our right to 
practice law to Clara.

Like Clara, I became a Deputy District Attorney in 
the Los Angeles County District Attorney’s Office — 
more than fifty years ago. Because of my admiration 
for all of her accomplishments, I often refer to her as 
Clara. It’s not true, however, as Attorney Richard Hirsch 
claimed recently at a Criminal Justice Wall of Fame 
Ceremony at the Foltz Center, that I once dated Clara. 

As a Los Angeles County Deputy District Attorney, 
I marveled at the professionalism and dedication of 
the deputy public defenders I faced in court on a daily 
basis. One of them was Noel Martin. I learned about 

was  California and Los Angeles County lawyers who 
brought all those changes. 

The research for my speech gave me the idea that 
we should honor Los Angeles County lawyers whose 
 advocacy since California became a state in 1850 suc-
cessfully preserved for all of us the rights set forth in 
our Constitution. 

This led me to compile a list of lawyers who should 
be honored.

In preparing a list of potential honorees, I contacted 
the Public Defender’s Office and the District Attorney’s 
Office and asked them to recommend persons whose 
contribution to the criminal justice system should be 
recognized and honored.

I was surprised to learn that the number one recom-
mendation of both the Public Defender’s Office and the 
District Attorney’s Office was Clara Shortridge Foltz. 
As this was the first time I’d heard of Clara, I was told 
to contact Alan Simon, a retired public defender, to 
learn about her. Alan, in turn, referred me to Professor 
 Barbara Babcock.

Thanks to the information Alan Simon and Profes-
sor Babcock supplied me, I learned that Clara Short-
ridge Foltz was the first female deputy district attorney 
in Los Angeles County. She was hired approximately 
one hundred years ago — about 1911, 1912. I also learned 
that Clara led the fight throughout the United States to 
create the public defender system. 

Presiding Judge Lee Smalley Edmon, President Angela Haskins of the Women Lawyers Association of Los Angeles, 
Senior Circuit Judge Arthur L. Alarcón, and CSCHS President David L. McFadden
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Greetings
L ee Sm a l l ey Edmon 

pr esiding judge,  superior court of 
califor nia,  cou nty of los angeles

Ron, thank you so much. I am just going to add a few 
words of welcome to those of Judge Alarcón. I have 

been looking forward to this night for so long because 
I have been a huge Clara Foltz fan for quite some time. 
Now, I knew some of the Clara stories. She was a force 
of nature. The great thing, however, is that from Profes-
sor Babcock’s book, I learned so many more. I think my 
favorite story about Clara is the night that she dashed 
into the governor’s office in order to try to persuade him 
— and it happened to be the very last day that he could 
sign the bill — and she tried to persuade him to sign the 
Women Lawyers Act. And she dashed into the room, 
and she persuaded him to sign, and he pulled out the 
bill and he signed literally as the clock struck midnight. 

There was always such high drama with Clara. But 
there were so many other things I didn’t know that I 
learned from this book — about how she was a gifted 
orator, and actually quite highly paid from time to time, 
and she was a newspaper publisher. Sadly, I think the 
only thing she wasn’t was a judge, and I would have 
loved to have had her on our Court. I will say that one 
of the proudest days for our Court was when the Crimi-
nal Courts Building was renamed the Clara Shortridge 
Foltz Criminal Justice Center, thanks to the efforts of 
Judge Alarcón and others.

So, I welcome this esteemed panel that will be focused 
tonight on Clara and the role of the public defender, and 
welcome to all of you. I hope you enjoy the evening as 
much as I know I’m going to. Thank you.

*  *  *

appropriate courtroom demeanor, how to present evi-
dence, and how to make offers of proof, as I opposed 
him on a daily basis as a 26-year-old prosecutor. As 
you look at the Criminal Justice Wall of Fame in 
Clara’s building, you will see Noel Martin’s name. As 
chairman of the Criminal Justice Wall of Fame Com-
mittee, I made sure that Deputy Public Defender Noel 
Martin was honored.

As a prosecutor, I marveled at the dedication and 
willingness of deputy public defenders to continue to 
serve even though they were assigned cases that very 
often resulted in convictions. As a prosecutor, I was used 
to winning most of my cases, but the public defenders 
I faced lost most of their cases because of the type of 
people they were assigned to represent. I recently found 
the following passage in an article by Carol A. Brook, 
a federal public defender for the Northern District of 
Illinois, that explains the type of person who is willing 
to serve as a public defender. She described the job of a 
public defender as follows:

So you want to be a public defender? Don’t do 
it for the money, there isn’t enough. Don’t do it 
for prestige, you won’t get any. Don’t do it for the 
thrill of victory, victory rarely comes.

Do it for love. Do it for justice. Do it for self-
respect. Do it for the satisfaction of knowing you 
are serving others, defending the Constitution, 
living your ideals.

The work is hard. The law is against you. The 
facts are against you. The judges are often against 
you. Sometimes even your clients are against you.

But, it is a great job — exhilarating, energizing, 
rewarding. You get to touch people’s hearts and 
fight for what you believe in every day.

I look forward to hearing from Professor Babcock, 
Professor Raeder, Professor Buckingham, and Carlton 
F. Gunn, a deputy federal public defender in the Central 
District of California, discussing the evolution of the 
Public Defender System — created by Clara.

Thank you.

*  *  *

Rona l d L .  Brow n,  Moder ator :
Until about three months ago, I’d never met our next 
speaker. I had no idea how much I was missing. We have 
had a number of Presiding Judges of the L.A. County 
Superior Court, and they’ve all been outstanding, all 
been fantastic. Lee Smalley Edmon, the current Presid-
ing Judge of L.A. County, is the first woman to hold that 
job. I think she’s going to be the best of the bunch that 
we’ve had — not the best woman, but the best Presiding 
Judge we have had or will have. It’s my privilege to ask 
her to come up and say a few words to you all.
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Rona l d L .  Brow n,  Moder ator :
Barbara Babcock, much like Clara Foltz, is a woman of 
firsts. She was the first director of the PDS, the Public 
Defender Service, in Washington, D.C. She was the first 
woman to serve on the regular faculty of Stanford Law 
School. She has written a book that I think will touch 
your lives, and it’s made a difference for all of us. We 
can learn so much from what she will have to say this 
evening, and I beg you to listen carefully to her.

Clara Foltz and the Public Defender
Ba r ba r a Ba bcock

professor,  stanford law school

I want to thank everyone up here on the platform and 
in the audience for coming tonight to celebrate the 

life of Clara Foltz, the founder of the public defender 
movement. And I want to give special thanks at the very 
outset to the amazing Selma Moidel Smith, who never 
lets an obstacle stand in her way for long. She’s very like 
Clara Foltz, very like Clara Foltz in that way. 

It’s wonderful to be in this room and think that 
you all know Clara, and the way you speak of her — it 
moves me. I see most things these days in relation to and 
through the eyes of Clara Foltz, and I really can’t think 
of any group that could be assembled that would give her 
as much satisfaction and pleasure as this one. A whole 
audience coming out in Los Angeles in this terrible traf-
fic after working hours to consider the challenge of pub-
lic defense. And for myself it’s a special pleasure to have 

on this panel two of my former students, Carlton Gunn 
and Samantha Buckingham — and then to come to this 
city where Clara Foltz lived from 1906 until her death in 
1934, where for the first time in her life, she went to the 
polls and instead of protesting, she voted; and where she 
saw the first public defender office not only in the state, 
but in the West, in the United States and probably in the 
world — established by a county charter that was passed 
with women’s votes. In her words, Foltz would say that 
Los Angeles was “the cradle of public defense.” 

In this city also, the women lawyers joined by many 
male allies saw to the renaming of the main criminal 
courts as the Clara Shortridge Foltz Criminal Justice 
Center — in 2002 — inspiring me in the last years of 
finishing the book. I was very inspired by many e-mails 
I received, saying, “Justice was done today in the Clara 
Foltz courthouse!” 

 Clara Foltz, as you know, was the first woman lawyer 
in California. The first chapter of the book tells the story 
of how in 1878 she got the code section providing that 
only white men could be lawyers changed to include all 
persons of good character, making them eligible, and 
then she was the first to take advantage of the statute 
and join the bar — to a tremendous amount of nation-
wide publicity, dubbing her the “Portia of the Pacific.” In 
1879 she tried to attend the first law school in the state, 
but Hastings rejected her because she was a woman. 
Apparently, she said, the board of directors believed 
that women could practice, but should not learn the law. 
She successfully sued the school, and lobbied through 
a constitutional amendment that women could pursue 
any vocation or calling, and that the public schools in 
California would be open to both sexes. But in the end 
she did not have the time to finish the law course that 
she had opened to others.

The second chapter tells of her efforts to make a 
living, and it was mainly from these efforts that she 
invented, or created, or pioneered, or designed, the pub-
lic defender — to which the last chapter in the book is 
dedicated. 

The issue that I’ve been dealing with in writing this 
book is, how did an uneducated (she had only two years 
of formal schooling) single mother of five, practicing 
law in the Far West long before women had political 
equality, come up with this entirely new way to practice 
law, and how did she publicize it in the most influential 
public forums and the most prestigious law reviews of 
the day? It in itself is an amazing accomplishment. 

It starts with her being the first woman lawyer — 
and the only one — and that the only people desper-
ate enough to turn to a woman lawyer were poor people 
accused of crime, and women wanting divorces. 

When she went to court she found a male bastion 
second only to the polling place, and the Western courts 
were known for being especially rough. They were replete 
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with spittoons — which were often missed. Weapons 
were carried, there were bawdy stories, and the lawyers 
and the jurors were often inebriated. Nice women did 
not go court, as lawyers or even as spectators. 

When she went, she experienced firsthand the unfair-
ness of the balance between prosecutors and defenders. 
In the nineteenth century, it was actually a structural 
unfairness, in that prosecutors in many places were paid 
for convictions. Even if they weren’t paid for convic-
tions, they were tipped by the complaining witnesses if 
they won. Added to that was what Clara Foltz called the 
“vanity of winning cases” that made them forget that 
they were ministers of public justice and owed a duty to 
all the people, including the accused.

Now, this idea of the prosecutor of public justice was 
not original with her, as the public defender was, but 
it was not a widely held idea or one that people really 
understood at the time. Samantha Buckingham will 
address some issues of prosecutorial misconduct in the 
modern age. 

So Clara Foltz comes to court on behalf of these out-
siders — people accused of crime — and she’s a new-
comer to the criminal courts. She saw the injustices 
ignored by the regular lawyers there. She said they were 
“deadened in feeling by constant contact.” And it was 
not a great mental leap from Foltz’s firsthand observa-
tions to the idea that the government was responsible for 
a fair presentation of both sides of the case. 

At the same time she spoke of justice for the accused, 
however — which was her main object — her subtext 
was equal treatment for women lawyers in the court-
room. Too often she had found herself on trial, along 
with her clients. Prosecutors reacted harshly to what 
they saw as an unsporting advantage that she had with 
the all-male juries, who they assumed would do what a 
woman asked.

Even though they thought she had an unfair advan-
tage, the prosecutors also experienced it as a peculiar 
humiliation to lose to a woman. Some prosecutors rou-
tinely attacked both Foltz and her client — him for his 
alleged crime and her for doing the dirty, unfeminine 
work of representing criminals. 

While suffering these personal attacks as plain Mrs. 
Foltz, she imagined a titled government official — her-
self perhaps — of equal status with the prosecutor. A 
public defender would elevate the representation of the 
criminally accused so that all reputable lawyers, espe-
cially women, could do the work. Myrna Raeder will 
talk about the relation of the public defender to the 
women’s movement today.

One of the most interesting things about this book 
that hasn’t been known before is the relationship of 
feminism and public defense. The idea really sprang 
from her feminism, because she believed that women 
were the great reformatory power of the age — that’s the 

Prof. Barbara Babcock (right) 
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way she talked — and that when they had the vote they 
would purify politics, and when they became lawyers 
they would improve and change the profession. And the 
public defender idea was one of the reforms that came 
along with woman suffrage. It was joined with it in 
Clara Foltz’s person, but also beyond that. 

Now I just want to summarize for you what Clara 
Foltz actually did. She didn’t just have the idea, but she 
presented it at the Congress of Jurisprudence and Law 
Reform at the 1893 World’s Fair in Chicago. If we had 
been alive then, we would all have gone to the World’s 
Fair. It was the biggest thing that happened in the last 
part of the nineteenth century, and this Congress of 
Jurisprudence and Law Reform had the biggest names 
in the country in terms of legal scholarship. Some of 
the most famous articles about constitutional law were 
presented there, but all of the speeches haven’t been col-
lected anywhere, so people don’t realize that Clara Foltz, 
talking about the public defender, was on the same plat-
form with these very famous “jurisprudes” — men — 
and she presented this idea that brought home to them 
what they didn’t know, which was the actual condition 
in the criminal courts in the country. Then she published 
it in the Chicago Legal News, which was run by Myra 
Bradwell — a woman — and in the Albany Law Journal, 
which was one of the main law journals in the country. 

Publishing this article that makes quite sophisticated 
arguments about public defense was one thing, but she 
also wrote a public defender statute and saw to its intro-
duction in more than a dozen states. She herself took 
it to the premier state legislature, in Albany, New York, 
in the first session in 1897. In connection with the stat-
ute, she wrote two impressive law review articles. One 
was on prosecutors — that they were out of control and 
needed to be matched by public defenders — and one 
was published in the prestigious American Law Review, 
which was the most prestigious law review in the coun-
try, with Oliver Wendell Holmes and James Bradley 
Thayer and that sort of person. She was the third woman 
to write an article in that law review, but the first woman 
to write on a subject not directly related to gender. She 
presented a primer of the basic arguments for the office.

There are two things of interest to note about Clara 
Foltz’s public defender. One is that she had the idea that 
the public defender should represent everyone who 
asks — not just the indigent defendant — and that any 
defendant could also have private counsel if he wanted 
to, along with the public defender. Her idea was that jus-
tice should be free to everyone. “Free Justice” was her 
slogan — that’s what I will write in your book. 

Innocent men, she believed, should not have to pay 
for their own defense even if they could, bankrupting 
themselves and ruining their families — that all were 
innocent in the eyes of the law. She had an individual 
rights-based view of the presumption of innocence, so 

there was no distinction in her mind between the actu-
ally and presumably innocent. But her idea, which seems 
very striking today, was partly strategic, because she 
realized that real respect and equality for her defender 
wouldn’t come if they only represented the poor and 
the outcasts. 

Now the idea of public defense — that the state 
should pay for the defense of those it believes have vio-
lated its laws and statutes — that the state should pro-
vide the kind of intimate individual service involved in 
defending — is truly a radical idea. It is, if you will, a 
socialistic idea. It is incredibly idealistic even to think it 
is possible for such an institution to exist. And yet today 
public defenders are everywhere on the state and county 
level. The public defender is the main channel for the 
provision of defense services in this country. And yet, 
underneath it all, as we all know in this room, I sus-
pect, is the fact that it’s not widely, completely accepted 
or really understood as an institution. There’s no other 
governmental institution that’s even vaguely like the 
public defender, and Carlton Gunn will talk about 
the difficulties of public defense these days in the legis-
lative process.

From her experiences as a jury lawyer — and remem-
ber, there were very few — when Clara Foltz joined the 
bar there were less than 200 women lawyers in the whole 
country, but there were only a handful of others who 
went to court (women wrote wills and advised other 
women in their offices, but to actually go to court as a 
jury lawyer in this extreme adversary circumstance was 
very unusual) — Foltz fashioned in her mind a power-
ful, resourceful figure to counter and correct the pros-
ecutor, to balance the presentation of the evidence, and 
to make the proceedings orderly and just. 

She set out what her defender would do. He would 
engage the law’s presumption of innocence on a deep 
level — investigating for favorable evidence, summon-
ing witnesses, seeking expert testimony, and preparing 
to cross-examine. She would also plea bargain, but only 
after preparing the case, so that there was more to offer 
than the defendant’s right to trial. He would work with 
the prosecutor’s office in designing fair procedures (for 
producing favorable evidence, for instance), he would 
support programs for rehabilitation and treatment of 
offenders, and would lobby on behalf of bills to make 
the right to counsel real for all the accused. 

From the beginning of the idea of the public defender, 
all these elements of what it meant were there, and she 
wrote about them and discussed them and then she 
ended with her peroration, which was:

“Let the criminal courts be reorganized upon a basis 
of exact, equal and free justice; let our country be broad 
and generous enough to make the law a shield as well as 
a sword,” Clara Foltz said at the World’s Fair that this 
is what we should do, and in return, she promised “the 
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blessings which flow from constitutional obligations 
conscientiously kept and government duties sacredly 
performed.”

The promise holds true today. 

*  *  *

Rona l d L .  Brow n,  Moder ator :
Myrna Raeder is a professor at Southwestern Law 
School, where she’s written extensively and advocated 
on a number of issues concerning women, domestic 
violence and women, children, juveniles, and innocence 
policy. Professor Raeder, in addition, is a past president 
of the National Association of Women Lawyers and past 
chair of the American Bar Association’s Criminal Jus-
tice Section. She received the Ernestine Stahlhut Award 
from the Women Lawyers Association of Los Angeles 
and the Margaret Brent Women Lawyers of Achieve-
ment Award from the American Bar Association’s 
Commission on Women in the Profession. You’ll also 
enjoy hearing from her.

Public Defense and  
the Women’s Movement

My r na R a eder, 
professor,  southwester n law school

I ’m delighted to be asked to share my thoughts about 
gender stereotypes regarding female defense counsel, 

both in Clara Foltz’s day and today, as well as how the 

women’s reform movement impacted Foltz’s views about 
defense and whether the current agenda of the women’s 
movement affects women’s decisions to become defend-
ers. First, I’d like to acknowledge Professor Babcock’s 
superb book and her article “Women Defenders in the 
West” as the source of most of my historic references. 
Any mistakes or opinions, however, are solely my own. 

First, as to gender stereotype, I came across the fol-
lowing 1994 description of female criminal defense 
attorneys as 

aggressive, flamboyant and hard-bittenly cynical. 
They are notable in a field of glib, fast-talking types 
for their verbal acuity and for their ability to think 
really fast on their feet. These, of course, are quali-
ties that litigators, particularly in the criminal 
field, need to survive, never mind to prosper . . . . 
They are fighters who enjoy the courtroom as 
their battleground. As a result, while we can char-
acterize these female lawyers as non-traditional, 
based in the first place on their choice of profes-
sion, their area of specialization intensifies their 
departure from the norm. Indeed as litigators, 
they tend to act in a more male manner than do 
even many of their non-litigating male colleagues. 
(Carole Shapiro, “Women Lawyers in Celluloid: 
Why Hollywood Skirts the Truth,” 25 U. Tol. L. 
Rev. 955 (1994)).

While this may sound like an extreme caricature, 
rather than typical defender — in fact, I’m curious, how 
many females in the room are defenders? [several hands 
raised] And of you, are some of you in private practice? 
[some] Okay, so we even have a few of those. Do you 
think of yourself as fitting that description? [laughter] 
— well, I think that it probably captures what the pub-
lic and some defendants still think of as embodying the 
traits necessary for a female warrior defending mainly 
poor men — in today’s world, often of color — who are 
accused of horrific crimes. 

Ironically, the stereotype actually fit Foltz’s persona. 
She was quite flamboyant, well dressed in the women’s 
fashions of the day, and a well-seasoned dramatic ora-
tor, as Professor Babcock alluded to, on both political 
and social issues — an ability she honed to supplement 
her meager income at the beginning of her legal career. 

As Professor Babcock also mentioned, Clara Foltz 
did not come to criminal defense by choice — it was 
only the poor accused of crime who were desperate 
enough to hire women lawyers and only then because 
they cost less than their male counterparts, or in fact 
cost nothing at all. From what I have read, Foltz appar-
ently rarely turned them away, regardless of whether 
they had any money. In addition, judges would rou-
tinely assign her pro bono defense cases, which while 
nonpaying, at least gave her experience needed to attract 
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better cases. Women accused of crime, known in the 
West by the picturesque name of “soiled doves,” also 
tended towards female defenders. Why couldn’t women 
get better paying employment? That, too — gender bias. 
Male beginning lawyers would associate with others 
who were more experienced and already had clients, 
but unlike her younger brother who immediately found 
such a spot, women were not sought after. Indeed, Foltz 
was rejected for an apprenticeship with the following 
disdainful note:

“My high regard for your parents and for you, who 
seem to have no right understanding of what you say 
you want to undertake, forbid encouraging you in so 
foolish a pursuit — wherein you would invite nothing 
but ridicule if not contempt.”

This echoes the separate spheres rationale com-
mon in that era, that women were designed for home 
and family, not the outside world. Indeed, in denying 
Lavinia Goodell the right to join the Supreme Court bar 
of Wisconsin to appeal a criminal case, Chief Justice 
Ryan wrote in part:

It would be revolting to all female sense of the 
innocence and sanctity of their sex, shocking to 
man’s reverence for womanhood and faith in 
woman, on which hinge all the better affections 
and humanities of life, that woman should be 
permitted to mix professionally in all the nasti-
ness of the world which finds its way into courts 
of justice; all the unclean issues, all the collateral 
questions of sodomy, incest, rape, seduction, 
fornication, adultery, pregnancy, bastardy, legit-
imacy, prostitution, lascivious cohabitation, abor-
tion, infanticide, obscene publications, libel and 
slander of sex, impotence, divorce: all the name-
less catalogue of indecencies . . . . (In re Goodell, 
39 Wis. 232, 245-6 (1875)).

The litany of crimes, however, were all those directed 
at women, who did not have to practice law to be sub-
jected to such indignities.

Thus, women’s better nature cautioned against their 
involvement in criminal law in the gendered view of 
the day. But, at the other end of the spectrum, women 
defenders were generally detested by male prosecutors, 
again as Professor Babcock has suggested, based on the 
opposite stereotype that female lawyers would seduce 
the all male jurors, resulting in unwarranted acquittals. 
(And why was this? It was because females were pro-
hibited from sitting on juries). Women defenders were 
viewed as the jezebels who would use their feminine 
wiles to win because they lacked competence or trial 
skills. Yet, the thought of being beaten by a woman was 
particularly galling to male prosecutors, so that they 
would sometimes launch verbal attacks, as mentioned, 
against Foltz, rather than against her client or witnesses. 

This double bind, which saw women defenders as both 
Madonnas and whores, meant that women had to with-
stand such assaults by prosecutors and rise to equally 
histrionic heights, which go well beyond what I’m sure 
the judges in this room, or any other judges, would per-
mit today. Moreover, there was an incentive for women 
defenders to appear womanly to avoid being attacked as 
either unsexed or oversexed.

What is the current view of women defenders? Well, 
this one’s a bit tougher. Anecdotally, most criminal law-
yers I talk to still believe that women in private criminal 
defense are not as high profile or flamboyant as the most 
successful male defenders, and that women are under-
represented, whether in general criminal practice or in 
white collar defense. In fact, while putting together my 
remarks, I came across a dramatic empirical gap figur-
ing out how many women are private defense counsels, 
since, in contrast to the incredibly detailed statistics we 
have about women in law firms, and some general ones 
about women in government, I came up short finding 
any statistics on private female defense counsel, and 
only received some public defender statistics through 
happenstance. Maybe this is an implicit admission that 
we haven’t yet focused on equality for women as crimi-
nal lawyers, or maybe even that there is some kind of 
lack of encouragement for women to go into defense. 

Contrary to expectations, however, female public 
defenders today appear to outnumber males in a number 
of places. For example, in Philadelphia women currently 
account for almost 75% of the 215 public defenders. Here 
in Los Angeles, women dramatically increased from 
28% in 1993 to over 50% of the 700-plus staff by 2008 
in the L.A. County office. And thanks to Carl Gunn, I 
can also tell you that the L.A. Federal Defenders employ 
42 women out of 76 attorneys (63%), though it varies in 
that 52% of the trial unit and 64% of the habeas unit 
are women. 

The difference in public versus private defense today 
may actually reflect a different gendered reality, that 
women trying to juggle their family lives are finding 
that a steady job with benefits in a government agency 
that is an equal opportunity employer is a better bet 
than trying to compete for predominantly male clients. 
In other words, women’s lib has not resulted in equal-
izing crime — the gender gap in overall crime statistics 
still exists, with women grossly underrepresented in 
violent crimes, and overrepresented in the pink ghetto 
of theft and low level frauds. 

We can thank Foltz for providing the avenue for 
women to become public defenders. Some of these 
women will ultimately leave that office to become panel 
attorneys, individually appointed to defend indigents, 
swelling the ranks of private defenders, but even that 
transition is not to a purely private model. Similarly, 
unlike male prosecutors who often turn to private 
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criminal defense, including lucrative white-collar work, 
anecdotally, not as many female prosecutors appear to 
make that switch, which may imply that the gender bias 
still exists, as well as the feeling of some prosecutors 
who are female that they do not want to represent men 
accused of crimes against women, a topic I’ll mention 
again as I turn now to the impact of the women’s move-
ment on Foltz.

What is truly remarkable about Foltz’s many suc-
cesses and firsts is that Foltz married at age 15. She had 
five children, a husband who abandoned her, who she 
eventually wound up divorcing, resulting in her hav-
ing to raise and support the children on her own. Foltz 
always incorrectly claimed she was a widow, which 
might be attributed to gendered concerns about not 
being perceived as a good wife or mother, or more likely 
fear that her opponents would use this information to try 
to discredit her. Even in today’s world, though, becom-
ing a lawyer, leaving home for long periods of time to 
lecture and try cases, while supporting and caring for 
five children, is a daunting task. Without a husband to 
support her family, Foltz did what so many do today, she 
relied on her mother to help care for her children. 

While in today’s world, we have role models so that 
women can realistically perceive themselves as law-
yers, Foltz was a first-generation female lawyer and 
did not have that luxury. However, as with many first 
women, her father was a lawyer. She also had the role 
models of women reformers who believed that women 
were capable of entering any profession. The historic 
Women’s Convention at Seneca Falls took place in 1848, 
just before her birth in 1849, but by the time she had 
birthed her children and would face the world profes-
sionally some thirty years later, the movement was in 
full swing. Women’s suffrage was the main goal but not 
the only one.

Throughout her career, in addition to conducting 
her legal practice, Foltz worked for suffrage and wom-
en’s rights. She actively encouraged the participation 
of women in the legal profession. In 1893, she orga-
nized the Portia Law Club in San Francisco. She taught 
women the law at her offices in San Francisco and in 
Los Angeles, where she relocated in 1906. I’m sure that 
Selma Moidel Smith, who was really instrumental in 
putting together this panel, and a longtime member of 
the National Association of Women Lawyers — whose 
law student writing contest is named in her honor — 
will appreciate that Clara actually attended the first 
annual meeting of NAWL in 1923. The topics discussed 
at that meeting, which just followed the adoption of 
the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 that finally gave 
women nationwide the right to vote, included the fol-
lowing: this is not a small agenda — equal rights, the 
search for world peace, the promulgation of uniform 
state laws, the inclusion of women on juries, taking the 
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judiciary out of politics, the lack of adequate representa-
tion of women on the bench, and the need to analyze 
laws of various kinds discriminating against women. 
(75 Year History, National Association of Women Law-
yers 1899-1974, at 5-6 (1975)).

Because the women’s agenda during Clara’s prime 
days included placing women on juries and ensuring 
that they had the right to vote, the focus was on edu-
cating women to accept these responsibilities and pro-
viding support for women entering professional life. In 
that day, this included the suffragettes’ going out and 
being spectators in court, cheering — literally cheering 
— women lawyers, and on occasion, less concern about 
guilt versus innocence than championing the women 
who were lawyers, as well as the female defendants who 
managed to gain acquittals. 

However, because suffragettes rebelled at being sub-
jected to gender bias, they had a great empathy towards 
those who had been treated unfairly by the system, 
which in the criminal realm meant more attention to 
defense — and, in Foltz’s case, to eliminating cages (can 
you believe it? In some places they actually had cages 
for defendants in the courtroom), but also for making 
prisons more humane and for supporting parole. That 
strong women could do anything was a guiding princi-
ple of the movement and the camaraderie of other sup-
portive women clearly impacted Clara and reinforced 
her desire to create a public defender system that would 
allow the poor an opportunity for decent representation.

However, by the 1970s, the feminist criminal agenda 
shifted toward what is known as the battered women’s 
shelter movement, which focuses on domestic violence 
and sexual crimes against women and children. Femi-
nists then aligned with prosecutors and victims’ advo-
cates in order to increase enforcement of crimes against 
women as well as to increase their penalties. Thus, the 
natural alliance in the criminal field today appears 
more weighted to prosecution, than defense. 

In today’s world, female defenders are more likely to 
be called upon to represent defendants accused of rape 
or domestic violence than in earlier times when such 
crimes were less likely to be reported or prosecuted at 
all. Of course, this does not mean that most women will 
refuse to become defenders — to the extent that the fight 
is against a system perceived to be unfair, empathy for 
defendants will still exist. Similarly white collar defense 
and drug cases do not raise the questions of discomfort 
that a woman might have in representing an accused 
rapist. But in today’s world, like yesteryear, some jurors 
and the public still believe that a woman would only 
represent someone accused of crimes against women 
if he was truly innocent, or they would only destroy a 
female witness if she was actually lying — again stereo-
typical views, but one that actually might impact the 
jury’s decision and concern a woman defender who has 
feminist views. 

Yet, even Foltz won an acquittal for a defendant by 
eviscerating a former prostitute who was the main wit-
ness against her client. In other words, loyalty to femi-
nist values is a luxury that women defenders cannot 
afford. Indeed, I found it interesting that many of the 
female federal defenders were in a habeas unit where the 
focus is on systemic failures, and innocence as well as 
procedural issues are paramount. In other words, that 
setting emphasizes that the essence of defense is putting 
the government to its burden and ensuring that every 
defendant obtains a fair trial, clearly worthy goals for all 
women defenders.

*  *  *

Rona l d L .  Brow n,  Moder ator :
Samantha Buckingham is a professor at Loyola 
Law School, where she teaches Criminal Procedure, 
Advanced Criminal Litigation Skills, and Race, Class, 
and Criminal Justice. At Loyola, she primarily teaches 
students who participate in a juvenile justice clinic 
through which she supervises students representing 
juvenile clients in our delinquency courts here in L.A. 
She also teaches at a school you may have heard of, the 
Harvard Trial Advocacy Workshop. So I’m looking for-
ward to hearing from Professor Buckingham.

L.A. County Public Defender Ronald L. Brown,  
CSCHS Board Member Selma Moidel Smith,  

Senior Circuit Judge Arthur L. Alarcón
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Prosecutorial Misconduct  
in the Modern Age

Sa m a n th a Buck i ngh a m 
professor,  loyola law school

Prosecutorial misconduct was a topic that upset Clara 
Foltz. She believed there was a need for strong and 

skilled advocacy by the defense to combat prosecutorial 
misconduct. One case in particular seemed to greatly 
influence Foltz’s campaign against prosecutorial mis-
conduct, The People v. Wells, a case in 1882. Foltz felt her 
client was innocent and that he was wrongfully charged. 
It was also a case where Foltz had waged a campaign to 
get him out of the cage — like the one Professor Raeder 
has just talked about. So without getting into the details 
of the facts of the case, which you’ll have to get the book 
to read about, I want to share some of the tidbits that 
bothered Clara Foltz. 

During the trial, Foltz made numerous objections 
to allowing the lead detective, a Detective Lees, to sit in 
the courtroom with the prosecutor. She was rightfully 
concerned that Lees would use what he heard to shape 
his testimony and to cure the problematic testimony 
of other witnesses. Foltz portrayed Lees as the driving 
force behind some of the prosecutor’s improper ques-
tions. Interestingly, as I was reading this, I thought 
how, in Los Angeles today, it is common practice for 
the “IO” — the Investigating Officer — to remain in 
the courtroom throughout a trial and to sit with the 
prosecutor. For me, coming from practice in Washing-
ton, D.C., where I was a public defender for five years 

before  coming to Los Angeles and practicing here, this 
particular practice was something I found pretty shock-
ing and horrifying, so I get where Foltz is coming from. 
And I find it interesting that a problem that bothered 
her so long ago is still something that’s going on in Los 
Angeles courts today. 

For Clara Foltz, the idea of the public defender was 
part of her notion that a public prosecutor needed to be 
kept in check. Indeed, many public defenders today feel 
it is their job and their role to keep the prosecution hon-
est. Foltz noted that prosecutors tended to believe that 
all who were charged were guilty, instead of considering 
that the defendant before them may be innocent. Foltz 
saw that prosecutors were human. They were vulner-
able to the pressures of power, prestige, and political 
ambition. They were vulnerable to how they were being 
 portrayed in the press. All of Foltz’s concerns are just as 
real today. 

So let me give you a little backdrop to prosecutorial 
misconduct. Prosecutors have an incentive to win cases. 
They also have a mandate to be fair and just, which may 
not always mean winning. So these two guiding prin-
ciples can at times be at odds in making the job of the 
prosecutor more difficult. Defense attorneys, I think, in 
this respect have it kind of easy because your job is only 
to zealously defend your client. 

I want to talk to you about a few common ways 
that prosecutorial misconduct manifests itself today: 
improper charging or over-charging, improper ques-
tioning — and I mentioned that Foltz had lamented 
in this Wells trial that the prosecutor had asked some 
improper questions, and what she thought was that 
even though the judge had sustained her objections, 
she noted that the questions were already out there, that 
once a prosecutor has asked an improper question, it 
can’t be removed from the minds of the jurors. In fact, 
in talking to jurors after the Wells trial, she found that 
the innuendo from improper questions that had been 
asked by the district attorney contributed to a convic-
tion at the trial level in that case. 

So, getting back to the forms of prosecutorial mis-
conduct, another improper thing to do would be 
improper appeals to emotion and prejudice in either 
opening or closing statements. I’ll give you an example 
from a case of mine when I was in Washington, D.C. In 
my very first trial, the prosecutor opened on my client, 
who was fourteen years old and accused of a robbery on 
the Metro, and said that she had a depraved soul. I think 
that’s a pretty good example of what it means to appeal 
improperly to the emotion and prejudice, in this case, of 
a judge, not of a jury. 

In closing arguments, prosecutorial misconduct can 
be misstating the burden of proof, shifting the burden 
from the prosecution to the defense, or commenting on 
the defendant’s silence. Perhaps the most common and 
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distressing form of prosecutorial misconduct is with-
holding of “Brady” evidence, that is, evidence in the 
possession of the government, be it the police, the pros-
ecutor, or the prosecuting agency, that could exonerate a 
defendant or lead to other evidence that could exonerate 
the defendant or mitigate his role.

Last fall, as part of a very successful initiative, the 
Northern California Innocence Project, which is at 
Santa Clara Law School, released a report on prosecuto-
rial misconduct in California. They initially did a study 
from 1997 to 2009 of cases involving prosecutorial mis-
conduct. It is the most comprehensive look at prosecuto-
rial misconduct in California and in the United States 
to date. They also recently released additional data that 
carries their study through 2010. There is some limita-
tion to their study, and that is they’re looking back at 
records of cases on appeal and some cases at the trial 
level, but they’re missing a great deal of cases where 
they were resolved by a plea bargain, which is 90 to 95 
percent of cases that come through the criminal jus-
tice system. So, let me tell you a little bit about just the 

findings in 2010, which are from California state and 
federal court rulings where there were allegations of 
prosecutorial misconduct, as well as a limited number 
of trial court decisions. Just in 2010, there were 102 cases 
where courts found that prosecutors committed mis-
conduct. Courts found 130 instances of misconduct in 
those 102 cases. So, many cases had multiple instances 
of misconduct within them. In 26 of these 102 cases, the 
finding resulted in the setting aside of the conviction or 
sentence, a mistrial or barring of evidence. In 76 of the 
cases, the courts nevertheless upheld the convictions, 
ruling that the misconduct did not alter the funda-
mental fairness of the trial. In 31 other cases, the courts 
refrained from making rulings on allegations of pros-
ecutorial misconduct, instead holding that any error 
would not have undermined the fairness of the trial or 
that the issue was waived. 

This is a summary — I’m going to give you some more 
statistics here — of the findings from 1997 through 2010: 
In that time period — and this is the part that is the most 
comprehensive study in all of the United States at this 
point on prosecutorial misconduct — there were more 
than 800 cases where the court had found that prosecu-
tors had committed misconduct. That breaks down to 
a little more than one a week. In 202 cases, the finding 
resulted in setting aside of conviction or sentence or of 
mistrial or of barring of evidence. In 614 of those 800 
cases, the court found that the misconduct did not affect 
the fairness of the trial. And in another 282 cases, the 
court did not make any finding of misconduct, saying 
that the error wouldn’t have changed the outcome or 
that the issue was waived. In the more than 800 cases of 
misconduct, 107 prosecutors were found to have com-
mitted misconduct more than once. One prosecutor 
was cited for misconduct six times. Prosecutors who 
committed misconduct in multiple cases accounted for 
nearly a third of all the cases involving misconduct, so a 
third of the 800 were prosecutors who committed mis-
conduct in multiple cases. So we see that it’s a problem 
involving prosecutors — the same prosecutors — doing 
something over and over again. Only 151 of the 800 
cases were cases where prosecutorial misconduct was 
reported to the California State Bar for investigation. 
And here I only have a statistic from 1997 to 2009: that 
the California Bar disciplined only one percent — one 
percent — of the prosecutors in cases where the court 
found misconduct, harmless or otherwise. It’s a pretty 
astonishing statistic. 

The writers of the report have made some recom-
mendations for reform, which I’ll also share with you. 
First, they said there needs to be more reporting of 
misconduct — that there’s a lot going on and we’re not 
finding out about it, that it seems there’s too much of a 
club where lawyers don’t really tattle on each other and 
the judge doesn’t report anything either. So, they want 
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to encourage reporting by judges of both prosecutorial 
misconduct and constitutional violations, even where 
the errors were thought to be harmless. And this is a 
problem I didn’t really know existed, but judges, in writ-
ing opinions about misconduct, don’t always use the 
full name of the attorney, so it’s hard to actually go back 
and track it, so one of the suggestions for reform is to 
have judges include the full name of an attorney in any 
opinion involving misconduct. Others are monitoring 
of judicial reporting, public records, and replacing the 
prosecutors’ current actual immunity from civil liabil-
ity with a form of qualified immunity. 

In terms of the California State Bar, there’s a rec-
ommendation that they adopt the revised ethical rules 
about special responsibilities of prosecutors that are a 
part of the ABA Model Rule 3.8, and so, just to sum-
marize that, there’s more of a focus on cases where this 
is bad evidence, how prosecutors should disclose Brady 
evidence, and on the prosecutor’s role in overturning 
convictions where there is some evidence of innocence. 
In terms of attorney reforms, there are recommenda-
tions that there be more training for both prosecutors 
and defense attorneys. There’s a recommendation that 
when a prosecutor has been found to commit miscon-
duct, there’s a need to look into all the previous cases 
that have been handled by that attorney, the same as 
when a defense attorney has a finding of ineffective 
assistance of counsel. More oversight, internal to the 
prosecutor’s office, has also been a recommendation, as 
well as developing internal misconduct procedures and 
policies on exculpatory evidence — when the prosecu-
tion should turn that over — and an accountability with 
the district attorneys and prosecuting agencies. 

I want to talk a little bit about the problem of Brady 
evidence because Brady is a big problem when it comes 
to prosecutorial misconduct. When it comes to disclos-
ing Brady, the recommendations of the study are to 
develop and implement exculpatory evidence policies, 
and so it makes sense for a moment to address a problem 
of prosecutors’ not disclosing Brady the way they should. 
In a common conversation you might hear between a 
prosecutor and a defense attorney, the defense attorney 
might say to the prosecutor who’s just handed over some 
information, “Why didn’t you give this to me earlier? It’s 
Brady!” The prosecutor responds to the defense attorney, 
“You think everything is Brady.” I don’t know how many 
times I’ve heard that conversation, or participated in it. 

And the problem breaks down like this: Defense attor-
neys lament that prosecutors don’t turn over Brady and 
don’t understand what Brady evidence is. Somehow, if it 
doesn’t change the mind of the prosecutor about the guilt 
of the defendant, it must not be Brady, so where is this dis-
connect, and why does it exist? Well, there’s a requirement 
that the prosecution turn over evidence that is material to 
the issue of guilt or innocence, and this is where it gets a 

little bit tricky in practice. Prosecutors and defense attor-
neys do not agree on what is material. A defense attorney 
would be able to make an argument that a broad range of 
information is material. A prosecutor would look to the 
specific areas that the court has deemed are material to 
the issue of guilt or innocence, and probably not see this 
materiality requirement as broadly as a defense attorney 
does. After all, what prosecutor would want to disclose 
information that’s going to negatively impact their case? 
So there are the clearly defined categories — impeach-
ment evidence, prior convictions of a testifying witness 
— and other than that, what I have found in my own 
practice in seeking Brady is that defense attorneys need 
to be specific about what it is they’re asking for, and break 
it down for the prosecutor, so the prosecutor knows what 
to look for and what to ask the police for. 

Prosecutors are never going to be trained — so they 
need defense attorneys to point out — when Brady evi-
dence may exist. So it’s the best practice, when you really 
need this evidence and you can only get it from the gov-
ernment, that you’ve just got to explain to them what 
it is that you’re looking for. The limitation I see, even if 
better policies are created, is this: Prosecutors are never 
going to be trained to look at a case like a defense attor-
ney or to be as tuned into Brady evidence as the defense 
attorneys are, so that’s a challenge we’ll face in the 
criminal justice system if these policies are created by, 
and administered by, prosecutors. And I’ll make a small 
note, just about a peculiarity in California in the area 
of Brady, and that’s the practice of Pitchess Motions. 
When I was in Washington, D.C., as a public defender, 
I would routinely file letters pursuant to the Freedom of 
Information Act to get information on police miscon-
duct in the past and would be able to have unfettered 
access, once requesting it, to a lot of information. Here, 
California law requires that a defense attorney file a 
motion with the court when seeking Brady information 
about a police officer’s prior acts of misconduct — it’s 
called a Pitchess Motion — and it limits the access of 
both prosecutors and defense lawyers to police person-
nel records, limiting the disclosure of those records as 
well. It adds layers of protection for the police for their 
records, and it can be quite a burdensome process. It 
also, interestingly I think, takes the district attorney out 
of this process of disclosing Brady, so it’s something that 
the district attorney isn’t always aware of here. 

I’m going to talk to you about two examples of how 
Brady comes up. One is an example where I think it rep-
resents a systems problem, and another is an example 
that is much more egregious and reveals some more 
deliberation on the part of the withholding party. 
One of the cases I had here in Los Angeles — I repre-
sent children in the delinquency system, with law stu-
dents, through my job — and in one of the cases where 
the sole complaining witness was the sole testifying 
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 witness in the case, we found some information about 
him after the trial had occurred. Our client had been 
found involved in a school fight, and the complaining 
witness was the other party in the fight, and he was the 
only person who testified in the case. We had asked the 
district attorney for information about other bad acts, 
other convictions or other pending cases. In particular, 
we’d already found out about another school fight he’d 
been involved in and referenced that school fight, and 
that school fight occurred on a particular day — we’ll 
call it “Day A.” Then we received information about a 
school fight on Day A, we go to trial, and after the trial, 
because we had lost — through continued investigation, 
and also in part, just through happenstance (I happened 
to practice in a number of juvenile delinquency courts 
that are spread out through Los Angeles) — was sit-
ting in another juvenile delinquency court, and I saw 
the complaining witness walk by me. There are not a lot 
of reasons that kids are in juvenile delinquency court. 

They’re separated from other courts, so he probably 
wasn’t a witness in another case, and it wasn’t the case 
that we had received information about — it wouldn’t 
have been in that jurisdiction — so we did more dig-
ging and found out that he had another case. That other 
case turned out to be a robbery — a robbery, not crime 
Crime A. Crime A, which occurred prior to the trial, 
was the school fight. This robbery also occurred on the 
same day as the school fight — he was arrested twice on 
that day — and juveniles who are convicted of robberies 
can actually be impeached at trial in juvenile court in 
California. That was a really significant piece of infor-
mation that we didn’t have, and when I asked the prose-
cutor about it, they did some digging and turned over all 
sorts of information and all the police reports from the 
case. This was something that the individual prosecutor 
at trial knew nothing about. They just didn’t know about 
it. What Brady tells us is that it’s not about blaming 
that individual prosecutor, looking for malice on their 
part, it’s about looking to the entire government. This 
was information within the possession of the govern-
ment. It was within the possession of the police officers 
who arrested him, so it’s clearly Brady information. It’s 
clearly information that would have been helpful with 
impeachment evidence — a clear category — and it 
wasn’t disclosed. That’s one example of Brady evidence 
where it’s just something that’s indicative of a systemic 
problem where there’s not enough information flowing, 
not deliberate malice by the individual prosecutor.

I can’t tell you [due to shortage of time] about the 
other case. But let me talk to you just quickly about a 
recent Brady case, and I think this recent Brady case, just 
decided by the Supreme Court, is one that impacts some 
of the findings and recommendations about reform in 
the area of prosecutorial misconduct. One of the rec-
ommendations for reform was that we have systems 
within prosecutor offices to make sure that information 
is being disclosed and to have checks internally. In this 
case, in 1985, a gentleman by the name of John Thomp-
son was convicted for murder in Louisiana. He was a 
22-year-old African-American father of two, and he was 
convicted of murdering a white New Orleans hotel exec-
utive. Because three weeks prior he had been convicted 
of an armed robbery, a crime that he also claimed he 
was innocent of, Thompson was advised not to testify, 
and in fact he did not testify at the murder trial. The 
jury found him guilty, sentenced him to death, and that 
was in part based on the aggravating factor of his armed 
robbery conviction. Thompson then spent 18 years in 
prison, 14 of those years on death row. During this time 
there were seven executions that had been planned for 
him. There was a lot of Brady evidence, information that 
would tend to exonerate him in both the robbery and 
the homicide, including forensic evidence like blood 
types that didn’t match and eyewitnesses who gave 
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descriptions that weren’t consistent with his appearance 
— and money to informants and plea deals. 

This information all came to light because the defen-
dant, Mr. Thompson, had investigators who learned 
part of the truth and because, in part, Gerry Deegan, 
the junior assistant deputy attorney at the district 
attorney’s office, who had worked on Thompson’s case 
confessed nearly twenty years later — literally on his 
deathbed — that he had withheld the crime lab test 
results and removed a blood sample from the evidence 
room. The prosecutor to whom Deegan confessed said 
nothing about this for five years, but at least Deegan 
spoke up. Based on the new evidence, Thompson’s 
attorneys moved for a stay of execution. Eventually, the 
Louisiana Supreme Court vacated the robbery convic-
tion. A state district court changed his death sentence to 
life in prison because the aggravating factor of the rob-
bery was no longer present. Four years later his murder 
conviction, which had been based entirely on testimony 
from witnesses who got cash or plea bargains for their 
testimony, was also overturned. The retrial took place in 
2003 and the jury took 35 minutes to find him not guilty. 
With both the convictions overturned, Thompson sued 
the former Louisiana district attorney for Orleans Par-
ish, Harry Connick, Sr. — yes, Harry Connick Junior’s 
dad — for failing to train his prosecutors about their 
legal obligation to turn over exculpatory evidence to the 
defense — just exactly what the recommendations are 
by the Veritas Initiative Report on Prosecutorial Mis-
conduct in the Santa Clara Law School Innocence Proj-
ect study. A $14 million verdict was upheld through the 
Fifth Circuit, and then the Supreme Court overturned 
the decision and went to great lengths to portray this 
as an act by a single prosecutor rather than a problem 
related to system issues in the prosecutor’s office.

*  *  *

Rona l d L .  Brow n,  Moder ator :
Our last speaker, last but not least, is Carlton Gunn, a 
deputy federal public defender for more than 27 years. 
As Mr. Gunn says, he’s approaching half of his lifetime 
as a public defender. He’s practiced most of that time 
here in Los Angeles. He’s tried more than 75 federal 
cases in District Court, and he’s handled more than 
100 Ninth Circuit appeals. He even argued before the 
United States Supreme Court. As we say in the business, 
he got the silver medal on that one — he finished sec-
ond. But there is a distinction, it was 9–0. He likes to 
say that he has the joy of having given that his best shot, 
and what I like most about Mr. Gunn is, he says he can’t 
think of a better way to have spent half of his life, except 
during those stressful times when he daydreams about 
being in a mountain wilderness with his backpack and 
no one else but his wonderful wife and companion. 

Public Defense  
and the Legislative Process

Ca r lton F.  Gu n n 
deputy feder al public defender

I found the most interesting thing in the Clara Foltz 
book, personally, something that has nothing to do 

with the law, or being a public defender. I have an uncle 
Charlie, last name Gunn — he’s on my father’s side. He’s 
not alive any more. I always thought he was just a Mas-
sachusetts farmer, and as I was thumbing through the 
Clara Foltz book, when I got it from Barbara, and hadn’t 
read it yet, I noticed there was a reference to a lifelong 
companion, a reliable friend with a young eager face, 
and his name was Charles Gunn. I thought that was 
pretty cool, and I said, “I’m going to go back and ask the 
family some questions.” 

I’m getting just old enough to think I have a history. 
I recently realized, as Ron read in my little bio, that I 
spent just short of half of my life as a public defender. 
It calls to mind the Jerry Garcia “Grateful Dead” song 
phrase, “What a long, strange trip it’s been.” But it’s 
been a wonderful trip, and I wouldn’t have traded it for 
anything. 

But what I was going to talk about was that I’ve been 
doing this long enough, and that enough stuff has hap-
pened in my lifetime, I can say there’s been a lot that’s 
really had an impact on public defense. And what stands 
out in my lifetime, for me — I grew up just short of the 
’60s, I wasn’t quite back there enough to be a child of 
the ’60s, but I was what we call a wannabe — I was in the 
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early ’70s, when you’re sort of reaching back, wanting to 
be cool like they were. What stands out in my lifetime is 
the impact of politicians on public defense.

Prosecutors have always, I think, probably had the 
politicians on their side, but in my lifetime, it seems like 
it’s not just been that the politicians are on their side, but 
that politicians have gotten much more involved in the 
system. One thing I noticed when I was reading Clara 
Foltz’s bill that struck me was that the Public Defender 
was going to be elected. So I got curious. I’d never heard 
of that before; it doesn’t happen in L.A. County. They 
don’t get elected in the Federal Public Defender Office, 
though they’re appointed by the judges, which raises 
issues that I know Barbara has talked about to me when 
I was a law student. I got on the Internet — you know, 
the thing we didn’t have back when I started as a public 
defender — and I did a little search. 

I found an example of why we need to keep politics 
out of the system. Florida is apparently one of the states 
where they elect Public Defenders — there are actually 
very few — and this is what one of the candidates for 
the elected Public Defender spot said his goal was: “To 
ensure the taxpayers are getting their money’s worth, I 
also will increase the caseloads for those in senior posi-
tions.” I found that interesting, and it sort of feeds into 
what I’m going to talk about, which is my concern about 
politicians having gotten too involved. 

It started when I was in sixth grade or ninth grade, 
in the late ’60s — I was born in ’55 — with the — do you 
remember the Warren Court? Do you remember Rich-
ard Nixon? Do you remember what Richard Nixon 
said about the Warren Court? And that was the first 
thing I remember in my life about politicians impact-
ing the system for public defense, and it was Nixon say-
ing the Warren Court had gotten out of hand and he 
was going to appoint what I think he called “strict con-
structionist” judges, except I’m not so sure they always 
do strict construction. Related to that, another court 
example of the problem with politics and the effect on 
public defense — Rose Bird getting voted out of office 
in 1986 — that I think illustrates the problem of vot-
ing on appellate judges. But far worse, or at least what 
has been more striking for me in my federal practice, 
maybe because it’s more immediate and obvious, are 
the legislative changes. 

I always practiced in federal court — that was the 
first job I had after clerking for a judge up in Washing-
ton — so I don’t know a lot about the state system, but 
I remember coming down here in 1983, and there was 
this real interesting Ninth Circuit decision where you 
could grab state law if it was a state officer search, and I 
got all excited because California had all this great, what 
they called “independent state grounds” case law. And 
I thought this is wonderful — I’m going to start using 
all this California law, with all due respect to Judge 

 Alarcón — I won’t think about the Ninth Circuit law — 
and I wrote up this motion, and there was a Ninth Cir-
cuit case that actually supported the argument that you 
could pull in the state law, and I was all ready to file this 
motion, and then it was 1984. And you may remember 
what happened in 1984 — they passed Prop. 8, and now 
we don’t have any independent state grounds, at least to 
give you any action in a criminal case. In California, one 
other thing that’s also happened in my lifetime is the 
three-strikes law that now sends people to prison for life 
for stealing a pizza. 

So there’s been some interesting things on the state 
side, but the federal law is where I’ve really seen it hap-
pen, my colleagues and I. Maybe it just seems that way 
to you, but it seems that everything bad started happen-
ing just as I came in. It’s always been that way in my life. 
In 1983, when I started, every defendant had a right to 
bail. A lot of times they couldn’t post it, and it didn’t 
help a lot if your bank robbery client who came from the 
streets had a $25,000 secured bond and he didn’t know 
anyone, but at least he got a bond. And — God forbid — 
judges could consider what a fair sentence was. Differ-
ent judges had different ideas, of course, about what was 
fair, and they didn’t usually track our ideas, but at least 
we got to be heard on what was fair. 

And Congress then started getting involved. Just 
about every election year — I think there have been a 
couple that have been skipped since I’ve been a public 
defender — Congress has passed an anti-some-crime 
bill. And sometimes it was anti-a-whole-bunch-of-crimes 
bills. It was never a pro-crimes bill. It was never even a 
pro-defendant bill, or never even a “maybe we’ll look at 
whether these people really did something, or why they 
did what they did.” 

That actually started back in 1968, too, when I was in 
sixth or seventh grade. Remember? 1968 was a bad year. 
I remember going to junior high school and running up 
to my friends and saying, “Did you hear Robert Ken-
nedy got shot?” And one of my friends said, “Oh, I knew 
Carl would come running and say that.” In response 
to that we got an actual statute that Congress passed 
to repeal Miranda. We got limits on what’s called the 
McNabb-Mallory rule. We got wiretaps. Do you know, 
they didn’t have statutory authority to tap phones until 
1968? And we got about six other titles in something 
called the Omnibus Something-Something Act, that 
weren’t pro-defendant. 

It’s really interesting, actually, how that bill passed. 
In the Supreme Court argument I did, it involved a part 
of that bill, and so I looked at the legislative history, and 
it’s a very interesting little thing. I’m reading through 
the Congressional Record — June 16, 1968 — and there’s 
this guy named Celler, he’s a Congressman, the head of 
the House Judiciary Committee, and you can see him, 
he’s about to bury this bill that had passed the Senate. 
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He’s about to bury it in the Judiciary Committee in the 
House. And then I turn the page to June 17, 1968, and the 
Congress people are talking about how Robert Kennedy 
is lying in the hospital badly wounded. They make some 
special legislative maneuver, and the Omnibus Crime 
Control Act doesn’t go to committee and gets passed.

Far worse stuff has happened since I’ve been a Pub-
lic Defender, I’m afraid. In 1984, they passed the “Bail 
Reform Act,” but it didn’t reform bail. It eliminated it, 
at least in some cases. It federally codified the concept 
of preventive detention with no bail at all. And worse, 
it said you could detain people based on danger to the 
community. Now think about that — what is that? 
You keep people in jail not because they’ve committed 
a crime, because they haven’t been convicted yet. You 
keep people in jail because they might commit a crime 
in the future. There was a Tom Cruise movie about that 
a couple years ago called “Minority Report.” I don’t 
know if any of you remember it. It’s not the way we used 
to do things in this country. 

In 1984, they passed the Sentencing Reform Act 
and created this concept of what they call sentencing 
guidelines, except they weren’t guidelines. With narrow 
exceptions, they were mandatory. One of the few excep-
tions that you might have heard about was the cops who 
beat up Rodney King. One of the lead Supreme Court 
cases where they loosened things up a little bit was 
because they didn’t want those cops to spend quite so 
much time in prison under the guidelines. 

It did two horrible things to sentencing: First of all, it 
made it a numbers game, with just a number attached to 
a few selected facts — numbers that you added up. And 
second, what’s the hardest thing that you might want 
to consider at sentencing to put a number on? Maybe 
things about this human being they’re calling the defen-
dant? So guess what got left out of the sentencing guide-
lines? Everything about your client. They did decide, 
though, to consider remorse. They called it “acceptance 
of responsibility.” You know how much remorse is 
worth? Three points. Now, I have lots of clients who’ve 
had just one point of remorse, but I’ve had lots of cli-
ents who had eight or ten points of remorse, and I never 
thought a client just had three. 

They also passed a whole bunch of statutory manda-
tory minimum sentences. Drug defendants that used to 
get two, or three, or four years in prison when I started 
in 1983 now get a mandatory minimum sentence of ten 
years. Crack defendants who sell a few — I think a 
 couple — thousand dollars of crack cocaine get ten  
years in prison, and you can’t even talk about it, with a  
few exceptions, one of which is if you cooperate with  
the government and snitch on all your friends. Every  
time Congress hears about a problem, they pass a  
new mandatory minimum. Child porn cases have  

a mandatory minimum. Aggravated identity theft has a 
mandatory minimum. 

I think the problem for public defense of passing 
laws at the congressional level this way is two-fold: 
First, the sentencing laws like this put this extra power 
and leverage in the hands of the prosecutors. They are 
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the ones who decide whether or not to charge or drop 
a mandatory minimum, not the judge. They can agree 
not to ask for some guidelines number. The judge has 
to rule on that, so you’ve got a little bit of action there 
with the judge, but you know . . . . Second, the creation 
of detailed sentencing law at a broad policy level and the 
politicization of Supreme Court appointments creates 
an inherent bias against the defense side of the equation. 

With respect to Supreme Court appointments, I 
think the problem is pretty clear. If you make that pro-
cess too political, then you’re going to be going against 
the Court’s duty to protect individual rights from 
the tyranny of the majority. That’s one of the reasons 
we have courts. And courts have trouble doing that if 
they’re looking over their shoulder all the time at Rich-
ard Nixon deciding he’s going to get you. With respect 
to sentencing, the problem is a little more subtle, but I’ve 
done a lot of thinking about this. I’ve thought, what’s 
the problem here? One of the problems is trying to put 
numbers on things you can’t put numbers on. And the 
things that it’s hardest to put numbers on are the human 
factors that weigh in favor of the defense. But the other 
is this: Think about your people in Congress. What per-
centage of your Congress-people, do you think, either 
have been victims of crimes themselves or know some-
one who’s been a victim of crime? A hundred percent, 
right? Everyone knows someone who’s been a victim, 
but how many of those Congress-people do you think 
know someone who is a criminal defendant? Like one 
percent? How many of them know how much it tore up 
that defendant and tore up that defendant’s family to get 
thrown in prison for even two years, let alone ten years? 
And if you think about it, if sentencing is supposed to 
be a balancing of the defendant’s interests — he’s part of 
society, too, right? — against society’s, or whatever, it’s 
not going to happen up in Congress, because they don’t 
know anyone who’s a defendant. 

It might happen in a court, and do you know why 
it might happen in a court? Because you have an indi-
vidual judge — and an individual defendant — and the 
judge has to look the defendant in the eye and hear what 
the defendant has to say, and even if he doesn’t know 
the defendant, at least he’s learning a little bit about him 
there in that case. And with the guidelines and the man-
datory minimums and all this sentencing policy being 
set at the high level, it’s not just that it doesn’t take into 
consideration the human stuff, it’s that it tilts it, it biases 
it, in a pro-punishment way. 

There are some glimmers of hope. Just as I’m getting 
near the end of my history, I guess, things are getting 
a little better. Mandatory sentencing guidelines in fed-
eral court were held unconstitutional in this decision 
called Booker. And so now they’re advisory, and now 
the judges are at least thinking about how, maybe, they 
don’t have to be so tied to the numbers. Of course, the 

Prof. Olu K. Orange (right) with two of the 
law students he coaches on the USC Mock Trial Team,  

Katelyn Williams and Pratusha Erraballi

Hon. Michael Garcia and  
Deputy Federal Public Defender Myra Sun

Los Angeles County Counsel Andrea Sheridan Ordin 
(left) with attorneys Denise Ambrosio and Joanne 

Nielsen of the Office of the County Counsel
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before I started in the ’60s, and maybe now it’ll swing 
back a little bit as I’m getting near the end. I thought 
I’d share that with you, and I think that’s been the big-
gest thing I’ve felt in my history in public defense, and I 
thought I’d share it.

*  *  *

Rona l d L .  Brow n,  Moder ator :
I’d like to give thanks to some people here. I’d like to 
thank Judge Alarcón [applause]. I’d like to thank Judge 
Edmon [applause], our four panelists [applause], and 
Selma Moidel Smith, past president of the Women Law-
yers Association of Los Angeles — she’s also a board 
member of the California Supreme Court Historical 
Society — and she put this on. She deserves all the credit 
in the world [applause]. I’d like to thank the audience 
for being here, and I’d like to thank Barbara Babcock 
for bringing the story of Clara Foltz and the Public 
Defender into the present for the recognition it has long 
deserved [applause]. And next time you’re over at the 
Clara Shortridge Foltz building, you’ll know a lot more 
about the person for whom that building was named. 
Thank you so much for coming out this evening. ✯

Babcock’s subject was “Clara Foltz and the Califor-
nia Courts,” which included “how Foltz was the first 
woman admitted to practice in California” and several 
of her cases “that became important precedents in the 
California Supreme Court.” Babcock focused on two of 
the most important stories in her book — the Hastings 
case, in which Foltz “battled the most eminent lawyers of 
the state to open the doors of legal education to women 
on an equal basis,” and the Wells case, “which shaped 
her arguments for the creation of a public defender — 
her most lasting legacy.”

 “I want to assure the audience that the book is full of 
such stories,” Babcock continued. “The subtitle is, ‘The 
Trials of Clara Foltz’ — with its double meaning. I have 
written the book with the hope that it will be entertain-
ing and interesting enough to carry all readers along 
through her adventurous and complicated life — by 
which we can measure both how far we have come and 
how much there remains to do.”

The AOC Forum was established in 2002 to broaden 
awareness and knowledge on diverse issues and devel-
opments within the social, political, and legal envi-
ronments in programs that are held periodically 
throughout the year for AOC staff and employees of the 
Supreme Court and First Appellate District of the Court 
of Appeal. ✯

problem is we’ve had them so long none of the judges 
remember what it was like not to have them, but we’re 
trying to make them brave. The three-strikes modifica-
tion act — remember that? — we nearly got rid of, or at 
least made the three-strikes law more lenient. Schwar-
zenegger came barreling in and stopped it, but it got 
close, so maybe people are starting to see it at least a 
little bit there. 

We just recently had passed in the federal system the 
Fair Sentencing Act. I call it the A-Little-Less-Unfair 
Sentencing Act. I don’t how many of you know this: 
The defendants who are convicted for crack cocaine 
are almost ninety percent African American. They get 
the same sentence for one one-hundredth the amount 
of crack that they get for the powder that gets used to 
make the crack. That was one of the horrible inequities. 
We were going to have the Fair Sentencing Act, that was 
going to make the ratio one-to-one, and then we got the 
A-Little-Less-Unfair Sentencing Act when they decided 
on some sort of compromise. They made it some weird 
number like eighteen-to-one. 

So we’ve got a few glimmers of hope coming, and one 
likes to think the system had swung back just a little bit 

On June 13, 2011, Stanford 
Law Professor Barbara 

Babcock addressed the AOC 
Forum in an event cospon-
sored by the Society and the 
Administrative Office of the 
Courts. She presented high-
lights from her new book, 
Woman Lawyer: The Trials of 
Clara Foltz, published this year 
by the Stanford University 
Press. She informed the audience of Foltz’s dual impor-
tance as the first woman lawyer in California and as the 
inventor of the American public defender system. The 
event was held in the Milton Marks Conference Center 
Auditorium at the Supreme Court in San Francisco.

Professor Babcock was introduced by William C. 
Vickrey, Administrative Director of the Courts, who 
gave greetings from Society President David L. McFad-
den. Board members who were present and recog-
nized as Society representatives were Chief Justice Tani 
Cantil-Sakauye (chair of the Society’s board), Associate 
Justice Kathryn Mickle Werdegar of the Supreme Court, 
Justice James Marchiano of the First District Court of 
Appeal, and Chief Supervising Attorney Jake Dear of the 
Supreme Court. 
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