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BOOK REVIEW

T
his is a fascinating and readable 
biography of Bessie Margolin, 
the most accomplished lawyer 

I never heard of.
Born in 1909 in Memphis, Tenn., she 

lost her mother at an early age and was 
sent with her siblings to an orphanage 
in New Orleans. There she attended a 
local manual training school where she 
was imbued with good citizenship, hard 
work, respect for authority and social 
justice, enabling her to go to Newcomb 
College, the women’s school of Tulane 
University.

Tulane Law School followed, where 
she was the only female in her first-year 
class, and then a research assistant’s job 
at Yale Law School. As a Jewish female 
from the south, she could not get a job 
with a law firm or a corporation, so she 
went into government service, where she 
seems to have had an incredible career, 
first defending the constitutionality of the 
Tennessee Valley Authority in its infancy 
as a member of its legal department.

From there she became a litigation 
attorney at the Labor Department’s 
fledgling Wage and Hour Division, 
prosecuting companies in violation of 
the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 and 
again defending a law’s constitutionality.

She took time off to serve on the 
prosecution staff at Nuremberg’s 
International Military Tribunal, returning 
to the Labor Department as assistant 
solicitor. Her appellate advocacy 
experiences were extraordinary, arguing 
before the U.S. Supreme Court 27 times 
and circuit courts 150 times, winning 
almost all of them and garnering many 
awards, before retiring in 1972.

The author is a former special assistant 
to the Maryland Attorney General and 
former law professor who began her 
own career at the same orphanage and 
school and knew her subject personally.  
She presents Margolin’s life, warts and 
all, commenting on her several affairs 
with married men and failed attempts 
at obtaining professorship and federal 
court appointments.  Margolin taught, 
consulted, arbitrated and was a founding 
member of the National Organization for 
Women.  She died of a stroke in 1996 at 

age 87.
Margolin was a remarkable appellate 

advocate, teacher, mentor and 
community leader.  The author has done 
us a service by telling us effectively 
about this orphan-pioneer who became a 
respected lawyer against all odds.
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