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THE BLACK PHILADELPHIA LAWYER1

By Carl E. Singley

Introduction

The Tucker Law Group compiled materials and presented a 
continuing legal education program on the history of the black 
men and women lawyers who have been admitted to practice 

in Philadelphia since 1845. Studying that 170-year odyssey has been 
a genuinely inspirational endeavor. Those early lawyers demonstrat-
ed indefatigable courage in overcoming seemingly impossible legal, 
political and social obstacles. Their many contributions transcended 
Philadelphia and the legal profession, and benefited generations of 
Americans regardless of race, gender, religion or social status. Many 
were, and are, authentic American Heroes.

I.

In 1845, George Boyer Vashon, the first black graduate of Ober-
lin College, decided to become a lawyer. In those days, there was no 
statewide bar examination and admission to practice was the prov-
ince of the local county bar associations. 
Since there were very few law schools and 
no minimum education requirements for 
the practice of law, aspiring lawyers learned 
their craft by “reading the law” as appren-
tices in the offices of established lawyers 
who would then sponsor their bar admis-
sion. Following this custom, Vashon began 
the study of law in the offices of a promi-
nent Pennsylvania lawyer and, in 1847, ap-
plied for admission to the bar of Allegheny 
County. His application was rejected on the 
grounds that state law restricted bar admis-
sion to white men. 

Vashon left Pennsylvania and became the first black admitted 
to the New York bar in 1848 and then reapplied for admission in Al-
legheny County in 1867 after the Civil War. A common pleas court 
panel again denied his application on the grounds that he did not 
submit two character references with his application, with one of the 
judges also stating that “blacks and whites ought to be entirely sepa-
rated.” Vashon would go on to become the third black lawyer admit-
ted to practice before the United States Supreme Court in 1868 and, 
in 1869, the first admitted to practice in the District of Columbia. He 
was posthumously admitted to the Allegheny County bar in 2010. 

The distinction of becoming the first black lawyer admitted to 
practice in Pennsylvania belongs to Jonathan Jasper Wright, a Penn-
sylvania native who was a graduate of Lancasterian University in 
Ithaca, New York. Wright studied law over three years in two differ-
ent law offices, but his application for admission in the early 1860s 
was also denied. Wright left Penn-
sylvania and moved to South Caro-
lina where he remained until slavery 
was abolished by the 13th Amend-
ment. He returned to Pennsylvania 
in 1865, applied and was admitted 
to practice in Luzerne County. How-
ever, Wright returned to South Caro-
lina and he was elected two years 
later to the South Carolina Supreme 
Court, becoming the first black law-
yer elected to an appellate court in 
the country.

Vashon and Wright’s persistent 
early efforts to become lawyers before the Civil War, at a time when 
most blacks were slaves, powerless and subjected to unspeakable 
racially motivated violence, are almost incomprehensible. That 22-
year span (1845-1867) was one of the most consequential and vola-
tile periods in American history. Slavery was legal in states through-
out the South and de jure and de facto segregation was common in 
every state. Most blacks lived in the South, and out of a national 
population in 1860 of 27,233,000 in 1860, 3,950,000 were black, 
90% of whom were slaves. Also, the Ku Klux Klan was founded in 
1865, ushering in a period of racial violence that included thousands 
of beatings and lynchings.

Also during this period, the U.S. Supreme Court declared in 
Dred Scott (1857) that blacks had “no rights which a white man was 
bound to respect.” Several Southern states seceded from the Union 
and started the Civil War (1861-1865) that resulted in the deaths of 
over 650,000 persons. Abraham Lincoln was elected (1860), issued 
the Emancipation Proclamation, delivered the Gettysburg Address 
(both in 1863), led the Union to a successful ending of the Civil War 
and was assassinated (1865). Congress passed civil rights laws and 
Constitutional Amendments that defined and shaped the legal tapes-
try of rights and expectations that all Americans share today. 

Formal university legal education gradually began to replace the 
apprenticeship model for legal training, as several law schools were 
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founded and joined Yale, which was established in 1823. Yale and 
the law schools of the University of Pennsylvania (1850), Howard 
University (1868) and Temple University (1895) graduated most 
black Philadelphia lawyers for several decades.

John Daniel Lewis, an 1874 graduate Columbia University 
Law School, set up the first black Philadelphia law practice with 
Jeremiah H. Scott in 1876. Scott left the practice and Lewis was the 
only practicing black lawyer in the city until 1891. That year, John 
Adams Sparks and Thomas Wheeler established a practice in the 
city and became the first black lawyers to argue a case before the 
Pennsylvania Supreme Court. 

II.

In 1902, the State Board of Law Examiners was appointed by 
the Pennsylvania Supreme Court to set uniform statewide standards 
for bar admission. Before that, there were 54 examining jurisdic-
tions in the counties, each with different standards, including testing 
and moral fitness requirements. This development, however, did not 
increase the number of blacks being admitted to the bar.

The number of black lawyers practicing in Philadelphia re-
mained constant for 25 years, 10 in 1900, 13 in 1920 and 18 in 1925. 
From 1908–1920, no new black lawyers were admitted, and only 13 
black lawyers were admitted from 1920–1933. However, between 
1925–1950, several of Philadelphia’s most celebrated black lawyers 
graduated from law school and were admitted to the bar. J. Austin 
Norris (Yale, 1917) and Herbert E. Millen (Penn, 1920); Raymond 
Pace Alexander (Harvard, 1923); Robert N.C. Nix Sr. (Penn, 1924) 
and E. Washington Rhodes (Temple, 1925). 

Sadie Tanner Mossell Alexander, the first black woman to grad-
uate from the University of Pennsylvania Law School, was admitted 
in 1927. Alexander was the first black woman to be admitted to the 
Pennsylvania Bar and was the only practicing black woman lawyer 
in Philadelphia until 1949, when Doris Mae Harris was admitted. 
Alexander was the daughter of Aaron Mossell, who was the first 
black graduate of the University of Pennsylvania Law School. 

The National Bar Association was founded in 1923 as the prin-
cipal organization for black lawyers. The American Bar Associa-
tion, which was founded in 1878, did not admit blacks until 1943. 
Sadie T.M. Alexander served as National Bar Association secretary 
for 25 years, and along with her husband, Raymond Pace Alexander, 
who held several national positions, helped to make the organization 
a force in the profession around the country. 

III.
   
From 1940–1960, several black lawyers were admitted to the 

bar who would become great lawyers and jurists, and make major 
contributions to the law and the civil rights movement in Pennsyl-
vania and the United States. These included Harvey N. Schmidt 
(Temple, 1943), Robert W. Williams (Boston University, 1950), 
Clifford Scott Green (Temple, 1951), William T. Coleman Jr. (Har-
vard, 1952), A. Leon Higginbotham (Yale, 1952), Cecil B. Moore 
(Temple, 1953), Robert N.C. Nix Jr. (Penn, 1953), Juanita Kidd 
Stout (Indiana, 1954), William H. Brown III (Penn, 1955), Arneda 
Jackson Hazell (Temple, 1956), Charles W. Bowser (Temple, 1957) 
and A. Benjamin Johnson (Villanova, 1958). Coleman, who was the 
first black partner in a white Philadelphia law firm, would be nation-
ally recognized for, among other accomplishments, his legal advo-
cacy in Brown v. Board of Education; and Higginbotham’s ground-
breaking scholarship on race and the American legal process gained 

international acclaim. 
In 1946, there were 29 black lawyers in the city, most of whom 

were located within a seven square-block radius, between 12th and 
19th streets, many in offices located on 15th and 16th streets, south 
of Market Street. For over 60 years, the Robinson Building, at 42 
S. 15th St., would be the primary office location for many black 
lawyers. 

Philadelphia’s premier black law firm was founded in 1952 
as Green, Schmidt & Harris when Clifford Scott Green and Har-
vey Schmidt formed a partnership, which was joined by Doris Mae 
Harris and A. Leon Higginbotham in 1954. When J. Austin Norris 
and William H. Brown III joined in 1955 and 1956, respectively, it 
became Norris, Schmidt, Green, Harris, Higginbotham & Brown. 
Over the years, other prominent lawyers included: Herbert Hutton, 
William Hall and Robert W. Williams, Jr. who became state or fed-
eral judges; and Ira. J.K. Wells, Mansfield Neal, Edward Nichols, 
Ronald Davenport and Hardy Williams. 

One of the most important early civil rights issues in Phila-
delphia between 1950–1970 was Girard College. The school was 
established in 1933 pursuant to the will of Stephen Girard that re-
stricted admission to “poor, white orphan boys.” The school was fi-
nally integrated in 1968 after numerous demonstrations led by Cecil 
B. Moore and 14 federal and state lawsuits, several of which were 
handled by Raymond Pace Alexander and William T. Coleman Jr.

IV.

The Barristers’ Association of Philadelphia, Inc. was founded 
in 1950 to advocate the interests of black lawyers and the black 
community. An earlier association, the John Mercer Langston Law 
Association, founded in 1925, had become largely inactive. From its 
founding to the present day, the presidents of the Association have 
been some of the most accomplished lawyers in the city.

 As the number of black lawyers admitted to the bar continued 
to decline, J. Austin Norris, widely considered the “dean of black 
Philadelphia lawyers,” and the Barristers’ Association charged that 
the examination process discriminated against blacks and demanded 
an investigation. In response, the Philadelphia Bar Association ap-
pointed a committee to investigate the issue in 1953. William H. 
Hastie, who was the first black federal judge in the United States, 
was appointed chairman. Theodore G. Spaulding, who would be-
come the first black judge elected to an appellate court in Pennsyl-
vania, also served on what was called the “Hastie Committee.” That 

The founding members of Norris, Schmidt, Green, Harris, Higin-
Botham & Brown: (from left to right) Clifford Scott Green, Wil-
liam H. Brown III, A. Leon Higginbotham Jr., Doris Mae Harris, 
J. Austin Norris and Harvey N. Schmidt.
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committee concluded that “there were no racially discriminatory 
practices.”

Undaunted, Norris continued to argue that the bar examination 
discriminated against black lawyers. In 1970, along with the Bar-
risters’ Association, headed by Ricardo C. Jackson, he threatened 
to sue the Board of Law Examiners. The Philadelphia Bar Associa-
tion appointed another committee, chaired by Peter J. Liacouras, to 
investigate the issue. In addition to Jackson, two black judges, Clif-
ford Scott Green and Paul Dandridge, also served on the committee. 
The Liacouras Committee concluded that the bar examination “as 
developed and administered is invalid and discriminatory and cir-
cumstantial evidence leads to a strong presumption that blacks are 
indeed discriminated against when they take the exam.” 

After the Liacouras Committee report, the pass rate of black 
lawyers increased dramatically. For example, in the 15 years before 
the report was issued, 1955–1970, only 83 black lawyers passed the 
bar. After the report was issued, 22 of the 23 black lawyers who took 
the January 1972 bar exam passed, and the number of black lawyers 
in Philadelphia increased from 111 in 1970, to over 400 in 1981, 

and to 865 in 1994. Perhaps the most positive sign of this progress 
is that the actual number of black Philadelphia lawyers in 2018 is 
undetermined—no one is keeping count.

V.
 
Black Philadelphia lawyers have made tremendous strides 

since 1845, when George Vashon sought admission to the Allegh-
eny County bar, and since 1927, when Sadie Alexander was the only 
practicing black woman lawyer in Philadelphia. Black lawyers have 
been elected and appointed to all Pennsylvania appellate courts and 
the federal district courts and courts of appeal. They have served as 
deans and tenured professors at law schools, provosts and chancel-
lors of universities, district attorneys, U. S. Attorneys, city solicitors 
and chancellors of the Philadelphia Bar Association. They have also 
been elected mayor, to city council and to various state legislative 
offices. Others have been elected partners in large national and re-
gional law firms, and served as general counsels to corporations, 
the governor and various state and local government entities. As 
of 2018, there were 58 black county, state and federal judges in the 
region, 33 of whom re black women. Lasting symbols of these great 
lawyers are the Juanita Kidd Stout Center for Criminal Justice and 
the Robert N.C. Nix, Sr. Federal Building and United States Post 
Office. 

The legacy of these pioneering black Philadelphia lawyers is 
the inspiring stories of extraordinary men and women who sur-
mounted great odds. These stories are also eloquent demonstrations 
of those timeless qualities that make great lawyers. Among these 
are a tireless work ethic, insatiable intellectual curiosity, a strong 
moral compass, the unrelenting pursuit of perfection, a commitment 
to equality and fairness, and the courage of convictions.

1The primary sources for much of this essay are J. Clay Smith, Jr.’s 
Emancipation: The Making of the Black Lawyer, 1844–1944 (1993) 
and Geraldine R. Segal’s Blacks in the Law: Philadelphia and the Na-
tion (1983). In addition, the Raymond F. Trent Collection on the Black 
Lawyer, at the University of Pennsylvania Law School, was a valuable 
and indispensable source for most of our research.
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From left to right: Doris Mae Harris, Sadie T. M. Alexander, 
and Juanita Kidd Stout.
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