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Excerpts from an Interview with Judge Burnita Shelton Matthews of the
U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia

The following selection is an edited ex-
cerpt from an interview with Judge
Burnira Shelton Matthews that was con-
ducted by Alice O'Donnell on January
10, 1985. [udge Matthews was appointed
to the U.S. District Court for the Dis-
trict of Columbia by President Harry
Truman in 1949, becoming the first
woman to sit on the federal district court
and the second woman Article 11 judge.
Judge Mazthews took senior status in
1968, but in 1969 and 1970 served by des-
ignation on the U.S. Court of Customs
and Patent Appeals and from 1970 to
1977, on the U.S. Court of Appeals for
the District of Columbia Circuit. She
died in 1988.

I came to Washington abour when
World War I started. I wanted to
study law, and there just didn’t seem
to be a place in my home state, Missis-
sippi, where I could get work. So I
took an examination for a position in
Washington, passed it, and got the no-
tice to report. I went ro work at the
Veterans Administration and enrolled
at the National University Law School
at night. I stayed at the VA unril Presi-
dent Wilson left office; by that time, 1
had passed the bar. When I graduated
from law school, I was the only
woman in the graduating class, the
only woman to graduate.

When I was in law school, a woman
came over and asked me if [ could
come and picket the White House for
womman'’s suffrage. I told her that I had
no time because I was going to school

at night and I was working during the
day. She asked me what I did on Sun-
days! She finally persuaded me to go
over there to the White House and
picket.

Larer, the National Woman's Parry,
who was organizing the picketing, be-
gan to ask me ro advise them on legal
matters. Miss [Alice] Paul was head of
the Woman’s Party at that time; she
would ask women if they knew what
laws discriminated against them in
their state. Once a lady from Louisiana
said that she didn’t know, bur she
would ask her hughand. She came back
and reported that he said there weren't
any discriminatory laws in Louisiana.
So Miss Paul asked me to check the

laws in Louisiana, and I found a num-

ber of discriminatory provisions. But
that was true in all stares.

In the District of Columbia,
women weren't admitted to the Bar
Association. I made an application
with three other women for admission,
and my check was returned o me.

They said that our sponsors had with= ~

drawn their sponsorship, bur thar,
wasn’t true. They hadn’t, and the men
who sponsored us all said so. But, nev-
ertheless, they said we couldn’t be ad- -
mitted, and we weren’t for a long, long
time. Women also weren.t allowed .to
serve on juries here. Tdrew up a bill . -
for the Woman’s Pafty to allow

women to serve on juries, and the bill
passed, but with an addition. They’d
added “bur no woman should be com-
pelled to serve against her will.”

After I left the Veterans Administra-
tion, I was engaged in private practice
and, eventually, the Woman’s Party
put me on retainer. They were inter-
ested in getting laws passed in different
states, and I would draft chese mea-
sures and send them to whoever was in
charge of that in a particular state. At
one time the party had as many as
twelve lawyers working on discrimina-
tion in the law. They.used to get out
booklets identifying the particular laws
in each state that discriminated against
women. For instance, one state had a
law that said that a mother couldn’t
inherit from her child. And that just
seemed terrible—that:they would put

_the father in and leave.the mother out.

I also raughr evidence at what was
called the Washington College of Law
and is now the Washington College of -

" Law'of American University. Two
. women founded the Washington Col- -
" lege of Law. One of them was Emma

M. Gilletr. Miss Gillett went to
Howard University andlgot her di-
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The Diary of General Henry Sewall
Peter Wonders, Research Associate, Federal Judicial History Office

General Henry Sewall (1752-1845), the
first clerk of the U.S. District Court of
Maine, kept a diary that provides a rare
account of the work of an eighteenth cen-
tury federal clerk of court. Appointed by
District Judge David Sewall (his cousin),
Henry Sewall served as clerk from 1789
to 1818. Two excerpts follow (in prelimi-
nary transcription): The first describes
the courts inauguration, and the second
describes the trial of Thomas Bird and
Hans Hanson for “piratical murder,” a
ﬁ?nﬂﬂf case 1’721’0[@’.{7?3’ 7721”'{!5" ar sea.
Spelling and punctuation are as they ap-
pear in the original diary, which is held
by the Massachusetts Historical Society.
The Federal Judicial History Office
plans to produce an edited version of
those sections of the diary that relate to
Sewall’s service as clerk of the court.

December 1789

Tuesday 1. Rode from New Cases into
Portland—arrived about g o’clock.
Dined with Judge Sewall, and a con-
siderable number of respectable char-
acters together with the Marshall and
Atrorney of the District Court—and
received the appointment of Clerk to

the said Court. After dinner, the
Judge, preceded by the Marshal and
Clerk, moved in procession to the
Courthouse of Cumberland county,
where the Marshall by direction of the
Judge, opened the said District Court
in due form—the Clerk read certain
parts of the judicial act, and the com-
missions of the Judge, the Marshall, &
the Attorney—after which, there being
no business before the Court, it was
adjourned withour day.

Wm. Thatcher & Genl Lithgow ap-
pearing as my sureties, executed the
Bond required for the faithful dis-
charge of the duties of Clerk.

Lodged with Capt. Hobby.

June 1790
Wed'day 2. The Grand Jury brought in

a Bill of Indictment against Thomas
Bird & Hans Hanson, for piratical
murder. A copy of the Indictment and
the names of the Jurors summoned for
their trial, being delivered them, they
were remanded till Friday.

Friday 4. The trial of the criminals
Thomas Bird and Hans Hanson came

Publications of the Courts

First Circuit

* Dargo, George. A History of the
United States Court of Appeals
for the First Circuit, Volume 1,
1891-1960. 1993. Available from
Andrew Teirz, Office of the
Circuit Executive, Judicial
Council of the First Circuit,
J.%. McCormack Post Office
and Courthouse, Boston, Mas-

sachusetts 02109; telephone:
(617) 223-9049.

Federal Judicial History Office

* Van Tassel, Emily Field. Why
Judges Resign: Influences on Fed-
eral Judicial Service, 1780 to 1992.
1993. The Federal Judicial His-
tory Office prepared this study
for the Judicial Conference’s Na-

on and the Court, to accommodarte
the spectators adjourned to Mr.
Deane’s Meetinghouse. The Case went
to the Jury about 2 o’clock—and the
Courr adjourned till five o’clock, at the
same place, when the Jury found a ver-
dict against Thomas Bird, and acquit-
ted Hans Hanson. The latter was ac-
cordingly discharged by order of
Court, and the former remanded to
prison.

Saturday 5. The Court opened at the
Courthouse ar eight in the morning—
and sentence of death was pronounced
by the Judge against Thomas Bird
agreeable to the verdict—to be purin
execution the 25. inst.—The prisoner,
who had appeared undaunted during
the trial, on this solemn occasion, dis-
covered some marks of concern & agi-
tation. The sentence was delivered
with great solemnity, pungency, and
close application to the conscience of
the prisoner, and was attended with
such moving circumstances, as could
not fail to draw tears from most of the
audience.

After this melancholly scene, the
Courrt adjourned withour day. %

tional Commission on Judicial
Discipline and Removal. Why
Judges Resign provides a historical
perspective on the reasons federal
judges have left the bench. The
study is available from Informa-
tion Services, Federal Judicial
Center, One Columbus Circle,
N.E., Washington, DC 20002-
8003; telephone: (202) 273-4153.
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