Interview Log

0-5 minutes ' Introduction, childhood in
' New Bedford and Cape Cod
Massachusetts, life in an isolated
immigrant community
5-10 minutes Life in Cape Verdean

community, lack of public school
experience, meeting the Melvert Felton,
the independence of Cape

Verde

10-15 minutes Life on Brava, Educational experiences in
' Massachusetts, working in agricultural
Massachusetts, withdrawal from school

15-20 minutes Why Leighton wanted to go to Howard
. University, intellectual influences from
father, attendance of WPA classes,
finding a fitting school, financial problems-
of attending college, winning scholarship
writing contest

20-25 minutes ~ August 1936 leaves New Bedford,
' ~ experiences racism for the first time in

Washington DC, succeeding at Howard
University, desire to go to Harvard

25-30 minutes .. Dean of Howard aids in admission to

" Harvard University, hiichhikes to
Harvard, obtains a full scholarship
“University, choosing Chicago to practice

law

30-35 minutes Hardships in Chicago, arguing cases
for death penalty clients,arguing before the
Supteme Court, friendship with
Christopher C. Wimbish

35-40 minutes President of 3* Ward Democratic
. Organization, Major Richard J. Daley asks

Leighton to run as a candidate for

judgeship, circuit court judgeship



40-45 minuntes

45-50 minutes

50-55 minutes

55-60 minutes -~

60-65 minuics

65-70 minutes

70-75 minutes

75-80 minutes

80-85 minutes

phone call to sit on appellate court

First African American man to be an
appellate court judge in Illinois,
nominated for lifetime federal judgeship,
discusses benefits of federal judgeship,
retirement from judgeship in 1987,
discusses being nominated today versus
receiving a nomination twenty years ago

Difficulty finding a

job in Massachusetts, experience fighting
in the Pacific theatre in World War II,
affiliation with the NAACP, meeting
Walter White in NAACP, race restrictive
covenants

Meeting Thurgood Marshall,

work with the NAACP, why he believes
Major Daley asked him to be a lawyet,
Betty and Donald Howard case

Betty and Donald Howard case
continued, Harvey Clark case

Leighton’s indictment, indictment

~ dismissed, lessons learned form gomg

before a grand jury

Relationship with Thurgood Marshall,
how Leighton became interested in law,
working in the cranberry bogs, went to
Howard with dream of becomlng a

lawyer

Backup plan if not accepted into
Howard, family life in Chicago

‘Two grandchildren that cross the race
line, Velsicol Chemical Corporation case,
Bee Gee’s copyright infringement case

Bee Gece’s copyright infringement case
continued, dismissal of 85 million dollar
judgment, discusses being a member of



85-90 minutes

90-95 minutes

95-98:23

Democratic Party in Chicago

Current political situation, war in Iraq,
discusses John Paul Stevens and the
Supreme Court, discusses the selection of
judges and federal judgeship, “Broken
Bottle Judge” case and media attention,

and impeachment proposal

Leighton followed by reporters, how
Leighton would like to be remembered,

discussion of health,

Words of advice to lawyers,
question for interviewers,

conclusion



History 483: Oral History Method and Practice
Cook County Oral History Project

Interview with: Judge George Leighton, October 27, 2007

December 2007
Abbey Cullen
Brian Jolet

Ashley Eckhardt
Kristy Noga



Judée George Leighton
Interview Abstract

The interview with Judge George N. Leighton was conducted on October 27,
2007, at the Daley Center, in Chicago, Illinois. The interview is part of the Cook County
Oral History Project, which seeks fo document the life stories of the judges who have
served in the Cook County Circuit Court, The interviews are conducted by students in
Loyola University Chicago’s graduate-level course Oral History: Method and Practice.
The interview was conducted by graduate students Abbey Cullen, Ashley Eckhardt, Brian
Jolet, and Kristy Noga.

Judge Leighton discussed his childhood growing up in the Cape Verdean
+ community of New Bedford, Massachusetts, and the sacrifices he made to his own
education So that he could work from a very young age to help stfiport his family.
Leighton managed to enter college on a scholarship and received his B.A. Magna Cum
Laude from Howa_g_gi\Un_iv}ersity in 1940 and went on to earn his law degreg _ﬁrom ﬁarvard
University in 1946. Leighton then moved to Chicago where he practiée;d law, often
taking death penalfy and civil right§cases. He distinguished himself as a léwyer in
Chicago and in 1964; .Mayor Richard J. Daley: nomi;lated him for the Circuit Court In
1969 he was appoin‘;tedrto the Illinois appeliate court, the first black person to be a justice
of that court. In 1987, President Gerald Ford appointed Leighton as a U.8. District judge,
a lifetime position, which he held until he retired from the bench. Judge Leighton still .
practices law in Chicago at the age of 92. In this interview, he discusses several of l'1is

more well-known cases, including the Harvey Clark case that resulted in his own



indictment. Leighton also discusses his involvement ﬁith the NAACP I;iayed on his-law
career, especially his friendship with Thurgood Marshall.

Additional notes: When the interviewers transcribed this interview, they
attempted to transcribe every word Judge Leighton spoke, including any repetition or
colloquialisms. For clarification purpose for future generations, the group decided to
make the century of a date in brackets, where he did not qualify; ex: [19] 35. Also, Judge
Leighton became noticeably tired toward the end of the interview; as a result, the
interviewers were unable to ask further questions about aspects of his life that they
wished to understand more fully. The interviewers attempted to conduct a second
interview, but time constraints prevented this from materializing. ‘The questions sent to
Judge Leighton for the follow up; and copies of the correspondences with the group and -
Tudge Leighton’s sectary are part in AppendiX 1. Appendix 2 holds the email
correspondences between the group and Dr. Manning, recommending that a second
_.inter;iew be conducted by thé next group of interviewers for iche Cook County Oral |

History Project.
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' Kristy Noga: Today is October 27", and it’s 10:17 in the AM. We’re interviewing Jﬁdge
George Leighton at the Daley Center, in room 2508. The questions we will be asking
today pertain to Judge Leighton’s childhood, educational experiences, time on the bench,

and views on judicial polices. Brian is going to start off asking the questions.

Brian Jolet: Alright Judge Leighton, um, first I'd like to ask you about your parents- uh if
there is any specific memories, you have about them. Uh, if you could give us a brief

history of your parents.

Judge Leighton: My mother and father were immigrants. From the Portuguese Cape
Verde Islands... which is.... an archipelago. ..off the coast of Africa. They migrated to
New Bedford Massachusetts, my mother, in 1907, and my father, in, uh, 1887. They
married in a small fown outside of, uh, uh, Towstown Massachusetts, and then moved
back to New Bedford, were all of us were born., I was a twin. And I was born in the early
mdming hours of October twenty t;vo, a Tuesday...1912, S-orthat last Monday, 1 toq_lg_,
note of my 95t birthday. All of my growin’ up years I lived in New Bedford

- Massachusetts, and Cape Cod Massachusetts?all of my growing up years, and spoke only

- Creole at home, and some English outside the home.
BJ: Uh is there any memories you have specifically about growing up in Massachusetts?
JL: What’s that?

BJ: Uh is there any memories uh bout growin’ up in Massachusetts?

t



JL: Yeé, yes I do. Uh, Me;ésachuseﬁs is a state, particularly, the part in which I wa;'s born,
which is Cape Cod...I don’t recall, all of my grown up years, any incident that had any
adverse, race... aspect...so that I didn’t know it made any difference that I was black...
you see. Although I wasn’t African American, I was Cape Verdean, you see. Uhm...I
grew up in, in New Bedford most of the time, my mother and father were

itinerant. ..agricultural, workers. They worked on cranberry. bogs...strawberry

patches. ..blueberry bushes. And uh we went to Cape Cod in March, early in March, and
we came back to New Bedford late in December. I have said somewhat facetiously about
my background that we really didn’t live in New Bedford, we hibernated there, and I
always add that [laughter] fhosc of us who think we know the English 1§nguage know the
difference between living and hibernating:..you see. For example, in all of my boyhood 1
intramural sports. The Cape Verdean community is a self~isolated ethnic

community.. .a;nd, stayed within themslelves. ..never mixed wiﬂ}‘_ Afrlcan Americans,
altﬁough there were some in New Bedford. And, a few on-Cape Cod. Stayed just
togethér,’ stayed just aniong Cape Verdeans, speaking the dialect of the Cape Verdean
language; Cf__eole. 1 don’t ‘member-ever.i'cnowin’ anything, or hear;i'n’- anything uh as
grew up :abéut elections, or membership in any organizations ‘cause Creole people don’t
intermingle...you see. But it was a uh, comfortable, life, and also, it was.a good life. For
example all fhroggh,my growing up years, I never knew anything'abéut érime, drugs,
violence, never heard anything about that. Al this is something new, uh, in New Bedford,
Massachusetts today as well as other parts of New England were there aﬁe Cape |

Verdeans...you see. So that’s, that’s the background I have. Now, the thing that derive



from all this is that it served me well. I waé disciplined, not e;ducated because I never
went to public school of any uh regularity, you see we worked in the cranberry bogs,
strawberry patches, blueberry bushes from early March to late December while most of
the school years, through by then, you see. So I never went to public schools...never
entered a high school, never had any high school education, you see. But it was good,
disciplined, uhh...when Hilary Rodham Clinton wrote her book It Takes a Village it
reminded me of my mother and father. My mother and father lived by what Hilary
Rodham Clinton espouses in that book, because everybody in New Bedford who was
Cape Verdean had the permission, of my mother and father to discipline me if they
caught me doin’ something [laughter} that I had no Vbusriness doin’. There was no limit or
restrictions, and then when they learned about it T had [laughter] another [laughter] you
see. Now I don’t1don’t complaii’f’about that, I don’t find it cruel or harsh or anything,
because its, it, it, its disciplinary, sure that’s.... Uh...] have no ill feelings about um,
growin’ up in a srﬁall city like New Bedfogg,.uh in}a small little enclave of {ﬁe city,
separated. I never knew any African American people...in all of my grown up years, with
dﬁé::EXCeption. In, uh the period 1934 to 1936, I attended a-¥6t of uh WPA classes and uh
night school.-And -I‘-met an African American rﬁan, his name was, Melvert f;elton. He

" ‘was a second African American to be a full t;imé teachet, in the Neeredford Public High
School, this was 1934, [19] 35. Now at that time, I was trying to make up the loss of

education that I had suffered at being ah ub ah a-égripult_ural worker, bog worker,

'WPA stands for Works Progress Administration, and was a program in the New Deal. The
program provided jobs, and an income, to the mass amount of unemployed people during the Great
Depression. The program also collected and distributed food and clothing to the less fortunate. It was the
largest New Deal program and helped millions of Americans survive the Depression.



strawberry picker, blueberries, raspberriés and so forth. And I met Melvert Felton. .. Um,
so to answer your question, I have a fond, warmhearted recollection of my life hood, my,

my boyhood, uh in New Bedford Massachusetts.

BJ: Uh is there any other way, uh growing up in a community, of uh you say you grew up

in a community of Cape Verde immigrants...

IL: What’s that?

BJ: You grew up in a community of Cape Verde imnigmts. .
JL: That’s right

BJ: Is there any other way that shaped uh or influenced your uh identity, or your up

bringing, coming up?

JL:No...no. Uh cape ,}[erdca;l people, you know theré is a great deal of attention beiI;g
paid presently to Cape Verdeans, because they are an unusual self isolated ethnic group.
It’s now an independeﬁt country. It gaingd its ind_cpendence from Portugal in 1975...and
is now a member of the Uﬁted Nations, has its own go-xlfernment. But it doesn’t Héivé__
anything else, because tile Cape Vérde islands. ..are probably the most bereft pla{ce inthe
world when it comes to natural resources. For example, the island in which my mother -
and father were born, the islvand.r of Brava, which is in the southwestern edge of the
archipelago. I believe it is frue that that island doesn’t even have a well. You know water,
is one of the most fundamental ;Ilecessary, resource...water. Brava doesn’t have a well in

 it, because it doesn’t have any means of having water out of the ground. It is a volcanic,
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island of volcanic ofigin, you see. It doesn’t have any oil, it doesn’t have any coal, it
doesn’t have any uh fruits but like, uh, pineapple, bananas. Um, but that’s the, that’s the
background of my mother and father, and all the people among whom I grew up as, as a

boy in New Bedford.

BI: Alright uh, switching directions just a little bit, ub, still in ah Massachusetts, is there
any uh as far as your educational influences, you say you didn’t go to public

school... uhm...

JL: Well, I attended public school in New Bedford this way... As I told you my mother
and fathe:;*_ worked on cranberry bogs on Cape Cod. In March, eqlzly iﬁ March, this is true
today as it was when I was born, ninety-five years ago. Um, in March water thaws, when
the water thaws, people begin working on the ciafiberry bogs. Lettin’ the water out, uh
clearing the debris over the bogs. .. weeding the bogs, sanding, planting. So...in March
m_)_r..\moﬁ;er and father used to mdve us, physically, from Iie;w Be:dford to, Warcham

. where we went fo the bogs. Well that terminated my- attending school in New Bedford...
in March. I wokéd on the bogs and picked strawberries, and blueberries, and so forth,
unti-l--th__e end of December.. .we’d.(;ome back to New Bedford. As a result, I never |

attended regularly, a public school.

I mgn‘i;ed a, a woman, who v;ras a school teacher, educated as a éCh661 teacher, Virgir;ia
Barry éﬁi’x;ert,' and she once did an analysis of my attendance récbra in"pu_blic schools:
And she told me that T actually probably did, um...one or two grades in public school. In
19- uh- 29§. ..December 1929, and to be more exact about if, it was becember 14, 1929,

my mother...someway learned that a boy who was over sixieen, was not subject to the
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‘mandato-ry school law of Mas‘sachuse“cts, in other wordé he doesn’t have to go to school.
Now mind you I was born October 22, 1912, so that by December 14, 1929 I was

seventeen years old. I didn’t have to go to school, so my mother took me out of school,
got me a job on an oil tanker...in Fall River Massachusetts, and that was the end of my

attendance in public school...in the sixth grade, you see. [quiet laughter]

BIJ: Alright, so uh you mentioned the WPA program, uh, classes, courses you t-took, is
that right? Can you, uh explain that a little more, what kind of classes...what uh other

...work in the WPA you did?

JL: Well you know, yeah, what you make me think of, what your driving at is, why did I
go to WPA classes? Uhm, to answer your question this way, see presently I'm a graduate
of Howard University in Washington D.C. T’m a graduate of the Harvard Law Schiool.
You might ask how did you get to Howard University, you never went to a school, you
never went tb high school, huh? Well, I cam;ot tell you what is it that drove me to the
idea of going to Howard Univeréity. [laughter] 1really don’t know. I don’t have a single‘ _
“recollection of having talked with anjzbody, either ry thother, or my father, or some
kinfolk, or relative, or neighbor, who tdid ﬁ1e ‘Look Leighton, [laught'e;r] going to college
is good idea.’ [laughter] Or, or as you ileaf today, it is publicly said, that if you go to
college and get a college degree your income possibility triples that of a person who
doesn’t £o, to college, see. Well I never had anyquy, I don’t, I don’t ‘member anyone
telling me something like that. So where did I get this idea of goiﬂg down t-to the WPA
classes? T don’t know. I did go...because somé how and someway I wanted to be

educated. My father wasn’t educated, but he was highly literate. He read the Bible, he
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knew the classicé...l knew the, stories of Shakespeare’s plays... while I was working on
the cranberry farm [laughter} from my father, who would tell me the story of, uh, Romeo
and Juliet, Julius Caesar, so forth, Plato, Socrates, uh, so on and so forth. Uh...but I got
the idea of going to school, so T went to the WPA classes. And then, in 1934, I think it
was, [19] 34 [19] 35, might be [19] 35...1 was then twenty-three years old. I decided to
find a school that I could enter. I became a walking encyclopedia, on American colleges
and universities, I went to the New Bedford Public Library and I borrowed the, this
compendium, and I think it is still published. You can find out everything about every

. American college and uﬁiversity in one of these compendiums. Well, I studied Howard
University. I found out that Howard University in Washington DC was foundedft‘by {he
first director, of the Freedman’s Bureau, and that was the, organization created by
Congress to help newly freed slaves, become, American citizefis” And so I decided that
Howard was for me. Why? The competition there would be about my level. I had never
gone to a high school, c{idn’t have any diploma or anything. So I wrote tgﬁowai'd
University, énd had the audacity to ask them to give me a scholarshiiq . Well they wrote
back, [laughter] ,' 1 still have that Tétter in among my private papers, and they told me that-=
[ couldn’t enter Hd.r\rzve'lzrd University because,-l had ‘-never gone to a high school. ‘Then they
left a-a condition, :it éaid 116wéver, if you want to, you can come to I—Iowar& on your
own...pay your own tuition, [laughter] enter Howard, and if you prove to your professors
and instroctors that yoﬁ cén d_Q college work, without having gone to a high schoo!-, we
would consider making you a candidate for a: degree. Well, [laughter] uh, this wasb 1934, 1
think it was, or early [19]:35. And I said, well that’s, well that’s worth a chance. Y,ou

know. So, I then began working toward getting enough money to go to Howard
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University. Aﬁd I did. For example, [ had a...a stroké of good luck. Uh . .thére was a- a
disaster off New Bedford...a steamship was coming from London to New York and if ran
off course, and sank a Coast Guard ship. In that Coast Guard ship were four Cape
Verdean’s from New Bedford Massachusetts. So the people of New Bedford, all Cape
Verdeans decided, to sponsor a scholarship, essay contest, and give two $200 prizes. [
entered the contest. And as it turned out later I t-, I told them I wasn’t a high school
graduate, but I was writin’ this essay, when the winners of the, there were two winners, of
the essay contest were, ul, determined I was one of them. So I had two hundred dollars.

Now in 19...
[mumbles] Ok Ted, see ya. [Ted Swain, co-coordinator of program]

Tn'1934, well this is [19] 35 now, two hundfed dollars was a lot of money. But [ had two
hundred dollars, you see. [ made money workin’ in hotels and so forth and so on. With

- the }SZOO in 1936, August 193 6, I left New Bedford Massacilusetts alone. My father'h-ad
been disoriented by the death of my mother, eaﬂy in the year, uh, my brothers and sisters
were spread a¥ound among kinfolk and friends. I was alone in New Bedford and I lefi
AI‘-I,ew Bedford. Now h_ere [Iaﬁéhter] here’s the thing, [ dbh__’t remember now, and | ha\./;:n’t
been able to recall, at that time [ was twenty fo- | was: gonna be twenty-four in October. I
was twenty three years-plus [mumbles]... I don’t remember how I learned, how you get
) ffom New Bedford Massachusetts [laughter]...to the District éf Cplumbia, it’s a big-it’s
a long distance. But I made it. So I went to Howar-, I went to District of Columl;ia,
nation’s capital. And you asked me a question bout, uh, life m New Bedford. From the

time I was born until the time I got to Washington D.C, no one had ever told me, that
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being black meant something, 3}a know, no one. I;f was in Washington D.C [gets
emotional] that I learned that lesson, when I went to a little, coffee house right next to
the...uh...ub...Senators Ballpark in Washington D.C. And I went in and asked for a cup
of coffee and a slice of apple pie, and the man looked at me and said, “Boy you don’t
know, we don’t sell to niggers in this place.” [laughter] That was the first time that I
learned it, in Washington D.C [raps on table]. But any rate, I got to Washington! And I
had two purposes of finding Howard’s campus. You see I had never been to Washington
[laughter], I had never been there. And I had to find the campus... and 1 did find the
campus. [ wanted to find out, if my $200 winning had been sent from New Bedford. So
when I got to the campus, 1 found the ’_n:g:asurer’s office, and I found Howard University,
sure enough two hundred dollars [laughter], that’s how I entered Howard University, in
September 1936. And, T'm happy to tell you that from day one, T was on the horior roll of
uh the Howard University. And in 1940, March 1940, Howard University notified me,
Nnow mmd you Iwasn’ta candiglate fO;" a degree when [ entered, they notified me that I..
was going to be awarded an A.B. degree from the college of Liberal Arts, Magna Cqm
Laude, and that I had earned all the qualificatioris o be admitted to Phi Beta Kappa,
which Ir ;Nas. Now based on that. .'.’W__hen I had, when I got .;[his ré-, letter, telling me that I - '
was gonna be graduating Magnalcum Laude, some how, now who told me this I don’t
know... I came to the conclusion that I could enter any law school that I wanted. Which
law school did I choose? [laughter] Har\i}ard Law School....But I didn’t have the money!-
[Ialigher] 1 was too broke...like I was wl-len I entered, Howz;rd University. But... I spoke
with a man whose name was, uh, William I. Hastie... who was then Dean...of the Law

School...at Howard University. And I told Dean Hastie what I wanted to do, I wanted to
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go to Harvérd. I told him ab;iut my academic record, which he knew something ab01‘1"c.
Uh...I don’t remember what he told mé, what he said to me, But in any event, what |
didn’t know, and it shows you how luck, accident...plays such an important part in life,
ya know. I didn’t know when I spoke with Dean Hastie that ke was a graduate of
Harvard Law School. I didn’t know that. Not only that, I didn’t know, that he was a
classmate, of James McCauley Landis who then was Dean at Harvard Law School [raps
on table]. 1didn’t know that. So [ parted company with Dean Hastie. He was polite to
me. He didn’t tell me: “Look Leighton, forget it, you're crazy, don’t.” He didn’t say
that. He didn’t say anything to me. I went back to my room and did whatever I was
doing, this was March 1940. And I was goin’ to be graduated in June 194_0_._ Ahd um...
uh, I went back...doin’ my work, when 1 received a hand-written note from a man, who
t01d me his namé was James McCauley Landis, Dean of the Harvard Law School. And
the note said simply, “When you are in Cambridge, stop in and see me. Landis.” Well,
the following wgeiwnd, 1 was in Cambridge [laughter]. Those day_s_ }__used}to hitchhike
most éf the time. .. and I found my way to Cambridge, called Dsan Landis’ office and his
secretary told me he wotildsee me, and in about a half hour later I was seated in this-ittle

room in Lané&eil Hall. Do any of you know anything about Harvard?

KN: No.

JL: Well, Harvard has 2 building called Langdell Hall. It’s uh... uh... a, a; a,'pla”ce of
worship for Harvard Law students [laughter]. So I was in that room with James
McCauley Landis. | wanted him to admit me to Harvard Law School, and g!ive me a

scholarship. So I sat down, and talked with him. Told him who I was, {raps on table for
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emphasié] my pa.rénts, you know. He didn’t séy a word to me. finally when I finished,
he said fo me very quietly, he said, “When you finish Howard,” he said, “...come to
Harvard Law School” [laughter], like that. He didn’t tell me how or what. 1 picked up
my things [laughter] and left, went back to Washinéton and then I received a lefter from
the secretary of Harvard Law School telling me, that James McCauley Landis had given
me a scholarship, to Harvard Law School. See, I tell people that I attended the Harvard
Law School because, I couldn’t afford to go anywhere else [laughter]. Which is
physically true. It was the only law school that gave me a scholarship and also, it was the
| only law school that I applied to. So I went to Harvard Law School...and I finished
.. Harvard Law School. Now here’s the other thing...I had never been in Chicago. I had
never lived in Chicago. I'didn’t know anyone in Chicago. I finished Harvard Law
School on October 2... 1946... And; T came almost directly...to Chicago. Now how did
I choose, uh, Chicago? Well, see by this time, [ had accomplished what I set out to do
| the day that I left Nev;/ Bedford and went to, W@shnéon, D.C....August 1 936. | You see?
Now...so here I had my degree from Howérd, Magna Cum Laude. You know, whenever
you tell people that... Phi Beta Kappa? Sure. Harvard Law SChbol. And... Ttook the bar
examination in Massac'l.lusetts before I finished my émdies at the Harvard Law échool
and p-assed! So I had my license to practice lawi Where was gonna, goﬁna go? Now,
you’re gonna ask e I suppose some question about how did I get to be a judge. Well,
: _.uh, {irst you have to practice law. I didn’thaved pléce ‘g-o go. 1 decided that Chicago was
the place for me. 1didn’t know anybody. Now, you saw Judge Jones here ’a moment
rago. When I decided to come to Chicago I stopped in Washington, D.C. and spoke with

a secretary of Howard University. See by this time I was fairly well-known. It was
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* known that T had obtained‘a scholarship to ﬁérvard Law School. So I went back and
talked to this secretary, James Neibert, and he sat down in his desk and wrote names, of
people I should talk with when I got to Chicago. [raps on table] One of the names he
wrote on the sheet of paper was Judge Jones’ father, Sidney A, Jones Jr.... you see. |
came to Chicago, didn’t know anyone here...didn’t have a job...didn’t have an offer. I
didn’t know where T was going to live, 1 stayed at the Y.M.C.A. Hotel at 38™ and, uh,
Wabash Avenue in Chicago. That’s where I stayed. But do you know, from the day
[raps on table] that I got here, the people of Chicago have given me a chance. You see I
already was a lawyer when I arrived here on October 14 1946. And...the rules of
admission were so worded that being a lawyer in Massachusetts allowed me to, practice
law, to a Himited extent, in Chicago, and T did that.
Now, the most forfuitous occurrence, uh, and this is related to becoming 4 judge. 1,1
began practicing, began going to court, began arguing cases. And I was soon arguing
cases in the Supreme Court.of I¥l£n0is.. .a year or two aftérwards. 1 began taking (}_9@th | :'
penalty cases, represénting people who didn’t have any money, but were senténced to
death, you know. My naﬁle was in the iewspapers, you know. [laughter] Every {ime
somebody was about to be e-){'ec.:__uted, “Leighton...” [laughfe;r] And uh, ah...the nice thmg
that ha.ppened to me was, [ ;nef a man hamed, Christopher C. Wimbish. Ch_ristophel;‘ C.
" Wimbish was a lawyer in Chicago..-When I met him,-I had never seen him before. I was

., told to go to his office and see 1f herwopld, uh, let me come into his office at 35" and
State, right where Cominsky Park is ya know? 1 went -and met C. C. Wimbish, We
became friends. Now C. C. Wimbish was ward committeeman, of the Third Ward, He ', _

was also an Illinois State Senator, hmm? And he was a colleague, of William L. Dawson.
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- So hefe I was now, praéﬁcing law in C. C. Wimbish’s office. I got to know Wil‘l'iam L.
Dawson. I got to know, uh, Cornel Davis. Uh, in fact, in the book that Judge Henry just
showed me, he has a picture of Fred Smith, Senator Fred Smith. 1 got to know Senator
Fred Smith. I had a case in which I got a man out of, the lllinois penitentiary who had
been there for, seventeen years, for a murder he had not committed. And Senator Fred
Smith, proposed a bill in the Senate that paid Howard Pugh $51,000, for 17 years of
unjust imprisonment, Now use a little arithmetic you will notice, that, 17 times 3,000 is
51. I got to know Fred Smith. Ibecame President, of the Third Ward Regular. ..
Democratic organization. I became president of the... [loud background noise] Are you

leaving, Judge?

Judge Henry: I am. Thank you very much, for comitig. I really appreciate that and the

students. ..

JL: Alright.

JH:.. .wﬁl appreciate it and I, uh, love you very much, buddy. Sce ya. I have to go to a...

J1.: 1 think I’m shortening it by telling them before they ask me. Am, am I going along

the lines of what you wanted me to?

Ty

KN: Yes, yes. . Most definitely.
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JL: Alright.
KN: Yes, Thank you. Bye. Thank you.

JL: You see, when you get to know, when you get to know, um, William L. Dawson, and
the ward committeemen of your ward and you're president of your organization,
naturally you're known, but. Well... after eighteen years of practicing law, from October
14, 1946 to, 1964, 1 got a phone call from Mayor Richard J. Daley. Ihad my ofﬁcé at
123 West Madison Street, right he.re in Chicago. Mayor Daley called me. Now this was
not an accident ‘cause Mayor Daley knew me and | l;new Mayor Daley. But I was no pal
of Mayor Daley, I was no... uh...I was no insider. Well, I had been president of the ward
organization. I had done a lot 6f'work... for the party. Thad handled well-known cases, "
Mayor Daley called me and asked me, “Would you be a candidate... in next November’s
election for judges?” This was August 1964, and he was talking about, Névember, 1964,
I accepted. T have, I have said faceﬁously, in public, uh, comments I have made, that

" afiyone Whorknows anything about Chicago, in 1964 woiild know, that for a lawyer to
recetve a phone cél, from Mayor Richard J. Dgiey [laughter] asking_ihim 1f he would be a
* candidate, was as if that lawyer was elected by a landslide right the:re and then. [raps on
table] That's how it was.. I was elected. Ibecame a judge in the Circuit Court of Cook

~ County. Now the other thing, which makes me differgnt I am sure from most people you
will talk witﬁ. ..Inever solicited that phone call frc;m Mayor Daley. Itnever asked him. [
never told Mayor, I never told William L. Dawsoﬁ that I wanted to be a judge. Inever

told C. C. Wimbish, who was my law partner, that I wanted to be a judge. It was Mayor
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Daley who called mé. While I served .ét 26™ and California, that was the same place that
I had worked for eighteen years, practicing law, defending people, charged with murder,
rape, robbery, all street crimes. Then, uh, as luck would have it...I had met, uh, Walter
V. Schaefer, who became Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Illinois, after I was on
the bench for, uh...[19] 64 to {19] 69, about five years. Chief Justice Schaefer called me.
I was at my work in, in this building, this was 1969. And he asked me if I would accept,
being assigned to sit on the appellate court. And I had an office, my chambers in this
building, was, uh, 2401, just a floor below. And I told Justice Schaefer I would like to.
And so 1 went to the appellate court. Now mind you, in the whole history of Hlinois. ..
from 1818 to 1964, no 1969, no black person had ever been an appellate court justiqg. IV

was the first one. Iserved on that court...uh, and when.I became an appellate court
justice, thiswas noted by a lot of people, uh, a lot of newspaper work, publicity, and so
forth, Then, I received a phone call from, um, Charles Percy. That name sound familiar
to you? Wellin 19...75, Cilarles Percy was the Seﬁiér United States Senatogufrom ?

1llinois. He was.a Republican. I was a Democrat, well-known Democrat, not only that, a

Democrat, the worst kind of Democrit; uh, in the eyes of; certain, uh, conservatives. Uh, * -

I was a liberal Democfat -‘,_cause I was president.of thé-NAACP, I had s-saved a:'lo-t: of
people from executioﬁ, you know. [laughter] I had done everything, and I had beenin © -
favor of, uh, women’s rights and, uh, everything. He was a... uh, ub, uh... a Republican.
He asked me if [ would aécepi the nomination, from Gerald Ford, who also was a.. i
Republican, was then President of the United Stétes, for a lifetime, federal judgeship.

Course I did. T accepted. I wasnominated. I was confirmed. Then I served. I served for

long enough to be qualified to retire. 1have told a lot of people... and I have told law
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Astudents and Iawyérs. . .beiﬁg a United States District judge, a lifetime fedt;i'al judge; you
don’t have to run for any, election, you don’t have to do anything but, do your job. You
have all the power in the world. When the time comes, you sit there as a judge of the
United States of America. The power is, just indescribable. You're given two law
clerks, secretary, a marshal, uh...a court reporter. I have a staff of about fourteen people.
It’s a wonderful job. And I served until the time that I was eligible to retire, and I
retired... in 1987. Been exactly twenty years ago that I retired. And I’ve been back,
practicing law... which I enjoy. Now the other thing...as I’ve told you already...when
Mayor Daley called me and asked me if I would be a candidate for judge, I didn’t ask for
that phone call. When Justice Walter Schaefer called me and as_lged‘ me if I would be an
appellate court justice, I never solieited that phone call. I welcomed it. The other thing I -
did from the very first...time that I began servifig as a circuit court judge...I made it a
point whenever I decided an important matter, to issue an opinion. I wrote it out. And I
,_}gelievé, that one of my opinions got info the hands of Justice Séhaefer and he read it said,
“Well, this guy can write [laughter]. I'm going to és_k him if he’ll, if he’ll sit as an
-appellate court jidge,” you see. Also, I never solicited the phone call froiti, uh, Charles
Péfcﬁ. I welcomed it. Herel am a Democrat, a liberal Déﬂldpratic Party, uh, member,
a;xd I get a call from a Republican United States Senator, ;of course. And I was uh,
nominated. No one raised any question about my, uh, being a liberal, ya know. They,
they do now, you know. There’d be a stop...put on my nomiﬁatiqﬁ. _‘:Cause I represented,
uh, Charley Townsend, and saved him from electrocution and, uh... uh, Earl Howari:i
Pugh, aﬂd people like that. That, that makes me persona non grdtis [laughter}, as they

say. No. But that’s...that’s how things are. Now I'm, I'm quite sure, if you carefully
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talk with other, judges who have ha& the same generall experienbe — you have to begin
somewhere ~ they’ll tell you slightly different. Another way of doing it, I assume, if I
wanted to, I could have gone to Congressman Dawson, who was a friend of mine, arid
said, “Look, I’m tired of being a lawyer [laughter], put me on the...” I could’ve done,

but I never did...Now! suppose you ask me some more questions.

BJ: Sounds good. Uh, you mentioned the NAACP, your affiliation with them. Would
you like to speak a little bit more about, uh, that some of the work you might have

done...

JL: That’s oneof the greatest things I did. Again, uh, at my age when I’m going back,
reflecting, I wonder, “What is it that led me to do what 1 did?” When it was clear't&’
me... Well, for one thing I got word that I had passed the bar in Massachusetts before I
finished rnSr law studies. ..énd I knew I Wa; going to have a liccnse; 1 hadn’t quite
decided where I was going to go because [ had no offer, no offer of a job. I hadn’t fouﬁd
~ any place in Massachusetts, even though I was borni‘there. For example right now, there
are pf:ople in New Bedford that say, “Wé__ll, this guy Leighton, what Iciid he do? Gotan
education. What did he do? He ends; uf) in Chicago.” Yeah, I told them recently...”You
never offered me a job.” No one in New‘ABe_dford, no one in Massachusetts said,
“Leighipn, come over here we’ll give yoﬁ uh.. .’f_Nobody. Was I going... let, all this...?
See I was exactly ten years struggling...to become educated. Exactly ten years. August
1936, when I went to the District of Columbia alone... October 1946, after fighting in

World Wa{ 1L. 1took off four years, served as an army officer in the Pacific theater. I
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was in combat ‘in Guadalcanal, Bﬁugainvilie, Green Island, Fin'schhafeﬁ, Morotai. And
as I've said, there were times when there were bombs, bullets, and bayonets all around
me. Not one hit me. So all of that, when I got through at How, at Harvard Law School
on October 2, 1946, I had no job in... so I...came here. Uh... but before I did, before I
did... 1 had done a lot of reading while a student at Howard University, about t_he
NAACP.. .the race riot in Springfield, Illinois that began the NAACP in 1909. [ read
about the cases they brought, in the courts of the South, uh, demolishing race segregation,
race discrimination. And I got, I admired that. So as soon as I knew I was gonna to be a
lawyer, 1 communicated with Walter White, who was Secretary General of the NAACP
and I asked him if I could come and see him in his office. On October 4, 1946, 1 \:\;ent
from Cambridge, Massachusetts, to New York City, where the NAACP was, had its
natidi{al office and T met Mr. Walter White. He was a fine, giégarious, friendly person.
And, ub, he said, “By the way, there’s a big meeting here today in the NAACP, lawyers
from all over the c()m;try arc gonna be here, and they’re discussing the}_ar_a‘ce r_eétrictive

covenants.” You ever hear of that? Huh?

KN: Yeah.
BJ: Yeah.

JL: Well you know, the race restrictive covenants is one of the most vicious,i
discriminatory idea, I think, racists ever thought of. They thought of the idea of 'rha\?ing
white people, in a city block, enter into an agreement with each other, covenant,

agreement, that they wouldn’t sell their house, to a black person, or a Jew, and in some

instances they expand... [laughter] ya know, racism has a way of spreading itself, or they .



wouldn’t seli to Cathdlics. And the lawyers, then,‘then, drafted this :eig1'eemenf and all the
owners would sign and they’d record it! Make it part of the title. Then if one of them,
one of the white persons changes his mind and sells his house to a black...even though
the black person, just simply buys the house, pays the white person, who...
doublecrosses his neighbor, [laughter] he could go and get an injunction...and put the
black person out on the street. Well, that day, October 4, 1946, there was this huge
meeting of lawyers, and, and Mr. White invited me to, well here I am now, you see, I'm
uh, grad, P’ve finished my studies at Harvard Law School, [ had a law degree, I had my
1icéns_e to practice law, I was Magna Cum Laude from Howard, ya know, I was, so he
infroduced me to this group. Who was there? ‘Member I told ya I spoke with, uh, Dean
Hastic? Well, Dean Hastie was there. Well, we’re great, uh, “Leighton, how’ve you -
been?” [laughter] And I sat there in the fiiddle of that, uh, that kind of reaction, in waiks
a big, heavy guy and Mr. White said to me, “Meet Thurgood Marshall.” That’s how I
rr;et Thurgood Marshall. see. And I worked hBI_f_?_ _.with ’Ehe NAACP. Yousee... ltl-rlat
helped me. I became president. I got cases iﬁ the Deep South representing blacks in
Alabama and other states, and I got to know Thurgo'od, I got to know, uh, leaders of the
V_NAACP. It was, uh,a gooa thing... see. That, that was my, then, of course, [ WaS.F;l
member all the time. Became a life member of the li\IAACP,"‘arid,' uh... it v&;orke'd out.
Sure. I am sure that when Mayor Daley, thought of calling me to ask me if I would be a
'.Can_didate for judge of rthe Circuit Court of Cook Co’imtj, hé went over all these things.
Been president of the Third, Third Ward Regular Democratic organization. [ I'Lad
| ma-naged the campaign of Ralph Metcalfe against, uh, Arcﬁibald Carey, uh, who had

been an alderman, he was a fixture. Ralph Metcalfe, ya know the runner? The athlete?
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Well, Ralph Met, Ralph Metcalfe became an alderman in Chicago as result of that work.
Well, I’m sure that Mayor Daley went over all these, they all do, they, ya know. In other
words, what they do, the, the, the brownie points. That’s what it amounts to. Sure...

Yep.

BJ: I was wondering about, uh, the specific cases, ul, that you, that you took as a lawyer.
Um, did you have any, uh, affiliation you had, uh, with, um, with Betty and Donald

Howard?

JL: Huh?

BIJ: Did, did you reﬁfgsent Betty and Donald Howard, uh, in their effort to..’?”
-JL: Oh, Donald Howard._

BI: R;ght, right. . |

JL.: Donald Howard was an Aﬁiicén American man who was married to a, a woman wh;) -
was so fair, uh, in, in, in African American culture she’s called “high yaller.”® She was
[igughter] she passed for white. Shé went to the Chicago Housing Authority and, uh,
applied for a, an apartment and they rented it to her. See, lookin’ at her, I don’t think she
had any of her children with her, lookéd at her and she gave the information, she had a

family of two kids and her husband was Donald Howard. And they assigned, them an

2 Grammatically, it is “high yellow”, however T udge Leighton pronounced it “yaller”.

26



apartment in Trumbull Park. But Whén they got to move in, however, her husband was
there helpin’ carry the furniture and he’s a black man. All hell broke lose in Trumbull

Park. There was a race riot. And they s-set fire all around the place, ya know.
AC: What year is this?

JL: Then when I went there and 1, I represented Donald Howard and, uh, I, I use-, went
several {-times, several nights stayed with ‘em, in this... They were all hemmed in by
these people thm\_?ving fire bombs and [laughter]... And I filed a lawsuit on behalf of, uh
Donald Howard and his family and the case ultimately was settled. Now that’s one of
them. The other case like it, I thought you vould ask me about the case of Harvey Clark.
ﬁﬁarvey Clark was a, resourceful, African American yoﬁﬁfg man who served in World
War II. When he was discharged in 19... .he terminated his service in 1951. He came to
Chicago with hlS wife and two little _children, but he couldn’t find an apa;rtment in
Chic;':lgo. It was that bad, then. Uh, you couldn’t, there were- no homes to be found... so
he couldﬁ’t rent an apartiiient anywhere in Chicago, but he had the adventuresoinaiicss of )
going to Ciééré. And what he didn’t know was that there was a wor.ﬁal.r;, whose name was
Camille D;:Rdse and who was engaged in a feud with the people iniCibero. ‘Cicero had
rent control, and she was engaged in a feud with the rent control commission in Cicero,
and she thbizgﬁt of. the diabolical idea? of renting an apartment in this bﬁilding,_multi-unit
building, to a black man. And there weren’t any blacks in Cicero. So, uh, Harvey Clark
was happy. He, uh, gave the Camille DeRose the $50 deposit, took the kef, but when he

went to move in, the police in Cicero wouldn’t let him move in because he was black.
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So, he ;:ame back to Chicago. I was then, uﬁ, chairman of the, ‘ﬁh, legal redress
committee of the Ch, Chicago branch. And they sent him to my office and I talked with
him. And he asked me, if he had a right to move into the apartment. 1 said, “Well...it’s
your apartment. You rented it from the owner. You gave her $507” “Yeah.” “She took
it?” “Yeah.” “Gave you a receipt?” [laughter] “And then she gave you the keys?”
“Yeah.” “Well, it’s your apartment. The police have no business, ub, stopping you from
moving in just cuz you’re black. Now it’d be different if you were goin’ there startin’
irouble, ya know, ya know, committing a riot or something, but if you just tryin’ to move
_in. .. Well, I ended up filing a lawsuit on behalf of Harvey Clark against the town of
Cicero and everybody in sight. And, um, Judge, llh_,___}lh, uh, very famous federal judge
then, uh,... uh, John Parks Barnes, issued a ruling...directing the peo-, the government of
Cicero and the police to move out 6T the way and let Harvey Clark... go into the
building. T was there? I went with him and they, uh, and his family, and the marshal, but
by the time we got fo the building it was on fire. T};e riof had set the b.u_ildirig- on fire. It
was a cause celebré all over the world tﬁey had pictures of this building on fire only
because a lil’ black man and wife and two little kids were tryifig to move into the
apartment. Well, it was a cause, that was attraéfeﬂ_ attention. The aftermath of it was,
that John Boyle...who was chief, no, John Bo;yle' at that time was state’s attorney of Cook
- County, impaneled a grand jury... to find out how come. How’d this riot start? They
didn’t need a grand jury to tell them that. Eve'r‘ybbdy }cnew how it started. Just the
people in Cicero didn’t want a black person to live in Cicero. At any ratt;, they
summoned me, to the grand jury. When I got there, summoned, I was the lawyer who

had advised them to move in. So, the foreman asked me, “Why would you tell a white
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- man, [ mean, why would you tell a black man and his wife that they have a 1‘ight‘t0 move
into Cicero?” I said, “Sir, it’s because the Constitution of the United States says so. The
apartment was his.” I said that, {laughter] “as I understood‘it,” I said, “I might be
mistakeg, but as I understand it, if you go to a landlady, pay her $50 for an apartment, she
takes your $50, gives you the key, it’s your apartment! And nobody has a right to stop
you from movin’ in because you’re white or black or whatever.” He said, “Well, is that
right.” 1 said, “Well, sure.” So, when they, when they returned the indictments, they
indicted me! [laughter] Yeah, ] was a defendant. Yeah. It was a court order. Even,
even the Tribune wrote an editorial against me, like. Atany rate... Ispent, you see by
that time, this was 1951, by that time I had represented a lot of people, who had been sent
to the penitentiary, even though they were innocent. So, [ knew being innocent isn’t a
guarantee that [Jaughter] isn’t a guarantee in, in a [laughter, undeciphetable]. So, all of
the time 1 was sittin’ in my bed, I said, “Oh, Leighton here I am, here I am over here, got
‘this law license that [ wg_r-kedrf:)r, for so hard, now I’'m ﬁnder, under indictment.,’:_,So,‘ :-
finally there was a iot of commotion, all the lawyers in Chicago, uh, there Was, and [ had
aroom full of lawyers rép’resenting meé, some of the best lawyers in Chicago. And when
Thurgood Marshall came from New York to represent m;, and the indictment was o
dismissed. Yeah. But u11;;i1 ;[hen. .. as I have said, I’ve said in writing and I’ve said a
number of times, that grand jury taught me a lesson, that I never would’ve learned...and .-
that is: when somebody tells 3Irou,., a~as [ have a lot of times from the bench, I’ve said, the !
defendant says, “Judge, I, T ain’t guilty, I, I,...” Well, I could listen to them [laughter]. I
could understand them. Because;l went through the same thing. Ya know? So, uh, uh, .,

now that’s the Harvey Clark case. Uh, um, sure the indictment was dismissed, but if you
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go to the, uh, records of the Cook County Circuit Court, uh, Cir, Cir, Circuit Court

Clerk’s office, you’ll see my name there, as one of the defendants. It’s still there. Sure.
[Interviewers discussing]
BI: Should we take a break?

AC: Yeah.

KN: Would you like to take a break for a little bit? Like, have some water and just relax,

or would you like to keep going?

TL: Well, we almost, it’s supposed to last until, 'm almost, I'm almost through...I'm,

| I’m_,_fahroug:h rather.
AC: Can [ ask you ™ o '
JL: I}nléss you have another question.
AC: Yeah. r

KN: Yeah, we have a few more questions. ,

30



" “home? -

A‘C: Can T ask you just a few questions;?

JL: Sure. Orif you want a break, I'll take a sa-, break.

AC: Oh, no, it was just some clarification questions. Nope, it’s just...

KN: It’s just [undecipherable] questions.

BJ: We don’t have to take a break, I just...

JI: OK.

AC: Um, [ was just wondering, just to clarify, um, you said you learned, the, we’re

talking about your childhood, you said you ledmed, uh, the storics frorh your father and

that was a lot of your education. Where did you learn English, if you spoke Creole at

JL: Well, you see T did go to public school from grade, um, well, grade one to grade six.
KN: It was just sporadic, right?

JL.: Oh, I might tell ya another thing....um, my name, George N. Leighton, L-E-I-G-H-T-

O-N, is not my family name. Uh, the records of the New Bedford, uh, civic records show
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my name as Georgé. .. Neves, N-E-\“/-E-S. .. Leitdio, L-E-I-T-A-O. That’s Portuguese.
The Portuguese, have a diphthong, A-O, with a diereses over it pronounced “oun.” Lay-
toun. That’s my name. Now, you might ask you how do you get to be Leighton. Well,
this is how it happened, when I was in the fourth gfade in New Bedford, Massachusetts,
fate one Friday afternoon, a tall, angular, 1 still remember her, a tall, angular teacher came
to take over the class. Her name was Mary Fitzgerald and she came to me as she did to,
oh, all of them, get the names of each pupil. “What is your name,” she asks. I looked up
at her and says, “My name is George Neves Leitdio.” She looked down at me and says,
“Your name is George N. Leighton.” And she spelled it. That’s how I got to be

Leighton. [laughter]

KN: Wow. My gosh - i
JL: Se.

AC: Go Ahead. | R

BJ: You mentioned!, uh, you had a relationship with Thurgood Marshall. Uh, could you -

elaborate on that at all?,

JI: Well, Thurgooed, as those people who knew him well...was just an ordinary Joe. But,
he had an unusual propensity for analyzing, rights of oppressed people. He, and thé;

jeaders of the NAACP of his time did that to racism...race segregation, especially, uh,

32



what is called de jure segfegation. That is, segregation operated by law, which is frue in
the Deep South, and to some extent, is still true. Um...this is where he made his mark,
but he was a nice fellow, and I, uh, had a friendship with him until he died, based on the

fact that I worked with the NAACP branch here in Chicago.

AC: Um, you mentioned also, that you had no direct influence of going to Howard
University. I’'m just wondering, when you were at Howard, how did you become

interested in, or why did you want to go into law?

JL: Well, that’s why...oh. I’ve been asked that question before. 1 never had any law-
trained person in my family. I'had never spoken to a lawyer. Tdidn’t know what lawyers:
did. Nonetheless, when T was young, about fourteen years old, I was working on a
cranberry bog, and near Plymouth Massachusetts. My mother and father were there,
,,,;we’rf; working, we’re agriculfure workers working for this, ul;, bog owner. It was a hbt

August day. Now, do you know anything about cranberry bogs?

AC: No.

JL: :Wen, let me explain it to you. Cranberry bogs are vines and, uh, they have, um, oh,
.pl'iéldy_rtlrﬁngs on them. When you kneel on a cranberry bo g to weed it, your, your knees
are injured by the, by the vines. So, I was there with my knees on the cranberry bc; g, this
hqt sun hitting me in the head, when it occurred to me that I wahted to be a lawyer. Now,

Fve said, when I was inducte_d, when I became a lifetime federal judge, the Chicago
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Tribune published, and miy remari(s. Itold them thgt, when the thought came to me, in
this, on this cranberry bog, to be a lawyer, I didn’t know what lawyers did. Ididn’t
know, uh, what it amounted to be. I had no relatives, kinfolk, friends, | had never spoken
to a lawyer, but, it must’ve been, that, with the heat hittin’ me on the head and the vines
eatin’ away at my knees, it must’ve occurred to me that there just had to be a better way
of making a living. [langhter] And that’s how, and, and here’s the other thing. Ya know,
that idea never left me? I was fourteen, or thereabouts. Inever forgot it. Also, as I told
the audience over here at the Dirksen Building when [ was inducted at the office, I never
told anybody about this wild idea. They would’ve thought I was crazy. [laughter] ButI
never lost it. So that day in New Bedford Massachusetts, in August 1936, when I decided
to go to Washington, D.C. to see if they would let me into Howard Univefsity, it was the
pursuit of that objective. “And, when I, when I got the word from Howard Univérsity, that
they were gonna confirm me my degree Ma-Magna Cum Laude... here it was! And the
next thiﬁg that I had to do was find a Wa;f to get to Harvard Law School. This is how. 1,
I talked to Judge Hastie. By-the way, he became a judge. He became a federal judge-,‘in
Philadelphia. And by the way, how I learned abotit him, was from his son, William H.
Hastie, Jr., who is a lawyer in San Ff&m_cisco now. He told me abc.);rt his father, having
gone to Harvard, Law School, his fatﬁer was from one of these, um, well-off, uh,
miscegenated African American families, ya know, you’ve heard of them, uh, and uh,
that’ 5 the explanation. |

o

AC: Did you have a backup plan, if you didn’t get into Howard?
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JL: Oh, 1 miéht tell you this abldut the baékup plan. Um, when [ took the bar... in
Massachusetts... in April 1946, um, before, before I went to Howard University, [, T
worked in restaurants hotels. The summer of 1936, I worked in a little restaurant that
used to be on the corner of Massachusetts Avenue and Commonwealth Avenue in
Boston. It was called Lee’s Lunch. And um... uh... that’s how I got... money to go to

Howard University, see. Now what was the question?
AC: What was your backup plan, if you didn’t get in?

JL: Oh... yeah. What happened well, when I took the bar, I went back to Lee’s Lunch
and saw Mr. Lee. And Itold him, [ said, “Mr. Lee, I've taken the bar exam, uh, do T have
mfffishwashing job [laughter] if T don’t make it?” He said; “George, you were the best
pearl diver we had here.” [laughter] They called dishwashers pearl divers, ya know.
And they, that’s whe;t he told me. Now, oner of the mementoes, if you go tq my office...
well, I’ﬁ-quite sure, yeah, I have it, right over here, in the, in the- 203, uh, North LaSalle,
on my desk ina Lucite... i Lucite blqck. .. is the little rock...which is the size of &
potato, that I found in Lee’s Lunch, while I vx;a:s working there. And 1 tb'olici that... rock, a
little rock, becéuée it was 'pécuiiar-shaped, I washed it, put a date on it,iit was March 17,
1936. 1kept that rock as a memento, of the work 1 was doin’, when I found it. Thave it
on, on top of my désk over here. So, I had a backup plan, but I never had to us;e it. See,
because I passed the bar, Once I passed the bar, the next job was to find a place where I
could put it to, into werk, ya know? And, uh, as I’ve said already, I didn’t ha\f;e itin

Massachusetts. Now a lot of this, ya know, brings up, um, religious faiths, ya know?
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AC: Mmhmm.

JL: Uh ... What lead me to Chicago? I've been here sixty ... one years and... um, 've
had everything I’d that I, T was entitled to have. A chance to practice law, raise a family
here, 1 have, umm, two daughters ... uh, my older daughter holds a Doctor of Philosophy
degree from lowa State University. She is a mother of four children, all grown up, all
college educated ... and uh ... I have another grandchild by my younger daughter, a
jroung man who finished Florida A&M, with honors and he is hired by Ford Motor

- Company, while he was a student. He still is working fp__r Ftljrd Motor Company... he
now has an emotional attachment to Ford Motor Company [laughter] .. and, ah, and.ah,

' I’m looking forward to host a family Thanksgiving dinner ... on Thanksgiving day this

year. All of them, have all of them come, come there from different parts of the country,

7 ?I’m their great grandfather three and two thirds _[.ll_aughte}r and a fist slam on the fable] and

I might tell you the nicest thing about it ... i_have two grandchildren, one a girl one a

boy, who tross the race line [langhter]. Uh, David married to & very very nice uh, young

~ woman from Pennsylvar.z;l.a, and they have a little b:dy‘ called Jackson and, ah, Luc;{lla, uh,

the granddaughter married an Irish fellow in, um, Columbiis Ohio. Nice young fellow, so

 I'm hosting a dinner, Thanksgiving day with all branches of t-the Leighton clan. [laughter

~ then bangs fist three times on the table] So...

AC: Do you want to ask it?
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BJ: Uh, as far as your, [clears throat] experieﬁces as judge, uh, were there any difffcult

cases you had to handle?
JL: Hmmm?
BJ: Do you remember any of t-the cases, uh, the most difficult ones?

JL: Oh yeah, oh yes, lets see .. One of the umm, let me see. I had occasion to talk
yesterday with, uh, with a lawyer about a case I decided. .. in the Dirkson Building. The
Velsicol Chemical Corporation was investigated by the United States Government around
19-um;[19] 80-81. Ah, the government claimed that the executives of that corporation
had lied to the Environmental Protection Ageney about the results of certaii chemical
tests 'they made on, ah, pesticides. The government claimed that the pesticides were
caréinogens. ... and that the_‘sg.exerc;tives hid the tests on all', so they keep making th_g.__
pesticides and selling if..But the government procured the indictment against thése six
‘executives, by having a lawye'r who, conducted a civil _investigation in the District of

-Columbia, and then he would éef on a plane and come {o Chi;ago, and give the Grand o
Tury here, the information he Jgat.hered;ﬁom the civil...investigation. 1ruled that that |

- conduct of the, uh... United States Attorneys violated the rights of those defendants, toa
fair, hearing before the Grand 'Iury.- Because they were commingling, evidence they got .
from a civil investigation with evidence procured here, Ey the FBI. Well, they were
angry as hell about me, saying that [ had dismissed this important by then they had been

investigating people over five or ten years, and all of it went down the drain when I,
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“issued ihis memorandum 6pinion. VWell I heard from, uh, varioﬁs sources in the cérridors A
of the Dirkson building that the government was going to appeal which the government
could, because I dismissed the indictment. However, they never got permission. The law
is that before the government can appeal the ruling of a U.S. District judge that appeal
that appeal has to be approved by the Solicitor General. And it just happened that the
Solicitor General, who was in office at the time, was a classmate of mine from Harvard
[laughter] Law School. I’ve always thought, although I’ve never spoken with him, he is
now dead, I’ve never spoken with him, but I’ve, I'm quite sure that Ray Mc Cree read my
memorandum and just decided, look, we, we aren’t going to get in the way of this, forget
it [clap then laugh]. That’s one, the other time, the other case I think of quite often, 1 had
the Bee Gees before me, ya know the B.. the old Bee Gees 7

v

KN: Yeah

J L When they were all alive, Um... a garage mechanic, ﬁere in Chicago, composed a
song.. .. and umm, he called it, uh whatever he named it you knéw. But he never; he

never put;iiéhed it... but he got a copyright for it. Andhe hada ré-éo‘r_dmg of it, and one, -
one day,;at ﬁis ho}né, he was about to go into his house he heard jche- music. And it was

his song. And he went over to where the boy was, next-door neighbor, a.nd he said,
“Where did fou get that music?” He said, “Well I bought it, it thé'Beé Gée’s._.” “Well,” he
said, “that’s my song,” he says. So he sued the Bee Gee’s [laughing]. Now the Bee
Gee’s, had a soﬁg that was identical [slaps table] with the song this guy Ead composed.

And so they had the, the case was heard in my courtroom, in the Ditkson Building and
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the B‘ee Gees, Vthey were, were world famoﬁs, at least they wefg at one time. Most of
them are dead now, they came to my courtroom, the four of them, and listened to the
playing of their music. And one of their attempts that they made before me was that they
were above,., the crass idea of copying the song that was composed by a garage
mechanic in Chicago, they wouldn’t do a thing like that, go why they said, why we have
the Blue label we have the Gold label the, and they said we have the right to play all this
music for the jury. 1 said “you’re right, you have a right, if that’s your defense,
well,”...so for a week and a half, my courtroom was a concert hall {laughter] for all these
big and, and, the jury awarded them, awarded the, this mechanic, this garage mechanic, [
think $85 million. Well, [ wrote a memorandum, I wrote the memorandum, I did a lot of
study and thought abdut it, and umm, there is a famous American judge, oh, who wrote
an opinion and he cited authority and so forth. He said that, if two poets -one in the
Himalayas, one in New York City -were to write the words of Gray’s Elegy in a country
chﬁrch house, ideﬁtical words, but they never ca;mie in touch with each othér ... One
didn’t have the chance to copy the othér. They each would own, the poem. And one
cannot sue the otheg, for copyright infringément, because copyright irrfringement,
requires the ability to copy. Well I wrote the inémorandum, setting aside tﬁé $85 million
- jﬁdgment on the ground that the evidence sh;ow.ed, that, the Bee Gee’s never had access
to this song this guy [laughter] composed in Chicago. Well, the case went up to the court
.of appeals and !Judge Posner whose, have you eﬁer heard that name? Richard Posner he is
famous, uh, as a judge. Uh, he wrote, uh, an opinion affirming the mliﬁg I made.
Upholding the, the dismissal of the judgment on thé ground that there was no access, ya

see, that’s another one...
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BI:
JL:
Bl
JL:
BlJ:
JL:
Bl
“_JL:

BJ: Okay, um first, I would like to know maybe a little bit more about the Demo-

Ah, I think we just have another, a fe-few more questions.

Hmm?

I said we, I think we have just a few more questions.
Sure.

If you want to talk for a little bit more?

I said, you stjﬂl willing jtc; talk for a little bit more?

Alfight. -

Democratic Party in Chicago. -

JL.:

The what?
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BJ: The Democratic Party, uhh,—you know, the in'dividualé you were affiliated with as

you had made mention of before. . .[trails ofi]

JL: Well um, I’ve always been a democrat. Not ideologically ... um. I've always agreed
with the policies they expound on here in Chicago. Uh ... I've been a member of the
party ... and wm. It’s alright I, I, I have nothing to, uh, right now 1 think the democrats
are, are going to take over both houses by large ... large, uh, preponderance, both houses.
Um, T also believe that, um, we are in one of the worst periods of Aﬁlerican History right
now. Uh ... uh ... take, um, this thing going on in Iraq. It irks me that very rarely do you
see in the news media, the electronic or the journal, that they unde_rstz;nd that there is not
a war in Iraq going on, there never was a war. A war is a military confrontation between
two, national groups usually, with some declaration of the war. The people of Iraq had
never declared war on the people of the United States, as far as I know. No Iraqi has ever
d,g_piarad?war against anyone in tfle United States or done Jgir;ythinig against anyone in the -
. United States. Yet we get all these billions of dollar§ used, for example, $196 billion
béi'ng sought to continue the war in Irag and in Afghanistén. I begin to wonder when is it
goiﬁg ;c__o eat the substance...-of thls country? Is there no boﬁbfg. ..no bottom to this?i Uh )
e :yoﬁ see é"ig'ns- of, uh, economic, uh, down turn. One day; you are going to wake ﬁp and
there will be another Black Monday, or like they had in 1929, you know... that’s how
things 'ére._.‘ . |

T

AC: Go shead.
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BJ: Uh, what about any uh, changes to the ju- judiciary. system that; ah, you might have,

ah, observed?

JL: Well you know there is a, uh, great, there’s a great deal being said right now. For
example the New York Times says uh, vh Time Magazine article about John Paul
Stephens...uh, um, being a liberal although I, he says he is a conservative. I think they,
they pick on what, on really, ah, superficial things ... ah, supetficial. Now the Supreme
Court in the United States, no question about it, has changed. No question about it, ah ...
1 find the present Chief Justice, uh, somewha‘t, uh, superficial. Uh, at least, at least from
what I can tell, and I follow the courts decisions all the time. But that, that’s Rome, fhat’s
the court we have. You're not going fo be able to do anything about that. Those people

die off and someday, um, Ul somebody will appoint others and uh, uh ... so. e
KN: Are thére any changes maybe yow'd l_iiée.. .7

KN: Are there any changes maybe yoju’d like to see in the court system as opposed to
like the merit system things like that in Chicago, how do you feel about that? {Largely

undistinguishable because talked over by J udge Leighton]

JL: Oh, I, oh I, oh LI believe personally, I believe in merit selection of judges also. 1

believe in lifetime.. judges.
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KN: Okay.

JL: I've served under both systems. When I was elected a judge in Cook County [ was
elected, for ten years. When I was made a United States District Judge, I had a lifetime
tenure. I know how it feels secure, that you can make a decision, and you don’t have to
worry about being, oh, they’d write stories about you, they attacked me when I first
became a judge, by they I mean the Chicago Tribune, the Chicago's American, the

- Chicago Daily News, Chicago Sun Times. They attacked me because I found a, I found
two Mexican American lads innocent of aggravated battery on a police officer. I_Arulc‘ad,
that from the evidence I had heard, the two young men did not attack the police officer.
The two police officers attacked them, four o’clock in the morniffg on North Clark
Avenue, North Clark Street. I, I made all those findings, yet they attacked me, they
assaunlted me, thg)_(,.sai(_i I was, uh, pro—defendanté élnd that I hadn’t, uh,.. - seen cfea.rly.
That now I Was a judge, and not a defense lawyer. That’s what I waé_all the time before.
Oh, they did thaf, they attacked 11i€; they said I should be impeached. They had my namé=
on all the newspapéfs;;oh, for months they did i‘t.r ‘-Eh, I stood, I, T just let it go, :and then
after awhile it Wor;e orff, and wore off, But, as a lifctime Federal Judge, yoﬁ don’t have fo
worry about being shhh, well they, they said T should be removed from Twenty Sixth and
California. Uh, I wasn’t -rémoyed. But that’s what they editorial on. They alsqrproll-:}osgd
that I be impeached and there was a resolutioﬁ introduced in the House of |
Representatives in Springﬁeld to impeach me. Sure! But none of them had read fhe

opinion I had written.
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KN: Right.

JL: Huh, cause I ruled that a broken beer bottle... is not a dangerous weapon, per say.
As I said, for all we know, this young man who had this broken beer bottle in his hand at
four o’clock on the morning on North Clark Street ... was looking for a barrel to throw it
in. {laughter] That’s how, I mean, j-just seeing a man walking down the street with a
broken beer in his hand, he might be looking for ya know. But the police officers claim

that he had a dangerous weapon. But he wasn’t usin’ it!
KN: Right.

JL: You see. Oh they, they editorialized against me. They had, they made me famous.

- Ail over the couniry, I was -called the “Broken, B—uh, Broké Bottle Judge.” [laughtér]
KN: How did that make yOg‘_feel, like? S e

| JL: Huh?

. KN : ; What was it like li{ving through? How did it make fou Ti-’eel__? Did it affect ygour

family life at all?
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JL: Well, well every morning I; gvery morning when I got up in the morning at my home
at eighty four hundred South Berg there was a courtroom of, of ah, television cameras all
around. I couldn’t go anywhere. Oh yes, by the way 1 know how it feels, some, every
time, they had a camera in front, [ mean a microwave.” I mean, what do you think of, one
of them asked me, uh... “Are you going to resign?” I said, “No, I’m not going to resign.

I am planning to live until my old age on the bench.” {laughter] [emphatically slams fist

on the table]. Mayor Daley called me, told me I shouldn’t talk like that.
KN: [more langhter] Oh goodness.

JL: Now, there is a difference. I believe that the lifetime appointment of judges, with

needs of uh, course jidges are human: v

KN: Riéht.

JL: The;i do wrong. Butit’s vérysi@ple to find those that Vdo w_rf)ng oub

AC: As ajudge and a lawyer, hoiw Would;’y(ju like to be remembered?

JL: .AS a lawyer, cause you, that is, I-‘thir%k b§ing a lawyer isl greater than being a judge.

The lawyer who becomes a lawyer is a lawyer for life. If he, uh, lives by the cannons of

ethics, doesn’t commit any crime, doesn’t engage in any fraudulent activity, he has that

3 Judge Leighton meant to say microphone. This was when he was becoming
visibly tired. -
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position. Um, andit’sa great way of being of service, you see. Uh; by, by the way I'm
still practicing law. As I tell them, I'm practicing. 1haven’t perfected it {laughter].

Yeah, I’'m ninety five you know and I’m, I, I ub, ninety five last... yeah last Monday.
KN: Mmm, Happy Birthday!

JL: Thank You! Ninety-five, and the most wonderful thing about it is... I say thankfully
to the god that I worship, I’ve never been in a hospital for any period of time, or
hospitalization. I’ve never been operated on by, any surgeon. I've never been diagnosed,
with any serious ai_imeﬁt of any kind. Uh, I’ve never been wounded, injurgd. IV was in
combat in, uh, for two years and, a few months, and there were dark times when
bajonets, bombs; bullets all around me. None went off, ortouched me. F'm just blessed,
Someone says to me, uh, asked me what’s your secret. 1 don’t have any secret. I've been
above boa:g_g,.opgr;, I, I, I don’t have any Séc;et, I’ve just been fbrtufl_qte. OF course I also
have, due modesty, I haven’t done anything to injure my healtl-l,l_ or expose myself to any
“danger. 1 dom’t do that. Tdon’t smoke, never smoked in my life. Uh, I don’t use-diugs,

uh... 'm thankful.
KN: Yeah, it’s a great life. That, [ mean, it is so impressive.

o

JL: Sure.
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KN: Soasa judgé, how would you like, like aé, as Abbey'was saying how would you
like to be remembered? Like do you have something like any words of advice to people

who want to become a judge or, how, your own legacy?
JL: You know what [ tell lawyers? First be a good lawyer, ..

KN: Mmhmm.
JL.... first be a good lawyer the best lawyer you can be. And, um, uh... be sure that all

_ your private matters are above board, honest, and, um, second, uh, see that you uh,
___contribute as you go along. Uh, Talways advise them fo jc;in organizations like the
American Bar Association all the Bar Associations, and, American Civil Liberties,Union,
UAW, th, NAACP, I have said both'iff writing and, and publicly that if this country
didn’t have the American Civil Lib-Liberties Union and the NAACP, it’s history would
have becn entirely different. I'm not saying, u}}‘,ﬁthaj: 1t would be better or worée, it would
be different. Because those organizations h_ave contributed, to the betterment of things.
Uh, tak®; take right now what they are doing with immigrants.- 1Fh, you know, uh,
because I have, ah, myrxrnother and father were irﬁiﬁi_grants. Uh...all of my k, lcir;, kinfollk,
all of my close associates were immigrants in New Bedford. Uh ... but,'there, there’s a
hatred, ub, you know that’s uh stirred up uh all of this talk abbut terrorism. Its, its, this
- talk about terrorism is a phantasm, it’s imagined. Most éf it_ is imagined. Uh, sure you,
sure there are terrofists. There are a lot of people who a&: terroristic, sure, iaut they,
aren’t, they don’t amount to that much. Uh um...ub, blit T hope times will change for the

better. Uh...
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AC; Well we just wanted to thank you...

JL: Alright. -

AC: For your interview today.

JL: Alright.

AC: We really appreciate it.

JL: Thank You" o it
AC: Do you have a question for us or anything?

JL: Well, um, what are ydu going to do'with all of this material your gathering

[aughter|?

. AC: Um, Dr. Manning is collecting all the interviews and, I, this is a project that has
been going on for a couple 6f yéarsrnow, and he’s collecting the oral histories, and he is.

T

going to, uh, deposit them or archive them into a library, eventually.

JL: That’s good that’s good, yeah.
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AC: And so our project is...

JL: Well, I’ve, I’ve told you some things which are original with me, uh, because my

background is different.

AC: Right.

JL: My backgrog.nd is different. Uh... and um so you, you. [slap on éta?le] Alright?
KN: It was very interesting, thank you! -

Group: Yes,‘Thank you

JL_: Alright.

AC: Can we....

BJ: Alright, agything else?

JL: No.

BG: Before we finish?

49



JL: No!
BG: Okay.

KN: Ijust want to il out the biographical information sheet, so I just need your like

address and stuff, would you like me to fill it out or would you like to fill it out?
JL: Hmmm?

KN: This is just infermation for like, it will go in front of the. ..

e

JL: Oh.

KN: Oral history, it’s just going to, L filled in your birthday and then you said your

“wife’s name is Virginia so I filled that in. Soif you could fill in the rest that would be
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Appendix 1
Judge George Leighton Interview
Correspondence with Patricia Monreal, Judge Leighton’s secretary

From: Abbey Cullen
Tg: pmonreal@nealandleroy.com e
Swuhieet: RE: Oral History project follow up questions

Dear Patricia:

After discussing Wit’ﬁ‘;ny group and Dr. Manning, we will not be doing the follow up
interview with J ﬁdge Leighton. What he has to say is very important, and not something
- for a phone inte;'view élj to be rushe&. -Our dué date for the final transcri:ption flgs also
been moved ahead and so it isn’t feasible for usl:co be able to add to the transcription
project. Dr. Manning said that Judge Leighton will be part of next years project
(hopefully), so that the;se ciueéﬁons will get ansx;réred.

Thank you so much for corresponding with me

Tell Judge Leighton, Thank you again for his interview and we hope he will participatle

again in the future.
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Abbey Cullen

>>> "Monreal, Pat" <pmonreal@nealandleroy.com> 11/19/07 8:17 AM >>>

Hi Abbey,

Judge Leighton did review your questions and is interested in
answering them over the phone. He will be in the office today, tomorrow
and part of Wednesday and then will be out of town until Monday. You
can caﬂ__hin; at (312) 641-7144 or please provide me with a nunfl_jper ;Nhere

he can call you.

Patricia Monreal

éssista?nt to Judge George N. Léighton
and Deborah F. Hamilton

Neal & Leroy, LE.C. R SRRy
203 North LaSalle Street, Ste 2300
Chicago, Iilifiois 60601-1213

3 12),628—7064

(312) 64 L.-51_37 (fax)

pmonreal@nealandleroy.com

Confidentiality Notice
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E-mail is covered by the Electronic‘Cormnunications I"rivacy Act, Title
18, Sections 2510-2521 of fhe United States Code. The information in
this e-mail may be confidential and/or privileged and is intended for
review by only the igdividnal or organization named above. If you are
not the intended recipient or an authorized representative of the
intended recipient, you are hereby notified that any review,
dissemination or copying of this e-mail and its attachments, if any, or
of the information contained therein, is prohibiied. If you have
received this e-mail in error, please immediately notify the sender by
return e-mail and delete this e-mail and attachments, if any, from your

system. Thank you

From: Abbey Cullen [mailto:acullqg@luc.édu]
Sent: Sunday, November 18, 2007 6:50 AM
" To: Monreal, Pat . s

Subject: Oral History project follow up questions

Dear Ms. Monreal

Thank you for getting back to me. Our gr.oup,. hasr discussed things and
would like to extend the offer of email responses, due fo time |
constraints in the class (our due date was moved up). We would greatly

appreciate it if you could pass these questions on to the Judge and send

53



email responses.

Thank you SO much

Abbey Cullen

Dear Judge Leighton:

Thank you very much for being so willing to share further insights with
us, but unfortunately the deadline of our project has been moved eatlier
and we will not have the time to properly transcribe a telephone
interview. However, we would still very much like to recorduir:aur

responses to the questions we e-mailed you earlier so that we can

include this information with the other interview documents. We feet -

this inforrﬁation would greatly add to the interview conducted at tﬁe_
Daley Center. We would greaz_tﬁ?appreciate it if you would e-mail us
your responses to‘ the questions, if this W:ill' not be too much of an
inconvenience f(;r ybu. Thank you so much for taking the time to share
your life story with us, both at the Daley Center and through these
follow-up questidns.';' If you have any questions, please do not hesitate
to ask.

|

Here are the questions again:

Questions
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What was the topic of the essay that won you the scholarship so you
could attend Howard University?

How did it feel transitioning from an agricultural community to an urban
college? Describe the tensions and triumphs that occurred while you were
at Howard and Harvard.

Did you encounter any racial tensions while at Harvard?

Describe your fime in the Army. Did you experience any racial tensions
in your unit?

What effects did WWII have on your education? Did it contribute in

anyway fo your desire to become a lawyer?

What neighborhood did you live in when you moved to Chicago, did this
influence your position or outlook on the politics of the city?

How did the upheaval of the 1960s influence your law practice and time
on the bench? '

Could you explain some of the specific cases you took as a defense
lawyer in Chicago, particularly defending clients

like Charlie Townsend and Earl Howard Pugh against execution?
Why do you think President Ford appointed you to the U.S. District
Court? (you could also ask this same question about.
~Daley)? '

During your tenure as a US District Judge you Spo_ke of the power that
the posifion'encompassed. What was it like to posses such power?==

- What was the charge when you were indicted during 't‘he__Harvey Clark case? -
What was it like as an outsider (not from Chicago) to be apart of the
Chicago Democratic Machine? Did this effect your ability to maneuver

within the machine or were you not cognizant of its presence?

Can' you elaborate on the Civil Rights Cases you took in the South?
Please email your responses to this email address, acullen@luc.edu.

Our group, Dr. Manning, and the project as a whole really appreciate
your time in responding to these questions.
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