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SUPREME COURT OF THE UNITED STATES

NO. 155 — OCTOBER TERM, 1963

       Clarence Earl Gideon,
                  Petitioner,          On Writ of Certiorari to      v.    the Supreme Court of
Louie L. Wainwright, Director,      Florida
       Division of Corrections.

[ March 18, 1963. ] Mr. Justice Black delivered the opinion of the Court.
Petitioner was charged in a Florida state court withhaving broken and entered a poolroom with intent tocommit a misdemeanor. This offense is a felony underFlorida law. Appearing in court without funds and withouta lawyer, petitioner asked the court to appoint counsel forhim, whereupon the following colloquy took place: 
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The Verdict

Florida State Prison at Raiford 
circa 1961

The PSI 
(Paving the Road to the Big House)

Perry E. Wells

HOME AND NEIGHBORHOOD: At the time of 
the defendant’s arrest he was making 
his home at the Bay Harbor Hotel …  
… which is the hangout for numerous 
wine-o’s and women of loose morals … … and is definitely at least a third-
rate living establishment. 

Marital Status: According to Welfare 
records, the Defendant’s wife is an 
extremely coarse individual with a 
sordid background and a record of 
promiscuity … 

Miss Myrtle Barrow and Mrs Williams: … 
Welfare Dept. … 

Both describe the defendant and his 
wife as the lowest individuals morally 
… 



The Defendant came to Panama City, 
Florida, several years ago, bringing 
a wife of equally low character … 
… this man has evidenced his 
inability to live in a free society 
without violating the law … Raiford Prison 
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The Gideon v. Wainwright Court, 1963

Gideon Gets a Lawyer 

(in the Supreme Court)



The Summer Law Clerk

John Hart Ely 
Former Law Clerk 

March 18, 2003

Oral Argument

January 15, 1963CHIEF JUSTICE EARL WARREN: Number 155, 
Clarence Earl Gideon, petitioner, versus H.G. 
Cochran, Director, Division of Corrections.

H.G. CochranLouie Wainwright

Chief Justice Earl Warren:  Mr. Fortas. 

Mr. Fortas:  Mr. Chief Justice; may it 
please the Court. 

* * * 
I believe that this case dramatically 
illustrates the point that you cannot 
have a fair trial without counsel. 
Indeed, I believe that the right way to 
look at this is that a court, a 
criminal court, is not properly 
constituted under our adversary system 
of law, unless there is a judge and 
unless there is a counsel for the 
prosecution and unless there is a 
counsel for the defense. Without that, 
how can a civilized nation pretend that 
it is having a fair trial . . . . 

Florida Responds

Professor Bruce Jacob 
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Attorney General 
 March 18, 2003

Alabama’s Amicus 
Argument: 

“What good is a 
lawyer, anyway?”

George Mentz, Ala. Asst. Atty General: 
The petitioner in this case has asserted that 
from 75-90% of all state cases are decided on 
pleas of guilty. We say that a state should 
not be burdened with the expense of appointing 
an attorney who in good conscience could 
recommend only to his client that he enter a 
plea of guilt. 

GEORGE MENTZ (Ala. Asst. AG): I say that in 
view of the fact that so many cases are 
disposed of by guilty pleas that no great 
advantage would occur to the indigent accused 
if counsel were appointed.  

JUSTICE STEWART: Well, can’t you conceive of 
the possibility that many of these pleas of 
guilty are entered by people who, if advised 
by counsel, would have pleaded not guilty and 
might well have been acquitted? 

GEORGE MENTZ: Well, yes sir, I admit that 
certain cases might turn that way. 

“It will work …  
I’m sure it will”

ABE FORTAS: I see no real difficulty, Mr. 
Justice in saying to people for traffic … when 
they’re arrested for a traffic violation, “If 
you want to see the public defender, he’s in 
Room 102,” and to assign a public defender to 
anybody who wants it. It will really work, it 
will work, it sounds crazy perhaps, but it’ll 
work. It will work. I’m sure it will. 



Another 
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John Hart Ely 
March 18, 2003

The Decision

“Any person haled into court, who is too poor 
to hire a lawyer, cannot be assured of a fair 
trial unless counsel is provided for him.” 

Gideon - Part II 
Back to Panama City

W.  Fred Turner 
Gideon’s Appointed Lawyer 
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