Warner T. McGuinn:  A Biographical Paper


Warner T. McGuinn was born in Goochland County, near Richmond, Virginia on November 22, 1864 to Jared and Fannie McGuinn.
  His brother, the Reverend Robert A. McGuinn was also born in Virginia and moved to Baltimore.
  McGuinn’s half-brother, the Reverend William M. Alexander, was the pastor of Sharon Baptist Church in northwest Baltimore for over 30 years beginning in the 1880’s and worked to improve the spiritual and material being of African-Americans in Baltimore.
  William M. Alexander was also the first editor of the Afro-American.
  In addition, Alexander was also the co-leader of an early after the Civil War organization known as the Brotherhood of Liberty which led the way in opening up the bar to colored men, obtaining better educational conditions including colored teachers and other matters of importance to Blacks.
  McGuinn was educated in public schools both in Richmond and in Baltimore.
  In 1884, McGuinn earned his bachelor’s degree from Lincoln University.
  To work his way through undergrad, McGuinn checked hats at the famed Casino in Newport, Rhode Island.
  “He could look at 400 men, take their hats, note their faces and contour of their heads and give each his right hat without making an error.”
  He then studied law in the office of Richard T. Greener and at Howard University School of Law for a year (1884-5).
 

McGuinn then continued on to Yale University School of Law where he graduated with his law degree in 1887.
  In describing his first Christmas day at Yale, McGuinn said that when he woke up, he had ten cents and was invited to dinner by the Dean of the law school and his wife.
  However, since he did not own a dress suit, McGuinn chose to decline the invitation.
  Instead, McGuinn ate Christmas dinner at a lunch counter where ten cents in those days bought coffee, a roll, butter, and two eggs.
  While at Yale, McGuinn found a job waiting on tables to earn his board, but was quickly promoted to bookkeeper and collector.
  During this same period, McGuinn was also chosen as the compromise candidate for the president of the Kent Club by several of its members that could not agree on a president.  He was thereafter elected president of the Law Club.

Among the president’s responsibilities was that of greeting speakers at the railroad station.
  The first club speaker was author Mark Twain whom McGuinn met at the station and escorted to the dean’s house, and later introduced Twain at a public meeting.
  Twain seemed to be intrigued by McGuinn, believing at first that McGuinn was Irish, and upon Twain’s return home, he wrote back to the dean to further inquire about Warner T. McGuinn.
  In 1985, the existence of several of these letters became known.
  The letters revealed that Twain, whose “The Adventures of Huckelberry Finn” has been called racist, was in reality strongly opposed to racism.
  In one letter to the dean, Twain stated, “I do not believe I would very cheerfully help a white student who would ask a benevolence of a stranger, but I do feel so about the other color.”
  “We have ground the manhood out of them, and the shame is ours, not theirs, and we should pay for it.”
    Upon learning that McGuinn was working his way through school, Twain offered to help through the dean and asked the cost of McGuinn’s expenses “so that [he] may send 6, 12, or 24 months’ board as the size of the bill may determine.”
  McGuinn’s response was that he was making it all right to which the dean agreed but explained to McGuinn that they (the dean and Twain) would “like to see what [he] could do if [he] were unhampered.”
  The dean must have been successful in convincing McGuinn because Mark Twain sponsored McGuinn’s law training and McGuinn was able to spend his last year at Yale completely focused on his studies as he no longer had to hold down a job and attend school at the same time.
  This began a friendship between McGuinn and Twain that would last until Twain’s death.  At his Yale commencement in 1887, McGuinn also received the Townsend prize of $100 for best written oration.
  The determination that his oration was the best was made by Chief Justice White of the United States Supreme Court; United States Senator William M. Evarts and Chauncey M. Depew.
  William M. Evarts, who was a graduate of Harvard Law School, served as co-counsel to President Andrew Johnson at his impeachment trial.
  He was considered the “ablest lawyer retained on the President’s side.”
  Chauncey M. Depew served as the President of the New York Central Railroad and later as a United States Senator.  After graduating from Yale, and in the same year of 1887, Warner T. McGuinn was admitted to the Kansas bar and began practicing law in Kansas City, Kansas.
  While in Kansas, McGuinn also became editor of a black newspaper entitled American Citizen and held that position for two years.
  McGuinn was also admitted to the Connecticut bar in 1887.
  

In 1891, McGuinn moved to Baltimore.
  On February 25, 1892, McGuinn married Anna L. Wallace of Richmond, Virginia and they lived together at 1911 Division Street in Baltimore.
  The couple would eventually have one daughter whom they named Alma Augusta.
  In that same year, McGuinn was admitted to the Maryland bar.
  McGuinn then established a law practice and from 1893 to 1895, at the location of 19 E. Saratoga Street, he was a partner in a law firm with Harry S. Cummings.
  In 1889, Cummings was the first black graduate of the University of Maryland School of Law and the first black elected the Baltimore City Council a year later in 1890.
   Cummings was known as the “Father of Colored Polytechnic” for his efforts in promoting the establishment of the high school.
  

Later in his career, McGuinn also practiced with E. Everett Lane, son of George M. Lane.
  Born in 1866, George M. Lane was the first African-American mayoral candidate in Baltimore City.
  Lane was also one of the original stockholders and primary depositors of the Lexington Savings Bank, a Baltimore institution supported entirely by African Americans and which catered entirely to the poorer classes.
  In 1896, Lane, along with other prominent black figures who were dissatisfied with the broken promises of the Republican Party, organized an independent political movement called the Committee of 100.
  A slate of candidates was developed with Lane as the choice for Mayor but due to faulty petitions, the ticket was disqualified on the eve of the election and failed to ever appear on the ballot.

In addition to his legal practice, McGuinn also handled the legal affairs of the Afro-American for twenty-two years.
  McGuinn was a Republican which during that time was a proper thing to be since the Democrats “were the heirs of the slave party and the scourge of the colored man not only in Maryland – but in the nation generally.”
  In 1896, after the Republican surge to power in 1895, Warner T. McGuinn was named the secretary of the Board of Liquor License Commissioners.
  This was McGuinn’s first experience in politics and he served in this position until 1900.
  Thereafter, McGuinn returned to his law practice individually until 1917 when he successfully argued the celebrated “Baltimore Segregation Case” in federal court, which prohibited the further segregation of blacks into special city areas.
                

It all began when George F. McMechen, who was also a graduate of Yale Law School, was admitted to the Maryland bar in 1904, and became a partner of Ashbie Hawkins which lasted until Ashbie’s death in 1941, purchased a home in a white neighborhood.
  In response to this move, the city council enacted an ordinance which required that neighborhoods were to be uniform in racial composition.  As a result of the collaborative efforts of Warner T. McGuinn and Ashbie Hawkins to overturn the segregation ordinance which was designed by Samuel West, the Baltimore Supreme Bench rejected the sloppily drafted ordinance as unconstitutional on February 4, 1911.
  However, the city council quickly drafted another segregation ordinance and when a black man by the name of John Gurry was indicted for moving into a white neighborhood, Ashbie Hawkins and George McMechen served as his defense counsel.
  In State v. Gurry,
 the Court of Appeals held that the law was unconstitutional because it interfered with vested property rights and failed to provide a means to distinguish white and black blocks when members of both races were living in the same block at the time the law was enacted.
  Then, in 1917, McGuinn successfully argued the Baltimore segregation case before Judge John C. Rose in the federal court during which McGuinn frequently objected to the points of law advanced by opposing counsel and finally asked the court to have the lawyer argue the case at issue.
  “The winning of that case deterred Baltimore and many a Southern city from passing further laws to segregate colored people into special city areas.”

Another major case in which McGuinn played an integral role was that of Green v. Samuelson.
  This case came about as the result of an injunction that was issued against twenty-seven blacks and three black organizations by the Circuit Court of Baltimore City to restrain them from picketing white storeowners located in the 1700 block of Pennsylvania Avenue in Baltimore.  These individuals and organizations, led by a newcomer to Baltimore by the name of Tony Green, otherwise known as Kiowa Costonie, challenged the injunction and the case was originally heard in the Circuit Court of Baltimore City.  McGuinn, along with W.A.C. Hughes served as counsel for the defendants and argued their case before Judge Albert S. Owens in Circuit Court.  It all began when the white merchants of the 1700 block of Pennsylvania Avenue refused to comply with Kiowa Costonie’s demands that they hire all colored employees in their stores, the rationale being that, by being located in predominantly black neighborhoods, those stores generated most, if not all, of their revenue from black customers and therefore they should hire those who buy there.  Thereafter, a number of blacks in the community took to boycotting these stores that refused to hire colored employees and began using banners and placards to picket outside the stores located in the 1700 block of Pennsylvania Avenue.  The claim by the white merchants was that these blacks had organized themselves into large groups and proceeded to march up and down Pennsylvania Avenue for the purpose of intimidating and coercing potential customers form entering their stores and interfering with the conduct and operation of their businesses.  As a result, the merchants claimed, if these groups were not enjoined from participating in such activities, the merchants would suffer irreparable injury and lose their businesses.  The appellants, on the other hand, asserted that although it was true that they had taken to picketing and boycotting the stores, they never intimidated or coerced any prospective customer to stay out of the stores and never interfered with the storeowners’ businesses.  The Circuit Court, however, concluded that there was sufficient evidence to support all the material claims in the plaintiff storeowners’ complaint.  As a result, the court issued a permanent injunction against the defendants and the defendants appealed to the Court of Appeals of Maryland.  McGuinn and Hughes prepared the appellees’ brief and continued to represent them before the Maryland’s highest court.  Upon hearing the case, the Court of Appeals affirmed in part and reversed in part the ruling of the lower court.  Although it agreed that the defendants could not be allowed to directly interfere with the legal right of the merchants to operate a lawful business, the court held that the defendants retained the right to advance their cause through peaceful means and any indirect effect on the merchants’ businesses is “a damage without remedy.”  As a result, the Green case was at least a partial victory for McGuinn in that there was now at least a clear acknowledgement by the courts that blacks had a legal right to publicly challenge the injustices and unfair treatment that they may experience as long it was done so in a peaceable manner.      

McGuinn was also an early advocate of women’s suffrage and considered it to be the equivalent of the civil rights fight in which African-Americans were engaged.
  In 1911, McGuinn read an “exhaustive” paper on this topic before the congregation of Bethel A.M.E. Church to inaugurate the Baltimore Historical and Literary Association.
  He reminded all those present of the principle of the consent of the governed found in the Declaration of Independence and that as a result, all adults, regardless of sex or color, had a right to vote and elect their representatives.
  In addition, McGuinn was a Presbyterian and a Mason and served as the director of the Baltimore branch of the NAACP.
 

Also in 1917, the same year of his segregation victory, McGuinn was appointed to the Board of Managers of the Colored War Camp Commission Service for the duration of World War I.
  In 1919, as a Republican representative from the Fourteenth Ward, McGuinn was elected to the Baltimore City Council in the First Branch under Mayor William F. Broening and served in that position until 1921.
  McGuinn ran away with an easy victory over his leading opponent, Charles E. Williams, with a plurality of nearly 300.
  McGuinn was the first time Black councilman in the history of the Fourteenth Ward.
  In fact, between the Civil War and World War II, only six of the approximately 1000 persons elected to the Baltimore City Council were black.
  In addition to McGuinn, the six were Harry S. Cummings, who was the first, followed by John Marcus Cargill, Hiram Watty, William L. Fitzgerald, and Walter S. Emerson.
  

  As a newly elected city councilman, McGuinn promised to his constituents that “I shall do my best in the City Council to fulfill every pledge that has been made during the campaign, especially as regard the health and school conditions of the race.”
  In 1920, McGuinn was a Maryland delegate to the Republican National Convention in Chicago.
  In 1926, he was also pushed for the office of Recorder of Deeds for the District of Columbia but was not selected.
  

In 1927, McGuinn was elected for a second term to the Baltimore City Council in 1927 in which he served until 1931.
  Both McGuinn and Walter S. Emerson left office in 1931 when the Great Depression resulted in a clean-sweep Democratic Council and were the last blacks to serve on the City Council until 1955 when Walter T. Dixon, a Democrat, was elected.
  Nonetheless, as evidenced by his second election to the Council, McGuinn must have achieved much more than just keeping campaign promises while in office.  In fact, after McGuinn left the City Council, civic nuisance Marie O. Baurenschmidt told reporters:  “I wish to God Warner T. McGuinn were back in the City Council in order to put the kind of civic backbone in the City Fathers that now is needed.”
 McGuinn’s work earned the praise of not only blacks, but also the Baltimore community in general, as evidenced by his obituary in the Baltimore Sun which had this to say about his service as a city councilman:  “No member has been more efficient or more earnest in endeavoring to promote public welfare than Warner T. McGuinn…He set an example of nonpartisanship in consideration of measures before the Council, and when he spoke upon them showed that he had taken pains to inform himself.  His record deserves commendation.”
  McGuinn also served as the chairman of the Commission on Highway Traffic and Bridges during the same time as his second city council term, 1927-1931.

As McGuinn reached old age, it was clear that he was concerned about the future of the legal profession in the hands of the younger generation of attorneys.  At the eighty-third Lincoln University commencement in 1933 at which McGuinn was awarded the only honorary degree (doctor of laws), McGuinn told reporters:  “Some of these fellows are so slick they can talk salt out of biscuits without disturbing the covers…Once a lawyer’s word was sufficient.  Today few people will take his word unless he signs his name and puts up a bond…Unless entrance examinations are changed so as to include character as well as knowledge, the practice of law will degenerate into a dog fight.”
  There was at least one young black lawyer, however, in whom McGuinn had faith.  That lawyer’s name was Thurgood Marshall.  McGuinn had just recently hired another young black lawyer, W.A.C. Hughes, when Thurgood Marshall came to see him about a job.
  As a result of this recent hiring, McGuinn could not afford to take on another legal associate and did not even listen to Marshall’ request for a job.
  Before Marshall could even begin his pitch, McGuinn interrupted him, “Young man, you save your time, you can save my ears.  Forget it, I’ve known you since you were born, and I have carefully watched your progress in the school.  It is unbelievable good.  And you want to let me have your [powerful], great brain and I am not going to accept it.  You’re going to have [go out] by yourself and get your brains kicked out and then come back to me and we’ll talk.”
  McGuinn was obviously confident in Marshall’s abilities and although he refused to take Marshall directly under his wing, McGuinn did promise Marshall that he would let him set up his office and get some work.
  Marshall recalled later that even though at the time he thought that McGuinn was being an “[u]nreasonable son of a bitch,” the two were always very friendly and more importantly, “[McGuinn] was the only one who helped me.”
  McGuinn would counsel Marshall on the various personalities and politics involved in dealing with different judges, prosecutors, and cops.
  McGuinn also encouraged Marshall not to give up even when times got so hard that Marshall had to take a part-time job as a clerk in the venereal disease section of the city health clinic.
  During the Great Depression, money was almost nonexistent for blacks and in 1933 Marshall only had enough money for a small office on the sixth floor of the Phoenix Building located at 4 Redwood Avenue which also housed the law office of Warner T. McGuinn and W.A.C. Hughes as well as the law office of Warner’s nephew, Robert McGuinn and Josiah Henry.
  For the first few months, Marshall and Warner T. McGuinn shared a secretary until Marshall was able to afford his own.
  About McGuinn Marshall would later say, “He was one of the greatest lawyers who ever lived.”
  “If he had been white he’s have been a judge.”
      

On July 10, 1937, Warner T. McGuinn died at the home of his daughter, Mrs. Alma Harllee, in Philadelphia.
  He had been resting there for a month and a half after a paralytic stroke.
  He was buried at Arbutus Memorial Park.
  He was 74 years old.  McGuinn was survived by his daughter, Mrs. Chauncey M. D. Harlee, and a grandson, Chauncey, Jr. as well as a number of surviving nieces and nephews including but not limited to Mrs. Callie McGuinn Harris of Washington; Professor Henry McGuinn who was then head of the social department at Virginia Union; Robert P. McGuinn; and Mattie F. McGuinn, who was a dean at Florida A&M at the time.
  In reflecting upon McGuinn’s life several days after his death, the Afro-American had this to say about Warner T. McGuinn:  “Not only as a great lawyer who compelled recognition by his exhaustive devotion to detail, his unusual grasp of the principles and facts of law and the power with which he projected himself into the profession, did he climb to the topmost row among Baltimore Lawyers, but he became one of the effective forces in the community.”
  “[I]t was as a legal mind, as a man who understood the dynamics of law as a fighting force, that Warner T. McGuinn will be longest remembered.”
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