William Ashbie Hawkins

African-American Legal Pioneer


William Ashbie Hawkins, known as W. Ashbie Hawkins was born on August 2, 1861 in Lynchburg, Virginia.  Hawkins was an African-American legal pioneer and a life long advocate of social equality and justice for African-Americans.  One of Baltimore’s first black lawyers, his career is a legacy to every African-American attorney practicing within the State of Maryland, and to the social equality shared by African-American in Maryland.  His legal and civic career within the State of Maryland spanned 50 years pf practice and dedication to the law and his community.

Legal Career


It is unsure when Hawkins arrived in Baltimore.  Presumably, Hawkins would have arrived in Baltimore, MD no later than the year 1881 to begin attending college.
  In the fall of 1881 Hawkins was 20 years old.  He graduated from Centenary Biblical Institute (later to become Morgan College) in 1885.
   In this same year, he would marry Ada McMechen, the older sister of George McMechen, a fellow Morgan student.  After graduating from Morgan College, Hawkins began a career as a public school teacher on the eastern shore of Maryland.
  In addition, Hawkins was editing a race paper in Cambridge, MD.
  He later returned to Baltimore to attend the University of Maryland Law School in 1889.  His experience with racial bigotry and institutionalized segregation at the University of Maryland would have a profound impact on his life and his career.

Hawkins was not the first black student to enroll at the University of Maryland.  In 1887, Harry Sythe Cummings and Charles W. Johnson enrolled at the law school.
  The two students completed the three-year law school curriculum in only two-years.
  When Hawkins arrived in 1889 with John L. Dozier, their enrollment marked the third and fourth black law students at the law school.  However, the racial climate of Baltimore was becoming increasingly hostile to the pursuits of integration.
  In 1889, the University of Maryland Medical School faculty voted to exclude black students.
  Later that year, the students of the University of Maryland medical school, dental school and law school would petition the faculty of the law school against the admission of black students.
  Of the ninety-nine law students enrolled, it is reported that almost all signed a petition in the winter of 1889 protesting the admission of black students.
  By the summer of 1890, the body organized to oversee the University of Maryland’s body of school met to discuss the issue of integrated education.
  The outcome of these summer meetings would result in the barring of all black law students from the law school for the next 40 years.
  In September of 1890, John Prentiss Poe
, dean of the Maryland School of Law, announced  “it would be unwise to endanger the school or jeopardize its interest in any way by any longer allowing colored students to attend the school in the face of such manifest opposition.”
  The law school cited to declining enrollment of white law students due to the presence of Hawkins and Dozier.
   As a result, Hawkins and Dozier were expelled.  Dean Poe cited to the “exceedingly low record” of the two students as an apparent justification for their expulsion.
  The Baltimore Herald printed an editorial recounting the words of a prominent jurist connected with school alluding to the lower level of competency of Hawkins and Dozier.  The statements noted specifically that a review of  Hawkins’ and Dozier’s “examinations showed that they were not intellectually qualified to pursue the study of law and receive diplomas as graduates in law….”  The comments provoked a response of Hawkins that was reprinted in the Baltimore Herald.  Hawkins stated that:

“it is bad enough to have the University of Maryland take our 

money, start us on our course, and then suddenly stop us for no other 

reason than that the white students do not desire to mingle with us, but 

to have one of the officers misrepresent us in this way is provoking in the extreme.”
 

Hawkins further commented that his record was comparable to other students and that he only received one bad grade in law school.


Hawkins and Dozier reconvened his law study at Howard University in Washington, DC, a school exclusively for black law student.
  He graduated from Howard in 1892 and began practicing law.  


Hawkins immediately launched a career of public service and quickly began advocating for a number of causes.  One of his earliest cases dealt with the representation of a young black teenager, Robert Clark, who had been denied admission to an art school, known as the Maryland Institute for the Promotion of Mechanic Arts.
  The facts of this case ironically paralleled the sequence of events related to Hawkins’ expulsion from the University of Maryland Law School.  Like Hawkins, Clark was denied admission to a specialized school that had previously allowed black students who preceded them.  A change of policy due to racial protesting and citing declining enrollment of white students necessitating the adoption of racially exclusive admission policies barred both Hawkins for law school and Clark from the art school.  Unfortunately, this was not a legal victory for Hawkins, but was the beginning of his legal strategies to desegregate Baltimore.


By 1897, Hawkins was also very deeply involved in the Maryland Republican Party.  At this time, the Republican Party, “as the party of Lincoln” enlisted the masses of black Baltimoreans.  Harry Sythe Cummings, the first black Maryland law graduate had been elected to a city council seat from the Eleventh Ward.
  Hawkins was viewed as a credible candidate for office and was almost selected by the party as a candidate.
  He gave speeches at 100 meetings of the committees of the party.
  In 1905, Hawkins opens a law practice with his brother-in-law George McMechen at 327 St. Paul Street.  The union of these two partners would last until Hawkins death in 1941.  At the same time, Hawkins is actively writing and working for the Niagara Movement.  He serves as its treasurer and heads up the movements efforts to desegregate residential housing in Baltimore.  In 1911, the Niagara movement merges with the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and Hawkins continues his work for the organization.  He served as counsel to the local Baltimore branch of the NAACP.  In addition he served as counsel to the Afro-American Newspaper.
 As a new member of the fledgling NAACP, Hawkins writes an article for the organizations newsletter The Crisis.  In the article Hawkins recounts the story of black migration into Baltimore’s more “favorable” neighborhoods and the response of whites residents.  He notes that one of the leaders in this migration was the Sharp Street Memorial Methodist Church.
  Hawkins was a lifelong member of the Sharp Street Memorial Methodist Church.


Hawkins was an outspoken and opinionated.  In a speech he delivered in 1920 openly critical of Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association (the “UNIA”), members of the UNIA attempted to physically assault Hawkins.


Many time throughout his career, Hawkins represented the Most Worshipful United Grand Lodge of Free And Accepted Mason of Maryland.

Hawkins was also very active in the local bar association.  Unable to join the Baltimore City Bar Association due to its racially exclusive policy.  On April 2, 1935, Hawkins and other black lawyers incorporated the Monumental City Bar Association.


By the mid 1920’s Hawkins wife Ada had passed away and he remarried to Mary E. Sorrell.  He had two daughters with his first wife; Aldina and Roberta.  There is evidence that Hawkins may have been of Native-American descent.  In 1964, a man by the name of Red Thunder Cloud, claimed to be the grandson of Hawkins.  In his declaration, he stated that he had learned his native language from his grandmother Ada McMechen.
  He further notes that Ada McMechen died in 1924, about the same time Hawkins remarried due the death of his first wife Ada.  Red Thunder Cloud acknowledges that his mother’s name s Roberta Hawk and that his mother’s parents are William Ashibie Hawk (son of Robert Hawk and Susan Scott Cobbs).


The end of Hawkins life was marked with illness.  He suffered for four years with kidney and heart ailment.  He died in Provident Hospital on April 12, 1941 where he had been confined for seven months.
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