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The Virginia McGuinn’s

Robert McGuinn’s grandmother Frances (“Frannie”) met her second husband Jared McGuinn in Richmond, VA in the late 1800’s. Jared and Frances had four sons, Joseph, Warner and Robert and Frances’s son William from a previous marriage. William married in about 1870 and moved from Richmond to Baltimore after his marriage. After Jared’s death, Frannie moved to Baltimore, with Robert and Warner, to be near her son and daughter in law. 

Warner went to college, Yale Law School and enjoyed a distinguished legal and political career in Baltimore. Warner’s acquaintance with Samuel Langhorn Clemens  was discovered in a series of letters found in the 1980’s. The letters revealed that Clemens was so impressed with Warner’s intelligence that he offered to pay his remaining law school tuition.

Robert A. met Nannie and after their marriage, they shared a residence with William and his wife. William was a minister whose church newsletter, The Afro-American, served as an integral piece of John. H. Murphy’s Afro-American newspaper. 

The couple had three children, Henry T., California (“Callie”), and Robert P., respectively. Robert was born, August 17, 1898 and lived in the family home on McMechen Street in West Baltimore. 

Robert’s father worked in several jobs to support his family before settling in the ministry. Nannie took job as the dean of students at Voorhees Industrial School in Denmark, S.C. she took her children south while their father remained in Baltimore. Nannie eventually became the Dean of Women at Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University (FAMU) in Tallahassee, FL. McGuinn Hall on the campus in named for Nannie. 

The children went to primary and secondary schools in Virginia or South Carolina. Henry would eventually become a professor at Virginia Union University in Richmond, VA until his death in 1977 at 86. Callie eventually became one of the first black nurses in Washington D.C. 

Education

Robert’s primary education was at the Whittier School in Hampton, VA.
 In those days, young African-American students attended Whittier and received challenging lessons in science and math. The students often engaged in lessons at the neighboring Hampton Institute. After Whittier, Robert attended Voorhees Industrial School (now Voorhees College) in Denmark, S.C. Voorhees was a high school specializing in lessons in math, science and the trades. While attending Voorhees, Robert met Willie Mae Thomas, a Voorhees student from Ebenezer, Alabama. After completing Voorhees, Robert enrolled at Virginia Union University, in Richmond, VA. 

Robert completed his studies at Virginia Union and enrolled at New York University Law School. Upon completing law school, he returned to Baltimore to practice law. Records show that he was admitted to practice law in Maryland in 1928.

Return to Baltimore

No records were found indicating when Robert returned to Baltimore. However, birth records indicate that his first child, Ruth, was born in 1925. Assuming he returned to Baltimore around the time of his acceptance to the Bar, 1928, the Baltimore he returned to was in the midst of the Great Depression and a tuberculosis epidemic was about to grip Baltimore’s black community. Robert was joining a professional community led by his Uncle Warner accustomed to action by the black lawyers in the community. 

The economic depression made finding paying clients tough to find for lawyers let alone a newly minted Black lawyer. This forced Robert to take other odd jobs to support his young family, now four people with the addition of Roberta in 1932.  

Breakup

Willie Mae and Robert separated in 1932 and did not reunite. They eventually divorced in May 1935.
 An interesting fact about the divorce is Thurgood Marshall represented Willie Mae and obtained $50 dollars a month in support for Willie Mae and the girls.
  

Roberta recalled the visits she and Ruth’s had with Robert every Sunday after church.
 He also saw the girls during the week for various reasons. Roberta recalls a lesson in being truthful when she went to her father’s office on seeking money for textbooks. Robert gave her the money she asked for however; Roberta bought a pair of shoes she was eying instead. Willie Mae noticed the shoes, and asked Roberta about the shoes. Roberta knew to tell her mom what happened. Willie Mae called Robert at the office and summoned Roberta to his St. Paul Street office. Robert calmly informed Roberta that if she needed money for books she could have it, however if she wanted shoes, he would do his best to get them, but in no circumstance should she lie.

Robert second marriage was to Pauline Wharton and no additional information is known about the relationship or Pauline. They were still married upon his death and the union produced no children.

McGuinn Legal Life

Robert McGuinn like most black lawyers at the time operated out of the Phoenix Building located at 4 E. Redwood Street. Uncle Warner, his newly hired associate W.A.C. Hughes, (Alfred) Josiah Henry and a young Thurgood Marshall also operated from the same location. This close contact promoted the survival of the young attorney’s during a difficult financial period. The attorneys shared secretaries, office space, and any other expenses they could. 

To supplement his income Robert worked as a carpenter and other non-legal jobs. In 1934 he made was a republican candidate for the House of Delegates. 
 In 1935, he was appointed as the Executive Secretary to the Governor’s Commission on the Higher Education of Negroes. 
 In this capacity, he interviewed potential candidates for acceptance into a state sanctioned program that would allow qualified applicants to enroll at institutions in other states. Meharry would receive some of Maryland’s Black applicants for medical school. Howard would receive the state applicants for law schools. 

No information about Robert’s any early legal cases is know however, In the early 1930’s, Robert’s was also involved in organizing meetings for the passage of state anti-lynching legislation is discussed in an Afro-American article. 

In the summer 1935, Robert assisted the Baltimore NAACP in preparation for a lawsuit by conducting research with Thurgood Marshall. Lillie Jackson, NAACP President, and Carl Murphy, Publisher of the Afro, began looking for students to test segregation on the secondary school level in Baltimore County. The Afro-American’s accounts of the lack of a high school for black students in Baltimore County bothered many blacks. Students from Baltimore County had to travel at least 10 miles into the city to segregated Douglass High. Murphy financed a lawsuit against the county school board. The research required Marshall and McGuinn to travel through Baltimore County to document the condition of black schools in comparison with the nearest white school. The goal was to show that the black schools were inferior to the white schools. Marshall suggested McGuinn go into the white schools to look around because, “he looked like our white brethren.
” The account of Marshall and McGuinn’s trips were published in the Afro American. 

After Uncle Warner died in 1937, Robert became associated with his law partner Alfred Hughes.  Robert moved into Uncle Warner’s office space at 22 St. Paul Street. Other attorneys such as Roy Bond, and Bob’s close friend Dallas Nicholas operated out of 14 Pleasant Street, just around the corner. Roberta recalls visiting her father’s office when impromptu cocktail hours attended by black lawyers and other professionals from the community would be in progress.

President of Monumental City Bar Association

In 1940, Bob won election as the President of the Monumental City Bar Association (MCBA). MCBA was the city’s organization for Black lawyers formed after the Baltimore City Bar Association refused to admit Black Lawyers. Bob was also one of the original incorporators of the organization along with Uncle Warner, Thurgood Marshall, George Evans, Emery Cole, Ashbie Hawkins and Karl Phillips. While the MCBA was active before this time, the incorporation served as an official beginning for the group. It was no coincidence that Uncle Warner was the first president of the MCBA and now it was Robert’s time to lead the organization. Bob’s election came after serving as Vice-President for the preceding four years from 1936-1939. 

In addition to leading Baltimore City’s organization for Black lawyers, Bob was asked to assist the Nation as it prepared for war. In a 1940 letter, Judge Samuel K. Dennis, the Chair of the Advisory Board for Draft Registrants for Baltimore City, solicited Bob’s help in his capacity as President of Monumental. Bob was asked to provide “competent members [of Monumental] who would be willing to serve as Associate Members” of the City Advisory Board for selecting who would be drafted from the city of Baltimore. Bob replied and tasked the Monumental membership to participate in the selection process.

Police Harassment (December 14th, 1941)

On a December night in 1941, Alfred stopped by Bob’s McCullogh Street residence the pair went to a restaurant on Pennsylvania Avenue. They continued to eat, drink and socialize until early in the morning. Two police officers spotted Bob and Alfred while walking to Alfred’s car. Although the facts of what transpired were in dispute, what is not is Alfred and Bob arrest for disturbing the peace. 

According to the arresting officers, their attention spotted to the pair because they were arguing with each other as they walked up Pennsylvania Avenue to Alfred’s car. The officers thought they were not able to drive in their condition and insisted that they refrain from driving. Both sides agreed that Robert left and returned with someone else to drive the car. The officers alleged that the arguing continued when Alfred refused to let anyone drive his car. The officers arrested the pair after they continued to argue. 

Bob and Alfred claimed that once they left the restaurant the Officers yelled at them, inquiring why they were in that neighborhood and requested their personal information. After the pair refused, the officers would not let them drive because the officers thought they were too drunk. Robert insists that when he returned with someone to drive the car, the officers would not let him drive because they did not provide the information requested by the officers.
 

After their arrest and booking, the Magistrate dismissed the disorderly conduct charges and released them.
 

Robert and Alfred asked Dallas Nicholas to file a $20,000 lawsuit against the officers for false arrest and malicious prosecution. There was a 3-day jury trial and Robert and Alfred presented their version of events. Dallas called Little Willie Adams and William B. Dixon as witnesses to substantiate Robert and Alfred’s arguments. The witnesses testified that the duo was not drunk and the officers harassed them.
 The all-white jury deliberated for 45 minutes and returned a verdict in favor of the policemen. Incidentally, this verdict was returned the day before Dallas and Robert attended their first hearing on their most popular case, Durkee v. Murphy.

DURKEE v. MURPHY

Robert was an avid golfer and a member of the city’s largest golfing organization for black golfers, the Monumental Golf Club (MGC). The MGC comprised Robert’s closest friends like Dallas Nicholas, Arnett Murphy, William Gosnell and others professional blacks in the city. In 1935, the City Park Board, which controlled the 4 city municipal courses, reversed a 1928 ruling and restricted all black golfers to the worse city course, Carroll Park. The city’s only 9-hole course, Carroll Park was difficult to play for several reasons. It did not receive any city funds for maintenance, so it was in poor condition. In addition, there was no clubhouse, no shelter for the golfers, and there was sand instead of grass on the greens. The course offered no sand traps, bunkers or flags to mark the holes like the other city courses. After much lobbying by the members of the MGC, the Park Board relented in May of 1942 and desegregated all city courses once again. In June, the Board reversed its decision after pressure from white golfers. Arnett Murphy, V.P. and advertising director of the Afro, accompanied by Dallas, Little Willie Adams and others attempted to play the best city course, Mt. Pleasant. The cashier wouldn’t sell Arnett a ticket and the group decided to sue the city and the Park Board. Dallas, Robert, and William Gosnell filed papers seeking an injunction against the city and the Park Board, preventing the city and the Board from denying black golfers the right to play the public courses. 

During the trial, the trio rotated questioning witnesses and objecting to the city solicitor’s positions over a two-day period. The Judge, unhappy with the city’s stalling tactics, scheduled the trial to start Friday afternoon. The first day of the trial lasted until 11:30 pm and reconvened at 0900 Saturday morning, finishing at 3:30 after the jury deliberated. Robert and Dallas were successful in securing a landmark decision permitting all blacks the right to play golf on the city owned courses. The all-white jury agreed with their argument that the Carroll Park was inferior to the courses provided for whites citizens. However, it was short lived because the City appealed the verdict and won on a technicality because the trial judge, allowed his Clerk to read and enter the verdict in his absence. The City and the MGC reached an out of court settlement in April 1943 stipulating that the city would invest funds in improving Carroll Park, and in the interim Blacks could play at all of the city municipal courses. When the city completed the renovation of Carroll Park in 1945, the black golfers were again restricted to play at Carroll Park.
 

In a successful 1948 Federal District Court lawsuit, Dr. Charles Law, a black Baltimore mortician sued the Park Board for the right to play at the city’s golf courses.
 Although Robert did not represent Dr. Law, Alfred Hughes along with Charles Houston did.

When the National Bar Association came to Baltimore for the annual convention, in 1943, Robert served on the Housing Committee. Alfred succeeded Robert in 1943 as President of the MBA. 

Robert operated out of the St. Paul Street office until about 1949, when an advertisement from June 1949 revealed that he moved to his final office at 343 Dolphin Street. The location was close to his McCullogh Street home. 

Robert’s first office at 4 E. Redwood (Phoenix Building) is the current home to All First Securities; 22 St. Paul Street is now a Walgreen’s Drug Store and 343 Dolphin Street is an empty lot across from a state office building on Eutaw and Dolphin. 

DEATH

Robert P. McGuinn died of stomach cancer on April 18, 1950, at his home on 2030 McCullogh Street in Baltimore City. Before his death, Roberta visited him while on her Easter Break from Bennett College. Roberta recalled the last time she saw her father and remembered the flower he gave her and him reminding her that, “He would always love her.
” Roberta returned to Greensboro and her father passed away a week later.  Robert’s death seemed to be overshadowed by the death of Charles Houston, the dean of black lawyers, who passed away during the same time-period in 1950. Additionally, the McCready v. Byrd decision, permitting Esther McCready to enter the University of Maryland Nursing School, was decided.

Ruth McGuinn attended Hampton University and completed a Masters degree at the University of Cincinnati, where she met her husband David Glenn. Ruth went on to have a distinguished career as an educator in Baltimore City. David excelled in public service in the City of Baltimore. They settled in the Ashburton section of Baltimore where they raised two daughters Constance and Sharon.  David served in the Urban League and was instrumental in securing jobs for the city’s first black fireman, master plumbers, brewers, streetcar conductors, taxicab drivers, and bank, oil and supermarket workers.
 David also served as the Executive Secretary for the Baltimore Equal Rights Commission and was the eventual Executive Director of the Maryland Human Relations Commission.
 Ruth passed away on June 23, 1989 at 64 and David in July 2001 at 76. Sharon resides in Columbia, MD, while Constance lives with her family in the Govans neighborhood of Baltimore City. 

Roberta completed her studies at Bennett and immediately went to Boston University to obtain a Master’s in Social Work. After a career in the Foreign Service, she is retired and lives in Silver Spring, Maryland. During my interview of her, Roberta relayed stories of her travels to Brussels, Belgium, Saudi Arabia and other international locations. Roberta and her second husband David Polk had two children Patricia and Robert.  Patricia is a physician practicing in Columbia, MD and Robert lives with his family in Miami, FL. 

Roberta and Ruth’s mother, Willie Mae continued to live in Baltimore until her death in December 1978 at the age of 80. No information is known about Pauline’s life after Robert passed away. 
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