


Biography of Judge Robert M. Bell


In 1946, there was no way Mrs. Rosa Lee Bell knew that when she and her family moved to Baltimore City from Rocky Mountain, North Carolina that her three year old son Robert would spread his wings in Maryland and leave a mark on the Old Line State’s legal system that would last a lifetime.  All Rosa Lee Bell, born in a family of sharecroppers in Enfield, North Carolina, and her husband Thomas Bell, himself a farmer from North Carolina, came to Baltimore City for, was a chance at a better life.  Rosa Lee Bell found work as a domestic in the city.  With only a third grade education, she set an example that her children would follow of hard work and living a life on principles.  That example prompted her son Robert to call her “one of the strongest person’s I’ve ever known.”  As the Bell family planted its roots in the east side, the formerly three year-old Robert Mack Bell’s legacy began in his teenage years as he roamed the halls of Paul Laurence Dunbar High School.


During his senior year in 1960, Bell established himself as one of student leaders of Dunbar, and he found himself riding the wave of activism that came to define the decade of the 60’s.  Bell was among a group of twelve Dunbar students to protest the segregationist policy of Baltimore City and the state of Maryland when the group staged a sit in at Hooper’s restaurant in June of 1960.  Bell and his associates were arrested, and charged with trespassing on the property of the cafeteria that served whites-only.  The case reached the Maryland Court of Appeals in 1962, where the court ruled the protesters were breaking the law with their sit-in.  Bell led an appeal to the United States Supreme Court in 1964 with the help of Maryland bred attorneys Juanita Jackson Mitchell, Robert B. Watts, Thurgood Marshall, and William Murphy; people Bell would later call his inspiration, mentors, colleagues, and friends.  While the US Supreme Court did not decide the case, it turned the case back to the Maryland Court of Appeals for reconsideration that same year.  The Maryland Court of Appeals overturned their 1962 decision, opining the doors for statewide desegregation of public facilities. 


In spite of Bell’s arduous experience with the judicial system, when Bell entered Morgan State College in 1961, he pictured himself joining the very system he was fighting against.  However, his initial enrollment was cut short when he contracted Tuberculosis and needed hospitalization.  After overcoming the illness, Bell continued his studies at Morgan, majoring in history and political science.  Bell would credit Morgan for instilling the values to become a leader for the African American community in Baltimore City and the world around him, “The culture at Morgan was such that everyone of my generation was aware of the fact that we were being groomed for leadership.”  (Speech at 1997 Morgan State’s Founder’s Day Convocation found in Morgan Magazine Spring 1997). In his years at Morgan, Bell served as student government president and chief justice of the Dormitory court; a sign of a career to come.  In 1966, Bell graduated second in a class of 450, and became the first Morgan graduate to attend Harvard Law School.


Harvard Law School presented an interesting environment for the aspiring lawyer. The topic of his very own case, Bell vs. Maryland, often came up in classes on new civil rights law. By 1969, Bell completed his studies, passed the Maryland bar and brought his practice back to Baltimore, working for attorneys Piper and Marbury.  After toiling for the firm, and gaining a reputation as a great legal mind, Bell was appointed to his first position on the judicial bench in 1975.  The nomination to the District Court of Baltimore City made Bell the youngest judge ever sworn to the seat.

Following his initial appointment to the District Court in 1975 the thirty-five year old Bell, sometimes criticized for his youthful appearance, proved that he was a judicial force on the bench.  Soon after his first appointment he confronted the police on solicitation arrests he felt had a weak evidentiary basis when he dismissed an entire docket of solicitation for sex cases.  Bell was the architect of several controversial orders including an anti-nepotism order that forbade judges from playing any role in hiring state Department of Public Safety and Correctional Services.  This order came in the wake of a news report of a Baltimore court program that employed the children of judges sitting on the hiring committee.  Bell was never afraid to assert his legal authority.  Speaking on the rationale for his decisions his honor asserted, “A judge can’t give up on common sense, but I believe in fair application of the law.  I have to be fair and I must have the courage to make tough, honest decisions.  We need more honesty in the judicial system”(Baltimore Sun 6-3-1980).  Judge Bell continued in his battle to keep the judicial system honest in his higher appointments in the following decades.

In that time, Bell climbed the judicial ladder of the Maryland court system. He served the Baltimore City District Court from 1975-1980, the Baltimore City Circuit Court from 1980-1984, Maryland Court of Special Appeals from 1984-1991, and reached the Maryland Court of Special Appeals in 1991. Over this span, Bell gained a statewide reputation of being a by-the-book judge, who based his rulings and opinions to the letter of the law. Though many of his associates and collogues often disagreed with his rulings, and questioned his strict interpretation of the law, he was well respected and held in the highest esteem both in and out of the courtroom. No greater testimony to his reputation can be found than in the groundswell of support for his nomination to the Chief Justice seat in the Court of Special Appeals in 1996. That year, Chief Justice Robert Murphy retired, forcing governor Parris Glendening to choose a replacement for the position. Letters and calls flooded the governor’s office from fellow judges, lawyers, politicians, laymen, and the African American community of Maryland in support of a nomination for Judge Bell. The overwhelming support swayed governor Glendening to choose Bell to become Maryland’s first African American Chief Justice of the Court of Special Appeals.   

From 1996 to the present, Bell has navigated the rough tide of the courtroom and legislative halls of Annapolis. Staying true to his roots of strict interpretation of the law, Bell is noted throughout his judicial career as one the greats of dissension. To be sure, Bell’s reputation for going against the popular opinion has ruffled more than a few feathers in the political world, but Bell takes pride in upholding the law as he sees it, even if it means going against what popular. The seat of Chief Justice put Bell directly in charge of a state judicial bureaucracy that features over two hundred benches and budget well over thirty million dollars. In spite of the enormous responsibility of balancing the bench and the stump, Bell stands on the words he uttered when receiving his judicial position in the Supreme Bench of Baltimore, “my most difficult job will be meeting the standards I set for myself” (Baltimore Evening Sun Jan 23,1980).       

Throughout Judge Bell’s legal career he strove to demystify and improve the public perception of the legal system.  Quoted in a 1999 Baltimore Sun, “Folks don’t know much about the court system…[citizens] know about the bad experiences, and there are some problems…but they really don’t understand what judges do, how they do it, and why they do it.”  In that regard Judge Bell makes time in his schedule to step out of his robe and into the streets with the people, often giving introductory courses on the Maryland legal system to neighborhood watch and other community groups. (Baltimore Sun, 4-14-1999)  Bell felt the need for judges to speak to their community, so he set up the Committee on Public Awareness for the Maryland Judicial conference and he allows judges up to 3 days of administrative leave a year to talk to administrative, community, and business groups. (Maryland Law 6-14-1999)

Most who come in contact with Bell outside of the courtroom know that is harder for him to speak about himself than it is for him to give you his outright opinion. Bell doesn’t consider his life’s path unique, simply the product of “being in the right place at the right time and working very hard to get there” (Speech to Dunbar High, reported in Baltimore Sun, September 25, 1991). If one can take anything away from an encounter with Bell, it is his unique, and sharp style of dress. Rarely will you find a ruffled lapel, an untailored suit, or lack of color coordination. His early years on the bench were fashioned by an Afro, designer eyeglasses, and a zodiac necklace draped over his robe. Bell is also most humbly grateful to his legal predecessors and mentors, a list that reads like a who’s who in the field of law. Today, it is he who is assumes the role of mentor and is willing to share his wealth of knowledge with those who ask of it. Above all, Bell is ever conscious of setting an example for the African American community. Many who follow his career consider Bell a shining example of what an African American role model should be. In 1991, when Bell was appointed to the state court of appeals, he had two induction ceremonies, the first in Annapolis, and the second at Baltimore’s Dunbar High School, the place where is exposure to law began.        

For his commitment to community and legal issues Judge Bell has received numerous public accolades for his work. Appointed in 1996 to Chief Judge of court of Appeals in what the Daily record called a ‘new era for the court, Annapolis Mayor Kurt L. Schmoke said, “It is an inspired choice of an outstanding man and legal scholar…[the governor] has done well for the court and all the citizens of Maryland.”(Baltimore Sun, 10-24-1996).  Also, notable is his receipt of the 1999 Rosalyn Bell Award in 1999 by woman’s law center of Maryland for his leadership in the creation of specialized family courts. “His understanding of the need for family law court reform and his commitment to the process were admirable and impressive,” stated Barbara Babb, professor of family law, University of Baltimore School of Law. (Daily Record, 10/9/1999)   Recently he was honored with the 2001 Access to Justice Tribute Award, by the Pro Bono Resource Center in recognition of service on behalf of equal justice for all Maryland citizens.  Speaking at the dedication ceremony, Executive Director Sharon Goldsmith lauded Judge Bell; “Judge Bell has been such a strong advocate for equal access to justice from his work as a student at Dunbar through his outreach while at Piper and Marbury, through their legal clinics… He’s also been supportive of legislation locating new sources of funding, actually several million dollars, for legal services for the poor.” (Justice Matters, Sept. 2001)
Throughout his long career Judge Robert Bell has shown an unparalleled respect and dedication to justice and the integrity of the American legal system.  His insight into the law combined with his perspective gained through his Civil Right protest and following imprisonment made him one of the strongest legal decision makers, not only among African Americans, but also among the nation’s judiciary as a whole.  As he continues to build upon his past 30 years of experience, Maryland citizens, as well as the nation, can exert a confidence in their judicial system, a direct testament to the work of their honorable justice.

