Biography of Dovey Johnson Roundtree
Dovey Johnson Roundtree (born April 17, 1914, Charlotte, North Carolina) is a retired Washington, DC African American civil rights and criminal defense lawyer whose 1955 victory before the Interstate Commerce Commission in the first bus desegregation case to be brought before that body resulted in the only explicit repudiation of the separate but equal doctrine in the field of interstate bus transportation by a court or federal administrative body.  That case, Sarah Keys v. Carolina Coach Company (64 MCC 769 (1955), which Dovey Johnson Roundtree argued with her partner and mentor Julius Winfield Robertson, was invoked by Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy during the 1961 Freedom Riders’ campaign in his successful battle to compel the Interstate Commerce Commission to enforce its rulings and end Jim Crow in public transportation.
Dovey Roundtree was saluted by First Lady Michelle Obama on the occasion of the release of her 2009 autobiography, Justice Older than the Law, which Roundtree co-authored with Washington writer Katie McCabe and which received the Association of Black Women Historians’ 2009 Letitia Woods Brown Award.  In a letter made public at a July 23, 2009 tribute to Roundtree at the Women in Military Service for America Memorial Foundation at Arlington National Cemetery, the First Lady cited Roundtree’s historic contributions to American life and stated:  “It is on the shoulders of people like Dovey Johnson Roundtree that we stand today, and it is with her commitment to our core ideals that we will continue moving toward a better tomorrow.”

Roundtree made history in the legal, military and ecumenical realms, and rose to a position of prominence as a criminal defense attorney in Washington, DC.  As a protégé of the black activist Mary McLeod Bethune, she was in the first class of black women to be trained as officers in the newly-created Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (later the Women’s Army Corps) during World War II, and one of the first women to achieve full ministerial status in the AME Church with her 1961 ordination. With her controversial admission in 1963 to the all-white Women’s Bar Association of the District of Columbia, she broke the color bar in the Washington legal community. In one of Washington’s most sensational and widely-covered murder cases, United States v. Ray Crump, tried in the summer of 1965 on the eve of the Watts riots, Roundtree won acquittal for the black laborer accused of the murder of Georgetown socialite and CIA wife Mary Pinchot Meyer, a woman with romantic ties to President John F. Kennedy.
The founding partner in 1970 of the Washington, DC law firm of Roundtree, Knox, Hunter and Parker following the death of her first law partner Julius Robertson in 1961, Roundtree was special consultant for legal affairs to the AME Church and General Counsel to the National Council of Negro Women.  She was the inspiration for actress Cicely Tyson’s depiction of a maverick civil rights lawyer in the television series “Sweet Justice,” and the recipient, along with retired Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor, of the American Bar Association’s 2000 Margaret Brent Women Lawyers of Achievement Award.
Early life and the influence of Mary McLeod Bethune
Dovey Roundtree was born Dovey Mae Johnson in Charlotte, North Carolina, the second oldest of four daughters of James Eliot Johnson, a printer in the local offices of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, and Lela Bryant Johnson, a seamstress and domestic.  Following the death of her father in the influenza epidemic of 1919, Roundtree and her mother and sisters went to live with her maternal grandmother, Rachel Bryant Graham, and her husband, the Rev. Clyde L. Graham, an AME Church minister. Though Rachel Graham had only a third-grade education, she wielded great influence in Charlotte’s black community, and through her involvement in the colored women’s club movement she formed a friendship with the renowned black educator and activist Mary McLeod Bethune, whose vision inspired Dovey Roundtree to excel academically, rise above poverty and Jim Crow, target a medical career, and work her way through Spelman College from 1934 to 1938, at the height of the Great Depression.
It was Bethune to whom Roundtree turned in 1941, as the threat of war generated unprecedented numbers of jobs for African Americans in the country’s “defense preparedness” program.  Resigning the South Carolina teaching position she had taken upon college graduation in 1938, she sought out Bethune in Washington, D.C. for assistance in obtaining employment in the burgeoning defense industry.  Bethune immediately tapped her for the select group of 40 African American women who were to become the first to train as officers in the newly created Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (later the Women’s Army Corps). 
Service in a Jim Crow Army

Roundtree publicly challenged the racial discrimination she confronted in the rigidly segregated Army even as she recruited other African American women for the WAAC on assignment in the Deep South.  Traveling in uniform in the winter of 1943 without Army protection, she was evicted from a Miami bus and forced under threat of arrest to yield her seat to a white Marine.  She persisted in her recruiting, bringing African American women into the Corps in such numbers that although the women served in segregated units, the groundwork was laid for an interracial Army four years before President Harry Truman mandated the desegregation of the military by executive order in 1948.
The road toward the law

Roundtree first entered the civil rights arena in October 1945 in a nine-month postwar assignment with black labor leader A. Philip Randolph, who was staging a national campaign to make the wartime Fair Employment Practices Committee (FEPC) a permanent entity.  Her FEPC involvement brought her into contact with the person who would inspire her to take on the law as her life’s mission: Constitutional lawyer Pauli Murray, an impassioned civil rights activist who would go on to co-found the National Organization of Women.  Inspired by Murray’s belief that the greatest instrument for social change was the law, Roundtree enrolled at Howard University School of Law in the fall of 1947, following her divorce from William A. Roundtree, a Morehouse College graduate she had met as a Spelman College undergraduate and married in 1946.

At Howard Law, she was one of only five women in her class.  From 1947 to 1950, she immersed herself in the assault on school segregation being mounted by Thurgood Marshall and Howard Law professors James Madison Nabrit, Jr. and George E.C. Hayes which in 1954 culminated in the epochal Brown decision (Brown v. Board of Education 347 US 483).   
Shattering Jim Crow in bus travel
In 1952, during her first year of legal practice, Roundtree, along with her partner and mentor Julius Winfield Robertson, took on a bus desegregation case that would make legal history: Sarah Keys v. Carolina Coach Company 64 MCC 769 (1955).  The case originated in a complaint by an African American WAC private named Sarah Louise Keys, who had been forced by a North Carolina bus driver to yield her seat to a white Marine, just as Roundtree herself had been in 1943 while recruiting for the Army.  The Keys case challenged the practice of a bus carrier to impose its Jim Crow laws on a black passenger traveling across state lines. 
When the matter was dismissed by the US District Court for the District of Columbia on jurisdictional grounds, Roundtree and Robertson took their complaint to the Interstate Commerce Commission, the federal administrative body charged with the enforcement of the Interstate Commerce Act.  Turned down by the Commission on their first pass, they filed exceptions, arguing that the Supreme Court’s ruling in Brown, handed down in May of that same year, delegitimized segregation not only in public education, but in public transportation as well.  On November 7, 1955, in a historic ruling in which the ICC departed from its long history of adherence to the Plessy v. Ferguson ruling (Plessy, 163 US 537 (1896), the Commission banned separate but equal for the first time in the field of interstate bus travel.  In the Keys case, and in a companion railway case filed concurrently by the NAACP (NAACP v. St. Louis-Santa Fe Railway Company, 297 ICC 335 (1955), the ICC took the unprecedented position that the nondiscrimination language of the Interstate Commerce Act prohibited segregation itself.
Though hailed by the press as a historic breakthrough and a “symbol of a movement that cannot be held back,” the Keys case lay dormant from 1955 to 1961, its intent largely blunted by the ICC commissioner who had dissented from the majority opinion, South Carolina Democrat J. Monroe Johnson.  It was not until the summer of 1961, when the violence resulting from the Freedom Riders’ campaign prompted Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy to take action against the ICC that the impact of Keys was felt.  On May 29, 1961, responding to the protests of civil rights leaders, Kennedy issued a Justice Department petition in which he cited Keys and the companion NAACP train case, along with the 1960 Supreme Court Boynton v. Virginia ruling, and called upon the ICC to enforce the ruling it had handed down itself in 1955.  Under pressure from the Attorney General, the Commission at last acted upon its own rulings and in September 1961 put a permanent end to segregation in travel across state lines.
Fighting for justice in the Nation’s Capital
Even as she fought the civil rights battle on the national level, Dovey Roundtree led the charge for justice in the courtrooms of Washington, DC.  At a time when black lawyers had to leave the courthouses to use the bathrooms and black clients were routinely referred to white attorneys in order to maximize their chances in court, Roundtree and her partner Julius Robertson broke with tradition.  They pressed the cases of black clients before white judges and juries and prevailed, winning sizeable recoveries in accident and negligence cases.  Their 1957 victory in a negligence action against a Washington DC psychiatric facility, which resulted in the maximum recovery allowable under the Federal Tort Claims Act at that time, was widely regarded as a turning point not only for black clients in the Nation’s Capital, but for attorneys as well.  
 In 1963, Roundtree broke another barrier with her nomination for membership to the all-white Women’s Bar Association of the District of Columbia by attorney Joyce Hens Green (later an Associate Judge on the US District Court for the District of Columbia Circuit).  The nomination precipitated a firestorm of controversy, with several of the Association’s board members vehemently opposing Roundtree’s nomination. Only when Green demanded a vote by the full membership was Roundtree admitted to the Women’s Bar as its first black member.
Ray Crump and the murder of a Presidential mistress
It was Dovey Roundtree’s successful defense of the black day laborer accused of the 1964 murder of Kennedy mistress Mary Pinchot Meyer that solidified her reputation as one of Washington, DC’s premiere criminal defense attorneys.  For a fee of one dollar, Roundtree took on the defense of Ray Crump, Jr., accused of the execution-style shooting of Meyer as she took her daily walk along the C & O Canal.  Crump, who had been found by police wandering along the towpath near the scene of the crime, was arrested on the word of an eyewitness who claimed Crump resembled the black man he had seen standing over Meyer’s body moments after the murder, and then indicted without a preliminary hearing.  Convinced that Crump’s limited mental capacity rendered him incapable of perpetrating a murder of such stealth and meticulousness, Roundtree took on the United States government in a July 1965 trial in which the notoriety of the victim drew record crowds of lawyers, law students, and reporters to the United States District Court.  
Against the elaborate circumstantial case presented by US Attorney Alfred Hantman and his legal team, Roundtree pitted a single fact: Crump’s diminutive size.  At five feet three and a half inches and 130 pounds, Roundtree argued, Crump was five inches shorter and 50 or 60 pounds lighter than the man described by the eyewitness.  Stunning the court with the brevity and simplicity of her thirty-minute case, Roundtree called only three witnesses, each of whom testified to Crump’s good character, and she presented but a single exhibit: Raymond Crump himself. 
The not-guilty verdict in the case left permanently open to speculation the possibility of CIA involvement in Meyer’s murder.  It also cemented Roundtree’s reputation among Washington trial lawyers and judges, and resulted in her appointment to high-profile murder cases, including the 1977 defense of John Griffin in a sensational retrial for his alleged role in the murder of a group of Hanafi Muslims at a DC temple.

Personal and professional setbacks
Dovey Roundtree’s career was marked not only by her struggle to overcome race and gender bias, but also by personal setbacks and grave health problems arising from her lifelong struggle with diabetes.  Those problems, in confluence, nearly derailed her career on two occasions.  In 1960, she confronted life-threatening illness, and shortly thereafter, the sudden death of her law partner and mentor, Julius Winfield Robertson, who suffered a heart attack at the age of 45.  Left alone in the practice of law in an environment that was hostile to women and particularly to women of color, Roundtree contemplated ending her legal practice.  Having been ordained to the ministry of the African Methodist Episcopal Church on November 30, 1961 as one of the first women in that role, she considered pursuing her ministry full time on the staff of Allen Chapel AME Church in Southeast Washington.  But she was so committed to the law that she chose to continue as a sole practitioner for nine years, and in 1970, she established the law firm of Roundtree Knox Hunter and Parker.

A second crisis occurred in 1982, when Roundtree’s health broke once again.  Following the death of her partner George Knox that year, she suffered a mild heart attack and a worsening of her diabetes that was so severe that she found herself unable to manage the day-to-day administration of her practice and to respond to clients in a timely way.  Complaints by several clients resulted in a hearing before the DC Bar and a suspension of Roundtree’s license to practice for a year and a day [In re Dovey J. Roundtree 467 A.2d 143, 1983 D.C Appeals].  During that year she addressed the health issues that had derailed her, applied for reinstatement, and on December 31, 1985, was recommended for reinstatement by the DC Court of Appeals.  Witnesses who testified or submitted affidavits in her behalf included three US District Court judges, a Superior Court judge, three past and present officers of bar associations, a Howard Law professor, members of the DC Public Service Commission and the DC Council, a national official of the AME Church, her former law partner and a local realtor.  “Without exception,” the Court stated, “all the evidence was favorable to Mrs. Roundtree.  It demonstrated that she is highly regarded in the District of Columbia legal community, as well as the non-legal community, as a person of high moral character, integrity, and competence…The evidence shows that petitioner’s moral character is highly esteemed, and her present qualifications and competence to practice law are not questioned by anyone.” [In re Dovey J. Roundtree 503 A.2d 1215, 1985 D.C. Appeals]  Roundtree went on to resume her practice and was honored with a number of prestigious awards from national and local bar associations, law and divinity schools, and religious and community institutions.
Awards and honors

In the last decade of her practice, prior to her retirement to her home in Charlotte in 1996, Dovey Roundtree built an extensive family law practice while continuing to serve as General Counsel to the National Council of Negro Women and special consultant for legal affairs to the African Methodist Episcopal Church.  In her seventies, she launched a campaign targeting what she perceived as a crisis in the black family, focusing her efforts as both a lawyer and a minister in this direction.  In 1995, she was honored by the Greater Washington Area Chapter Women Lawyers Division of the National Bar Association with its prestigious Charlotte E. Ray Award, named for the first black woman to practice law in the District of Columbia and to be certified as a lawyer in the United States.  In 1996, she received the Thurgood Marshall Award of Excellence from the DC Chapter of the Howard University Law School Alumni Association, and the Spirit of Spelman College Alumnae Award.  A host of other awards followed in the wake of her 1996 retirement, notably the American Bar Association’s Margaret Brent Women Lawyers of Achievement Award, given in 2000.  The ABA Award was recognized in a tribute in the Congressional Record by Virginia senator John Warner, a colleague of Roundtree’s during the years when both were beginning lawyers in the District of Columbia.  

Even after Roundtree lost her vision as a result of her diabetes, she continued to speak out publicly for the cause of children and families, and to join with other distinguished black leaders to reach out to the next generation.  In 2004, she joined such luminaries as poet Maya Angelou and the late Coretta Scott King, John Hope Franklin and Dorothy Height in creating an oral history of her life for the Internet and the Library of Congress through the National Visionary Leadership Project, founded by activist Camille Cosby and journalist Renee Poussaint.  Her 2004 interview with Poussaint appears on the Project’s web site at www.visionaryproject.org/roundtreedovey/.  That same year, she received the Living Legacy Award from the Howard University School of Divinity.  In 2006, she received the Award of Excellence from the Charlotte, North Carolina chapter of the Thurgood Marshall Scholarship Fund, and in 2009, the Innovator Role Model Award from Minority Access, Inc.

Roundtree’s autobiography, Justice Older than the Law, written with National Magazine Award winner Katie McCabe (www.justiceolderthanthelaw.com), won the Association of Black Women Historians’ 2009 Letitia Woods Brown Award for the best publication about an African American Woman (www.abwh.org/awards.htm).
