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Becoming a biographer is like joining a movement. We 1 share common thrills -- the
frisson of archival research, for instance -- as well as common oppressors. Chief
among the latter are our colleagues, who not only disparage the task itself but think we
take too long doing it.
I have developed a stock response to the questions -- usually well- intended: "How's
the biography progressing?" "How long have you been working on it?" Or, "When is
the book coming out?"
The answer is: "I do not recall."
It is hard to make a life comprehensible -- most of us do not manage as much for our
own days. So, yes, we biographers do take a long time to straighten out the confusion,
to make sense of our subject.
As a fellow biographer, I rejoice in the critical and popular success of my colleague's
long-awaited biography of Learned Hand,2 and I deeply desire a similar reception for all
legal biographies. At the same time, I feel a certain jealousy toward a biographer who
has, by contract, unlimited and exclusive access to thousands of documents. My
subject, Clara Shortridge Foltz, did not make arrangements for the preservation of her
papers, though she longed for a biographer, and felt sure that someday she would
have one. 3 Four days after her death in 1934, the only one of her children to survive
her offered all her effects for public auction. Nothing was held back.
When I see the advertisement for the auction in the back pages of an old newspaper,
it gives me the same chill I felt when I read: "Frances Hand outlived Learned Hand by

two years. After his death, she would often sit by the fireplace in their apartment,
opening beribboned packages of letters from Learned, rereading them, and tossing
occasional bundles into the fire." 4 To a biographer, the thousands of pages preserved
fade in significance when compared to those that were lost. 5
Not even an authorized biographer has total access to the person. What the good
biographer does have, though, is access through a single person to that individual's
world. A special strength of Gunther's book -- one invulnerable to its "contracted" or
"authorized" status -- is the light it casts on the cultural history of Learned Hand's time
and how that history was reflected in the law. For example, we see Hand, especially as
a district court judge, enforcing the Volstead Act, which he abhorred partly because it
interfered with the right of the people to be let alone under the Fourth Amendment.
Moreover, he disagreed with prohibition as a policy, though he gave up social drinking
unless he could be assured that the libation came from a private stock purchased
before passage of the act. 6
Though there have no doubt been contracts that have compromised the accuracy of a
particular biographer's work, Learned Hand does not seem to me an example. Other
impediments to truth are far more formidable. One of these is the treachery of memory
-- even of the most well-meaning witnesses. People exaggerate their roles, seek to
vindicate themselves, speak well of the recently dead, see what they expect. I am
almost relieved that there is no one living who knew Clara Foltz well -- and only one
who knows her well, me.
This brings me to the real obstacle to truth: the relation between biographer and
subject. There is nothing quite like it. James Atlas has written of a mystical bond: "a
collaboration between two sensibilities bent on defying the sentence of oblivion
imposed on us all." 7 The biographer as hero, saving at least one life, is one version of
the role. Others, less pleasing but no less prevalent, are biographer as voyeur and
biographer as obsessive.
The infatuation of a biographer for his subject can distort interpretation. I love Clara
Foltz, and find that "to her virtues I'm very kind" and "to her faults a little blind." 8 And
of course my desire as a feminist to supply a historical model for today's women
lawyers influences me as well. In fact, trying to put the "hag" back into hagiography is
a major preoccupation.
Now add to the natural feeling of many biographers (and even those who turn against
their subjects remain enthralled with them) the relationship of law clerk to judge, of
Gunther to Hand. There is an additional obstacle to truth here: the element of
reflected glory. If Learned Hand was more grind than genius, then so may be his
biographer. If Clara Foltz was a better self- promoter than a lawyer, I am diminished
along with my project.
Moreover, like most judicial biographers, most law clerks need to see the judge as a

very great figure. For an entire year of one's precious youth, this person and his
opinion of you, and his opinions generally, are all there is. For some, the clerkship is
the beginning of a life-long relationship of mentor and protege.
On one level, Gerry Gunther's book is the extended tribute of a law clerk to his judge
(that is the way law clerks talk: "My judge thinks" typically starts a conversation).
Reading the book made me think often and with great pleasure of the man I clerked for,
the first federal judge to hire a woman law clerk (many years before 1963 when I
served), and also the first to hire an African American. His name was Henry W.
Edgerton, and his background was a lot like Learned Hand's.
Born in 1888 (sixteen years later than Hand), he came from a WASP patrician
background, graduated from what he always called "The Harvard Law School," and in
1937 was appointed to the United States Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia,
which became a great court during his tenure. The major disappointment of his
professional life was in not moving "up the street," as he put it, to the United States
Supreme Court.
Like Learned Hand also, Henry Edgerton was a superb judicial stylist, though his
writing was less ornamented (and thus more pleasing to some). Unlike Learned Hand,
though, Henry Edgerton did not think the spirit of liberty consisted mainly in being "not
too sure that it is right." 9 Dealing with many of the same issues Hand faced, Judge
Edgerton found that liberty required the protection of the weak and the despised. In
plain, concise language, he wrote about the civil rights of aliens and communists, the
criminally accused, and other outcasts. 10
One of the best examples of both his style and his outlook is in a case decided five
years before Brown v. Board of Education.11 Judge Edgerton dissented from a decision
refusing to integrate the public schools of the District of Columbia. 12 He wrote that
"[t]he education required for living in a . . . humane and democratic country and
promoting its ideals, cannot be obtained on either side of a fence that separates a more
privileged majority and a less privileged minority." 13
And he concluded:
It is sometimes suggested that due process of law cannot require what law cannot
enforce. No such suggestion is relevant here. When United States courts order
integration of District of Columbia schools they will be integrated. It has been too long
forgotten that the District of Columbia is not a provincial community but the
cosmopolitan capital of a nation that professes democracy. 14
Like the best judges today, Judge Edgerton read the briefs and cases himself and
listened to his young clerks without ever delegating ultimate responsibility. I adored
that old man who taught me to write and to think and who made me see what wins
arguments. At the same time, I could list his faults, and describe the depressive, dark
side of his nature, but I would not like to do it. I would not do it.

Gerry Gunther hopes he has told the story of "his" judge, "warts and all," 15 yet what
we mostly see of the warts is how easily excised they are -- except, perhaps, when the
skillful writer does not observe them himself. For instance, Learned Hand's huge
network of friends and intellectual companions was entirely, as far as the book tells us,
male, and that shows a personal limitation, maybe a blemish rather than a wart. 16 It's
true, of course, that law, especially at its elite levels, was a male enterprise until very
recently, and that when women tried to change the scene, they were the constant
casualties of discrimination. But many men were helpful to women lawyers and women
activists and interested in their cause.17 Many, many more, including Hand's great
hero, Oliver Wendell Holmes, enjoyed the intellectual companionship of women, shown
by the fact that they included women friends among their correspondents on the issues
of the day. 18
Gunther purports to reveal a wart in Hand's tortured insecurity. Maybe Hand was a
little worse than some others, but every great person I have ever known well suffered
from similar self-doubt. There are, also, a few work- warts in the story: Hand's
decision in the Dennis case 19 -- remarked by most legal reviewers; and his ill-timed
attacks on both Brown v. Board of Education 20 and the Warren Court. 21 These are
honestly described but not emphasized in Gunther's biography.
But what does it matter that there are, really, no grave failings intentionally revealed
here? Why should mean secrets, and the ugliest moments of a person's life, be in a
biography? One answer might be that it is a person's faults, as much as her virtues,
that enrich her humanity; and join her with an immortal stream of lives. Walt Whitman,
speaking to generations unborn in "Crossing Brooklyn Ferry," wrote:
It is not upon you alone the dark patches fall,
The dark threw its patches down upon me also,
....
I too knotted the old knot of contrariety,
Blabb'd, blush'd, resented, lied, stole, grudg'd,
Had guile, anger, lust, hot wishes I dared not speak,
....
Lived the same life with the rest, the same old laughing, gnawing, sleeping,
....
The same old role, the role that is what we make it, as great as we like,
Or as small as we like, or both great and small. 22
Perhaps, though, faults and base actions like those on Whitman's list belong in the
story only when they explain more than the subject's common humanity. Gary Gilmore's
brother exploring authentic evil, 23 or Diane Middlebrook writing about the relationship
between Anne Sexton's madness and her poetry are examples. 24 Yet when, as in a
judicial biography, there is a body of work to explicate, character flaws and personality
defects might have some independent explanatory power, to say nothing of making the
book more interesting.

Implicitly, Gerry Gunther tells us this was not the case with Learned Hand. Does the
failure to critique Hand's character spring from the book's contracted or authorized
status? I think not; a better explanation is that Hand led a sort of authorized life. 25 He
was a quintessential judge: careful and circumspect in his habits and personality. What
is important about him, and what Gunther portrays so well, is that he was a man who
found his calling. Gunther records how much Hand enjoyed his daily labor even
through all the compulsiveness and uncertainty, how he did his own work long after
many judges would have stopped reading briefs and started relying on their clerks'
memoranda and even their clerks' prose.
The book is a celebration of a life in the law. 26 Though such a life can be, as Clara
Foltz once said in a despairing moment, "hard, unpoetic and dull," it can also be
thrilling and satisfying -- as shown by this book in which Learned Hand lives up to his
magnificent name.
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2

. Gerald Gunther, Learned Hand: The Man and the Judge (1994).

3

. In an autobiographical column in her monthly magazine, the New American
Woman, published from 1916-1918, Foltz wrote:
These brief and hastily recorded reminiscences are in no way pretended to be
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write the history of the progress of the first woman admitted to practice law on
the Pacific Coast. Modesty should hardly prevent me from suggesting that my
name must necessarily "go over the top."
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Brandeis of Boston 144 (1980) (discussing Brandeis's work with Kelley and
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issues were Nina Gray, see G. Edward White, Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes:
Law and the Inner Self 243, 245, 251, 301-02, 309-11, 319, 354, 376, 459-61
(1993), Clara Stevens, id. at 10, and Alice Stopford Green, see The Essential
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. See Diane W. Middlebrook, Anne Sexton: A Biography (1991) (exploring
connection between Anne Sexton's mental disorder and her artistic
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. Though Gunther speaks of writing about the private man as well as the judge,
he does " 'not go from the life to the work, but rather the other way round.' " J.M.
Coetzee, The Artist at High Tide, N.Y. Rev. Books, Mar. 2, 1995, at 13, 16
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. One thought that sustains me in writing about the first woman lawyer on the
Pacific coast is that life stories are a way to help people think about our
profession. For example, among the most enthusiastic consumers of Learned
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recently appointed a judge on the United States Court of Appeals for the District
of Columbia.
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