
 
 
 
 
 
 
50th Anniversary 
Gideon vs. 
Wainwright 

Celebrating 50 years of the right to a 
Public Defender 



The 6th Amendment 
• The 6th Amendment of the United States Constitution 

was introduced in 1789 as part of the Bill of Rights; it 
guarantees those accused of crimes the right to a speedy 
and public trial, an impartial jury, to be informed of the 
accusation they face, to confront witnesses and to have 
the assistance of defense counsel. 



History of the Public Defender Office 

• 1893 Public Defender Proposed 
Clara Shortridge Foltz, first female attorney in California, introduced her 
then radical idea of a public defender system at the Chicago World’s 
Fair.  Foltz went on to become the foremother of today’s public 
defenders system 

 

•  1914 First public Defender’s office 
Foltz’ lobbying resulted in Los Angeles County opening the nation’s first 
Public Defender’s Office 

 

• 1921 Public Defender system extended 
California lawmakers extend the public defender system to all state 
courts 

   



The Scottsboro Boys 
“The right to be heard would be, in many 

cases, of little avail if it did not 
comprehend the right to be heard by 

counsel.  Even the intelligent and educated 
layman has small and sometimes no skill in 

the science of law.” 
Powell v. Alabama 

 287 U.S.45, 45, 68-9 (1932) 



Clarence Earl Gideon 
• 1963 Gideon vs. Wainwright 

• On March 18, 1963 Clarence Earl 
Gideon’s handwritten petition to 
the United States Supreme Court 
established, by unanimous vote 
of the Court, the right to an 
attorney paid for by the 
government for every person 
who is charged with a crime who 
cannot afford to hire their own 
lawyer 

 

• At his retrial Gideon was given a 
public defender and was 
acquitted 



The Decision 
“…[I]n our adversary system of justice, any person haled into court, 
who is too poor to hire a lawyer, cannot be assured a fair trial unless 
counsel is provided for him.  This seems to us to be an obvious truth.” 
Gideon v. Wainright, 372 U.S. 335, 344 (1963) 

1963 Supreme Court 



“Lawyers in criminal courts are necessities, not luxuries.” 
  

~ Justice Hugo Black  
Gideon v Wainright 372 U.S. 335, 344 (1963) 



“If an obscure Florida convict named Clarence Earl Gideon had not sat down in prison with a 
pencil and paper to write a letter to the Supreme Court… the vast machinery of American 
law would have gone on functioning undisturbed.  But Gideon did write that letter…. And 

the whole course of legal history has been changed.” 

~ Attorney General Robert Kennedy 



Solano County Public Defender 

• 1968  Solano County Public Defender’s Office 
• On November 4, 1968 Solano County opened the doors of the Office of 

the Public Defender. 

• Five lawyers, two investigators and three secretaries closed 966 
cases in the first six months of operation 

 

• 1989 Solano County Conflict Defender’s Office 
• In 1989 the Office of the Conflict Defender was established 

• In 2000 the Office of the Public Defender and the Office of the Conflict 
Defender were consolidated under the administration of the Public 
Defender 

 

 
 



Today 
• The Offices of the Public Defender and Conflict Defender have a 

combined staff of 46 Defense Attorneys, 9.5 Investigators, 18 
Clerical, 3 part time Social Workers and 2 part time Paralegals 

 

• The combined offices work hard to represent nearly 19,000 clients 
per year 

 

• The Offices assure the residents of the County of Solano are 
provided their Constitutional right to effective legal representation 
when charged with a crime and unable to afford retained counsel 

 



Gideon’s Trumpet 

“It will be an enormous social task 
to bring to life the dream of Gideon 
v. Wainwright – the dream of a vast, 
diverse country in which every man 
charged with crime will be capably 
defended, no matter  what his 
economic circumstances, and in 
which the lawyer representing him 
will do so proudly, without  
resentment at an unfair burden, 
sure of the support needed to make 
an adequate defense.” 
~Anthony Lewis, Gideon’s Trumpet 
(1964) 
 


