Presentation of the Honoree of the Year Award

Comments by Chief Justice Kirsch


How does one introduce Justice Rosalie Wahl as the NAWJ Honoree of the Year?    So many in this audience know her and know her well, have worked with her, have been honored to be her friend; so many have heard and read her words—both prose and poetry; so many have walked through doors which she opened and have led lives which she influenced.   



Sara Rosalie Erwin grew up in southeastern Kansas where her early life was marked by great loss—the death of her mother when she was three years old and the those of her brother and grandfather in a tragic train accident which occurred right in front of her when she was seven.  

Even though she was very poor, she formed an approach to life in those early years which sustained her then, as it does today.  She has said about those days,  “In all those years I never knew how poor we were.  I only knew the richness—the warm, close community with our rural school as the center, the aunts and uncles and cousins living in farms.”



Rosalie Erwin left her farm community to go to the University of Kansas during the first years of World War II.  She majored in sociology, worked on the school newspaper and was active in civil rights groups.  She married Roswell Wahl in 1946, and they moved to Minnesota.  There, she was involved in the community, the Quaker Church and politics.



In 1962, at the age of thirty-eight, with four children at home, and, in her words, “tired of sitting outside of doors and then having people on the inside, mainly men, be able to do this kind of thing,” Rosalie Wahl went to law school.  There was one other woman in her class, and the only woman teacher was the law librarian.  At the William Mitchell College of Law, she took night classes so she could be home with her children during the day.  Justice Wahl graduated in four and a half years, having had her fifth child while she was in law school.  



Upon graduation from law school, Justice Wahl worked part-time (three days a week) as a public defender doing criminal appeals.  After five years, during which she argued 109 cases before the Minnesota Supreme Court, she then began teaching law students at the University of Minnesota.  A year later, she joined the law faculty at her alma mater, William Mitchell, where she developed the clinical legal education program and became one of the pioneers nationally in the clinical movement.  

Justice Wahl’s tremendous contributions to legal education are documented in a wonderful law review article by Professor Ann Jurgens in the William Mitchell Law Review, a reprint of which is included in the conference materials.  I commend it to you.



In 1977, Rosalie Wahl became the first woman justice on the Minnesota Supreme Court.  In seventeen years on the court, she authored 549 opinions, recognized for their clarity, her insistence that Minnesota courts define state constitutional standards independent of federal standards, and her sensitivity to issues of fundamental justice.



In 1991, Justice Wahl spoke to the NAWJ Annual Conference.  Her words are as apt today as when they were spoken:



“Some hard rain has fallen this year.  We have seen the United States Supreme Court achieve the numbers and the will sufficient to dismantle and set aside—logically, rationally, dispassionately—protections for the disadvantaged and vulnerable, protections for us all, rights we have thought long established.



“We have seen the ease with which the macho, military mind and a manipulated, manipulative media can turn a whole people overnight to that ultimate backlash against the values we expose---WAR. . . .



“We have seen billions of dollars poured into the destruction of human and natural resources in the Gulf and the S & L bailout here at home without outrage or even complaint—and yet—for all the taxes we pay—we have no money, or not enough, for state and local governments to pay their bills.  We have no money, we are told, for programs and services essential to human life and health and dignity in our communities.  No money for children, no money for education, no money for at-risk kids, no money for job training programs and jobs, no money for healthcare.  We do have money, though, to keep more and more adults and juveniles in prison on longer and longer sentences.”



Justice Wahl was the first woman judge to serve on the Minnesota Supreme Court, but she was not the last.  Other women went through the door that she had opened, and during Justice Wahl’s tenure on that court, Minnesota became the first state in our country to have a majority of women justices serving on its highest court.

(SHOW VIDEO)



It is said that imitation is the most sincere form of flattery and I would like to conclude my remarks by again quoting from Justice Wahl’s 1991 NAWJ speech:



“Here I will stop, but in closing I want to say this:  When we come to lay down—or to lift up—our work and our lives, may it be said of each of us, as it was said on this marble slab in the Old Meeting House Burying Ground in Jaffrey New Hampshire:

SARAH AVERILL

DIED October 16, 1881

89 years, 5 months, 5 days

“SHE DONE ALL SHE COULD”



Ladies and Gentlemen, please join me in welcoming to the podium a woman who has done all she could throughout her amazing life and career--the 2004 NAWJ Honoree of the Year—Justice Rosalie E. Wahl.

