Presentation to Judge Maxine A. White

Comments by Chief Justice Kirsch



Each year, the Association presents the Mattie Belle Davis Award to a member who has gone above and beyond their role as a member and volunteer to make a difference in the organization and further its mission—as did Mattie Belle Davis.  The award this year goes to the Honorable Maxine A. White, Judge of the Milwaukee County Circuit Court.



This year, as we celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of Brown v. Board of Education, it is particularly apt that we honor a woman whose life has been described as “a living testament to the positive outcomes spurred by” that decision.  



Maxine White was the eighth of eleven children born to James and Frankie White in Indianola, Mississippi.  Her parents were share croppers on a cotton plantation, barely making enough to feed the family.  In the Deep South before Brown was decided, she experienced first hand the effects of the Jim Crow laws and attitudes.  In Sunflower County, Mississippi, black citizens were denied the right to vote, to attend white schools, to get sick in white hospitals, and to be buried in white cemeteries.  

Although her parents had only a grade school education, Judge White went to college—first to Alcorn State University, an historically black college in Lorman, Mississippi, where she received her bachelor’s degree magna cum laude, and then to the University of Southern California where she received a Master’s degree with honors in Public Administration.  

After nine years in public administration in positions of increasing responsibility--including being selected as a Government Fellow by Honorable Patricia Harris, Secretary of the US Department of Health and Human Services, and desiring to effect change more directly, went to the Marquette University School of Law, graduating in 1985.  She worked for six years as an assistant U.S. Attorney and served one year as Legal Advisor and Instructor at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center.  

 
Judge White became judge of the Milwaukee Circuit Court in 1992 and is currently assigned to the Family Division of the Court.  She is the second African American female judge in Wisconsin and the first and only one to serve on a court of general jurisdiction.  Earlier this year, Judge White was of three finalists nominated for a vacancy on the Wisconsin Supreme Court.



Judge White has provided leadership in statewide initiatives including racial profiling, judicial selection, reducing gun violence and domestic violence and for gender equity.  Selected as “Wisconsin Judge of the Year” for 2001 by the State Bar Association, Judge White has been a member of NAWJ since becoming a judge.    She currently serves as District Director and recently chaired as NAWJ outreach program on “The Color of Justice.”



Judge White was described in a recent cover article in Wisconsin Woman magazine as decisive, thoughtful, gentle, personable, down to earth and most of all, a patient listener.  “I look at each case as though it were the last case I would ever hear,” she said.  “I realize that in each case I will be leaving my mark on real lives and I work hard to make the right decision.  I am not afraid to use my authority, but I do ask the tough questions in order to make the tough decisions.”



Judge White is married to Leonard Martin, a lawyer and Administrative Law Judge.  They have one daughter, Jessica Vivian, a student at Concordia University.



(SHOW VIDEO)



Judge Maxine A. White has come a long way from Indianola, Mississippi, but Indianola continues to shape who she is.  In her chambers, on top of her role top desk, is a small bale of cotton.   There are also numerous pictures of civil rights leaders, including the late Fannie Lou Hamer, the famous civil rights who was nearly beaten to death on the steps of the court house in Judge White’s hometown for attempting to register to vote.



Please join me in welcoming to the podium, Judge Maxine White, this year’s recipient of the Mattie Belle Davis Award.

