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    To the future lawyers, judges, and advocates who will work to make the Constitution's promises real.
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​The Governor Everyone Wanted
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Long before Earl Warren became Chief Justice of the United States, he was one of the most powerful politicians in America.

He wasn't born into wealth or political influence.

He was born in Los Angeles, California, in 1891, to hardworking immigrant parents. His father worked on the railroad, and his family believed in honesty, education, and public service.

Those lessons stayed with Earl throughout his life.

After graduating from law school at the University of California, Berkeley, Warren became a prosecutor in Alameda County.

A prosecutor represents the government in criminal cases. Warren believed that laws should be enforced fairly and that public officials should earn the people's trust.

He worked hard.

People noticed.

Soon he became Alameda County's district attorney.

Then he became California's attorney general.

By 1942, Earl Warren was elected Governor of California.

California was already one of the nation's largest and fastest-growing states.

Leading it was no small job.

Governor Warren gained a reputation for being practical, honest, and willing to work with people from both political parties.

Today we call that bipartisan leadership.

At the time, it made Warren enormously popular.

In fact, during his reelection campaign in 1946, something remarkable happened.

He won both the Republican and Democratic primaries.

Candidates normally belong to one political party.

Warren won support from both.

It was almost unheard of.

His popularity spread far beyond California.

Republican leaders began talking about him as a future president.

Newspapers called him one of the most respected governors in America.

People admired his calm leadership and ability to solve problems.

But Warren's influence reached even farther.

In 1948, Republicans gathered in Philadelphia to choose their presidential nominee.

Several candidates hoped to win the convention.

None had enough delegates.

Earl Warren entered the convention with delegates of his own.

He knew he probably would not become the nominee.

But he understood something important.

The candidate who earned his support might become president.

Political reporters called leaders like Warren "kingmakers."

A kingmaker does not become king.

A kingmaker helps decide who will be like a king. 

Although the U.S. Constitution bans kings (and queens), we do have politicians with enormous power and influence. Warren was one of them. 

Warren eventually threw his support behind New York Governor Thomas E. Dewey.

Dewey won the Republican nomination.

Although Dewey lost the election to President Harry Truman, Warren's national reputation continued to grow.

Four years later, another presidential election approached.

Again, Republicans searched for a leader.

Again, Earl Warren's name appeared near the top of every list.

Many people believed the popular governor from California might soon become President of the United States.

History, however, had other plans.

The next chapter of Warren's life would begin with a presidential campaign, an unexpected bargain, and a surprising appointment that no one saw coming.

It would take him from the governor's mansion in Sacramento to the highest court in the nation.

Not as an associate justice.

But as Chief Justice of the United States.
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The Unexpected Appointment
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By 1952, Earl Warren had become one of the most recognizable politicians in America.

He wanted to be president.

Like several other Republican leaders, he entered the race for the party's nomination.

But there was one problem.

Another candidate had become a national hero.

General Dwight D. Eisenhower.

Americans knew Eisenhower as the Supreme Allied Commander who helped lead the Allies to victory during World War II.

He was admired across the country.

When the Republican National Convention opened in Chicago, it quickly became clear that Eisenhower had the momentum.

Warren still had something valuable.

Delegates.

California had a large number of votes at the convention, and Warren controlled many of them.

Once again, he found himself in the position of kingmaker.

This time, he backed Eisenhower.

According to Warren, Eisenhower privately promised that if a vacancy opened on the United States Supreme Court, Warren would receive the appointment.

Whether every detail of that conversation occurred exactly as Warren later remembered has been debated by historians.

But everyone agrees on what happened next.

Eisenhower won the election.

He became the thirty-fourth President of the United States.

Earl Warren returned to California as governor.

Then, on September 8, 1953, something completely unexpected happened.

Chief Justice Fred Vinson suffered a heart attack.

He died suddenly at the age of sixty-three.

The nation was shocked.

The Supreme Court suddenly had no leader.

President Eisenhower had an important decision to make.

He could appoint anyone who met the constitutional requirements.

Many expected him to choose an experienced federal judge.

Others expected a respected legal scholar.

Instead, Eisenhower chose Earl Warren.

The decision surprised many Americans.

Warren had never served as a judge.

Not on a trial court.

Not on an appeals court.

Not anywhere.

His experience came from public service—as a prosecutor, attorney general, governor, and national political leader.

Some people wondered whether he was qualified.

Others believed his leadership mattered more than judicial experience.

The Constitution does not require Supreme Court justices to have served as judges before joining the Court.

In fact, several justices throughout history had come from politics, government service, or private law practice.

Still, appointing someone directly to the position of Chief Justice without prior judicial experience was extraordinary.

On October 5, 1953, Earl Warren took the oath of office.

He did not begin as an associate justice.

He sat immediately in the center chair.

The chair reserved for the Chief Justice of the United States.

No one—not President Eisenhower, not Earl Warren, not the American people—could have known what would happen next.

Over the next sixteen years, Warren would lead one of the most influential Supreme Courts in American history.

The decisions made by the Warren Court would reshape public education, voting rights, criminal justice, free speech, privacy, religious liberty, and civil rights.

The man who had never been a judge was about to become one of the most important judges America had ever known.

His first great test would come only months later.

A little girl named Linda Brown was waiting outside a school she was not allowed to attend.
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​Linda Brown's Long Walk
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On some mornings, Linda Brown walked past a school she was not allowed to attend.

The building stood only a few blocks from her home in Topeka, Kansas. It was close enough that she could see it. Close enough that she could hear children laughing on the playground.

But Linda could not go there.

Instead, she had to travel much farther to reach the school assigned to Black children.

Linda was only a little girl, but even children know when something feels unfair.

Her father, Oliver Brown, knew it too.

At the time, many states had laws requiring Black and white students to attend separate schools. Supporters of segregation claimed the schools were "separate but equal."

But often they were not equal at all.

Many Black schools had fewer resources, older buildings, worn-out textbooks, and less funding. Even when facilities looked similar, segregation carried a message that hurt deeply: some children mattered more than others.

For decades, this system had been protected by a Supreme Court case called Plessy v. Ferguson. Decided in 1896, Plessy had allowed segregation under the idea of "separate but equal."

The law said separate was acceptable.

Many Americans knew it was not.

The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People—the NAACP—had spent years challenging segregation. Their lawyers searched for families willing to stand up and tell their stories.

One of those lawyers was a man named Thurgood Marshall.

Marshall was brilliant, determined, and fearless. He traveled across the country fighting laws that treated
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