


“The Return of Clarence Gideon: A long Journey to Justice”

It was a quiet spring morning when Clarence Earl Gideon stepped off  the Greyhound bus in downtown
Atlanta, an old bag in his hand, copy of the constitution and a spark of hope in his eyes. The year might
have been 2025, but his spirit carried the weight of 1963 when his name became a national symbol for
fairness and the right to counsel. 

Though decades had passed since the Supreme Court handed down the landmark historic ruling in Gideon
v. Wainwright, Clarence returned not as an advocate, but as a watchful witness curious to see what had
become of the promise he had helped spark as a homeless drifter in Florida. 
 
A Visit to the Courthouse - Halls of Justice 

His first stop after leaving his Uber car was the Fulton County Courthouse. As he walked through the
security line, he paused to observe the crowd. A long line of citizens some weary, some anxious, some quietly
hopeful stretched along the marble hallway. Each clutched intake papers, waiting for a turn to speak with an
overworked public defender. 

Gideon lowered his head and whispered: “They’ve heard the promise, but they’re still waiting for the help. I
won my case but Justice is still slow for some folks.” 
He stood quietly, his heart heavy, watching people like himself  from challenging backgrounds poor, Black,
brown, white, and working-class navigate a maze that still too often punishes poverty. 
 
Hope in the Classroom: John Marshall Law School 

Later that day, Clarence visited the Atlanta John Marshall Law School, where a small gathering of students
and professors welcomed him like a returning legend. He sat in the front row of a small classroom, eager to
hear whether his legacy had taken root. 

One professor stood and said: 
“Mr. Gideon, let me tell you about Dr, Rashad Richey, he was accused of a crime. A public defender trained
by Gideon’s Promise helped defend him and help him rebuild his life.   I met him at the Igniting Change
event. He was recently the host of a major event that featured many legal advocates and supporters of public
defenders. He earned his law degree, owns a business and is a successful journalist.” 
Gideon’s eyes lit up. “So… the dream’s got legs after all,” he smiled. 

Lunch at Gideon’s Promise 

That afternoon, Clarence walked into the offices of Gideon’s Promise, where staff  and trainers greeted him
with tearful eyes and open arms. They gathered around a table filled with soul food fried chicken, collard
greens, cornbread, and peach cobbler exactly the kind of lunch Clarence might have remembered from his
youth in Panama City, Florida. 
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As he listened to the staff  share stories, he turned to a trainer and asked: “So tell me, have we pushed the
line further? Is the promise still growing?” A young trainer responded with pride: 
“Mr. Gideon, today even citizens charged with misdemeanors must be given an attorney. And thanks to the
Strickland v. Washington ruling, people can challenge their lawyer’s performance if  it wasn't effective. The
system has rules now. You're not alone anymore in that courtroom.” 
Gideon wiped his eyes with a napkin. “I could’ve used that back in 1961,” he chuckled. “That judge back
then gave me a look like I asked to borrow his shoes.” 

Some Laughs with the Founders 

As lunch wound down, Clarence turned to the co-founders, Illy Askia and Jon Rapping, with a big grin on
his face. “Illy,” he said, “how did you end up a Pittsburgh Steelers fan down here in Falcons country? That’s
a dangerous confession in these parts.” 

He turned to Jon: “And Jon, What is lacrosse? That sport’s just about people chasing each other with
sticks! We didn’t have that in Panama City. We only had dominoes and baseball in Panama City. Rapping
smiled, “You just haven’t seen the beauty in it, Mr. Gideon.” 

After a few laughs, Jon and Illy shared several stories about the challenges that they faced in pursuit of this
mission to fortify, support and train thousands of competent public defenders. Clarence is honored and
amazed that Illy and Jon started this effort that has impacted the lives of vulnerable people like him across
the country. 

The Tears and the Mission Ahead 
The moment turned solemn as Clarence leaned back in his chair, his voice catching in his throat. “There’s a
lot more work to do, isn’t there?” A Gideon’s Promise trainer leaned forward and quietly listed three areas
still in urgent need of transformation: 

Eliminating the cash bail system that punishes poverty, not danger. 
Reducing excessive caseloads for public defenders so they can actually defend. 
Ending racial disparities in prosecution and sentencing that still leave Black and brown defendants at a
disadvantage. 

Clarence began to cry not out of despair, but out of a deep longing that no one ever again be left to stand
alone, confused and powerless, as he once did. 
The Final Word 

As the room fell silent, Clarence stood and raised his glass of sweet tea: 
“You folks, you’ve taken my name and turned it into a mission. But don’t stop. Keep standing up for the
lost, the left behind, and the neglected. Because every person who walks into that courtroom without a
dime still deserves a fighting chance to receive justice.” 
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