
After serving in the Navy Hospital Corps during World War II, Edward Rodgers (1927-) attended 
Howard University on the G.I. Bill. There he was able to observe civil rights activists such as 
Thurgood Marshall, and he met and married Gwendolyn Baker of West Palm Beach. They settled 
here in 1950.

As a teacher at Roosevelt High School, Rodgers protested unequal pay for Black teachers, 
which led him to enroll in law school to do more for equal rights. He was accepted by University 
of Miami until they learned he was Black, and instead he headed for Florida A&M in Tallahassee.

At FAMU Rodgers started achieving “firsts” as first in his class of six (including future federal 
judge and Congressman Alcee Hastings). He practiced briefly with F. Malcolm Cunningham Sr. 
before starting his own practice on Rosemary Avenue as the fifth Black lawyer in the county. 
In 1964 State Attorney Marvin Mounts appointed Rodgers the first African American county 
prosecutor. Then he quickly moved to the county’s first Black assistant state attorney and first 
African American judge, then Florida’s first Black circuit court judge, where he was chief judge for 
a time. Between appointments, from his private practice, Rodgers forced desegregation by suing 
the Children’s Home of Juvenile Court and the West Palm Beach Police Department.

In 1991 Judge Rodgers achieved his greatest personal achievement: the county’s first Drug 
Court, in Riviera Beach, which was then replicated in Delray Beach and West Palm Beach. Instead 
of watching drug and alcohol abusers go to jail, their concerned family and friends could initiate 
a hearing to consider treatment. A year later the prestigious Jefferson Award at the U.S. Supreme 
Court recognized this effort by Rodgers.

Since retiring from the law in 1995, Judge Rodgers has received other awards and served on 
special commissions. In Riviera Beach, where he lives and served as city councilman and mayor, 
the Post Office was renamed for Edward Rodgers in 2004.
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Judge Edward Rodgers:
Seeking Equality



STEINHAUER: Would you please say your full name and spell it?

RODGERS:  Edward Rodgers, R-o-d-g-e-r-s.

STEINHAUER: When and where were you born?

RODGERS: I was born in Pittsburgh, August 12, 1927.

STEINHAUER: Tell me a little bit about your family.

RODGERS: Well, my family in Pittsburgh—I was born during the Depression Era, and like many other 
blue-collar families in Pittsburgh, we were on welfare and government handouts. I believe my dad got his 
first job with the W[ork] P[rogress] A[dministration], which was sort of a government-stimulating industry. 
They went around repairing streets and stuff but primarily to give people something to do because of the 
Depression, because steel mills were not working and everything. We remained in that position until World 
War II, which started in the forties, and only then did the City of Pittsburgh begin some form of recovery 
whereby they had jobs and things available for people in the steel mills. So for the next few years, Pittsburgh 
did very well in the steel industry. A lot of people were employed, even students. I worked as a part-time 
student in the steel mills in Pittsburgh after school until I went in the service, which was in 1944.

STEINHAUER: What did you do in the service?

RODGERS: I went into the United States Navy and I was a hospital corpsman. I served in the Navy from 
’44 to ’46.

STEINHAUER: What kind of aspirations did your parents have for you?

RODGERS: Well, not very much. My parents worked in the coal yards and steel mills in Pittsburgh. [They] 
didn’t feel as though college was an option, nor that it would really do any good. In Pittsburgh, in spite of the 
fact of being a northern city, the institutions of higher learning were still segregated in spirit. They only took 
so many Blacks into the University of Pittsburgh, so many Jews, so many Asians, so we didn’t really know 
too many people who went to college. Unfortunately, my aspirations were to try to get a job as a laborer with 
Standard Oil Company or see if I could get in with some guys who were selling numbers around the streets.

STEINHAUER: So how did you end up in college?

RODGERS: Well, fortunately for me, when I went into the service, I got in the United States Navy, which 
was also very segregated at that time. I think they had three bathrooms or four: colored, white, officers, 
something else. At that time, all non-whites were cooks and stewards’ mates, “cabin boys” for lack of a 
better term. But when [President] Truman came in, we actually changed things around and he required that 
the services desegregate. I had an opportunity then to go to hospital corps school as a pharmacist mate. 
There I met a lot of guys from the universities because you entered that program based on your scores 
on tests and things. So I met a lot of guys that had attended universities, especially the Black universities 
like Howard and Wilberforce and Fisk and Meharry [Medical College] and things like that, so they gave 
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me a whole different outlook on life about school. Prior to that, I thought that school was basically just a waste of time. Nobody got 
anywhere going to school. Guys that I knew in Pittsburgh who went to school were still elevator operators and things like that. 

Even then, had it not been for the G.I. Bill, which was given to World War II veterans, I certainly could not have afforded to go to 
college. The G.I. Bill enabled me to go to college. I never would’ve had that opportunity had it not been for that. I went to Howard 
University in Washington, DC, finished there in 1949, got married while I was in school. I guess I’d always planned to go to law 
school. I had a major in political science at that time but getting married and starting a family sort of caused me to delay my aspirations 
for a while. 

I went back to Pittsburgh for a while but couldn’t get a job there because, unfortunately, my family was still following [Abraham] 
Lincoln. Perhaps we were the only Black Republican family in the whole city of Pittsburgh, and the Democrats had been in power 
for the last thirty years. Pittsburgh was very political. In order to get a job, you had to get a letter from your ward chairman and your 
district chairman and go through the political hierarchy. Then you got a job. I was just trying to get a job on the rubbage truck. I 
couldn’t get that so I came down—my wife was from West Palm Beach so I came down to see if I could find something here.

STEINHAUER: Give me a little background on your wife’s family. 

RODGERS: Gwendolyn Baker was her maiden name and she was born in West Palm. I think her family may’ve been from Georgia. 
But she was born in West Palm and her aunt who raised her was a schoolteacher here for years.

STEINHAUER: Do you know her name?

RODGERS: Melba James. Her husband worked for a minority insurance company called the African American Life Insurance 
Company. So when I first moved down, I got my first job with the African American Life Insurance Company selling weekly insurance 
premiums. Being a college graduate, I started going to the fraternity meetings. There’s where I met some principals and people in the 
school system. That was sort of an entrée into the school system for me.

STEINHAUER: Is that when you decided to become a teacher?

RODGERS: Yes, that’s when I got a job as a teacher. I was not trained as a teacher because I had a major in political science. I intended 
to go to law school but a wife and children and bills and things put that on hold for a while. 

I worked out at Morrison Field, which was still open from World War II. They were still sort of shutting down so I worked out there 

Edward Rodgers swearing-in ceremony. Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.
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a ticket, the lady called the doorman, he came out, he put his 
hand on my shoulder and said, “Son, are you colored or white?” 
I said, “I’m colored, why?” He said, “Well, in Washington here 
we have segregated movies. We don’t have the integrated movies 
and if you’ll go out here to Georgia Avenue—catch any trolley car 
going down that way, tell them to let you off at Georgia Avenue 
and there you will find all of your movies.” I was completely 
flabbergasted. I had my little ruptured duck on showing my 
honorable discharge from the Navy.2 I said, “But man, this is 
the United States of America and this is the capital.” He said, 
“I know, and I don’t have anything to do with it. I’m just trying 
to do my job here.” That, of course, was amazing to me because 
all my friends never told me about that part of Howard. [laugh] I 
was quite surprised. Then later, I realized Washington was on the 
Mason-Dixon Line and was the separating line there.3  So that 
was a big surprise to me, that Washington was segregated. I guess 
that I had a taste of it there.

Also while there, I had the pleasure of watching Thurgood 
Marshall and Belford Lawson and James Nabrit [Jr.] and the 
various groups get to practice their skills and things for the 
civil rights cases that were being supported and instituted by 
the NAACP. So that was a very interesting thing and probably 
whetted my appetite, which was all ready to go into the law. But I 
spent a lot of time down there watching them.

STEINHAUER: So when you came here, was it much different?

RODGERS: So when I came here, I was pretty much accustomed 
to how segregation worked. In Pittsburgh, as I said, it was against 
the law to segregate but in my neighborhood, a lot of Blacks 
would go to a local pub. If they didn’t want you there, they would 
just break the glasses or take their time about waiting on you or 
something. 

I participated with the sit-downers in Washington, DC. We 
would go to the five-and-tens and just sit down and pretend we 
wanted to buy something. What was so hilarious, if they had just 
asked us, what did we want, nobody had any money to pay for it.

STEINHAUER: What do you recall about the 1950s when you 
arrived here?

RODGERS: Well, it was very different. It was segregated, very 
greatly so. As I said, West Palm Beach was very unique in that 
there were strong lines of segregation. There were no white people 
who owned any businesses in the Black section. They really had 
a separate-but-equal doctrine. The city tried to be somewhat fair 
about it. All the service stations, stores and things were all owned 
by Black people and they did not allow that philosophy to be 
abridged, even if white business people tried to get Black guys 
to go into the business for them, to front for them as managers 
as they did in Miami and Ft. Lauderdale and some of those other 
places. It was unique to that extent. 

The housing, of course, was all segregated. All of the Black 
people lived between the railroad tracks just about all up and 
down the state of Florida. The only exception here in West Palm 
was from Twenty-Third Street south to about Fifteenth Street, 
what we called the Pleasant City area. That was the Black section 
which was on the other side of the railroad tracks. 

for a while as a janitor. 
I then got a job teaching in a night school program, teaching 

veterans. I taught veterans there in night school for a while, 
and then I got a job in the day school working for DCT, which 
was a diversified training program whereby the kids served 
apprenticeship periods part of the day and then they went to 
classes the other part of the day. The idea was that when they 
finished school, if they were not going to college, they would’ve 
developed some type of a skill through the apprenticeship period 
time that they were working for the schools.

STEINHAUER: Where was that?

RODGERS: That was at Roosevelt High School, which was 
originally the segregated high school.

STEINHAUER: Was all of Roosevelt High School done that 
way?

RODGERS: It was just one of the many programs they had. 
Roosevelt was a regular high school at that time.

STEINHAUER: I understand Roosevelt was a cut above most 
schools, certainly most Black schools. Would you agree with that?

RODGERS: No. You’ll find that most schools, then and today, 
perhaps were somewhat tied to the economic level of the 
community. So I would say, Roosevelt was probably a little better 
than Belle Glade but maybe about the same as Delray Beach 
because of the economic-socio level of the people living there.1  

All of the segregated schools were basically good schools, 
and the problem with segregation was that we all got secondhand 
materials. The only way we got new books were when Palm 
Beach High got new books, then we got the books that said, 
“Property of Palm Beach High.” They had writings in the legends 
and missing pages and things like that. That was the down side 
of it. The teachers in the occupational or trade areas, like in the 
shops and things, all their tools and things were secondhand. The 
teachers in the Economics Department, they were all secondhand, 
sewing machines and stoves and stuff like that. So that was really 
the down side that made the big difference between the schools.

STEINHAUER: Okay. You said your original plan was to become 
a lawyer. Why was that?

RODGERS: I really couldn’t tell you that. I didn’t know any Black 
lawyers, certainly didn’t know, had never seen a Black judge. I 
don’t think I’d ever seen a Black lawyer when I was growing up. 
So, so much for the role model idea. I had no role model as such 
and I really couldn’t tell you where that desire came from.

STEINHAUER: When you arrived in Palm Beach County in 
1950, it was segregated. Was it different from Pennsylvania or 
from Washington, DC, as far as the segregation?

RODGERS: Absolutely, absolutely. Washington, DC, was a big 
surprise for me. I finished my term in the Navy and went back 
to Washington, where Howard was, to take the entrance exam. 
So after the entrance exam, I decided I’d walk downtown and 
see a movie. So I went downtown to see the movie. I asked for 
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Actually it was that confinement of the races that allows 
Riviera Beach now to be primarily controlled by Blacks, because 
we had nowhere to go except to continue between the tracks, the 
East Coast and the Seaboard, and we moved on out to Riviera 
Beach in such numbers that later on we became the majority of 
the population there now. And now it is basically a Black city and 
that’s creating some good and some bad.  

But West Palm Beach in the Fifties was very well embedded 
in the doctrine of segregation. We had separate teaching 
associations.4 The Black organization was called the Florida 
State Teachers Association and I think the white organization 
was the Florida Teachers Association. And we also received 
different salaries, the Black teachers. And female teachers, 
as well, didn’t always receive the same amount as white male 
teachers did. A lot of embarrassing things. In order to get a loan 
from Atlantic National Bank, I had to get a note from the [school] 
superintendent’s secretary saying that I was a good guy, and take 
that over there, and they would give me the loan.

STEINHAUER: Did you have any fellow teachers or students 
whose names we might recognize?

RODGERS: Let’s see. Well, Sam Thomas taught high school with 
me. Sam became one of West Palm Beach’s commissioners and I 
think he was a mayor once. Matt Russell, city attorney. Actually, 
after I left to go to law school, I think it sort of inspired some. More 
of them who had been around felt as though, well, somebody did 
it, I can do the same thing. So some went to law school, some 
went to medical school. Sam McDonald and Joe Orr remained 
in the school system. I think both became, ultimately, assistant 
superintendents of the Palm Beach County school system. 

Housing was, of course, very well segregated and police 
departments were very heavy-handed about minorities being in 
the white sections after dark. We studiously avoided being in 
Lake Worth, for example, after dark, and things of that nature.

STEINHAUER: Where did you live?

RODGERS: I lived in West Palm Beach on Rosemary [Avenue]. 
I often joke about it now. Rosemary ceased to be Rosemary when 
it got to Clematis Street. It became Florida Avenue because white 
people said they would not live on Rosemary. Now we have 
Macy’s on Rosemary. So I tell people that if I’d told somebody 
twenty years ago that one day Macy’s would be on Rosemary, 
they would’ve laughed and sent me to the Mental Health Center. 
Which shows you, just with a little money and a little training, 
things can change. There’s nothing wrong with the geography of 
things, just the people within it.

STEINHAUER: What do you know about the bolita gambling 
that took place?

RODGERS: Bolita was a recognized cottage—a little more 
than a cottage—institution, because it was big business. [James 
Jerome] “Cracker” Johnson was one of the leaders of the bolita 
business until he was killed in the late Forties or early Fifties. He 
controlled bolita and from what I’ve read in the paper, the papers 
knew it, because there were articles I got from the [Palm Beach] 

Post-Times that indicated that Cracker Johnson was the guy that 
should have been arrested [more] than all the little local guys 
who were selling the numbers. But they had little cottages up and 
down Rosemary in which you could go and buy your numbers. 
The sheriff’s office had a couple Black deputies whose job it was 
to come up to those little houses and make their collections on 
a daily basis and take the money back downtown to the sheriff. 
I’ve even had some of the bolita dealers later on to tell me what 
judges they were giving money to. After Cracker was deceased, 
or shot, I think a guy by the name of Dr. Terell took over. The one 
I knew best was John Henry Searles. He had the job, I guess, for 
maybe ten years. There were a number of players who were in 
and out but it was always done with a certain degree of winking 
and sanctity from the law enforcement agencies. They really 
didn’t bother them.

STEINHAUER: Who was the sheriff then?

RODGERS: Sheriff John Kirk was sheriff at that time.

STEINHAUER: So you went off to law school in 19—

RODGERS: Sixty. I applied to University of Miami around ’55. 
They acted like they were gonna accept me until they got the 
application with my racial designation, then they told me they 
weren’t quite ready for me. I didn’t feel as though I could go 
to the University of Florida. The state schools were out because 
they had an announced policy of segregation, but I thought maybe 
a private school might’ve been interested. But Miami wasn’t 
interested. 

So I’d read about Florida A&M, because what happened 
was, they used to have a diploma privilege here in the state of 
Florida, which worked to let Black people [in] who could not go 
to school in the state of Florida. If you went to any school outside 
of the state, an accredited law school like in Connecticut, and 
you finished from there, you could come back and get a license 
to practice purely on a motion by one of the white lawyers who 
said you were a good person of good moral character. And you 
didn’t have to take the bar. Well, some of the White lawyers who 
had to take the bar thought that was a little unfair for them. The 
state was still unwilling to let Black people into the state schools 
so they opened up a school at Florida A&M, which was just sort 
of a legislative decision. You want a law school? We’ll give you 
a law school.

STEINHAUER: And you were in the first graduating class?

RODGERS: It was opened, I think, about 1957. I didn’t get there 
until 1960 but there were three or four people in those prior classes 
and one or two of them passed. So my attitude was, if somebody 
else passed, I could pass it, too. So I started law school in 1960. 
There were six people in our class: Alcee Hastings, who’s now a 
congressman, was in my class. Actually, when he and I used to 
speak, we used to say that one-third of our class were judges. That 
was two of the six. [laughs] So we went there and it was a fair 
school but we had none of the teachers that passed the bar. So we 
were taught by people who couldn’t help themselves except for 
one guy, and he took it about five times. 
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office, which was a tremendous training program for you there. 
So I went down and Joel said, “Well, I don’t know. I always knew 
this would come up but I’m just not ready to handle it yet.” So I 
passed the bar and I just opened up an office on Rosemary. 

When Marvin Mounts was elected, Marvin called me and asked 
me if I was still interested in working with the county solicitor’s 
office. I told him, yes, I was. He said, “I’d like to give you a 
job.” I said, “Well, in Miami they have a prosecutor but he only 
prosecutes Black people, so I wouldn’t be interested in that type 
thing.” He said, “No, if I give you a job, you prosecute whoever 
is assigned to you.” So he gave me my first job as a prosecutor. 
And Marvin gave me that job against the better advice—not the 
better advice, but against the advice—of a number of powerful 
people in the community, one of whom was a judge who later 
had dinner with me when I was leaving the prosecutor’s office, 
Judge McIntosh. Judge McIntosh told me he wanted to let me 
know that he really appreciated my working as a prosecutor for 
him, and I did a big job in convincing him that it would work, 
because he had told Marvin not to hire me because, he said, he 
just didn’t believe that the white people of Palm Beach County 
would convict a white man being prosecuted by a Black man. 
He said I’d proved him wrong on a number of occasions and he 
was very ashamed that he felt that way about it at that time, but 
at that time that was the way that he felt about it. He just wanted 
me to know that and wanted me to know how much he enjoyed 
my working with him.

STEINHAUER: Did you know Bill Holland or I.C. Smith?

RODGERS: Yeah, sure. Bill Holland and I.C. were the first Black 
attorneys here. Bill came from Orlando, where he was practicing 
up there. I don’t know what reason but for some reason, he decided 
to come down here and open an office. He opened the office 
with another young lawyer by the name of Collier. Collier left 
and went back to Orlando, and then I.C. finished from Brooklyn 
College and he came down here. 

Both Bill and I.C. were with that group that didn’t even have 
to take the bar. They just came down and they were sworn in 
because of the fact that the state would not let any Blacks in 
any of their schools. The first man to take the bar was Malcolm 
Cunningham’s brother, Thomas “T.J.” Cunningham. He did not 
have to take the bar. So they were the first four lawyers that we 
had and I guess I was the fifth one coming in. 

With that group, that should’ve been about the same time we 
opened the Palm Beach County Bar Association to minorities, to 
the African Americans. You had to be a member of the bar in 
order to practice law in the state. But they had the local bars that 
you didn’t have to be a member of, and there were no Blacks in 
the Palm Beach County Bar Association. One of the problems 
was that they had their bar meetings at places that served food 
and there were no places that would serve Black people food. So 
I think they made arrangements with the Holiday Inn—used to be 
an old Holiday Inn downtown—and after that was accomplished, 
they began—

STEINHAUER: Were you a member of the local bar?

RODGERS: Yes, I believe one of the Cunninghams, perhaps, 

So we realized we had the job of trying to prepare ourselves 
to pass the bar. One of the guys who helped us out a lot was Bob 
Shevin, who later became attorney general for the State of Florida 
and ran for governor. He was a lawyer in Miami who taught a 
bar review course. Alcee Hastings, who’s a congressman now, 
knew him well from political circles and asked him if our group 
could come over and sit in on the classes, take the classes, which 
were held at a hotel in Miami Beach. So Bob said he’d ask the 
hotel owner whether or not we could do that because, of course, 
nobody [Black] was staying on Miami Beach. Sammy Davis 
stayed over in the Black section when he performed on Miami 
Beach. So he got permission for us to come over and sit and take 
the class, provided we didn’t use the bathroom and didn’t want 
anything to eat. We made everybody, like you did kids, “Go to the 
bathroom. We don’t want any problems.” So we took that bar and 
I think it helped us a lot because it allowed us to exchange ideas 
with people from other schools who were taking the course also.

STEINHAUER: And all of you passed, didn’t you?

RODGERS: All of us except one guy. One didn’t pass, uh-huh, 
that time. He was an elderly fellow from Jacksonville. 

It was interesting, we took the exam at the DuPont Plaza Hotel, 
I think, downtown Miami, but we couldn’t stay there. All the 
Black guys were given accommodations up at Howard Johnson’s. 
So we would go in every day and take the exam. The other white 
guys and girls from all over the country—I guess there weren’t 
many ladies there then. But anyhow, it was kind of embarrassing. 
They would say, “Let’s go downstairs and get a sandwich or a 
cup of coffee.” We’d say, “No, we’re not hungry or thirsty.” We’d 
walk outside and walk around a little bit. But those were the 
conditions that were pretty embarrassing for us. We were really 
too embarrassed to even tell the guys from Rutgers—“Come on, 
come on, let’s go.” But we were under instructions. We could get 
kicked out for it.

STEINHAUER: They didn’t realize.

RODGERS: Yeah. That’s the way Miami was as well. Miami and 
Florida were both pretty ensconced in segregated, separate things.

STEINHAUER: Let’s review the timeline of your career through 
the Eighties briefly and then we’ll zero in on a few things more 
specifically. You started out in private practice?

RODGERS: Started in private practice. I took the bar in ’63. I 
started in private practice in ’63. I started on Rosemary [Avenue]. 
I went down and I asked an attorney by the name of Malcolm 
Cunningham. He took me on. He said, “Let’s see if we can’t get 
the state attorney’s office to appoint you.” So we went down and 
we saw my good friend Joel Daves, and asked Joel about it. Joel 
said, “Well, suppose you don’t pass the bar?” So we said, “Well, 
you’ve hired other people who didn’t pass the bar.”

STEINHAUER: You hadn’t passed the bar yet?

RODGERS: No, I took it in August but it took forever to find out. 
[laugh] In the meantime, that’s why I went on in the practice. I 
was trying to get a job because so many young lawyers or new 
lawyers just out of law school could start with the state attorney’s 
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was the first member. They did open it up to us. You had to be a 
member of the Florida Bar so as a result of that requirement, the 
Florida Bar had to change its meeting places. So we always met 
on Miami Beach at the Americana and the Fontainebleau, the big 
hotels there, because no other hotels in the state of Florida would 
admit Black people. You had to be a member of the Florida Bar 
and you had to go to the meetings and you couldn’t go to the 
meetings if they wouldn’t let you in. So that was perhaps one of 
the things that helped desegregation to come about, because all of 
the other hotels were losing money because they never got the big 
meeting of the prestigious Florida Bar Association because of the 
Black people in the Bar Association. So all of our meetings from 
when I got in in ’63 up to maybe ’68 or ’69, probably after Brown 
v. The Board of Education, they began desegregating. So maybe 
’65 and ’66 we started going to places like Jacksonville and Ft. 
Lauderdale and other places because they had to admit all of the 
bar members.

STEINHAUER: I have heard that you are weary of the label of 
being the first Black to do this or that, but you were the first Black 
to do a lot of things.

RODGERS: Sure. Well, my feeling was that you had to get away 
from being sort of an oddity. You know, when I worked in the 
state attorney’s office, I could see people coming by. I was on 
parade. People would come by and peep in the doorway and I 
could anticipate they were saying, “Well, we’ve got one, there 
he is.” So I was happy to get away from that, and as I told other 
Black attorneys, there’s no advantage in being the only one or 
the only first. And of course, you have to walk on eggs because 
if you’re the first Black or the first female, you can’t do the same 
thing that everybody else could do. You can’t talk to the people 
the same way because if you mess up, they say, “Well, we tried 
a Black” or “We tried a woman. It just didn’t work out.” So that 
punishes all the rest of that kind for some time to come. And even 
when I applied for other jobs—the appeals court, I had one guy 
on the appeals interview list ask me once, after Judge [Alcee] 
Hastings was impeached [in 1989], “Well, if we appoint you, are 
we going to have another Hastings?” I said, “Well, we’re different 
people so I hardly think so.”

STEINHAUER: So you went from private practice to being the 
first Black judge.

RODGERS: State attorney. I said Marvin appointed me, I 
served there from ’64 to about ’65 or ’66, then I left to go into 
private practice probably ’66-’67, then when Reubin Askew was 
appointed governor [1971-79], he said he wanted some minorities 
and females on the bench. I think prior to that time, there were no 
Blacks or females on the bench in the state of Florida except, I 
think that Miami had a traffic court judge, but he only prosecuted 
Black people. 

The Black police officers we had here from the forties up to 
maybe the middle Sixties before Brown v. The Board of Education, 
they couldn’t arrest Black people. They could stop them and hold 
them and call for a white police officer to come and arrest them. 
I think Boone Darden caught a very dangerous criminal over on 
Tamarind [Avenue] once, he was one of the Ten Most Wanted 

men, he couldn’t even arrest him. He had to just hold him there 
until the white police officers could come over and help him. 

I filed a lawsuit to desegregate the West Palm Beach Police 
Department and one of the things that motivated it was—it was 
filed by a Black police officer—two white officers were killed 
over on Forty-Fifth Street and the Dixie [Highway] and they 
were calling for help. The Black police officers were less than 
two blocks away and they were informed by their dispatch to stay 
in their zone. And these guys were crying for help. So I filed that 
lawsuit to desegregate the police department and I think it was 
done by consent ultimately. Judge Fulton said—he told the chief 
who was resisting it and the City of West Palm, [desegregation of 
the police department] makes sense.

STEINHAUER: Who was the judge?

RODGERS: Judge Fulton. I also sued to desegregate the 
Children’s Home. I later served with Judge [Emery] Newell, 
who was in charge of the Children’s Home. I said, “Judge, you 
are an enlightened young southerner. Why would you want two 
children’s homes less than ten blocks away? You’ve got two 
dormitories.” The Children’s Home was on Forty-Fifth Street and 
the Negro Children’s Home—so listed as the Negro Children’s 
Home—was on Port Road, and that was only about ten blocks 
away.5 

STEINHAUER: What did he say?

RODGERS: He said, “Well, Judge, Black people are oversexed.” 
I said, “You’ve got to be kidding.” He said, “No, Alton has proof 
of it.” I can’t think of his name, Alton—I think his name was 
Murray—who the head of the juvenile home. [Judge Newell] 
said, “He has proof of it.” I said, “Well, I can’t believe that but 
uh”—well anyway, it was ironic to note that within three, maybe 
four years after I got on the bench, who appeared before me but 
Alton Murray, charged with having a sex ring in the juvenile court 
system? Wanted to take a plea, and I said, “I know Mr. Murray 
doesn’t want to take a plea because he hates coddling criminals.” 
[laugh] But they ultimately desegregated that after Brown v. The 
Board of Education and I think before Judge Newell left—he’s 
still around—he gave me the papers that were served on him.
[laugh] We became good friends. He said, “Here are those darn 
papers that you had served on me when I was in juvenile court.” 

As I said, those were some of the separate-but-equal things 
that we had in Palm Beach County during that period of time. 
But in the courts, I guess I would say that I was always treated 
very fairly with the lawyers of Palm Beach County and with the 
judges of Palm Beach County, even the judge that I told you 
about, Judge McIntosh. He gave me a lecture when I came in. He 
said, “I don’t know if you think you’re gonna get the NAACP on 
me or something because I do something but I want you to know, 
you won’t have any trouble out of me if you just do your job.” 
So I thanked him for it. He was the same guy that took me out to 
lunch later on. When he retired, he invited me out to the house. 
We became very good friends. 

The one thing that desegregation did—there was no 
“integration” because my feeling is, that has to be something that 
comes from the heart. You can’t legislate love or friendship. But 
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and just sweep all the drunks off the street and put them in jail. 
A guy by the name of Peter Faircloth started an alcohol rehab 
center and he said, “I’ll take ’em. These people don’t belong in 
jail. They’re sick, they have an infirmity, they can’t stop drinking, 
and they’re really not bad people. They just have that addiction.” 
So he started CARP and he was taking people in from CARP and 
gradually the public became educated to the fact that alcoholism 
was something that perhaps was genetic even, and everybody 
couldn’t help themselves. It wasn’t just a matter that people just 
wanted to be bad people. Subsequently, the addiction was spread 
to drugs and heroin and things like that, so we had a mixing of the 
laws. We had a Drug Abuse Act that said that both people could 
be placed in custody for the purpose of treatment. So beside the 
alcoholics, we were able to send those people separate from drug 
addictions.

As I said, initially we had the Meyers Act that just dealt with 
alcoholism. And of course, as we became infected with the drugs, 
heroin and stuff like that, marijuana abuses and things like that, 
there was created another statute which dealt with drugs. Because 
the other statute dealt primarily with alcoholism, which basically 
said, when a person suffered from alcoholism to the point that 
he or she had lost control of his life and could no longer make 
rational decisions as to how his life should go, then the state could 

the desegregation did require us to spend some time with one 
another and we began to find out that there were good and bad 
people in all shapes, forms, colors, and sizes. So it did that and we 
forged some very good friends as a result of that.

STEINHAUER: So you were a circuit court judge.

RODGERS: Yep, I was appointed to the county court in ’73 and 
I was appointed to the circuit court in ’76. I was a chief judge 
during that period during, I think, the mid-Eighties for a while. I 
retired, I believe, in ’94.

STEINHAUER: You organized the first community liaison in 
Florida for patients who were released from South Florida State 
Hospital?

RODGERS: I don’t recall that. I got the Jefferson Award for 
organizing the first Drug Court.6  

STEINHAUER: I wanted to ask you about that. Tell me about the 
Drug Court. Give me the argument that you would’ve given for 
the Drug Court.

RODGERS: Well, we always had the Drug Court. We started with 
the Meyers Act. At one time they used to come down Rosemary 
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have a hearing and if that’s determined, we could require them to 
get treatment. And if they didn’t get treatment, we could put them 
in jail for contempt of court, not for a crime but for failure to obey 
the lawful order of a court, which is to go get treatment. So that’s 
the basis for which it’s up. So we did the same thing for drugs as 
it became an epidemic in our society here.

STEINHAUER: Even if the people had not committed a crime 
yet?

RODGERS: Yes, because as I said, they weren’t arrested. Any 
family member or any three people, non-family members, could 
come and request help. If you had parents and every time you 
went by, the vodka bottles were empty and the pot was on the 
stove burning, you could ask for a hearing. And if other people 
felt as though Mom or Dad was abusing alcohol, then we would 
have the authority to require them to go to CARP for treatment, 
either in-patient or out-patient. The way the program worked 
was, if they didn’t stay there, then we could put them in jail for 
violating the court’s order. So that wasn’t a crime, it was a matter 
of contempt of the court, which is failure to obey the lawful order 
of the court. So that’s the way the program worked, and that’s the 
way it worked for the drug addicts as well. Ultimately the two—
we had the Meyers Act and the Drug Abuse Act, two separate 
acts, and now they’ve been folded into one, the Marchman Act. 
When I came in, and the thing that motivated me to start it was, 
I went to the Criminal Justice Commission meeting on several 
occasions and they were talking about the possibilities of getting 
treatments for the drug addicts.  At that time, the state of Florida 
had done away with misdemeanor probation in which they would 
supervise misdemeanor things, which are small minor crimes for 
which you couldn’t serve any more than a year in jail or, I think, 
the controversy was less than $1,000 or $5,000. So somebody on 
the committee suggested, well, we need to find some treatment, 
some way to get these drug addicts into treatment. So somebody 
suggested, well, what we could do instead of charging them with 
minor crimes, we could get the state attorney’s office to charge 
them, even though it’s a minor crime, charge them with a major 
crime so they could get some treatment. And I said, “That is 
about the dumbest thing I have ever heard of in my life and I want 
absolutely no part of it.” So I knew about the treatment program, 
so I talked to the chief judge—I don’t know who it was at the 
time—and I said, “I’d like to open up the program on Saturday. 
I’m a judge, I’m capable of handling the hearings, and I’ve done 
hearings up here. Up at the court when they come up, they take 
the application, then they have to serve papers on the person, then 
they have to go to CARP for an examination, then CARP has to 
send back and say, “We found that they are in need.” All of this 
can take about a month. So I said, “I can do this quicker.” 

I started in Riviera Beach, where I knew they had about as 
many drug addicts per square inch as anybody else in the country. 
And I got them to be willing to give them some court personnel, 
a police officer to serve as a bailiff. I talked to [Clerk of the 
Circuit Court] Dorothy Wilkens, she agreed to give me a clerk on 
Saturdays. So my idea was, we’d do it on Saturdays, parking was 
easy in and easy out, people didn’t have to take off work, and I 
got a physician whose name was Dr. Tay Gaines, to come in and 

do the physical for me. So literally, I was able to take someone 
from the gutter to treatment inside of two hours as opposed to 
two months. I started that program in Riviera and then started 
it in West Palm and then started it in Delray. So at one time, I 
was running all three of them. But I got the city to get its city 
attorney to handle some of the hearings for me and I got the judge 
to appoint him as a special master to handle that.7  The program 
is still going on in Riviera Beach and has been going on since, I 
think, around 1990 or something like that. 

For that program, the Jefferson Award people at Channel 
12 offered me to participate in their selecting a person in the 
community who deserves recognition for something. So they 
recognized me and then they sent me to Washington to represent 
them on a national level and that’s where I received the national 
award for the same drug program that was going on.

STEINHAUER: Would you say that is your greatest achievement? 
Do you feel proudest of that?

RODGERS: I think so, Lise. I still do it. When I left the court, 
I had myself appointed as judge for life to take care of drug 
treatment problems, so whenever one of the other judges can’t 
come out, I go over and do it. There’s not a week passes that 
I don’t see somebody on the street that thanks me for saving 
their life. It’s a real rewarding type thing. Unfortunately, we still 
don’t understand things involving mental health. We still think 
that people that have mental problems and emotional problems 
are just bad people who just don’t want anything. So it’s a very 
rewarding thing for me and one that I really like. To answer your 
question, I think that I was blessed to have that opportunity and 
the power to do something, because with it came a lot of power 
and as I said, I had the authority to tell the young people, “If you 
don’t do what I say and go get treatment, then I have the authority 
to put you in jail for contempt of court and I’ll do that.”

STEINHAUER: You’ve been trusted with some sensitive 
assignments. Can you tell us about investigating the judicial 
nominations?

RODGERS: Yes. The governor appointed, I think, four or five 
of us. The Judicial Nominating Committee had been accused 
by one of its members of lobbying to get a certain person in the 
community appointed as judge. So the committee was appointed 
to investigate and come up with a finding as to whether or not 
there was anything going on.

STEINHAUER: So it was just on one occasion.

RODGERS: Just on one occasion, and it was an important one 
because it tears at the fabric of our whole judicial nominating 
commission there. As a result of that, I think a lawyer, Ted 
Brabham, was disbarred or at least went out to Texas or 
somewhere—may’ve served some time for it because we did find 
that there were some things going on there that should not have 
been going on. So it was the Florida Bar itself trying to police its 
own inadequacies. 

STEINHAUER: You also were chosen to advise the Catholic 
Diocese.
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who was given $50,000 spent it all on highway grass before I 
even got involved in it. So I think the congressman [Hastings] got 
some more money available for me. 

The city is so poor. I have friends who wanted to give them 
about twenty royal palm trees. They want to know, how can we 
pick them up and how can we plant them? They had nothing, no 
trucks or anything, to pick them up and haul them. So I got so 
disenchanted with it at one time, I was thinking of writing the 
congressman and telling him, “No thanks.” But I’ve changed my 
mind. Keep America Beautiful has given me some trees so I’m 
taking it upon my own to try to raise some money and put some 
money of my own in there to try to beautify it to help the city of 
Riviera Beach.8 

The city of Riviera Beach is a nice city. As I told you we moved 
out there about the 1950s. I left there when I went to law school 
and came back and moved into West Palm. And then I moved 
out again while I was on the bench. I moved out there again in 
the Eighties and bought a place on Singer Island. When I retired, 
I thought that if I had anything else to offer to the community, 
I would like to offer some of my efforts to the city of Riviera 
Beach because it’s a good city, it just lacks sophistication to do 
the things that should be done. But I found out that I just didn’t 
have the power in politics that I had on the bench. And politicians 
all have separate agendas and prior obligations to people so 
that you just can’t get a lot of things done sometimes. There are 
reasons for it and I don’t knock it because certainly everybody 
has a constituency to represent and they’re not all the same. What 
may be one man’s advantage is a disadvantage and imposition to 
someone else. So it’s a very difficult thing to do to try to make all 
the people happy and keep them satisfied. But I enjoyed trying to 
do it.

STEINHAUER: You’ve been quoted as saying that any time 
you see a turtle on a fencepost, you know he didn’t get there by 
himself. Who helped you get where you’ve gotten in life?

RODGERS: That’s true. Well, I would say I owe a tremendous 
amount of gratitude to Marvin Mounts who had the authority—
Mounts was never known to be a flaming liberal. But he was one 
of those people who said, “Why not?” And he decided to take a 
chance, as I said earlier, against the recommendations of a lot of 
people in town who were pretty powerful, and I just mentioned 
one of them. I couldn’t have gotten there on my own. I was able 
to establish a reputation when I got there and my friend Alcee 
Hastings, who was always in politics, was very close to Governor 
Askew. So when Governor Askew said he wanted some minorities 
and women, he helped me get that. A guy who died recently, Sy 
Burdick, was very instrumental in asking me to apply and getting 
letters of recommendation for me. Because once you apply for 
a judgeship, the governor appoints you but it still takes a lot of 
lobbying and stuff to get there.

I think we all need some help. I would say that Mr. Thomas—
[U.S. Supreme Court Justice] Judge [Clarence] Thomas—and I 
were both talented and could do the job, but there were hundreds 
of other people who were just as equally talented and could do it. 
I just had some friends who helped me, and he had some more 

RODGERS: Yes, I was appointed as special counsel—this was 
after my retirement—for the Catholic Diocese, to take a look at 
their files and make the committee of about twenty-one people 
aware of the degree, if any, of pedophilia that was existing in this 
diocese here. I think there were five or six cases that were already 
of public record because they were in the negotiation stage for 
settlement and things like that, so I worked with those cases and 
reported my findings to the committee.

STEINHAUER: You’ve been praised a lot for the way that 
you bring people together. Can you tell me about one of your 
most challenging mediations? You used mediation a lot in your 
courtroom, didn’t you?

RODGERS: Well, [pause] you know, the law is unique in that 
I’m one of those people, I wouldn’t object to a non-lawyer being 
on the Supreme Court. That’s the highest court in the land. They 
don’t really have to know the law, they make it. Whatever they 
say the law is, that becomes the law if they’re the last person to 
address that. 

But I would consider maybe settling a case in which a person 
was killed by security guards at Albertson’s store in Delray. There 
was a lawsuit and criminal charges arising out of that and it was 
quite an inflamed public of people who really wanted to begin 
taking things in their own hands. I was able to get in and work out 
a settlement that worked out something because with mediation, 
you’re not confined to one thing or another. When you go to court, 
the only thing you get is money or punishment. In a criminal case, 
that’s all you get, punishment. Civil case, all you can get is money. 
Mediation, like in that case, we were able to get the corporation 
to change its attitude toward training people in the corporate 
structure as to how to handle customers. We were able to get the 
corporation to do something for jobs for poor people with the 
Urban League and establishing some grants to help people in that 
particular community. So mediation is something that really does 
have a great deal more latitude, and it’s perhaps a little better than 
the courts because of the fact that there’s no force there. I can’t 
make anybody settle anything, the only thing I can do is try to 
convince them that this is something that you ought to want to do.

STEINHAUER: In 2004, you had a special kind of recognition 
from the Post Office.

RODGERS: Well, I would say that that, perhaps, was more of a 
recognition from an old college friend, Alcee Hastings [laugh], 
who was in Congress at that time. He had told me about that some 
time ago, that he was going to ask them to name a Post Office. But 
it was supposed to have been for all the things we’re talking about 
today—for the community activities and things that I had been 
involved with over a period of years. That dedication was, as you 
say, 2004. I’m still trying to get it looking presentable.

STEINHAUER: It’s in Riviera Beach?

RODGERS: It’s in Riviera Beach. And I agreed to it hoping that 
because it’s on the corner of Congress [Avenue] and Blue Heron 
[Boulevard], that maybe surely the government will fix it up so it 
would be a nice entryway into the city. Didn’t happen. The lady 
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powerful friends [laughs] that helped him. So that’s what I mean 
by it. Anybody that says they got—especially poor people like 
him that comes from a sharecroppers’ farm. Where’d he go, Yale? 
I just doubt you can get there on your own without any help, and 
for you to say that you did that on your own offends me.

STEINHAUER: One thing I don’t want to miss mentioning, you 
set up a memorial fund in your late wife’s name. I was wondering 
what its mission is.

RODGERS: My wife started a ladies’ club here in the late Fifties, 
I guess. She died of cancer, and one of their missions is collecting 
funds for cancer research, which they donate to Howard 
University. The club is called the Charmettes Club and they still 
have it going. That club grew from my living room to chapters 
all over the state—about thirteen or fourteen different chapters 
in the state: Miami, Ft. Lauderdale, Tallahassee, Daytona, [and] 
up in Atlanta and Washington, DC, Chicago—and they still 
have the same thrust, really, to work toward cancer. And they do 
a big contribution each year to Howard University for that. So 
most of the money that I donated in her name goes to the local 
organization here to use as seed money to raise more money for 
cancer research.

STEINHAUER: In an editorial to the Palm Beach Post a few 
years back, you said, referring to the criminal justice system, 
“The more we feed it, the bigger it gets and the more it wants.” 
Do you see any solution to that problem?

RODGERS: I do. I see a solution to that problem in spending 
more for education and less for jails. It costs us almost $100 a 
day to keep people in jails. You can treat them for much less than 
that. Ninety percent of them are addicts. They’re there because of 
the addiction that’s causing them to commit the crime. We could 
treat them for much less than that. We could educate them for 
much less than that. We could keep them in college for much less 
than that. But we are on a binge here just to build more jails and 
build bigger jails and that’s what I mean by that. The criminal 
justice system gets bigger and the Department of Corrections 
does not correct anything—I mean nothing—and it’s just a waste 
of money. I’d like to see us spending more money on keeping 
people out of jails and that was the purpose of my drug program. 
I’d like to put the criminal justice system out of business.

STEINHAUER: Do you think desegregation was helpful to the 
community?

RODGERS: It’s like anything else. I learned in high school biology, 
for any action, there’s a reaction. The reaction to desegregation 
was somewhat of—I think, as far as education was concerned—a 
loss of family control. I don’t know whether it was directly caused 
but as a teacher, I could go around the neighborhood. We were in 
a neighborhood school. I knew all the parents, they all knew me, 
so the kids couldn’t go home and tell their parents—you, Mrs. 
Steinhauer—“Mr. Rodgers just took advantage of me because he 
doesn’t like white people.” Because you would say, “Well now, 
I know him and I don’t believe that and you need to get your 
act together.” With the desegregation and the busing, we lost that 

connection between the parents and the school system, and 
it has even further eroded till the point that the parents have 
lost all control. I’ve had ladies in juvenile court to tell me—
when I say, “Okay, we’ll release the son at the counselor’s 
discretion to go back home whenever the counselor feels he’s 
ready,” I had a mother in the back say, “Judge, could I say 
something?” I said, “Yes.” She said, “You needn’t release 
him in my discretion. I don’t have any control. The boy’s 
nine years old, he comes in at two o’clock in the morning. If 
I whip him, you’re gonna put me in jail. So you keep him and 
you raise him. I don’t need him anymore.” So this is all as a 
result of the loss of control by parents, and a lot of this came 
about with desegregation. 

The only thing that I see that we gained, we could’ve 
gained without desegregation, and that is a fair shake in the 
school system of the disposition of supplies. Now by being in 
school with the white children, the Black children get the same 
books they have, they get the same equipment to work with 
in the shops, they get the same homemaking equipment, and 
they get all of the same creature materials that are necessary 
for the training. But they lost the teacher-student relationship. 
They’re able to play the teachers against the parents and the 
parents against the teachers and nobody benefits by it.

STEINHAUER: Do you remember the end of segregation in 
West Palm Beach when people were finally allowed to go 
where they wanted? Is that memorable?

RODGERS: No, I don’t think there was any time, any 
milestone or celebration or momentous occasion that you 
could just point out. I remember when the Supreme Court 
said so but it came about gradually. There were still stores 
where people said, “Well, we’re not gonna do it.” 

STEINHAUER: So you don’t remember a time when you 
could get on a bus and sit where you wanted and feel great 
about it?

RODGERS: Well, we never had buses here but we had the 
stores and there was not only that—I remember in Washington, 
Black people couldn’t go to Woodruff and Lathrop and try on 
anything. You could go in and buy it. West Palm, here—my 
wife’s aunt would send her son down to get shoes and he’d 
better know his size. If he didn’t get the right size and he 
brought them back, she couldn’t take them back. She had to 
send them to a shoemaker to have them stretched and then 
she whipped him for getting the wrong size.

STEINHAUER: Can you tell us about Boone Darden?

RODGERS: Yes. Boone was one of the old-timers here. He 
was one of the first Black policemen appointed. Very nice 
guy, very friendly guy. Was born during that time, though, 
that I was telling you about, the Cracker Johnson regime, 
where everybody’s so proud to have Black policemen until he 
didn’t pay for anything. He’d go to restaurants and things—
well, still today they go to the donut shops, they go to certain 
restaurants and they don’t have to pay for anything. He was 
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born in that environment and it’s pathetic because he just always 
felt as though he should try to do his friends a favor. That’s what 
got him into that trouble with—you know, Lise, but for the grace 
of God, I perhaps could have been involved in that with him 
because he and I were close friends. He would always say, “Well, 
Ed, come by and have a drink.” Sometimes I’d see him on the 
road and we would go to a restaurant and have a drink or a cup of 
coffee or something. He’d often ask me to come up to this new bar 
where his friend was to have a drink with him and I always said 
that I would but I just never did. But I’m sure if I’d been sitting 
up there when they were filming his sitting at the bar, I would’ve 
been in an indefensible position, you know, because they would 
say, “Well, what’s Judge Rodgers doing there?” [laugh]

STEINHAUER: Did you make a conscious decision not to go up 
there?

RODGERS: No, just the Lord looking after fools and babies, I 
guess. [laugh] And I wasn’t a baby.

STEINHAUER: While you were on the bench and practicing law, 
there were a lot of people in control—different mayors, different 
sheriffs and so forth. Do you have any particular strong memories 
of different people that you dealt with? Well, I guess as a judge—

RODGERS: Yeah, the judge is a very powerful position and 
people treat you a lot differently and you’re really sort of isolated 
and insulated from a lot of the things that happen. And I realize 
that, that a lot of things that I’m told are just sanitized and redacted, 
editorialized and everything so that I don’t really know. I didn’t 
have any problems, like I said. Like you were saying when we 
came in today, here’s a lady because I was on TV a lot, “Oh, 
here’s Judge Rodgers.” So we got in. A lot of that happened but I 
would have to say that West Palm has been a delightful place to 
live in and I’m glad that I moved here. 

Pittsburgh was tough. I belonged to gangs in Pittsburgh. Now 
that I have people in front of me or have had people in front of 
me, a lot of those things, I’ve done. I talk to people about criminal 
law now and I tell them, we’re all criminals. There are only the 
apprehended and the unapprehended. Anybody who’s over 
twenty-one has done something for which, if he or she had been 
caught, they could’ve been arrested and charged with a crime. 
That has always been sobering to me on the bench, that things 
that kids come in and they’re doing now, I says, oh, geez, I’ve 
done that.

STEINHAUER: I have heard a lot of very kind words about you. 
I’m gonna make you blush here, but you’ve been described as: fair 
and calm, kind, committed to justice, tenacious, witty, visionary, 
compassionate, strong, civic-minded, wise, understanding, 
affable, a man of character and integrity.

RODGERS: Boy, oh boy, big five-dollar words there.

STEINHAUER: Yes. But the one word that I hear over and over 
and over again about you is “patient.” And I wondered where that 
patience comes from. Where did you learn that?

RODGERS: I don’t know, I think something like patience is a 

part of your makeup. I think I’m just blessed with having that. I 
don’t ever get excited or raise my voice or something, and I feel 
sorry for people who have to do it but they just have to do it. I 
guess I’m just blessed with that gene or whatever it is. I couldn’t 
tell you. But I’ll tell you one thing, it has certainly paid off for me 
in the judiciary because one of the worst things you can do is be 
impatient and make up your mind in a case. You listen, especially 
in the worst cases, you listen to a wife and you think that husband 
is the worst guy in the world. And then you hear the husband and 
you say, well, that wife, well, by God—so you go back and forth 
all during the case. And if you make up your mind in a hurry, 
you’re gonna err. Nobody’s sure they can ever hear it right in the 
judiciary except the last person to address the issue, and he’s not 
sure he or she’s right, as we see with all of the DNA cases being 
decided. 

I learned that a long time ago. I had a Black guy, I’d given the 
wife the property because he didn’t show up for the final hearing. 
He came in and he said, “I didn’t get a copy of the complaint 
or the subpoena.” I said, “Don’t tell me that, the sheriff’s office 
doesn’t make any mistakes. They said here they served you the 
subpoena. You didn’t answer it and as a result I gave the property 
away. Now you’re coming here saying you don’t know anything 
about it.” I said, “Okay, I’m gonna check with the sheriff’s office, 
but if you’re wrong, buddy, you’re going to jail.” I’m ashamed of 
it but I think I made that decision primarily because he looked like 
a down-and-outer, an alcoholic, he had the liquored two-tone lips 
and everything and I just figured, he’s just lying, those good white 
people wouldn’t make a mistake like that. So I sent downstairs for 
the sheriff who served the subpoena. He said, “Well no, I signed 
it but I never served it.” I said, “Well, why did you sign it?” He 
said, “Well, when we come in the sheriff’s office, they just give 
us a stack and they say, ‘These are yours.’ I just sit down and start 
signing.” I said, “You don’t sign this when you serve it?” “No, but 
that’s in Mr. Elliot’s territory.” I said, “Well okay, he serves in that 
area, I’ll see if he served it.” Called the other guy up, he said, “No, 
I’ve never seen the man.” 

So with things like that happening in the judiciary, the 
judiciary has been a universal training center to get a Ph.D. in 
People. You’re blessed if you have that opportunity to observe 
all of it. The whole society just passes through your courtroom. 
There’s a kaleidoscope of different things coming and going and 
all of them have been learning features and incidents like that 
teach you patience. So after that, I decided that I would always 
check everything out. I never make a decision until I’ve checked 
everything out to see everything that has happened.

STEINHAUER: I’m going to ask you one more question here 
before we wrap things up. There’s a framed quotation that hung 
in your chambers that begins, “It can be said.” Do you know what 
I’m referring to? Do you know it by heart?

RODGERS: No, I don’t know it by heart but it went something 
like, “It can be said that he did not fear the wind but trimmed the 
sails” or something like that “to make the wind itself work for the 
good.” Yeah.9

STEINHAUER: Where did that come from?
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RODGERS: I don’t remember. I think it was perhaps from one 
of the Kennedys or something. It always meant to me, I always 
felt as though intelligence was not academic erudition but man’s 
ability to cope with his environment. And that’s what it’s all about 
and that’s what that phrase meant to me, that you take what you 
have to try to make it useful to you in your pursuit of what you 
would like to do. And that’s why I like that particular phrase.

STEINHAUER: Well, thank you, Judge. I’ve very much enjoyed 
talking to you.

RODGERS: My pleasure.

Endnotes:
1. In 1950, West Palm Beach’s Industrial High School for Blacks 
became an elementary school, and in 1951, Roosevelt High 
School opened for grades 7-12. In 1955, Lake Shore High School 
opened in Belle Glade for Blacks. In 1957, the new Carver High 
School in Delray Beach opened for grades 7-12.
2. Rodgers added later: “This was a small metal lapel button 
which signified you were a veteran.”
3. (Source: Wikipedia) The Mason-Dixon line established to end 
a boundary dispute between the British colonies of Maryland and 
Pennsylvania/Delaware became symbolic of the division between 
“free states” and “slave states” and after the Civil War, the line 
continued to be thought of as a cultural boundary.
4. In 1941 The Palm Beach County Teachers Association was 
established with C. Spencer Pompey as president, John Hector as 
vice president, Ellen Delancy as secretary and Thelma Reynolds 

as treasurer. A few of the other members were George H. Green, 
Howard Hadley, U. B. Kinsey, and Charles Stebbins. Former 
presidents were Ora D. Lee Taylor, Charles W. McCurdy, M.A. 
H. Williams, George Miles and S. B. McDonald.
5. In 1945, the Children’s Home was established, renamed 
Children’s Home School (Grades 1-9) in 1959.
6. (Source: AIPS) In 1972 Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, US 
Senator Robert Taft, Jr., and Sam Beard founded the American 
Institute for Public Service to establish a Nobel Prize for public 
and community service, the Jefferson Awards. They are presented 
on two levels: national and local. National award recipients 
represent a “Who’s Who” of outstanding Americans. Local 
award recipients are ordinary people who do extraordinary things 
without expectation of recognition or reward. . . . NOTE: Edward 
Rodgers won on both levels in 1992.
7. (Source: Wikipedia) A special master is an authority—
frequently, but not always, an attorney—appointed by a judge to 
make sure that judicial orders are actually followed.
8. Keep America Beautiful is a national nonprofit public education 
organization founded in 1953.
9. “It can be said of him, as of few men in a like position, that 
he did not fear the weather, and did not trim his sails, but instead 
challenged the wind itself, to improve its direction and to cause 
it to blow more softly and more kindly over the world and its 
people.” (from E.B. White: Writings From The New Yorker 
1925-1976, published by Harper Collins) White was referring to 
President John F. Kennedy after he was assassinated in 1963.
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Judge Edward Rodgers (smiling) with other judges. Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.




