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February 10, 1790.  

The Senate confirmed 

James Iredell as an 

associate justice of the 

Supreme Court. He was 

38 years old. He’d never 

been to law school. Law 

schools themselves were 

in infancy. He’d read law under a 

mentor, passed the bar, built a career 

defending the Constitution in North 

Carolina. 

Now he had a new job; help build the 

federal judiciary from scratch. 

Here’s what that looked like in 1790. 

The Supreme Court didn’t have a 

building. They met in the Royal 

Exchange in New York, then moved to 

Philadelphia, then various spaces in the 

Capitol. For the first year, they didn’t 

have cases. The justices just showed up 

and organized. 

But the real work was circuit riding. 

Supreme Court justices didn’t just sit in 

one place. They traveled. Iredell drew 

the Southern Circuit—North Carolina, 

South Carolina, Georgia. Roads were 

terrible. Inns were worse. He’d ride for 

weeks hearing cases, then ride back. 

It killed him. The travel destroyed his 

health, and he died in 1799 at 48. Nine 

years on the Court. More time on 

horseback than on the bench. 

But here’s what matters: he showed up. 

Every circuit. Every session. Because 

somebody had to prove the federal 

judiciary could work. 

Iredell wrote one of the most important 

dissents in Supreme Court history. In 

Chisholm v. Georgia, he argued that 

states couldn’t be sued in federal court 

without consent. He was the only justice 

who said that. Three years later, the 

states ratified the  

 

Eleventh Amendment, and Iredell’s 

dissent became the law. 

That’s what an independent judiciary 

looks like. A justice writes what he 

believes the law requires, even when 

outvoted. The Court decides. The people 

respond through the constitutional 

process. The system works. 

The rule of law isn’t self-executing. It 

requires people to show up and do the 

work even when it’s hard. Iredell rode 

circuit until it killed him because the 

alternative was letting the federal 

courts fail. 

We’ve got it easier than Iredell. 

Courthouses. Paved roads. Computers. 

But the job’s the same: show up, do the 

work, keep the system running. An 

independent judiciary doesn’t maintain 

itself. It requires bar associations, 

lawyers, judges to defend it, support it, 

use it properly. 

Iredell understood that in 1790. We 

should understand it now. 

And here’s the practical part: doing our 

part means showing up. Not just to 

court, but to the bar. A strong bar 

doesn’t happen because we pay dues. It 

happens when we bring people in, show 

up to CLEs, and make this community 

worth joining. 

My challenge: bring someone to our next 

CLE. A young lawyer. A solo 

practitioner too busy to get involved. 

Someone who doesn’t know what they’re 

missing. Show them why this matters. 

Help them join. 

Iredell rode circuit until it killed him to 

build a system that would last. We can 

invite a colleague to lunch and a CLE. 

 

  

Letter from the SCBA President 

Marisa 
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Advertising 

Interested in advertising in The Advocate?  
Call or email Beth to check out member rates 

and options! 

 

CLE 
February 13, Willow Brook Country Club, 12 - 1p 

SCBF Board Meeting 
February 15, Genecov Room, 12 - 1p 

SCBA Board Meeting 
February 26, Genecov Room, 12 - 1p 

Blood Drive 
February 27, Plaza Tower, 9a-4p 

 

 

Smith County Courthouse and the  

SCBA office will be closed on  

February 16 for President’s Day 

 
  

 

 

 

 
The Advocate is published monthly by  

the Smith County Bar Association 

Providing professional development, 
education and service programs for the 

legal profession. 
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The SCBF is a 501/c/3, EIN 81-0585550 

 
Mission Statement 

Furthering justice and promoting the rule of 

law by providing resources and education to 

the  community.  

 

Interested in including the SCBF in your  

estate planning? Have non-cash assets and 

would like a charitable deduction? Give me 

a call - we can help! 

beth@smithcountybar.com  
a 
 

Click here if you would like to honor  
someone with a gift to the Foundation. 

 
Thanks to all for honoring your loved ones 

 
 

Thank you for your 
continued participation with 

and support of the SCBA. 
 

Visit 
www.smithcountybar.com 
to renew your membership 

or join a section! 
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