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Prologue

Eight men who took the presidential oath also appeared before the Supreme Court of the
United States as advocates. From Senator John Quincy Adams at the outset of the Marshall Court
to Richard M. Nixon during the high-water mark of the Warren Court, future and past Presidents
* have argued before the Supreme Court on such varied and important topics as land scandals in the
South, slavery at home and on the high seas, the authority of military commissions over civilians
during the Civil War, international disputes as an aftermath of the Alaskan Purchase, and the
sensitive intersection between the right to personal privacy and a free press. Here, briefly, are
stories of men history knows as Presidents performing as appellate lawyers and oral advocates

before the nation’s highest court.

John Quincy Adams: Senator—
Lawyer—Diplomat—Congressman

As a young man, John Quincy Adams was ad-
mitted to practice law but grew bored with
it and performed diplomatic chores for the
Washington and Adams administrations in the
1790s. Judge John Davis of the U.S. district
court in Massachusetts then named Adams
Commissioner of Bankruptcy, making him a
federal employee with a regular paycheck. The
coming of the Jefferson administration ended

that employment, with legislation removing
job appointments from judges’ purview and
placing them at the disposal of the President.
So Adams was out of work except for a small
law practice and a part-time teaching position
at Harvard. He could now start a political ca-
reer of his own.!

Adams was elected to the U.S. Senate by
the Massachusetts legislature in 1802, but the
Senate did not convene until March 4, 1803. By
the time he arrived at the Capitol, space had fi-
nally been found in that crowded building for







