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This interview is being conducted on behalf of the Oral History Project of The Historical 

Society of the District of Columbia Circuit.  The interviewer is Pleasant Broadnax, and the 

interviewee is Ronald C. Jessamy, Sr..  The interview took place in Mr. Jessamy’s office on 

Friday, July 7, 2017. This is the first interview being conducted by Pleasant Broadnax. 

MR. BROADNAX: Mr. Jessamy is a prominent lawyer in the District of Columbia.  He is past 

president of the Washington Bar Association and was inducted into the 

Washington Bar Association’s Hall of Fame.  Mr. Jessamy has served on 

the Executive Committee of the Council for Court Excellence and as chair 

of that organization’s Nominations Committee for several years.  In 2011, 

he was recognized for his leadership in connection with that organization 

with the award of the Charles A. Horsky Plaque.  He was the recipient of 

the Washington Bar Association’s prestigious Ollie May Cooper Award in 

2013.  He was inducted into the Washington Bar Association’s Hall of 

Fame in June, 2014.  Mr. Jessamy, let’s start at the beginning.  Tell us 

about your early life.  

MR. JESSAMY:  Very well.  Good morning, Mr. Broadnax.  Good to be here.  Well, I was 

born in Yonkers, New York.  I was the second son of my parents.  I have a 

twin brother, and I had a younger brother who, unfortunately, died as a 

result of a hit-and-run car accident in 1981.  My early years, I remember 

my parents divorced.  My mother took custody of my brothers and I.  We 

lived in a housing project in Yonkers.  And when you think of housing 

projects nowadays, it is a drastic, drastic difference between where we 
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lived.  We lived in projects that were comparable to just garden-type 

apartments, but that doesn’t appear to be the case today.  

MR. BROADNAX: What year was this? 

MR. JESSAMY: This would have been about 1953 and all the way up to about 1957.  Then 

my mother did remarry.  She had a couple of daughters.  They are living 

North Atlanta.  My father had another family, and there are three children 

in that family.  There were three children.  One of my younger brothers 

passed away this last year.  And then my mother became sick, and she 

spent some time in the hospital.  My brothers and I, that is, the brothers 

where we had the same mother and same father, ended up in foster care.  

Foster care is not the same as it is today.  My older brother had already 

gone off to college, so he was not a ward of the state, as they say.  But that 

was a pretty interesting life.   

MR. BROADNAX: Where did your father work? 

MR. JESSAMY: My father worked at Otis Elevator Company in Yonkers, New York.  In 

fact, Otis was one of the larger employers in the city.  I believe my mother 

worked there one time as a secretary.  I know my father’s father worked 

there.  And so it provided a pretty good source of employment for a 

number of the residents of Yonkers, and, probably, throughout 

Westchester County, New York, as well.  

MR. BROADNAX:  When your father had another family, would you see him frequently? 

MR. JESSAMY: Yes.  Every other week he would be exercising his visitation rights.  He 

would either pick us up from our house or pick us up from Sunday School 
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and take us out with him on Saturdays, either out to his house or other 

relatives’ houses and the likes.  There was hardly any separation between 

my father and myself and my brothers at all.  It was a pretty interesting 

situation.  

MR. BROADNAX: Could you tell us about your foster parents? 

MR. JESSAMY: Yes.  They were sent from heaven.  They had to be.  They were extra 

special.  They took care of foster children for years and years.  Probably 

throughout their lifetime they had cared for about thirty.  They took a 

particular interest in me and my brothers, and throughout school they 

followed my activities.  I remember one time I was on a program speaking 

in City Hall one evening and my foster father worked for the Postal 

Service.  That means he got off quite early, but he and my foster mother 

came to the program, and I was speaking, and he was asleep and he was 

snoring so the Council Chambers were rumbling.  But I was not the least 

bit embarrassed.  I was very, very happy that he was there to support me.   

MR. BROADNAX: Do you remember what you were speaking on? 

MR. JESSAMY: No.  I was in a lot of programs when I was in junior high school and high 

school.  It probably had something to do with community involvement.  

That was the nature of the program that I was in.  I had a number of 

opportunities as a young student leader to go around and speak and make 

presentations of that nature.   

MR. BROADNAX: Tell us about your foster parents.  What were their names?  What did they 

do for a living?  And tell us about these other children that were foster 
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children.  Were they there at the same time you were?  Were they before 

you, after you? 

MR. JESSAMY: Well not all thirty of them were there at the same time, that’s for sure.  But 

they had what in modern days is called a blended family.  They had 

children of their own, two daughters, and then when they took me, my 

twin brother, and my younger brother in, that added a number of other 

siblings in the household.   

Then, Mrs. Morgan did not work outside the home.  In those days, 

the Welfare Department required one of the parents to be on duty, at 

home, all the time.  Now, Mr. Morgan, as I indicated earlier, worked for 

the United States Postal Service.  In addition to that, he was quite involved 

in the church.  He was superintendent of the Sunday School, he was 

Chairman of the Trustee Board, he eventually became a pastor, but that 

was after I had already left for college.  But I do remember that every 

Sunday all of the children in the house had to come down to the kitchen 

and we had to have breakfast together.  Breakfast would start out with 

each child having to recite a Bible verse, and one individual would be 

designated to give the prayer.  And then, we would eat, and it was quite a 

substantial breakfast.  And we’d go get ready so we can pile in the car and 

he would drive us from New Rochelle, New York, at that time, to Yonkers 

where his church was.   
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MR. BROADNAX: Let me ask you this.  You said he was superintendent of the Sunday 

School.  Were there any opportunities for public speaking at Sunday 

School with poems or prayers, that sort of thing? 

MR. JESSAMY: Oh, yes.  You know, one thing that I bemoan the fact of now is that a lot 

of children do not participate in Sunday School-type activities.  It was in 

Sunday School where they would have plays and pageants throughout the 

year, depending upon the season that you were in, whether it was 

Eastertime, or Christmastime, or what have you.  So, I always tell people 

that, probably, my earliest thought in participating in things came through 

the Sunday School.   

MR. BROADNAX: Mr. Jessamy, what experience did you gain from speaking in Sunday 

School?  What life lessons did you learn? 

MR. JESSAMY: Well, it was, I would say, a confidence-builder to be able to stand in front 

of a congregation or an audience.  Just to say “good morning” was a 

confidence-builder.  And in discussions with other people, I bemoan the 

fact that a lot of young people do not participate regularly in a Sunday 

School-type environment.  Not only are there plays and pageants centered 

around the various holidays and Christian celebrations, but there are 

community-related matters.  There are things that you would do that you 

didn’t get a chance to do when you’re in school.  I went to integrated 

school environment.  But being integrated, it meant that you were a full 

participant.  Well, Sunday mornings, Saturday afternoons at rehearsals and 
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all, you got a chance to be a full participant and do things that you were 

not called upon to do in your regular educational environment.   

MR. BROADNAX: So you had an opportunity to develop confidence and speaking skills at 

Sunday School that you may not have had an opportunity to develop at the 

integrated schools? 

MR. JESSAMY: That is exactly correct, and I speak about that often.  A lot of times when 

I’m out public speaking and talking to the youth groups, I always 

encourage them to, if they don’t go to Sunday School or Church, to get 

into some sort of program, a toastmasters program, a community group 

that advocates for children or young people, just so they get that exposure.   

MR. BROADNAX: Was this experience in Yonkers, New York, or in New Rochelle, New 

York?   

MR. JESSAMY: Well, both places.  When I first moved into the foster home, Mr. and Mrs. 

Morgan – and I will give you their first names, Mr. Edward Morgan and 

Mrs. Catherine Morgan – lived in Yonkers.  A couple months later, they 

had bought a house in New Rochelle, New York, which we moved into, 

but Mr. Morgan’s church was in Yonkers so we continued to go down to 

Yonkers to go to church.  Well, after I became a teenager, we were able to, 

basically, be freed from that obligation with Mr. Morgan, but what I did, 

and actually, one of my brothers too, we went to find a church in New 

Rochelle of the same denomination. 

MR. BROADNAX: What denomination is that? 
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MR. JESSAMY: That is the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church.  I participated fully 

in Sunday School, fully in church and all the other programs that they had 

available for young people.  I was not the least bit embarrassed.  In fact, it 

provided some good, social interaction with people on most Sunday 

afternoons.  Our church, or Sunday School, or some club would be invited 

to some program at another church.  We would go to various places 

throughout the county and meet other young people of a similar age, 

interact with them, and there are some people now that I’ve become life-

long friends with from that experience.   

MR. BROADNAX: Let’s turn our attention now to your formal schooling in junior high and 

high school.  Could you tell us something about that? 

MR. JESSAMY: Yes, Mr. Broadnax.  I went to junior high school and high school in New 

Rochelle, New York.  I had been probably not very active in junior high 

school, but when I got to high school, I did participate in a number of 

organizations, became the head of a number of organizations, and also 

turned my attention to a lot of civil rights matters.   

MR. BROADNAX: What year was this? 

MR. JESSAMY: I was in high school from 1963 to 1966.  At one time I had become 

chairman of the Westchester County Youth Division of the Congress of 

Racial Equality.  That was not a program sponsored by the school, that 

was outside of the school.  In school, I had been president of an 

organization called the Michael Schwerner Post.  Now, Michael 

Schwerner was one of the three civil rights workers who were found in a 
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ditch in Mississippi, and the reason why the organization was called the 

Michael Schwerner Post is because Michael Schwerner’s mother was a 

teacher at New Rochelle High School.  What we would do is go around in 

neighborhoods, collect care packages to send them down South with the 

Freedom Riders for distribution to the population that they were working 

with in Mississippi.   

I had also been a part of the student government, I guess it was 

called Student Council.  I had worked outside of school with another 

project called Paycheck.  That was an organization that was designed to 

take young, probably underserved, youngsters, teach them about 

entrepreneurialship and ran a parking lot, a snack bar at the marina, we 

sold American flags.  At one time during the drought, we sold water for 

people to be able to water their lawns.  But that was quite an experience.  

And, in fact, I stayed with Paycheck until I graduated from high school, 

and I got a scholarship from Paycheck during my first semester at Howard 

University in Washington, D.C. 

MR. BROADNAX: You graduated from high school what year? 

MR. JESSAMY: I graduated in 1966.   

MR. BROADNAX: So in 1963 you were in high school during the March on Washington, and 

you mentioned putting together care packages and food for the Freedom 

Riders down South.  Did you know anyone who could have been a 

Freedom Rider from your area? 
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MR. JESSAMY: The one person that comes to mind most prominently is a gentleman by 

the name of Drew S. Days III.  Now, Drew had quite a storied history.  He 

worked as a civil rights attorney, he worked as an Assistant Attorney 

General under the Bill Clinton Administration, and he was, I believe, a 

Solicitor General in President Jimmy Carter’s Administration.  And after 

he finished that post, he went back to Yale University to teach at its law 

school.  

MR. BROADNAX: So he was a Freedom Rider?   

MR. JESSAMY: I believe he was.  And that would have been consistent with the style of 

activities that he was involved in back in the 1960s.  Drew is older than I 

am by a couple years, and actually, I looked up to him for leadership.  I 

remember at one time during the World’s Fair in New York, he was one of 

the individuals who was training those of us who participated in civil 

disobedience during the course of the World’s Fair.  And when I said 

training us, he was training us how to shield ourselves from batons.  

People would be kicking at you and spitting on you, and it was essential 

that you didn’t retaliate because non-violence was the order of the day.   

MR. BROADNAX: This was the 1965 World’s Fair in New York? 

MR. JESSAMY: 1964-1965 World’s Fair, yes.  I remember going out there, I remember 

elevators sitting on elevators, having people just go up and down and 

swing their legs and kick you in your head, and the like.  It was quite an 

experience.  

MR. BROADNAX: These were civil rights demonstrations? 
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MR. JESSAMY: They were the civil rights demonstrations, to bring attention of the plight 

of African Americans in this country.  I think the civil rights leadership 

thought that the World’s Fair would make a perfect, perfect setting.   

MR. BROADNAX: So, let me ask you about 1963.  You were in high school, and I’m sure 

there were people your age that may have come to Washington from 

around the country for the March on Washington.  Did you have an 

opportunity to participate in that? 

MR. JESSAMY: Well, actually, I did not.  My brothers and I had paper routes in New 

Rochelle, New York, and had I gone to the March on Washington, which I 

was tempted to do, I would have missed delivering papers, and I don’t 

think that would have been a very good thing.  So I sat around the radio 

and television and watched it from afar.  

MR. BROADNAX: What kind of impact did that have on you, watching that and listening to 

it? 

MR. JESSAMY: Well, of course, as I said previously I was yearning to be there, but I was 

quite, quite, quite swallowed up with pride watching those number of 

people, a quarter million people, coming to Washington to demonstrate 

jobs, housing, employment, and for it to have unfolded in the fashion that 

it did, I believe, I believe today, and I believed back in 1963, that it was a 

wonderful thing.   

MR. BROADNAX: Okay, well, let’s talk about your journey towards college.  I think you 

attended Howard University.  Could you tell us a little bit about how that 

came to be? 



 

11 

 

MR. JESSAMY: Yes.  I went to Howard University as an undergraduate student.  In fact, 

during my years of contemplating college, I never thought of any school 

other than Howard University.  I had read newspapers, magazines quite 

regularly, and it seems like anybody from our community, and when I say 

our community, I mean people of color, who were doing anything that was 

noteworthy, had some connection to Howard, either as a student, a 

professor, an administrator, or what have you, and I was quite taken in by 

that fact that, boy, if you’re going to do anything or be anybody, you have 

to go to Howard.   And I really thought that, and it seems like that mantra 

is still ruling the day now.   

MR. BROADNAX: Do you have anyone else in your family who attended Howard before 

you? 

MR. JESSAMY:  Yes.  I have an older brother who started Howard in 1958.  But, actually, 

he stayed out a couple years after that when my mother was sick, but he 

went back to Howard after she passed.  In addition to my older brother 

having gone to Howard, my twin brother joined me at Howard.  We both 

applied for Howard in the spring of 1966.  He got accepted initially, and I 

got on the waitlist.  I was pretty torn up about that.  Not the fact that he got 

accepted and I got on the waitlist.  I had hoped that I would have gotten an 

immediate acceptance as well, but I didn’t. 

MR. BROADNAX: Well, let me ask you, of the twins, who’s older? 

MR. JESSAMY: I am by six minutes.  We have a story about that.    

MR. BROADNAX: Do you want to tell me? 
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MR. JESSAMY: Well, the story is that we got in a fight to see which one was going to be 

out first, and I knocked him out and I came out first.  His version of the 

story is, it was getting crowded in there and he kicked me out.  So, we 

laugh about that from time to time.  And, so, like myself, he was familiar 

with a lot of the publications that I was reading, and he had noted the same 

thing that I noted, that if you were going to be anything or be somebody 

that you had to go to Howard.  To even get a chance at being somebody.  

Well, that’s not wholly true, because there are a number of individuals that 

litter the landscape from a number of other colleges and universities that 

have done quite well, but as a Howard graduate, I like to think that is true.  

MR. BROADNAX: The real HU? 

MR. JESSAMY: The real HU.  

MR. BROADNAX: So, when you got to Howard, was it all that you expected it to be? 

MR. JESSAMY: Well, it was that and more.  The first time I came to Howard was in the 

spring of 1966 to my older brother’s graduation, and I got the chance to 

stay at his place, and he took my twin brother and I out with him to the 

various celebrations that the graduates were having, and it was an 

awesome, awesome, awesome experience.  And then, when I got down to 

Howard, they have a period called Freshman Orientation, and during 

Freshman Orientation, I have never, ever seen or experienced as much – in 

those day the term they were using was ‘soul’.  We had, in addition to 

meaningful orientation, we had social orientation as well.  I remember a 
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boat ride, I remember a cookout at campus, I remember looking around 

and seeing all these lovely ladies, which would get anybody’s attention.   

MR. BROADNAX: So, was this your first time seeing this many young African Americans in 

one place? 

MR. JESSAMY: It was, it was.  And not only that, but I told you, I think I mentioned, I 

went to an integrated school system when I lived in Yonkers, when I 

moved to New Rochelle, so through elementary school, junior high 

school, and high school, there were very few persons of color that were 

either in counseling or in the instructional phase of education, or in the 

administrative phase of education.  I’m not saying they were totally 

lacking, but when I came to Howard, the mixture was actually reversed.  

There were more people of color in the administration, there were more 

people of color in the classrooms, there were more people of color in the 

counseling activities.  And actually that was such a uplifting experience 

and exposure for me.   

MR. BROADNAX: Nurturing.  

MR. JESSAMY: Yes.  Very nurturing.  A lot of people ask what’s the need for – the term is 

HBCUs, Historically Black Colleges and Universities – but having gone 

through that experience, it gave me a sense that there is a need for them.  It 

will put people in a position of knowing that people from your community 

are just as smart, just as committed to your well-being and education, 

which was almost totally absent in the school systems that I had gone to.  
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MR. BROADNAX: I know by looking at some materials about you, Mr. Jessamy, or may I call 

you Ron? 

MR. JESSAMY: Sure. That’s what my mother named me.  

MR. BROADNAX: You were pretty active in high school in a number of organizations, and a 

lot of those organizations you ended up leading, so when you got to 

Howard, did you continue joining organizations like that? 

MR. JESSAMY: No, I didn’t.  Actually, I wanted to take a break from leadership, which is 

not what the college experience is supposed to be.  So I only joined one or 

two organizations while I was in undergraduate school.  My major was 

government.  They didn’t have a political science department like they do 

now, but they did have a political science society or club, so I was a vice 

president of that.  And then there was one other organization that escapes 

me now that I ended up heading or what have you.  But I took a break.   

MR. BROADNAX: So you came to Howard in 1966, and you were a political science major. 

MR. JESSAMY: No.  I was a government major.  They didn’t have political science at that 

time, but a lot of people used government and political science 

interchangeably anyway.   

MR. BROADNAX: And your brother was there at the same time? 

MR. JESSAMY: My twin brother was there at the same time.  He was a business major.   

MR. BROADNAX: Did you see a lot of each other there? 

MR. JESSAMY: Yes.  We lived in the same dorm, and then when we moved off campus, 

we were roommates, until we graduated and he went to graduate school up 
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at the University of Michigan and I stayed here to go to the George 

Washington University Law School.   

MR. BROADNAX: Ron, before we get to law school, let’s just talk a little bit more about 

college.  I know you have mentioned you came from New Rochelle, and 

your family were employed there by the Otis Elevator Company.  I want 

to know how did you and your brother, how were you both able to pay for 

your education at Howard University?  

MR. JESSAMY: Well that’s an interesting question.  I had some good fortune.  One, the 

first year I went to Howard, the day before I was leaving for college, my 

foster mother had gotten a loan from the bank to help support me for a 

portion of the first year.  But as happenstance would have it, she was 

hospitalized.  But the transaction still took place because Mr. Morgan 

went to the bank and secured the funds that she had already applied for.  

Then when I got to campus, I got a message to come up to the President of 

the University’s office.  I was stunned.  Come to the University 

President’s office?  I’m only on campus for a couple of days.  So I went.  

A ceremony took place in that office.  I had been awarded a scholarship 

for this program that I had mentioned earlier called Paycheck.  The 

founder of the program had come down from New York and presented me 

with a check, so I used that for tuition and the like.  And then during the 

course of the second semester, my older brother took me to the library at 

the School of Engineering and Architecture and introduced me to the 

librarian and assistant librarian.  He had worked there for a number of 
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years when he was in school, and he asked them to give me a job, and they 

did.  So I got a job at the Engineering and Architecture Library.  And 

that’s why when I walk around Washington D.C. now and see a lot of 

students, they think I am either an engineer or an architect, but I’m neither.  

I worked in the library.  And then I remember even keeping the job at the 

library, which I had evening hours.  I had gotten a job at a haberdashery 

on Georgia Avenue, N.W.  I was what was called a porter.  A porter would 

be someone who would clean up the debris from the floor in the store, 

clean up the bathrooms and the like.  But I lost that job because during the 

riots of 1968, that was one of the establishments that was burned down.  

The owner did probably restore it, but I did not go back there to work.  

Then, in 1969, I was fortunate enough to get a job at The Washington Post 

newspaper.   

MR. BROADNAX: What did you do at The Washington Post? 

MR. JESSAMY: I worked in the accounting department.  The interesting thing about that is 

that the year before I got that job, I took Accounting 1 and Accounting 2, 

and my first assignment was to balance some numbers on a page.  Back in 

those days they didn’t have computers, they had these green sheets that 

you wrote on.  And I remember staying up all night trying to find one 

penny or two cents.  So, when the gentleman gave me the assignment and 

the columns balanced, I got scared because I thought I did something 

wrong.  So I went back to campus, and I told the professor that I had for 

Accounting 1 and Accounting 2, I said, “Mr. Smith, something happened.  
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They gave me some sheets to balance and they balanced.”  And he said 

“Well, that’s when you want them to.  When you’re getting paid to do it.”  

So, I remember that to this very day.   

MR. BROADNAX: Tell me more about your job at The Washington Post.  How long were you 

working there? 

MR. JESSAMY:  I worked at The Washington Post from 1969 until 1973.  I worked there in 

undergraduate and in law school.  It was a dream job.  It paid well for a 

student job, I got benefits such as sick leave, retirement, and vacation, 

which was basically unheard of for a part-time job.  I also had a situation 

where I could make my own hours.  I didn’t have anybody supervising 

me.  I knew what needed to be done and I did what had to be done.   So, 

interestingly enough though, when I graduated from law school, I asked 

one of the officers in the company about a job in the legal department, 

which I had assumed they had, but the gentleman told me, “Well, we don’t 

have a legal department, we have a lawyer or what have you.”  So I was 

pretty discouraged that I was not offered a professional employment 

opportunity.  

MR. BROADNAX: When you had been there so long.  

MR. JESSAMY: Those number of years, in my mind, weren’t long.  There were people 

who worked at The Post forever and a day.  But most of the people who 

were there back in those days are retired now.  I bump into one or two 

every so often in the street, and we laugh and joke about the days.   

MR. BROADNAX: Ron, did you have any other jobs during college? 
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MR. JESSAMY: No.  I think I gave you the gamut of the employment that I had in college, 

but I tell you I did have one interesting experience.  My twin brother, who 

I mentioned was in college at the same time I was, worked at a shoe store 

on F Street, N.W.  One year, I was a little short when it came time to pay 

tuition and fees, so the gentleman that he had worked for at the shoe store 

had introduced him into stocks, as in financial stocks in the stock market, 

and so he started accumulating some shares.  But, what he agreed to do 

was to sell some of those shares to help me get over that little financial 

bind that I was in, and boy, was I grateful.  

MR. BROADNAX: So, your brother, who was younger than you by six minutes, helped you 

pay for part of your college education? 

MR. JESSAMY: He did.   

MR. BROADNAX: Does he still talk about that with you to this day? 

MR. JESSAMY: No.  As a matter of fact he had forgotten about that situation except for I 

was being interviewed once on a nationally syndicated talk show, and the 

interviewer asked me about how I financed my education, and I had to 

mention that.  This was quite a few years ago that that interview took 

place, and my brother had forgotten about it until he watched the 

interview.   

MR. BROADNAX: This was between 1966 and 1970.  The Vietnam War was active during 

that period of time.  

MR. JESSAMY: Raging.  

MR. BROADNAX: So, did the Vietnam War affect you at all? 
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MR. JESSAMY: It did.  

MR. BROADNAX: Could you tell us how? 

MR. JESSAMY: Sure.  When I was in college, the first two years of college required male 

students at Howard University to enroll in ROTC.  Then, at the end of the 

third semester, I took an examination for the advanced corps of ROTC.  

Well, it turns out that Howard had abandoned requiring students to take 

ROTC, so I stopped.  They had a draft lottery some months later, and I 

happened to get a very low number.  And having a low number means that 

you are very likely to be called.  Well, as it turned out, the deferments for 

college students had ended.  It used to be when I first started college that 

you were deferred until such time as you finish.  But now, you’re only 

deferred to the end of the session that you’re enrolled in.  Well I got a 

letter from my draft board saying, “Greetings, you are hereby inducted 

into the United States Army and report to such and such a place.” 

MR. BROADNAX: What session were you in? 

MR. JESSAMY: I was in summer session.  I finished undergraduate school in the 

summertime.  So I went to my draft board, and I spoke to a lady who 

apparently ran the office, probably ran the whole board, and she 

recognized the fact that even though I was in summer school, the summer 

session was not over.  I went to the first session, and the second session 

wasn’t over.  So she canceled my orders and told me that I should be 

drilling with some reserve unit or some other type of military service.  I 

camped on the steps of the professor of Military Science to try to see if I 
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could get an audience with him, but he was away at summer camp with 

the cadets.  Well, when he came back, I did speak with him.  He did give 

me the opportunity to come in to the advanced portion of ROTC, and he 

told me that, for the semester that I didn’t take the basic corps course, that 

I could write a paper.   

So, I did go into ROTC.  I was what they called a “cross-enrolled 

student” because they did not have ROTC at the law school that I was 

going to.  I took tests, picked up my stipend every month.  I did not go on 

any field training exercise, but I did do quite well when I went to summer 

camp.  I got commissioned a second lieutenant in the United States Army 

at the end of summer camp in, I believe it was, 1972.  

MR. BROADNAX: So you were a first year in law school at George Washington University 

and training at Howard University at the same time?   

MR. JESSAMY: That’s correct.   

MR. BROADNAX: You’ve told us how you paid for your education at Howard University.  

How were you able to pay for your legal education at the George 

Washington University? 

 MR. JESSAMY: I ran into a stroke of good luck.  It turns out when I applied to law school, 

there was a move afoot to increase the number of people of color within 

the various universities, and George Washington University was no 

exception.  So I got, for three years, what is known as tuition remission.  I 

didn’t have to pay for tuition for three years of my law school education.  

And, in fact, to put a cherry on top of that, I got a money grant to purchase 
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books for the first two years that I was in law school.  So, on one hand, 

somebody might say that I stole the education, but I didn’t.  It turned out 

that I became aware of the fact that the presidential administration at that 

time had decided that a high amount of money in research grants were 

being given to universities, and if they wanted to continue to compete for 

those grants and receive those grants, they had to bring in more people of 

color.  So that put a couple more chairs in the classroom and in return, I 

got a legal education.   

MR. BROADNAX: So, Ron, you talked about some of the jobs you had when you were 

putting yourself through Howard University.  Did you maintain any of 

those jobs while you were at the law school? 

MR. JESSAMY: I did.  I had continued to work evenings at the Engineering and 

Architecture Library on Howard University’s campus.  I continued to 

work at The Washington Post newspaper company, both summer and 

evening and weekends.  Those were the two main sources of employment 

I had.  Now, one summer I did work at a legal clinic at George 

Washington University.  

MR. BROADNAX: Which summer was that? 

MR. JESSAMY: If memory serves me correctly, that would have been the summer of 1971.  

I remember that summer because, actually, I got interviewed for a job with 

a United States senator, and the United States senator sent somebody to 

George Washington University to interview me.  They offered me a job, 

but there was some type of misunderstanding on my part.  They wanted 



 

22 

 

me to go to New York and work for the summer, and I told them I could 

not do that because I had living expenses here in the District of Columbia.  

So I respectfully declined the job, and I got hired on at the legal clinic at 

George Washington University, which at that time was being headed by an 

individual by the name of Mr. Willie Leftwich.  Now Mr. Leftwich had 

been a Howard undergraduate, a law school graduate of George 

Washington University, and I believe he has a master’s from George 

Washington University.  He and a gentleman named James L. Hudson had 

started a practice of their own about that time.  So I had the opportunity to 

work with them in their practice during the summer and during the school 

year as well.  

MR. BROADNAX: What type of work did you perform? 

MR. JESSAMY: Well, legal research.  Anything that was needed to help buttress whatever 

argument they needed to make on cases they were going to court on.  I 

helped in their preparation of witnesses for depositions.  I did all duties as 

assigned.  And that’s what you did when you were a lowly law student.  

Learning the ropes.  

MR. BROADNAX: What sort of practice did Mr. Leftwich and Mr. Hudson have?  They were 

obviously older than you.  Had they established themselves in any 

particular type of practice? 

MR. JESSAMY: No.  They were just starting their practice off.  They did routine cases.  It’s 

probably more accurate for me to describe what they did not do than what 

they did do.  But without being facetious, though, they did domestic 
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relations cases, contract cases that were in litigation, housing cases that 

were in litigation.  And as the practice began to age, if you will, they took 

on a number of cases that actually turned out to be pretty groundbreaking.  

I do remember one case being related to the Pullman Porters.  Pullman 

Porters were a group of black individuals who worked for the Pullman 

Company.  They worked in a capacity as a porter, as opposed to being a 

train conductor.  And when the train was devoid of individuals who could 

actually serve in the role of conductor, they would call upon the black 

guys to do it, but they would never call them conductors.  They would be 

what they would call Porter-in-Charge.  So anyway, there was a case out 

in Colorado which the Leftwich firm became of counsel to.  And we 

litigated that case.  I say we, that case started when I was in law school 

working with those guys.  By the time it came to trial, I was an attorney, 

and I did actually present some witnesses at the trial.  

MR. BROADNAX: So you were an attorney with the Leftwich firm at that time? 

MR. JESSAMY: At the time that it came to trial.  The Leftwich firm did not have any 

criminal cases.  We did not do any probate cases.  We did not do any of 

the cases that related to juveniles or neglect or anything of that nature.  

But it was an eye-opening experience, and it gave me the sense that when 

I finished law school that I wanted to join up with these guys and try to do 

what they were trying to do.  They established their law firm.  Leftwich 

had stopped working over at the legal clinic after two or three years over 



 

24 

 

there.  But those guys were starting to make a name for themselves, and 

so, I wanted to sign on with them.  

MR. BROADNAX: In deciding what career path you wanted to take, were there any other 

firms or did you have an opportunity to interview with any other lawyers? 

MR. JESSAMY: No.  I did not.  I had a military obligation that I had to fulfill, and my 

sense was that, at least in those days, individuals or companies or in-house 

counsel or law firms were not willing to interview a person that they 

thought would have to interrupt their training in the law firm or in the in-

house counsel position, so I did not interview with anybody.  I never had 

one job interview in the legal profession.  I’ve only discussed future 

employment with the Hudson, Leftwich and Davenport firm.   

MR. BROADNAX: So, Ron, how long did you stay with the Hudson, Leftwich and Davenport 

firm?  

MR. JESSAMY: I stayed with the Hudson, Leftwich and Davenport firm until 1984 when a 

couple of us left to form a firm of our own.  So that means I was with that 

group from the time before I graduated from law school up until 1984.   

MR. BROADNAX: What are some of the more memorable moments you have of working 

with William Leftwich and the Hudson firm? 

MR. JESSAMY: Well, over that period of time there are many, many, many, probably too 

numerous for me to discuss.  But I’ll give you a couple highlights.  One, I 

do recall the day that I was sworn into the District of Columbia Bar on 

June 7, 1974.  The firm was in a trial at the U.S. District Court before 

Judge Oliver Gasch.  After the swearing-in ceremony, I walked over to the 
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courtroom, and Willie Leftwich, who was one of the attorneys in trial, 

begged the court’s indulgence, asked Judge Gasch whether or not he could 

present me to the court, which he did.  Judge Gasch welcomed me into the 

profession, even though I wouldn’t be admitted at the U.S. District Court 

at that moment, and he wished me well.  That was quite a memorable 

experience.  Judge Gasch was such a kind and gracious individual, and 

I’ve had several trials with him over the years.   

Another memory I have is that we had a case in the United States 

District Court, a discrimination case, a black stockbroker who claimed 

discrimination.  We tried the case, we lost at trial, we went to the Court of 

Appeals, we won the case at the Court of Appeals.  But the interesting 

thing about that case is that the plaintiff had no damages.  It turned out, 

that when he was dismissed from the stockbrokers’ company, he went to 

Harvard Business School to get a master’s degree.  He came out, he got a 

job somewhere, and as it turned out the amount of money he made on his 

new career path eclipsed any amount of money that he would have made 

at the stockbrokerage firm.  So, the firm was awarded attorney fees, and I 

believe he got a nominal payment that was negotiated between the firm 

and him.   

MR. BROADNAX: And that was in the District Court for the District of Columbia? 

MR. JESSAMY: That was in the United States District Court for the District of Columbia.   

MR. BROADNAX: Was the Leftwich firm involved in that case? 
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MR. JESSAMY: Yes, very much involved.  And that was a case of first impressions, so to 

speak.  Usually, back in those days, employment discrimination cases 

were brought by people in the trades and not in the professions. I believe, 

if I’m not mistaken, this was the first or one of the very first cases where a 

professional individual sued for employment discrimination.   

MR. BROADNAX: What would you say the primary focus of the firm was?  Was it litigation, 

or, Mr. Leftwich, for instance, what was his focus in building lawyers with 

the firm? 

MR. JESSAMY: Well, Mr. Leftwich was a former military guy.  He was always ready to 

train young lawyers to go to bat.  His position was that you have to have a 

cadre of young lawyers capable of going up against any of the other best 

lawyers in the city.  He spent a considerable amount of time recruiting 

young people.  He spent a considerable amount of time, and the firm spent 

a considerable amount of money, in training the lawyers.   He would not 

do anything that would hurt the firm, he would not do anything that would 

hurt the client, he would not do anything that would hurt the attorney, but 

he was insistent on getting the type of experience for his young attorneys 

that would mold them into capable litigators.   

The other lawyers, the other partners, had their own focus.  

Mr. Hudson was an attorney who did something that was groundbreaking 

for the firm.  He became bond counsel for the city of Washington D.C. in 

the early days.  And it was unheard for a firm of color to be bond counsel 

back in those days.  He also developed a practice of representing 
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institutions and municipalities in Washington D.C. as becoming 

Washington Counsel, which meant interfacing with the White House and 

the Hill.  I remember our firm became Washington Counsel for the City of 

Detroit, the City of Kansas City, the City of New Orleans.  Now, 

interestingly enough, most of those cities when we became bond counsel, 

had elections that elected people of color to become mayors of their 

various cities.  And so it became a new time for lawyers of color in this 

country, and this firm was on the leading edge of that happening.   

Mr. Davenport, he had his own set of priorities and all, and he was 

mainly in the investment side of things, and he created a practice that 

developed an area where blacks were involved in building major financial 

enterprises in order to compete out here in the greater society.  So the sum 

total of what Willie Leftwich had, what Jim Hudson had, what Chester 

Davenport had, when you put them together, the sum total of them 

represented a new day and age for firms of color.  

MR. BROADNAX: Let’s stop for a minute. 

So, Ron, after your work with Hudson, Leftwich and Davenport, 

did you set up your own firm? 

MR. JESSAMY: Yes, I did.  There was a situation that developed at the Hudson, Leftwich, 

Davenport firm where several of us decided that we would try to strike out 

on our own.  My law partner, Joanne Doddy Fort, myself, and a gentleman 

by the name of Frederick Douglas, we created a firm called Jessamy, 

Douglas, and Fort.  We opened our office in August, I believe, of 1984.  
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Then, the firm changed somewhat.  Mr. Douglas went back to practice 

with Mr. Leftwich, and a gentleman named Charles Ogletree, who was the 

star litigator at the District of Columbia Public Defenders Service, decided 

to join us.  And he did.  So, with the proviso that he could continue to 

teach as an adjunct at Harvard University.  So the firm became Jessamy, 

Fort and Ogletree.   

  Then shortly thereafter, a gentleman from Maryland named 

Samuel Botts joined our firm, and we opened an office in Maryland at that 

time.  And the firm became Jessamy, Fort, Ogletree, and Botts.  Now, Mr. 

Ogletree got on a track to become a tenured professor at the Harvard Law 

School.  When he went on that track, the law school told him that he could 

not maintain a partnership in a law firm and a tenured position on the law 

school faculty, so he converted his partnership status to an of counsel 

position with the firm.  That’s one of those situations that Mr. Ogletree 

looked into and discovered that there was precedent for such relationships.  

We’re talking about some time ago, while it would probably not even raise 

an eyebrow at this point in time.   

MR. BROADNAX: What year was this that you started your own firm? 

MR. JESSAMY: 1984.  And by the time it got into being Jessamy, Fort, Ogletree, and 

Botts, that was probably about 1986.  We practiced very much the same 

type of work we did when Joanne, Fred Douglas, and myself were at 

Hudson, Leftwich and Davenport.  Joanne and I did work before the D.C. 

Public Service Commission.  I continued to do work that was assigned to 
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me by Aetna in the personal injury area.  We had representation of a 

number of membership organizations where we served as, basically, 

outside general counsel.  Fred Douglas, well, he left the firm so there is 

not that much to say about what his contribution was to the firm.  It was a 

pretty nice set of circumstances.  I think we grew to about maybe nine 

lawyers at one point.   We had offices, as I mentioned, in Maryland and 

here in the District of Columbia.   

MR. BROADNAX: Ron, obviously the Hudson, Leftwich and Davenport firm was the premier 

African American firm in Washington, D.C. during this time.  Could you 

share with us any other groundbreaking matters in which the firm may 

have been involved as that trailblazing African American firm? 

MR. JESSAMY: When you make reference to being the premier firm of color in 

Washington, D.C., as a former member of that firm, I’d like to think of it 

as being the premier firm of color in the country, but we won’t go there.   

There is, actually, one project that I had not mentioned in prior 

discussions.  The Hudson, Leftwich and Davenport firm became the 

general counsel for something called the Northeast Corridor Improvement 

Project.  That was a public works project that was developed under the 

presidency of Gerald Ford to improve the rail service between 

Washington, D.C. and Providence, Rhode Island.  It was a huge 

undertaking.  It started out being $1.9 billion.  By the time it was over, it 

was over $2 billion.  Up to that time, it strikes me that there were no firms 

of color that served in such a role.  We were counsel to the project 
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manager, which consisted of two of the premier engineering construction 

firms in the country.  One was, if memory serves me correct, the Lou 

Cather firm, and the other was the Ralph Parsons Company.  As it 

happened, when the legislation to get the Northeast Corridor Improvement 

Project under way it came about the Secretary of Transportation was a 

gentleman by the name of William T. Coleman.  Secretary Coleman was a 

giant in the Civil Rights movement in the late 1940’s, during the 1950’s.  

He had served on the Board of the NAACP Legal Defense and Education 

Fund, and he was a Republican.  But not the type of Republicans that we 

see today in 2017.  What Secretary Coleman wanted to make sure of with 

this type of money flying around out there, that some of it went to people 

of color.  He wanted to ensure that if there were set-asides, that the set-

asides would be not only directed at the trades, but also be directed at the 

professions, accounting services, legal services, and the like.  He had a 

lawyer on his staff by the name of Elaine Jones, who went over to the Hill 

and lobbied the congressmen and senators to ensure that the package, 

when it was passed by Congress, included a provision that the set-asides 

had to be for the professions as well as the trades.  Not one or the other, 

but all inclusive.  Elaine, as you probably know, went on to the NAACP 

Legal Defense Fund and became quite prominent in the undertakings of 

that organization.   

That was so magnificent that our firm got the opportunity to serve 

as the general counsel.  The areas of practice included not only contract 
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law, construction law, environmental law, it just ran the gambit, and it 

gave the firm the opportunity to develop a cadre of lawyers.  Not only 

black lawyers, but white lawyers as well.  Some of that after the project 

was over left the firm and went on to practice prominently in the areas that 

they gained expertise in under the Northeast Corridor Improvement 

Project. 

MR. BROADNAX: I know that you have been outside counsel for non-profit organizations 

such as the National Council of Negro Women, Blacks in Government, the 

Lynx, Incorporated, and the National Black Chamber of Commerce.  Is 

there anything that you would like to share about your representation of 

any of those organizations? 

MR. JESSAMY: I have served as outside counsel to those organizations, or at least my firm 

has.  I have directly worked for Blacks in Government, which is known as 

BIG, and which is a national membership organization of people of color 

within the federal, state, and local jurisdictions.  I’ve done work for the 

National Council of Negro Women, which actually I am pretty proud of 

having been a part of that organization’s efforts as they were buying a 

building of their own.  They purchased a building on Pennsylvania 

Avenue, Northwest, midway between the White House and the Capitol.  

It’s quite a handsome-looking building.  I remember one time when the 

then-President, now deceased, Dr. Dorothy Height was having a 

conversation with a real estate broker who wanted to know why she had to 

have a building on Pennsylvania Avenue.  Well, she recited a quote from 
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the founder of the National Council of Negro Women, Mary McLeod 

Bethune, who said that she wanted the woman to have a prominent place 

in the District of Columbia, and so Dr. Height looked over at me gleefully 

after they had closed on the building and said, “Do we have a proper place 

in the District of Columbia?” 

MR. BROADNAX: And what did you say? 

MR. JESSAMY: “By all means, Dr. Height.”  And then I did some work for the National 

Black Chamber of Commerce, which is an economic development engine 

within the African American community.  Our firm – not me personally, 

but one of my former law partners, Joanne Doddy Fort, for a number of 

years served as outside general counsel for an organization called the 

Lynx, Incorporated, which is a social service group, and they had a 

building of their own on Massachusetts Avenue.  Joann spent a lot of her 

time working on issues relating to that building.   

In addition to those organizations, there are others that don’t 

readily come to mind, but we’ve represented churches within the District 

of Columbia.  The issues that we worked on with respect to churches 

usually involved governance or contracts or the lack thereof between the 

pastor and the church.  The difficulty of doing church litigation is that 

those cases typically get tossed out by the local courts because there’s 

something called the Constitution of the United States, something called 

the First Amendment.  The courts do not like to entangle ecclesiastical 

matters with court-related matters.  But by and large, the representation of 
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these organizations have given my practice and my current practice an 

opportunity to stay connected with the community.  These are service-

oriented enterprises, by and large.  These are organizations consisting of 

people of color, by and large.  And these are organizations that have been 

around for a number of years. 

MR. BROADNAX: Looking at the materials, I’ve noticed that the Jessamy, Fort & Botts 

firmed combined with another firm, Jordan Keys.  Could you tell us 

something about that merger? 

MR. JESSAMY: Back probably around 1997 or so, my law partners, Joann Fort and 

Sam Botts, and I decided to combine our firm with a well-known and 

well-regarded firm of Jordan and Keys.  They did insurance defense work, 

hospital defense work, and George Keys had a pretty substantial real estate 

and land use practice.  That was interesting to me because I had done 

some real estate and land use matters in my other practice as well.  So we 

joined together and formed a firm by the name of  Jordan Keys and 

Jessamy.  That went on for a number of years.  It was interesting that there 

came a point in time when it seemed like a lot of people at the firm were 

looking for jobs.  A couple people had an interest in being considered for a 

judge at the D.C. Superior Court level or a magistrate judge.  I think one 

or two may have applied for other legal positions, so I asked why am I not 

looking?  I decided at that point that I would leave the firm and practice on 

my own, which I did. 

MR. BROADNAX: Was that around 2003? 
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MR. JESSAMY: That was 2003.  Now here in 2017, I am practicing on my own.  But it was 

an okay decision on my part.  I didn’t get the sense that the lawyers at the 

firm thought I was going anyplace, and when I left, I didn’t leave in spite 

or anything of that nature.  I left on good terms.  They say the best time to 

leave is when you’re not being pushed out, and I was definitely not being 

pushed out.  

MR. BROADNAX: There’s one thing I neglected to ask you about when you were still with 

Jessamy, Fort and Botts.  There was a program that the American Bar 

Association sponsored called the Minority Council Demonstration 

Program, and I know your firm was involved with that program.  Could 

you tell us a little something about that. 

MR. JESSAMY: By all means.  Actually, that’s one of the more favorable aspects of the 

practice as I look back on it in those days.  The American Bar Association 

program was designed to bring business opportunities to minority firms.  

The program would try to match up local firms with national 

organizations.  The problem with being in the District of Columbia is that 

most national corporations do not have offices or manufacturing facilities 

in the District of Columbia save for public relations or government 

relations type offices, so we got very few opportunities to perform legal 

services for any of those companies.  But what it did do for us is give us 

an opportunity to connect with firms across the country of similar size and 

similar outlooks.  The firms within the project had varying degrees of 

success.  Some grew and grew and grew.  Others stayed basically the same 
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by way of number of employees and the like.  But I do not discredit the 

American Bar Association for its Herculean efforts to bring economic 

opportunities to these smaller firms.  The firms had been selected based 

upon their “likelihood of success” in a project such as this, which meant 

that most of the firms that were selected – and there were six – had already 

been doing work of some nature on a small-scale basis for clients who had 

needs similar to these firms that they were trying to match with.  So that 

was one of the factors that they considered in determining whether the 

firm was going to be selected to participate in this project.  The project 

also permitted the participants the opportunity to travel to various 

locations where they would hold seminars or give pointers on practice 

skills, get you introduced to some of the major corporations in the country, 

and so from that perspective, it was good.  As I understand it now, the 

program has expanded to include not only minority law firms, but has 

expanded to include partners and associates of color in major firms.  The 

thought was that in order for those individuals to succeed, they would 

have to bring something to the table.  This was a way of giving them an 

opportunity to do so.   

MR. JESSAMY: [There’s a section missing here]  

Of this nature, somebody ought to be around the table that looks 

like us.  One of the examples I gave was that the Bar Association of the 

District of Columbia used to operate the law library that was in the U.S. 

District Court building, but blacks couldn’t use it.  There used to be a 
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black guy who ran the library who used to open it up at night time and let 

black lawyers come in and use the books.  Here people qualified to be 

members of the Bar Association of the District of Columbia which was a 

voluntary bar association, but they couldn’t join that.  They couldn’t use 

the law library.  This guy died a couple years before, whenever my first 

interview was taking place, he died maybe a couple years before that.  I 

say it’s like folklore, since I wasn’t around.  You hear these stories, right. 

  




