
A Vigil F r Thurgood Marshallo

T h r e e d a y s a f t e r h i s d e a t h , o n J a n u a r y 2 7 t h , t u r n e d h i s p a l m s u p w a r d , a n d h e c l e n c h e d h i s
Thurgood Marshall came to the Supreme Court, fists. He put his head down on his chest; his fists
up the marble steps, for the last time. Congress w e r e c l e n c h e d s o h a r d I s a w h i s a r m s t r e m b l e .
h a d o r d e r e d A b r a h a m L i n c o l n ’ s c a t a f a l q u e He stood for some minutes, silent and trembling,
b r o u g h t t o t h e C o u r t , a n d o n i t t h e c a s k e t o f in the most solemn place he knew, to make the
T h u r g o o d M a r s h a l l l a y i n s t a t e . H i s b e l o v e d m o s t s o l e m n p r o m i s e o f h i s l i f e — w h a t e v e r i t
Chief, Earl W rren, had been so honored in the was—to himself.  TM would have been happy toa
G r e a t H a l l o f t h e C o u r t , a n d n o o n e e l s e . s e e h i m t h e r e . S u c h y o u t h f u l m o m e n t s o f
C o n g r e s s w a s r i g h t a b o u t t h e b i e r , a n d s p o k e p a s s i o n a t e r e s o l v e c a n c h a n g e t h e w o r l d , h e
with the voice of the people: no other American,         knew. Thurgood Marshall had such a passionate
o f a n y a g e , s o d e s e r v e d t o l i e w h e r e L i n c o l n determination, and he changed the world.
slept.

The world was changed more than he knew, and
T h i m , a l l d a y o n W d n e s d a y , t h e p e o p l e t h e p e o p l e c a m e t o t e l l h i m a b o u t i t . T h e yo e
came—a score of thousands, we were told, in the         brought him their staggering diversity, and they
b l u s t e r y b r i g h t Wa s h i n g t o n w i n t e r . T h e c a m e b e f o r e h i m o n e l a s t t i m e t o s a y : “ Y uo

 P r e s i d e n t h a d s a i d a w e e k b e f o r e t h a t i t w a s s e e   … T h i s i s w h a t e q u a l i t y i s ; t h i s i s w h o w e
s p r i n g , b u t h e w a s o p t i m i s t i c . I s t o o d w i t h are. W are the people you strived for. W aree e

 p e r h a p s t w o t h o u s a n d o f t h e p e o p l e m y s e l f . the people you protected. W are the P ople ofe e
 T h e y k n e w i t w a s w i n t e r , b u t t h e r e w a s t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s o f A m e r i c a , a n d w e l o v e d

something that they had to do. With others who you.”
 h a d b e e n T M ’ s l a w c l e r k s , I k e p t v i g i l b y t h e

bier for a time. W stood by turns, in motionless I s t o o d a n d w a t c h e d t h e m a s t h e y c a m e , a n de
r e s p e c t a s t h e p e o p l e p a s s e d . T M ’ s s o n J o h n t r i e d t o r e m e m b e r e a c h f a c e I s a w . I t r i e d t o
s t o o d t h e r e a l l d a y , h o u r a f t e r h o u r w i t h h i s r e m e m b e r o u t o f g r a t i t u d e a n d l o v e , f o r t h e y
trooper’s straightness, full of gentle strength, his knew who he was, and came to show him who
f a t h e r ’ s t o u g hness in his face. So b y t u r n s w e they had become because of him. I stood by his
stood, on hard cold marble, and the people came side and realized that his long journey was over,
to say goodbye. They too came up the steps and and that there, in the Great Hall, he was at home.
t h r o u g h t h e d o o r s , a b o v e w h i c h t h e C o u r t H e r e w a s O d y s s e u s r e t u r n e d f r o m a l l h i s
promises the world EQUAL JUSTICE UNDER wanderings, old and crafty, a teller of tales who
LA . Later the Chief Justice said, and rightly, h a d b e e n s t r o n g e n o u g h t o s t r i k e d o w n t h eW
that no other individual had done more to make wicked and unjust in his own hall.
those words reality.

At ten o’clock that night, the last of the people
B u t a l l t h e p e o p l e m a d e t h e w o r d s r e a l o n p a s s e d , a n d T M l e f t t h e C o u r t f o r e v e r . T h e y
W d n e s d a y , f o r t h e y d i d e q u a l j u s t i c e t o h i s l i f t e d h i m f r o m w h e r e F a t h e r A b r a h a m h a de
m e m o r y , o n e a n d a l l , t h e f o r t u n a t e a n d t h e s l u m b e r e d , a n d b o r e h i m o u t f r o m t h e G r e a t
unfortunate together. I stood silent waiting for H a l l , d o w n t h e m a r b l e s t e p s a n d i n t o h i s t o r y ,
th e m , a n d t hey were silent by and large saying toward the lighted rotunda of the Capitol. Or so
w h a t t h e y h a d c o m e t o s a y . S c h o o l c h i l d r e n they told me; I wasn’t there.  I could not bear to
c a m e , l o t s o f t h e m , t o p r o m i s e w i t h t h e i r see it.  I thought of him instead photographed on
teachers that the lessons he had struggled all his those same steps—young, confident and strong,
l i f e t o l e a r n w o u l d b e h a n d e d d o w n t o t h e i r         grinning with his invariable mixture of irony and
g r a n d c h i l d r e n , t h r e e g e n e r a t i o n s m o r e . O t h e r s joy—celebrating with his comrades in arms the
c a m e w i t h p r o m i s e s t o o . I r e m e m b e r m o s t i m p o s s i b l e a c h i e v e m e n t o f a n e n t i r e n a t i o n ’ s
c l e a r l y a y o u n g m a n , o f s e v e n t e e n o r s o , w h o dream. I thought of him as he had been, and I
came with his mother. He walked to the casket, c o u l d n o t s t a n d a n d w a t c h a s O d y s s e u s s a i l e d
a s c l o s e a s t h e r o p e s w o u l d l e t h i m p a s s . H e away once more, leaving us all behind.
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