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from the chief

One of my greatest joys while 
serving in Congress was giving 
“midnight tours” of the Capitol to 
visitors from back home. Busloads 
of eighth graders on Washington, 
D.C., field trips were a weekly staple 
in the spring, and a steady flow of 
families on vacation was the norm 
on warm summer nights. I slept on 
a cot in my Capitol office, so the 
attraction of a cozy bed never kept 
me from saying “yes” to sharing my 
24/7 access to the Capitol with my 
constituents.

The halls of Congress were ee-
rily quiet when we toured, a stark 
contrast to the daytime hustle and 
bustle of red jacket tour guides 
leading throngs of visitors through 
our nation’s seat of government.
I tried to bring life to the incredible 
moments in our nation’s history 
that took place under the dome 
to make a point of just how truly 
blessed we are to live in the greatest 

country in the world because of the 
rights, liberties and freedoms our 
Constitution guarantees.

But I also shared events from our 
past when the Capitol bore witness 
to a nation in crisis. While touring 
Statuary Hall, I would explain to 
my visitors that they were standing 
in the exact spot where the British 
Royal Marines proclaimed, “Shall 
this harbor of Yankee democracy 
be burned? All for it will say ‘Aye,’” 
and then set the Capitol ablaze in a 
fire that nearly destroyed the entire 
structure during the War of 1812. 
In the House Chamber, I would 
point to the Gallery door where 
three foreign nationalists entered in 
1954 and began shooting, wounding 
five members of Congress. 

Sadly, we must now add Jan. 6, 
2021, to our nation’s history — a 
day we will never forget — a day 
when the division in our country 
boiled over. My intent, however, is 
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not to express my personal views 
and opinions about the legal con-
sequences for those who breached 
the Capitol or the root causes of 
our nation’s divisiveness. Instead,   
I wish to point out that, while most 
view the January assault as an attack 
on the Legislative and Executive 
branches of government, the third 
branch of government, the Judiciary, 
is increasingly at risk as well. We 
must recognize this reality and do 
all we can to reinforce the public’s 
trust in the important work we do 
and the critical role we perform in 
a civil society.

In Federalist Paper No. 78, 
Alexander Hamilton assured a 
new nation that the Judicial branch 
would be the weakest of the three 
branches of government because 
it had “no influence over either 
the sword or the purse.” Today, 
many would suggest Hamilton’s 
prognostication has not borne out 
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quite as he predicted. Over the last half-century, much 
has been written about the public’s growing concern that 
the courts are becoming too powerful, too political and 
too agenda-driven. The public’s faith in the values that 
uphold America’s judicial system has eroded.

This year, the Court has a great opportunity to take 
proactive steps to engage the public to promote our 
commitment to achieving justice that is fair, equal and 
accessible to all. We do this by clearly defining our guid-
ing principles, values, professional standards and ethical 
considerations. Even during the COVID pandemic, 
all five Justices have been actively engaged in a more 
robust civic education effort that includes virtual visits 
to schools and civic groups throughout our State stress-
ing the importance of an independent Judiciary and our 
responsibility to promote the public’s trust. For example, 
Justice Beth Walker and several of her fellow women 
Justices who serve in other states have a national podcast 
entitled Lady Justice that is very popular. Additionally,    
I am about to complete my 20th episode of And Justice 
for All, a series of short three- to four-minute videos on 
the history, structure and operations of the courts in West 
Virginia. These can be found by clicking the YouTube 
icon on the bottom right-hand side of the West Virginia 
Judiciary website (www.courtswv.gov).

I am also proud to say that the entire West Virginia 
Supreme Court is fully committed to the reforms we 

have put in place over the past two years to repair the 
public’s trust from the self-inflicted damage that oc-
curred before 2018. Working together in a much more 
collegial manner, the “New Court” has now returned to 
the Legislature $10 million in unspent carry-over funds 
to address the taxpayers’ needs. The Court has also put 
in place policies to ensure that the egregious actions of 
the past never happen again.

We are now much more fiscally responsible and 
transparent. The budget request submitted by the Court 
to the Legislature for approval during the 2021 Session 
is less than the amount appropriated to the Court five 
years ago. And due to our transparency efforts, not 
only can you continue to watch oral arguments live 
through the Court’s website, but each argument is also 
uploaded to our YouTube channel for easy viewing in 
the future. This is all to demonstrate how the Court is 
fully committed to rebuilding the trust and confidence 
of the people of West Virginia.

Now is the time for each of us to recognize that the 
third branch of government is not immune from the 
attacks we see in our country today that target the in-
stitutions we know are essential to civil society. We must 
never reach the boiling point where our doors are breached 
with calls to “burn it down.” Let us each dedicate the 
time, energy and effort to lift up a judicial system that 
we value and are proud to serve.  WVL

The Court is fully committed to 
rebuilding the trust and confidence 

of the people of West Virginia.


