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Jeffrey Toobin:


Welcome, on behalf of the Law Library of Congress.  I get to say, “on behalf of the Law Library of Congress” as if I’m responsible for this beautiful magnificent place, which I’m not.  But I’m just a friend and a enthusiastic supporter.  And this is the 175th anniversary of the Law Library and -- part of the honorary committee.  Let’s give a round of applause, absolutely.

[applause]

To that man in particular who started clapping first, absolutely.  So it’s great to be here.  And, first of all, I would like to say thank you to some of our sponsors, because we know that’s important, to say thank you to your sponsors.  Our presenting sponsor this evening is Thomson West.

[applause]

Thank you all.  Your early underwriting helped form the foundation of this event.  Our patron sponsors are Beirne, Maynard and Parsons, LLP; the Burton Foundation for Legal Achievement; Hein Online, a division of William S. Hein and Company; LexisNexis and the Roll Call Group.

[applause]

Thank you all.  This group of underwriters helped strengthen the base of support for the celebration.  We thank you all.  Our friend sponsors this evening are the American University Washington College of Law and “Congressional Quarterly.”  Thank you to those as well.

[applause]

I love “CQ.”  “CQ” like, rules this part of Washington.  It’s like whenever I’m in the capital, it’s just like their jurisdiction.  And, finally, there are more than 35 anniversary benefactor sponsors listed in tonight’s program.  So you all have to read all their names and say thank you to them.  And we’d like to thank them.  

Now, when I was asked to be chairman of the honorary committee, I thought this was really a great idea.  And I would just like to say one thing about the Law Library of Congress, there’s a lot to talk about.  There are 2.6 million volumes.  It’s a very heavily used, wonderful library.  But I would just like to talk about one thing, which is the foreign collections that they have here, the collections of law from outside the United States.  And when you think about the challenges that our country faces over the next few decades, whether it’s terrorism or whether it’s global warming or economics and trade, international cooperation and international dealings among countries are going to be absolutely critical.  And the only place in the United States where we can learn what the laws are of other countries is right here.  And one of the things I just learned tonight was that 15 percent of the requests in the foreign collection come from other countries who want to learn what the laws are of other countries because there’s nowhere else in the world that this kind of collection exists.  

And it is true that we live in digital age, and it is true that law firms have tremendous resources.  But, you know what?  It’s not all on Google, and Arnold and Porter and Covington and Burling -- they don’t have a library like this.  No law firm does.  And I just think it’s enormously important that we see the Law Library survive and thrive because -- not just because it’s a wonderful thing, which it is.  But it’s literally in our national and international interests to see that it thrives.  And I wanted to make a pitch and offer my support to Rubens Medina and the Law Library itself.  

But with that I will move -- introduce you to someone who really knows what he’s talking about, Rubens Medina, who has been the law librarian of Congress since 1994.  He holds a law degree from the National University in Asunción, Paraguay, a Ph.D. in law and sociology from the University of Wisconsin, which is about as far from Paraguay as you can get, I would think, while remaining within the United States.  He has practiced and taught law in Paraguay and Chile and supervised research and publications in Latin American law at the Law Library.  

As law librarian of Congress, Dr. Medina manages and directs the government’s only general legal research library, and the largest law library in the world.  He is responsible for the Law Library budget, personnel management, policy administration, and overall operational effectiveness.  He also serves as chair of the Executive Council of the Global Legal Information Network, known to its friends as GLIN, an international cooperative information system developed and maintained by the Law Library.  As project director, he manages the budget and personnel resources, sets policy related to GLIN, and is instrumental in negotiating with foreign governments to join the GLIN network.  

Dr. Medina has served as a consultant to the U.S. government, international agencies, learning centers on matters concerning collection, processing, analyzing legal sources for manual or automated inputting and retrieval of national and multinational systems at various levels of data.  There will be a quiz on all of this later.  So I hope you’re paying close attention.

[laughter]

He’s the recipient of numerous awards and fellowships and was recently presented with the “Federal Computer Week” magazine 2007 Federal 100 Award for shepherding the 2006 upgrade of GLIN, thereby providing citizens and nations with the means for accessing laws and related legal material from across Asia, Africa, Europe, and the Americas, in 13 searchable languages.  Dr. Medina first came to the Library of Congress in 197,1 when he was appointed chief of the Hispanic Law Division.  He held this position until 1994, when he was appointed the 21 law librarian of Congress. Please welcome the law librarian of Congress, Rubens Medina.

[applause]

Rubens Medina:


I didn’t realize that the story had grown that long in my case.  Well, good evening, everyone.  Again, let me join Mr. Toobin in welcoming you.  It’s a real pleasure and an honor having you join us to celebrate our 175 anniversary.  And the purpose of me being with you here is simply to bring us together to remember, how did we evolve into what we are today?  

The library that Congress established evolved in the direction that Thomas Jefferson advised.  It was Mr. Jefferson’s sage advice that the collection should be developed recognizing that there is, in fact, “no subject to which a member of Congress may not have an occasion to refer.”  It is not, therefore, a surprise that an important part of that early collection focused on books on law, for it is law, as a friend of the Law Library once put it, “That peace and order must first be established before progress in the arts and sciences is possible.”  

So it was that efforts dating from the late 18th century began to take shape to gather a specific legal collection.  Early in the 19th century, calls for the establishment of a separate Law Library within the Library of Congress increased, one that would also serve the needs of the Supreme Court and the local bar.  Through the stewardship and initiative of two senators, Felix Grundy and William Learned Marcy, a bill is pressed forward and signed into law by President Andrew Jackson on July the 14, 1832, creating a Law Library of Congress.  The Law Library was allotted $5,000 for the purchase of law books with a core legal collection of 2,011 books to be segregated from the main collection of the Library of Congress.  Justices of the Supreme Court were to have free access to the collection, and members of the bar were afforded borrowing privileges.  

By 1849, the collection had grown to 8,000 volumes.  With centralized copyright registration and deposit in 1870, the Law Library of Congress assumed its position as the nation’s largest law library.  The Law Library relocates to the old Supreme Court chamber in 1860, on the Capitol -- Capitol Building.  And it is popularly then known as the Supreme Court library, with the law librarian often being called upon to deliver books to the Justices.  

In 1930 -- becomes a very important year for us.  It’s a watershed year, in fact.  Justice Harlan Stone appears before a House appropriations subcommittee and successfully urges a substantial increase in the Law Library’s appropriation, from [$]3,000 to [$]50,000.  Under Law Librarian John Vance, Jr., who served between 1924 and 1943, a linguist and a prominent jurist himself, the size of the collection doubled.  In 1932, in celebration of the Law Library’s centennial, the American Bar Association established a committee focusing on providing increased support for Congress and the bar.  That committee continues to this day.  Would the distinguished members of the ABA Standing Committee on the Law Library present this evening please stand to be recognized?

[applause]

Thank you.  In 1981, the Law Library and its collections of over 1.7 million items then, relocated to its current location in James Madison Building.  Today, with a collection exceeding, we believe -- more than 2.7 really, Mr. Toobin -- we are approaching 3 million items.  And we believe that it’s even more -- moving a little bit higher than that.  So the collection indeed is growing exponentially and continues to serve not only the research and reference needs of the U.S. Congress, its principle client, but increasingly those of the judiciary, the executive branch agencies, and the public at large.  

For 2006, the Law Library produced 1,459 legal research reports and special studies, an increase of 57 percent from the previous years.  These are really studies of law performed by competent attorneys that have credentials from many jurisdictions from around the world.  Quite telling, however, is the growth in online resource use.  In 2006, Law Library online reference sources received 3.5 million hits.  The Law Library is, therefore, more than the nation’s law library.  Increasingly, the institution is assuming a leadership role in legal information management on a global scale.  The Law Library cannot ignore globalization and the key role that laws play in that development.  The Global Legal Information Network, a cooperative effort of nations throughout the world, is committed to making the authoritative text of laws of participating nations freely available to all.  This network was developed based upon the generous support of the United States Congress, but is now a true international effort.  

I am pleased and humbled to address you as the 21 law librarian of Congress on this various auspicious celebration of 175 years of dedication and accomplishment.  I speak not only for my 20 predecessors but for the many dedicated staff members, including those in attendance here tonight, who have accomplished the mission of the Law Library of Congress as it has evolved over more than a century.  

We are honored to share with you this evening a special article written about the Law Library 175 anniversary for the July edition of the “ABA Journal.”  To make sure that you take this marvelous piece home with you tonight, you will receive a copy as you leave the building tonight.  Our special thanks to the editor and publisher of the “ABA Journal,” Mr. Edward A. Adams, for the publication and for providing copies for tonight’s gala.  

And, finally, I invite all of you to enjoy the beauty of the Jefferson Building.  And after dessert, please take a look at our Main Reading Room through the observatory located directly behind you.  I thank you all for coming and sharing with you this very important and I think rather emotional moment for us here in Law Library.  Thank you so much for coming.

[applause]

Thank you.  Now, this is the more important part of my role here tonight.  I now have the distinct honor of introducing our featured guest of the evening.  Congressman Ted Poe is in his second term as the United States Representative for the Southeast Texas Second Congressional District.  Congressman Poe has a distinguished career of public service to the Lone Star State.  Congressman Poe first made a name for himself in Texas as a straight-talking, no-nonsense chief felony prosecutor.  As an assistant district attorney for eight years, Mr. Poe tried hundreds of cases, even those seeking the death penalty, and never lost a jury trial.  When Mr. Poe became a judge in 1981, he continued his dedication to justice and became one of the youngest judges in the state of Texas, serving as Houston Felony Court Judge for 22 years.  Elected six times to the bench in Houston, Texas, Judge Poe garnered national media attention for his poetic justice.  

In sentencing criminals, in 1999, he helped craft pioneering state legislation allowing Texas judges to order public notice of a crime in probation cases.  His public punishment approach has been showcased through media venues such as “60 Minutes,” “20/20,” “Dateline,” and Australian, German, French, Bulgarian, Japanese, and British newscasts.  Congressman Poe appears regularly on Fox News Channel, MSNBC, CNN, and numerous local broadcasts as a political and legal analyst.  

Congressman Poe has obtained significant appointments to the House Committee on Foreign Affairs, including the Terrorism Subcommittee and the House Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure.  While in Washington, Congressman Poe founded and cochairs the Congressional Victim’s Rights Caucus, to represent and advocate before the United States Congress and the administration on behalf of victims.  The bipartisan Congressional Victim’s Rights Caucus has helped pass victims legislation, including the Adam Walsh Child Safety Act, which tracks child predators across state lines once they leave prison.  Congressman Poe has sustained passion for protecting abused, assaulted and neglected children.  He currently serves on the board of the National Children’s Alliance in Washington, D.C., and the Children’s Assessment Center of Houston, Texas.  

A prominent speaker, Congressman Poe has delivered over a thousand training sessions and keynote addressees to law enforcement entities as well as attorneys, judges and private citizen’s organizations in the areas of crime, leadership practices, gang investigations, terrorism, probation and parole, narcotics, school safety, punishment techniques, and victim’s rights.  Congressman Ted Poe earned his Bachelor’s (sic) of Arts in Political Science from Abilene Christian University, where he served as class president.  He went on to receive his Doctor of Juris Prudence from the University of Houston Law Center, where he was a member of the law school honor society.  

A former member of the U.S. Air Force Reserve C-130 Unit at Houston’s Ellington Air Force Base, Congressman Poe’s hobbies include photography and the study of Texas history.  Please, ladies and gentlemen, help me to welcome Congressman Poe.  

[applause]

Congressman Ted Poe:

Thank you, Dr. Medina.  I knew my mother was going to send you a résumé, but I didn’t know she was going to tell you all that.  And part of it is true, so thank you very much.  It is an honor to be here with you tonight.  I appreciate the chance to talk to you for a few minutes.  Earlier this afternoon, I was talking to my wife, Carol, on the phone and telling her once again that I was getting to speak tonight over here at the Library of Congress; mostly lawyers, a few folks from the media.  And she said, “Well, if you’re talking to lawyers and the press, remember Jesse’s report.”  Now, Jesse -- or, my wife Carol is a third grade school teacher.  God bless her.  And she required that all of her kids write a report on some famous person that lived in world history.  And Jesse wrote a report on Socrates.  And his report read, “Socrates was a philosopher.  He talked a lot and they killed him for it.”

[laughter]

So -- heard an amen right over here.  Thank you.  I’ll remember Jesse’s report as I’m talking to y’all tonight.  But it’s an honor to be here, this very important anniversary, the 175 anniversary of the Law Library of Congress.  In my opinion, the interior of this building is the most beautiful building in Washington, D.C.

[applause]

And everything in here means something; every sketch, every portrait, everything means something.  I don’t know what they all mean, but it does mean something.  And there’s someone here in the Library of Congress that could tell you every nook and cranny and what it represents.  And I think that’s a great tribute to the Library of Congress.  

You know, in 1800, the United States Congress passed legislation to establish a library for its use and, of course, this is the oldest cultural institution in the United States.  And we can really thank, I guess, Thomas Jefferson for all of this.  In 1815, Thomas Jefferson said to John Adams, “I cannot live without my books.  I have to have my books.”  And because Thomas Jefferson had to have his books, we got them, because he kept them and then we ended up getting them.  Of course, when the British end up burning most of the buildings in Washington, DC in 1814, what there was of the Library of Congress was destroyed in that fire and then Thomas Jefferson donated his 6,500 books to the Library of Congress to stock all of these shelves.  And there were about 500, I guess -- 475, I think, to be exact -- that were actually law books that he donated.  

And, of course, then in July 14, 175 years ago, 1832, the Law Library was established by President Andrew Jackson with the intent to serve the nation’s lawmakers.  It’s interesting that Andrew Jackson would help Congress with the law, you know.  If you read about Andrew Jackson, he didn’t care much for Congress.  In fact, some say that’s why the Treasury Building is built where it is, so that you cannot see the Capitol to the White House, or rather the White House to the Capitol.  He put the Treasury Building there so he wouldn’t have to look at the Capitol.  Now, I don’t know if that’s true or not.  I read it in a book out of this library.  

[laughter]

But I assume it is true.  But we can owe him -- we can credit him for his donation to making sure that members of Congress, I guess, would have something to read.  

And if you think about 2.6 million books -- law books -- that’s a lot of law.  And I think that’s a phenomenal number and this law library, Dr. Medina, is to be praised for its resourcefulness in getting so many resources under the law.  

Even somewhere here is the Code of Hammurabi and many other documents that date back many, many years.  In fact, there are 25,000 documents previous to 1801 that is here.  And as already has been mentioned, it has become the library of international law throughout the world, not just for use of Americans, but it’s for use of people in foreign countries as well.  And especially since September 11, 2001, the Law Library began to have a multinational study on foreign legal response to terrorism.  

But I guess my question is, why do we have all this law?  I mean, what purpose does this law serve?  Certainly there’s a reason to have it.  And I guess that’s the question.  I think certainly it proves that the United States is a nation of laws.  And we are proud of that fact.  It’s part of our democratic heritage.  But we hear that in every law school, that we’re a nation of laws.  

Now, when I was growing up, my grandmother was the law.  And there was -- you know, there was no lawyer when you had to deal with her and there was no appellate process.  She was the law, and because the law wasn’t written it tended to change from time to time. 

[laughter]

 But there was no doubt about it, she was the law.  And I mention her because she has been the most influential person in my life and encouraged me all my life to go into public service.  She was a member of the Democratic Party and proud of that and never forgave me for betraying the cause and going over to the Republican side.  But she wanted me to be a lawyer and encouraged me to do that.  

And I think public service is something that many in this room aspire to do, and do currently.  And I think that that is very important.  I certainly liked being a prosector, being in the courtroom every day as a trial lawyer, trying cases.  I thought I’d died and gone to heaven as a trial lawyer.  

But then after eight years, I assumed the throne and wore the black robe and became one of those trial judges that many of you have had experience with.  Now, probably when you looked on the program trying to find what’s for dessert, you read that some judge was speaking tonight.  And you lawyers probably didn’t get warm fuzzies inside.  You know, lawyers, public, media, you know, most people really don’t like judges.  I can say that because I was one for 22 years.  And we don’t have a lot of friends.  And I don’t like the Christmas season.  I never get Christmas cards from anybody, except for one inmate in a Texas penitentiary; sends me the same Christmas card every year that says, “Thinking of you.  Wish you were here.”  You know.

[laughter]

But, you know, judges kind of have that aloofness to us. And people don’t like us for some reason.  But I enjoyed being a judge.  Twenty-two years on the bench. I tried cases -- criminal cases, felonies -- every day for 22 years. Saw about 25,000 people work their way to the courthouse or the “palace of perjury” as I refer to it sometimes.  And the issue always was the law; the law.  That was the issue.  And it’s the same issue in every court in the United States -- is the law.  And it was, of course, the responsibility to make sure that the law is followed.  And after spending 22 years, I’m now in my second term in Congress.  

But I’d like to make a couple of observations.  During that time -- as a prosecutor, but mainly as a judge -- I noticed, being in the courtroom everyday -- and this is my personal opinion.  I think today we need to be very concerned about the quality of our trial lawyers.  I’m talking about anybody that goes in the courtroom and represents somebody, on either side -- plaintiff, defendant, prosecutor, defense attorney.  I think that the quality of lawyering in the courtroom is diminishing in this country.  I don’t know why, maybe our law schools can answer that question some day.  I think we need to be very careful about that.  And those of you who have the privilege to step into one of our courtrooms, a court of law, and represent some person or entity -- to me that is the most noble thing a person can do in life, as a lawyer, to represent the cause of another person in a court of law.  

And the second thing that I’m concerned about is the fact that we have sort of an under movement going on in some of our places in this country and foreign countries to limit the right to be tried by jury, that we hear these comments that jurors aren’t smart enough anymore, so we need to go to professional juries.  That’s why we went to juries to begin with, to keep away from professional jurors.  And so I’m concerned about that because I’m a big believer in the right to be tried by a jury in civil cases and in criminal cases.  And I hope that we don’t see that right, that we all know that Americans a long time ago thought that we could have in this country, diminished in any respect.  

As a person who represented in court, as a judge, the rule of law, I think the law says that all of us are accountable for the choices that we make under the law, that we’re personally accountable.  Now, we know why people violate the rules and break laws, if we can use that phrase. But we need to also know that we’re personally accountable for the choices that we make.  And I think when we get to the courtroom -- and really all law is written in a way that eventually it could end up in somebody’s courtroom somewhere -- as to what it means, or what it doesn’t mean, or what it says or it doesn’t say. I think it’s important that especially judges make sure that they work with the law that’s passed to make sure that they get people to be held accountable for the choices they make, especially in criminal courts.  For example, if that individual is found guilty of a crime.  

But maybe we have a greater duty than that.  Maybe we have the responsibility to not only to punish someone if they’re guilty, but also hopefully to change their behavior or their attitude by the sanction that is imposed in a criminal court.  And let me give you a couple of examples.  Now, as dealing only with criminal cases for 22 years -- 25,000 cases -- I mean, I assessed the punishment all up and down the ladder where I thought it was appropriate.  And for those of you who work in the federal courts, in Texas we don’t have sentencing guidelines.  We just have a range of punishment, you know, like most crimes in Texas are felonies.  And most of those felonies, the punishment range is from five to life.  You know, I mean, that’s the way our legislatures wrote it.  So I think that it’s important, though, that judges try to hold people accountable but yet change conduct as well.  

And let me give you a couple of examples of that, remembering Jesse’s report.  Of course, when first offenders would come through my courtroom, many of them first offenders, nonviolent crimes would receive a suspended sentence or a probationary sentence.  In other words, “You follow these rules and I, the judge, will keep my end of the contract and I won’t revoke your probation and send you up to the penitentiary,” or the “Do-Right Hotel” as they call it down there.  “You don’t violate the rules, you stay on probation.  You violate them, you get to see me again.”  

Now, one of the conditions of probation across the entire United States that most judges routinely impose is, while you’re on probation, you will work.  Go figure.  You got to get a job and go out there and work.  But there are many people who don’t work and many of them are on probation.  And so they’re supposed to work, they don’t work, they violate their probation, so what would you do as a judge?  Bring them back to court, revoke their probation, and then put them in the penitentiary, where they still don’t work.  I mean, what’s the answer to that?  Now, I was troubled with this for a long time.  I had people on probation doing all they’re supposed to do except they wouldn’t work.  

So, I finally decided I would start with a program of 30 individuals who were on probation that wouldn’t work. And I told them, “Basically here’s the deal -- since you’re free all day, not doing anything, I’m going to enlist you for six weeks in court school.”  “What’s that, Judge?”  “Well, for six weeks you’re going to sit here in the court room, right over here in a little section that we have for you.  And you’re going to take notes on all the cases that take place in the courtroom.  You’re going to take notes on this.  And you’re going to write down the case and what happens.  You’re going to have to read five books during that six weeks from the court-approved reading list.  I’m the court.  I approve the list.”  You know, it was always something about Texas history or, you know -- we cover the gamut.  “And you have to write reports on that.  You have to go to special classes.”  You know, we would get volunteers from the community, legal community.  We had lawyers that would come in and talk to these people about all kinds of things, life skills.  “But at the end of that six weeks, you got to get a job.”  

Well, what if they didn’t get a job?  Would you revoke them and put them in prison?  No, I wouldn’t do that.  I make them go to court school all over again.  And I got one guy that I guess he almost got a Ph.D. in court school before he ever decided to get a job.  

[laughter]

But you see, that kind of thing doesn’t cost anything.  You use the resources and the law that you have and you require people to do more than sometimes they think they can do.  

I actually got this idea some years ago and then finally started implementing it.  And it started out in a case where people come to the courthouse sometimes charged with crime, and they think that they are better than other people.  There is a philosophy in our legal system -- I know some of y’all up here in this part of the country are shocked to hear this.  But down in Texas there’s an unwritten law that, “sin ain’t sin as long as good folk do it.”  You think that through and you will see how that works in some of our courtrooms, which is a position I certainly don’t believe in.  But some people would come to courthouse; they think they are different or better than these other people coming to the courthouse.  

And so one of these individuals was charged with theft from a local store.  It was from Wal-Mart.  Now, I haven’t seen any Wal-Marts up here.  Are there Wal-Marts up here?  Oh, y’all are sophisticated.  Anyway, he was charged with stealing from Wal-Mart.  Now, it’s the second -- it’s the third time he stole from a store.  He happens to be going to one of our universities working on a master’s degree in business.  Now, I don’t think this was part of the curriculum, that he’d steal while he’s working on his business degree.  But, anyway, he had shoplifted a couple of times before.  Now, he shoplifts from Wal-Mart, and steals a misdemeanor amount, but under our law, third theft, regardless of the amount, is a felony.  You know, welcome to the NFL, so to speak.  

So he comes into court, charged with theft.  I could have put him in jail, decided not to do that.  But he had this little attitude that he was better than everybody else because after all, “I’m working on a business degree.”  So I ordered that he go back out to this Wal-Mart and carry a sign for seven days made out of poster board we got from Wal-Mart.  And the sign read, “I stole from this store.  Don’t be a thief or this could be you.”  

[laughter]

And so for seven days he did the walk out in front of Wal-Mart.  Now, what happened?  Well, people stopped and talked to him about his conduct.  One lady wanted to take him to church on Sunday and save him.  She did.  “Come with me, you poor thing.”  After the week was over, the store manager called.  He said, “Judge Poe, you know the week that guy was out there with that sign?  I didn’t have any stealing going on in the store.”  Well, no kidding.  

[laughter]

Now, who got that message?  Well, those other would be thieves that are driving by; they see the guy with the sign.  They say, “Let’s don’t stop here.  Let’s go down to Target and steal something,” you know.  

[laughter]

Now, after this was all over with, what about the offender?  Well, he was later on CNN talking about this.  And he says, “The most embarrassing thing that ever happened to me, changed my attitude, changed my conduct,” and he’s finished his probation.  He does have a little business now in the Houston area.  He used to come by the courthouse and visit with me and give me ideas how I could do these in other cases.  

[laughter]

And so I give that example because we in the legal system have to use the law and think outside the box.  Now, how do you do that legally, for the lawyers?  How could you do that legally?  Well, we now have legislation specifically that allows it, but under law most courts are allowed to give community service, and part of his community service was to go out and carry that sign and, hopefully, change the attitude of other people.  

Now, anyone here ever had their car stolen?  Nobody?  She has.  She’s been to Houston.  We lose 145 cars a day in Houston, Texas, to stealing.  Chamber of Commerce doesn’t like me saying that, but we do.  And not too long ago the most prized material possession that I have on Earth, my 1984 Jeep Renegade, was stolen.  I tell you one thing: until the Houston Police Department caught the guy who stole my Jeep, it was a rough six weeks on auto thieves at the courthouse.  I guarantee you that.  Every one of them coming in charged with auto theft, I’d ask them, “Hey, Bubba, did you steal a Jeep?”  “No, it was a Toyota, a Toyota.”  Anyway, I got it back.  

[laughter]

But we had this senior citizen and I don’t know how old she was but she was on the senior part of the senior citizen, and she drove some old car.  I don’t know, Buick, Pontiac, but it was powder blue and she loved this old car.  And some teenager stole it, got drunk, and wrecked it.  And he was stealing it because he was trying to get into a gang initiation.  That’s what it was about.  And he gets caught and he’s charged with auto theft, felony.  Comes to court and he’s a first offender.  His case is going to get suspended sentence for five years.  Five years probation.  One of the basic conditions of probation is restitution.  You will pay for the damage that you caused the victim in this case.  

So I ordered that he pay for the damage to grandma’s car that he wrecked.  But I learned also that her car was still in the shop, and it’s going to be there six more weeks.  They couldn’t find parts to the old Buick, I guess.  And she didn’t have another car, that’s the only vehicle she had.  But I learned that this 19-year-old, he had a car.  So I ordered that until grandma’s car was repaired, which he was paying for, that he let grandma drive his car and pay the insurance on it.  And I thought that was a pretty good idea, especially when he turned to his lawyer and asked that question I love to hear.  “Can he do that?”

[laughter]

Anyway, we had a ceremony.  I bring grandma up to front of the bench, have the offender walk over to her, apologize for stealing her car, made him give her the car keys right there in the courtroom, sent her on her way, told him to go see his probation officer.  And I didn’t think anything about it until grandma called the courtroom the next day.  She was so excited, I could barely calm her down.  She said, “Judge Poe, I’ve never had so much fun in my life driving this TransAm around Houston.”

[laughter]

So anyway, I loved be a judge.  Last example.  This was one of my favorite cases.  Now, some of you folks out here are baby boomers and you may know the answer to this question.  Who was Clayton Moore?

Male Speaker:


Lone Ranger.

Congressman Ted Poe:


Lone Ranger.  Now, you youngsters out here, I’m going to give you a history lesson.  Clayton Moore was an actor on television in the early ’60s that portrayed the Lone Ranger when television on Saturday morning was normal: 8:00, “Rin Tin Tin”, 8:30 was “Fury,” 9:00 “Sky King,” 9:30 was “Lassie.”  And at 10:00, “The Lone Ranger” came on television.  Now, I love the Lone Ranger as a kid.  He was my hero.  Clayton Moore was the actor who portrayed the Lone Ranger.  

Now, after that TV series was over with, Clayton Moore traveled around the United States and would dress up like the Lone Ranger.  And he talked about America, did benefits for all kinds of charities. Came to Houston one year and did a benefit for the crippled children of Houston, raised a bunch of money for those kids, dressed up like the Lone Ranger.  The next day he flew back to Los Angeles but his luggage did not go with him.  Some baggage handler at the Houston Airport stole Clayton Moore’s luggage.  In his luggage was not only his costume but his two .45 Colt revolver pistols.  Can you imagine anybody stealing the Lone Ranger’s guns?  I mean, some things are un-American and that’s one of them.  

[laughter]

Well, anyway the culprit was caught.  He was charged with theft of the Lone Ranger’s guns and his case landed in my court.  My childhood hero.  Now, the defendant had enough sense to ask for a jury trial.  See those jury trials are important.  And we gave him that jury trial.  But a couple of things happened.  I’ll get to the punishment in just a minute.  But a couple of things happened.  

When Clayton Moore showed up to testify -- and I know -- I know it was the prosecutor’s idea to do this, although he denies it to this day.  You see, when Clayton Moore showed up to testify, he showed up in his Lone Ranger outfit.  He had his costume on, his mask, his hat, walked in that courtroom door, stood straight an arrow, took the oath, “Tell the truth, the whole truth.”  Of course, when the defense lawyer looked over his shoulder and saw Clayton Moore dressed up like the Lone Ranger, he jumped out of that chair.  “Judge Poe, I object to him wearing that outfit.  Make him change clothes, make him take off that mask.”  Well, I overruled that objection.  

[laughter]

You may wonder why.  It’s simple.  Outlaws been trying to find out the identity of the Lone Ranger for years and I wasn’t about to be the person who went down in history books as the guy who unmasked the Lone Ranger.  

[laughter]

So he testified with his outfit on.  Of course, the defendant was convicted of theft and he was given ten years suspended sentence, or probation.  

Now I require, in every probation case, community service.  You will pay back the community, because under our theory of law, you have violated the law of the community. That’s the purpose of criminal law.  And I always require community service.  Now, I pick the community service.  I don’t turn that over to some probation bureaucrat.  I’m the judge.  I pick the community service.  And I require 20 hours a month every month for as long as you’re on probation.  This guy got ten years probation.  So what kind of community service did you require in the case of the person who stole the Lone Ranger’s books [sic], the symbol of everything that’s good and right about America.  There’s only one appropriate community service.  For the ten years the thief who stole the Lone Ranger’s guns is on probation, he works 20 hours a month every month at the Houston Police Department Mounted Patrol Division stables, cleaning up after horses like Silver and Trigger and Buttercup.  

[laughter]

So, anyway, you can see why the inmates at the county jail cheered when I got elected to Congress and left the bench.  

[laughter]

But we do all of this law to seek one goal, and the goal is justice.  That’s really what it’s all about.  All law is written with a purpose in mind, that the end result will be justice.  And that is what we do, why we do, what we do.  You know, we have 2.6 million law books to guide us to the end, and the end is justice.  And I submit to you, justice is the one thing we should always find and always strive to find, and thank you very much for your attention.

[applause]

Jeffrey Toobin:

You know, you probably think it’s just a coincidence that I’m the MC [master of ceremonies] on the night that Congressman Poe is here.  But I am a graduate of court school.  No, no.  That’s not true.  I’m kidding.

[laughter]

I didn’t.  [laughs] I love court school.  I’m unfamiliar with that, but you know…  

As I was listening to Congressman Poe talk, I was thinking that, you know, he has had a remarkable career in public service, in different ways, as a prosecutor, as a judge, and as a congressman. And I think sometimes we devalue the value of a life in public service.  You know, and sometimes campaigns -- it’s like, “Oh, career government employee.  Career politician.”  And you know what?  I think a life like that is a tremendously admirable thing and I salute you for it and I think it’s something our society should appreciate.  

[applause]

And the value of public goods, the value of things that belong to the community, is part of what makes it so appealing to support the Law Library here, because, you know, this is the people’s library, even though the members of Congress like to think it’s really their library.  It does belong to all of us.  And it’s a wonderful thing to walk in the front door and no one checks anything.  No one -- you don’t need any pay admission.  You don’t have to have a student ID card.  It’s just open to everybody.  And the only thing is, they will check your bag on the way out to make sure you’re not taking anything with you, but that seems fair to me.  It’s a delight to support.  

Two more items I want to draw to your attention.  First, as soon as I leave, our wonderful wait stuff will serve dessert and coffee.  And I am told that tonight’s offering is something that you simply don’t want to miss, so please stay seated.  Second, as you’re living the Great Hall via the same door that you entered -- although everybody should look at the [Main] Reading Room before you go -- representatives of the Law library will be giving a remembrance of the evening that has been underwritten, separate from their patron sponsorship of these evening’s festivities, by LexisNexis, and we’d like to thank LexisNexis for that.  And with that --

[applause]

-- on behalf of the Law Library’s 175 Anniversary Committee and the Library of Congress, thank you all for coming and please continue to visit and support the Library.

[applause]

[end of transcript]


