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Dudley Mallory

The state of Michigan was built by the lumber and auto industries, 
agriculture, and the lawyers who lived, studied, and practiced here.  
The articles in this occasional series highlight some of those lawyers  
and judges and their continuing influence on this great state.

In a similar vein to Smith, it’s also likely 
no one expected Mallory to be a lawyer. 
Smith was the son of a Memphis maid and 
her white employer and the grandson of a 
Confederate war veteran, while Mallory was 
the grandson of a slave.

Mallory was old enough to be Smith’s 
father. He was born either July 21 or July 22 
of 1894 or 18951 in Oakpark, Virginia, to 
Scotswood Mallory and Victoria Reeves.2 
The Mallorys owned their land courtesy of 
Dudley’s grandmother, who had purchased 
it after she was freed from slavery.3

Education was prized by Mallory, and 
presumably by the family as a whole. Later 
stories tell of Mallory assisting younger rela-
tives in their higher education achievements.

By 1911, Mallory was on his way north, 
finding work in Baltimore; Washington, D.C.; 
Newark; Pittsburgh; and Connecticut. He 
worked on the docks and as “a factory hand, 
a longshoreman, on construction crews, and 
in steel mills . . . .”4 He went to night school 
and saved up money to attend Virginia Union 
University, where he would earn a bache-
lor’s degree. By the early 1920s, he was at 
the University of Michigan Law School.

He wasn’t the first African American to 
graduate from that law school, nor was he 
the only minority in his class. The Univer-
sity of Michigan had always been ahead 
of the game in educating minorities and 

ever underestimate the power 
of mentoring a younger law-
yer. Chances are you’ve heard 
of Otis Smith, the first African 

American on Michigan’s Supreme Court. 
But do you know of Dudley Mallory, whose 
name is forever linked with Smith’s?

For starters, Smith wasn’t a native Mich-
igander. He was born in Tennessee, served 
in the army reserves in Philadelphia, and 
was stationed in Maryland, Utah, Illinois, 
and Kentucky during World War II. It was 
somewhat fortuitous that Smith ended up 
in Michigan, and Mallory had a big hand 
in that.

A bit of backstory: Smith left the service 
in early 1946, then worked at the Chevrolet 
plant in Flint before enrolling in college that 
autumn. It was maybe a total of six months, 
but that Flint stint was providential. Three 
years later when Smith was on the champi-
onship moot court team and had his picture 
taken with United States Supreme Court Jus-
tice William O. Douglas, the school sent the 
photo to The Flint Journal—Smith’s home 
newspaper, based on his last address.

Local attorney Dudley Mallory paid spe-
cial attention to that photo. He had practiced 
in Flint since being admitted to the Michigan 
bar in 1926. Like Smith, he wasn’t a native 
Michigander, and had come a long way to 
reach that point.

women, which was probably why Dudley 
chose it over Yale,5 though he did mention 
that Michigan was a little cheaper.6 A bit 
older than the conventional student, Mal-
lory was in his early 30s when he gradu-
ated in 1926.

Mallory settled in Flint—apparently, he 
had been encouraged to move there be-
cause of the success of a local black doctor.7 
Mallory was a good enough attorney and 
had a good enough reputation among the 
Genesee Country attorneys that, four years 
into his practice, he assisted in a white Flint 
attorney’s case before the Michigan Supreme 
Court. Three years later, he was back with 
Roy M. Van Dyne, another Flint-area black 
attorney. The two practiced together before 
the Supreme Court at least twice more in 
the 1930s.

After nearly 25 years of practicing law in 
Flint, Mallory was interested in both retiring 
and continuing to serve his clients. Whether 
he was actively looking for a younger part-
ner when Smith’s photo appeared in the 
newspaper or if it was on a whim, Mallory 
contacted Smith’s family and suggested the 
young law student contact him the next time 
he was in town. On the basis of a photo, a 
conversation, and a remarkable judge of 
character, Mallory offered Smith a job.

“Keep in touch,” Mallory wrote. “I’m try-
ing to get a nice young man here to help 
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me with the practice. I have ‘made it,’ so to 
speak. I want to maintain the office for the 
clients who have been coming to me off 
and on for 25–26 years, so if you’re inter-
ested, keep in touch.”8

In January 1951, Smith joined Mallory at 
his firm. As one might expect, Mallory of-
fered the motion to have Smith sworn in as 
a member of the Michigan bar.9

The two worked together for almost seven 
years. Mallory treated Smith like a son, and 
Smith never forgot the senior lawyer who 
mentored him and solidified his connec-
tion to the state of Michigan. Years later 
when he spoke at Mallory’s funeral, Smith 
recalled that he was one of those people 
who said what he meant, meant what he 
said, and stood by what he believed.10

And although Mallory was sorry to see 
Smith go on to other things outside of the 
firm, he encouraged his pursuits. Smith re-
membered when he received his Supreme 

Court appointment, his “first ringing en-
dorsement came from Mallory. In his usual 
blunt manner, he said, ‘Well, you can’t do 
any worse than some of the bozos who are 
already down there.’”11

Dudley Mallory died April 15, 1969.12 You 
probably know where Justice Smith ended 
up, but if you don’t, check out the 31st Mich-
igan Legal Milestone. Mallory ended up at 
the River Rest Cemetery in Flint with a very 
simple gravestone: it lists his name, his vital 
years, and one single word with immeasur-
able meaning: LAWYER. n

Carrie Sharlow is an administrative assistant in 
the Executive Office of the State Bar, assisting 
Governmental Relations. She has a BA in English 
and a master’s in literature. If you are interested in 
State Bar history or have a suggestion for “Mich
igan Lawyers in History,” please email her at 
csharlow@mail.michbar.org.
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31st Michigan Legal Milestone: Otis Milton Smith, Trailblazing Leadership

Mallory treated Smith like 
a son, and Smith never 
forgot the senior lawyer 
who mentored him and 
solidified his connection 
to the state of Michigan.
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