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Henry H. Tarrant

By Carrie Sharlow

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

ver the course of 20 days in

June 1900, Thomas F. Kend-

rick, an enumerator for the

federal census, recorded the
residents of the Vernon Precinct of Dallas
County, Alabama. The 30-page section cov-
ered 307 families; logged on Line 83 of
Sheet Number B-9 was a member of Fam-
ily 201, Henry Tarrant.!

In many ways, this census offers a brief
glimpse into the Jim Crow Deep South.
More than 300 families were logged, and
97 percent of those were African American.
Of those families, only 2 percent owned
their homes; the rest were renting. In com-
parison, five of the nine white families
counted in that census owned homes. The
African Americans were servants, farm la-
borers, and cooks. The vast majority are
recorded as illiterate. In fact, the only chil-
dren recorded as being “at school” six
months out of the year were white.” Some
African-American children were in school
for three months, but they were few and
far between.?

This was the world Henry Hood Tarrant
was born into on April 10, 1892.* He was
the second of Mack and Charlotte Tarrant’s
children, bookended by William and Mont-
gomery O’Neal’ The Tarrants valued edu-

cation, and a lack of educational opportu-
nities may have inspired their eventual
decision to move north.® Or their decision
may have been precipitated by something
more threatening: Dallas County ranked
second among Alabama counties for lynch-
ings between 1877 and 1950

By 1919, after Henry was released from
his military service in World War I, the
Tarrants were in Detroit.® It was definitely
a step up from Alabama. Within a year, the
family owned their home on 28th Street,
Mack was working as a janitor, and Henry
was working as a post office clerk while
attending law school?

Henry’s decision to pursue a legal ca-
reer wasn't exactly commonplace. When
the Michigan Manual of Freedmen’s Prog-
ress took stock of the state’s African-
American professionals in 1915, there were
only 98 professionals, and fewer than 20
were attorneys.’® And even as the number
of African-American attorneys increased,
the respect they were afforded did not."
Henry would have heard of attorneys un-
able to rent offices “in the business district
of Detroit” because of racial discrimina-
tion' and others flatly disrespected in
court.® Undeterred, Henry went into the
law, choosing a university that had never

graduated an African-American student.
In 1922, he graduated from the Jesuit Uni-
versity of Detroit Law School' and passed
the bar exam the following year.®

As Henry settled into the legal world,
he joined several associations specifically
geared toward the increasing population
of African-American attorneys. These or-
ganizations provided him and others with
an invaluable community of individuals
facing the same trials and breaking the
same barriers. When Black Detroit-area at-
torneys were denied membership in the
local bar association, they formed their
own: the Harlan Law Club.'® And when
Black attorneys across the country were
denied membership in national legal or-
ganizations, they founded the National Bar
Association (NBA).” Henry became in-
volved in both. In fact, when the NBA held
its meeting in Detroit and was hosted by
the Harlan Law Club, attorneys coming
into town were directed to contact Henry
about housing accommodations."®

During the ’20s and ’30s, Henry kept
busy. While in law school, he married Er-
nestine Fountain; the couple had six chil-
dren between 1920 and 1930. He ran for
public office—both at the state and national
levels—and wrote local officials in support
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[N]early 100 years after [Henry] first entered law
school, he was honored at a remarkable portrait dedi-
cation ceremony acknowledging his status as the “first
African-American graduate of the University of Detroit

Mercy School of Law.”

of legislation.” Professionally, he handled
all sorts of cases, including divorces,* with
frequent postings in the “Legal Notices”
section of the Detroit Tribune.*!

Henry appeared to be on a path to
success when life-changing events inter-
vened. In 1928, his five-month-old son
died.” By 1935, he and his wife were sep-
arated; Henry lived at a boarding house
by himself? and his wife lived with their
children.?* Their divorce would be final
after World War 11.* By then, Henry had
been disbarred from the practice of law
for reasons unknown to the author.?

Henry’s story might have ended there,
except that nearly 100 years after he first
entered law school, he was honored at
a remarkable portrait dedication cere-
mony acknowledging his status as the “first
African-American graduate of the Univer-
sity of Detroit Mercy School of Law.” And
now Henry—that 10-year-old Black male
recorded on Line 83 of Sheet Number B-9
of the census record for Vernon Precinct
of Dallas County, Alabama, who no one
would have guessed would finish school,
let alone graduate from college and be-
come an attorney, or be a point of contact
for a national legal association dedicated
to African-American attorneys, or become
the law partner of an internationally fa-
mous attorney?’—forever adorns the halls
of his alma mater. m

Carrie Sharlow is an administrative assistant at
the State Bar of Michigan.

Special thanks to Professor Patrick Meyer for
assistance with review.
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