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In the summer of 1925, Clarence Darrow put on a masterful performance in the Monkey Scopes 
trial. With the nation watching him lambast former Secretary of State William Jennings Bryan, he 
cemented his career as one of America‟s greatest trial lawyers. But Mr. Darrow was no mere hired-
gun out to do any client‟s bidding. He picked his cases carefully, making sure to push forth his social 
agenda. 

In the case of the Scopes trial, it was a battle with fundamentalist Christians out to suppress the 
teaching of Charles Darwin‟s evolutionary theories. Other politically charged cases included his 
defense of America‟s leading socialist, Eugene V. Debs, and his emotional plea against the death 
penalty in the Loeb and Leopold trial of 1924. What most Darrow observers don‟t remember is the 
blockbuster case he tackled just weeks after his exhausting contest with Bryan.  

In One Man’s Castle: Clarence Darrow in defense of the American Dream, historian Phyllis Vine uncovers the 
story of Darrow‟s defense of Ossian Sweet, an African-American physician accused of murder 
during the defense of his home from a white mob out to evict him from a Detroit neighborhood. 
Darrow and his longtime but unheralded teammate, Arthur Garfield Hays, do not step into the story 
until midway through the book. And when they do, the narrative lurches forward with a dramatic 
telling of a case that captured the nation‟s attention. Until Darrow‟s entrance, Vine sets the backdrop 
with the story of Dr. Sweet, a remarkable man in his own right. 

At seven years old, Sweet saw a lynching in Bartow, Florida, an agricultural hamlet in south-central 
Florida. Like other parts of the post-bellum South, Jim Crow and its white-supremacist surroundings 
dominated Bartow‟s landscape. Segregation and its ugliest personification - lynchings - spread like 
fire through a dry forest in the region. Driven by talent and ambition, Sweet overcame these 
obstacles, eventually graduating from one of the nation‟s finest medical schools and completing a 
course of study in Europe‟s most prestigious research universities – a rare accomplishment for any 
American physician of the early 20th century. 

Upon his return to Europe with his wife and infant son, Sweet made his way to Detroit, the 
cosmopolitan boomtown coveted by immigrants and blacks alike for its high-paying auto-sector 
jobs. Vine places Sweet‟s move to Detroit within the context of the massive migration of blacks to 
America‟s northern cities seeking factory jobs and an escape from the obdurate ghosts of the Civil 
War. 

Unfortunately, the apotheosis of that ghost - the Ku Klux Klan - haunted them in their new homes. 
In the 1920s, as Sweet and millions of other African-Americans descended unto the industrial cities 
of the Midwest and Northeast, the Klan‟s membership in these states skyrocketed. Indiana, Ohio, 
and Pennsylvania held the largest number of members - reaching nearly 800,000 - and Michigan 
tallied 75,000 members of the “secret society.” Had it not been for misspellings of a write-in 



candidate for Detroit‟s mayoral race in 1924, the motor city would have elected an open member of 
the Klan just one year before Sweet‟s trial. The Klan and its local proxies assured a hostile welcome 
for African-Americans moving into white neighborhoods. Their intent was clear. They would 
intimidate and kill, if they needed to, to confine blacks to segregated ghettos. 

Battling this belligerent white population and local political leadership captive to the Klan‟s 
influence, The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People [NAACP] played the 
prominent role in defending blacks. Vine laboriously explains their attempts to push forth their 
agenda and build their membership in northern cities like Detroit. [Detroit has boasted the largest 
branch in the nation since its inception in 1912.] Although the narrative in these early sections 
appears thin at times by flying over many characters and scenes rather than poignantly advancing 
through the stories of one or two main characters, it serves to set the scene for Sweet‟s case and 
provides context to the political impact of the trial. If Vine had instead infused this material as 
background in the latter half of the book that covers the trial, it would have encumbered the torrid 
pace and exciting rhythm that give the book its greatest strength. 

Soon after Dr. Sweet moved into 2905 Garland Avenue with his wife, Gladys, and son, trouble 
started. Segregationists calling themselves “neighborhood improvement associations” descended on 
to the street, ready to scare or drag the Sweets out of their new home. Dr. Sweet called in for help 
and nine reinforcements - including his brother Henry - arrived to defend his home from the raging 
mob outside. They would not be cowed away in fear. No. They would make a stand in protecting 
the American dream of home ownership. In the ensuing confrontation, as rocks and gunfire pelted 
the Sweet home, the 11 trapped inside fired back with their weapons. In the midst of the chaos, 
Leon Breiner - a white pedestrian standing outside - was shot and killed. 

Detroit police quickly arrested everyone in Sweet‟s home - without arresting any of the mob outside 
- and prosecutor Robert Toms charged them all with a conspiracy to murder without knowing who 
fired the bullet that killed Breiner. 

The NAACP saw Sweet‟s defense as a critical opportunity to combat housing segregation and saw to 
it that its lawyers managed the case. But its leadership realized that they needed a white face to 
convince the all-white jury of Sweet‟s innocence. They turned to Darrow and his trusted colleague 
Hays, who became general counsel of the American Civil Liberties Union and went on to represent 
Sacco and Vanzetti and the Scottsboro defendants years later. 

Armed with 330 peremptory challenges - one for each defendant - Darrow filtered through dozens 
of potential jurors during the week-long jury selection. It forced the judge to threaten to subpoena 
pedestrians off the street to form the panel. Darrow didn‟t need to worry about any judicial bias, 
though. Frank Murphy, who later became governor of Michigan and a Supreme Court Justice, 
ensured a fair trial. 

As soon as the trial began, Darrow‟s unorthodox tactics took control of the proceedings. The 
defense gave the opening after the prosecution argued its case - a strategy permitted by Michigan law 
at the time that allowed the defense, who had little time to prepare for the case, to make a 
convincing rebuttal. At one point, Darrow stopped a prosecution witness in mid-testimony, asked 
his questions, and released a discredited witness back to the prosecutor halfway during his 
examination. 



Despite the courtroom maneuvers, the case rested on a few facts. Were Sweet and his contingent 
justified in defending his home - whether or not they shot Beiner? Or was the white mob outside the 
Sweet home a “peaceful” gathering that showed little threat to him? 

One by one, the prosecution‟s witnesses sung the same tune, telling a packed courtroom that white 
neighbors gathered peacefully around 2905 Garland Avenue and posed no threat to the Sweets. But 
on cross-examination, their stories began to crumble as Darrow made clear that they had been 
coached, some better than others. It became clear that this was no peaceful gathering but an angry 
mob firing curses and bullets at the Sweet home. 

With its witnesses‟ credibility now under fire and its weapons expert having admitted that he could 
not confirm which of the weapons, if any, in the Sweet home killed Beiner, the prosecution ended 
its case limping. 

Darrow‟s defense was a work of art. “Darrow had a memorable courtroom style that was usually 
soft-spoken and chatty,” writes Vine. “Frequently he sat on the ledge of the jury box, leaning toward 
the jurors, speaking directly to them. Over the years he had cultivated a folksy persona, and his 
signature wardrobe, ill-fitting, out-of-date clothes, drove his wife mad but served to disguise his 
wealth and sophistication. It was exactly how he wanted to look in court, as a regular guy, perhaps a 
commoner, the jurors‟ friend, not an argumentative lawyer. In this stylized manner, he would 
personify the humility of a defendant‟s cause, he would appeal to the core values of the Golden 
Rule‟s „Do unto others,‟ which would find its way into his sermon-like arguments.” 

Then Ossian Sweet took the stand in his own defense. “When I opened the door,” he testified, “I 
realized in a way that I was facing the same mob that had hounded my people through its entire 
history. I realized my back was against the wall and I was filled with a peculiar type of fear - the fear 
of one who knows the history of my race.” 

In one pithy testimonial, Sweet told the jury and the world the fate of blacks trying to rise in white 
America. His memory of the lynching he had seen as a child, the history of discrimination, 
intimidation, and murder burned into his psyche. 

The jury came back without a verdict after 32 hours of deliberations for a month-long trial that 
included more than 70 witnesses. And with a second trial of just Henry Sweet, the jury returned a 
verdict of not guilty. 

With victory in hand, Darrow and Hays confirmed their positions among the pantheon of the legal 
gods. Judge Murphy later called Darrow “Christ-like.” 

It was also a public relations victory for the NAACP and added credence to its strategy of deploying 
its limited resources to waging battles in America‟s courts. But it held little precedential value for 
African-Americans. They still faced discrimination at every step in the cities they came to populate 
during their continuous migration north and would not see an end to that discrimination for 
decades, if at all. The NAACP does not list the Sweet verdict among its top achievements in its Web 
site [although the Detroit branch does]. Perhaps that is why the case is excluded among the mythical 
Darrow tales one hears in grade-school and Vine does not explain why this trial is forgotten by 
history. 



Either way, it is worth remembering both for its contemporaneous significance and the pleasure in 
reading Darrow‟s virtuosity in the courtroom. 

As for Ossian Sweet, it was a bittersweet victory. Yes, he had his freedom but he lost his family. His 
son died of tuberculosis soon after the trial. The disease - not yet tamed by antibiotics - took Gladys 
and Henry as well, leaving Ossian Sweet alone in his castle. 

 


