
Major Chesterfield Smith (Class 24-42) 

Chesterfield H. Smith was born and grew up in Arcadia, Florida. He attended the 

University of Florida, where he joined the Florida National Guard. In 1940, he was called 

to active duty, eventually serving with the Third United States Army in France during 

World War II. In 1945, having won the Bronze Star and a Purple Heart, he was discharged 

with the rank of Major.  

Following his discharge, Smith enrolled at the University of Florida Law School, paying 

his tuition with money earned from gambling on the transport back from Europe after the 

war. While at the University of Florida he helped found the Florida Law Review. 

Soon after graduating from law school, Smith joined Tredwell and Tredwell in Arcadia 

and in 1950 he began practicing with what became Holland and Knight. He was an early 

advocate of equal rights for women and minorities. He spoke out against segregation in 

the 1950s and against criminal penalties for marijuana possession in the 1960s. He 

suggested periodic testing of lawyers to weed out incompetents.  

Smith gained early notoriety representing Florida's phosphate industry, and in 1964 was 

named president of the Florida Bar. In 1965, Smith was appointed chairman of the Florida 

Constitutional Revision Commission and was named Distinguished Floridian of the Year 

by the Florida Chamber of Commerce for his efforts to revise the Florida Constitution. 

While serving as one of the youngest Presidents of the American Bar Association he 

became an outspoken critic of Richard Nixon and advocated for the congressional 

reappointment of a special prosecutor to investigate the Watergate affair, although Smith 

had earlier supported Nixon's 1968 and 1972 presidential campaigns. Smith's statement 

following the Saturday Night Massacre that "no man is above the law" drew national 

headlines and the ire of Nixon supporters. 

Smith, though conveying the persona of a folksy Southerner, was an aggressive reformer. 

He overhauled the Florida Constitution, giving more representation to growing urban 

parts of the state at the expense of rural areas who sought to preserve power not reflected 

by their population share. As ABA president, he urged reforms not only to the structure 

of that organization, but to the entire American legal system.  

Following his term as ABA President, Smith focused his attention on growing Holland & 

Knight from a regional Florida firm into one with a national presence. The firm currently 

has over 1,100 lawyers in 17 U.S., 2 international and 2 representative offices. In 1998, 

Smith became the 12th person honored by the Florida governor as a "Great Floridian." On 

September 21, 2006, the University of Florida Levin College of Law dedicated the 

Chesterfield Smith Ceremonial Classroom in Smith's memory. Smith's longtime friend, 

Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg spoke at the ceremony. 

Chesterfield Smith was the subject of an 11-page chapter in "The Greatest Generation," 

Tom Brokaw's book about the achievements of Americans whose lives were shaped by 

World War II.  

 


