
HISTORY
LDF realized that it was vitally important to the continued success of its cooperative litigation 
program to have a mechanism for distilling and periodically transmitting new court rulings, law, 
strategies and to challenge racial restrictions, abridgments, as well as other information relevant 
to the special class of lawsuits that focused on racial equality and civil rights.

For over fifty years, the Legal Defense Fund (LDF) has 
hosted its Annual Civil Rights Training. This convening was 
first held in 1962, eight years after the United States Supreme 
Court declared racial segregation unconstitutional in Brown 
v. Board of Education, the Brown decision by states.

With its initial gatherings, LDF brought together its 
cooperating attorneys — the mostly Black lawyers in the 
South who practiced alone or as members of small firms with 
whom LDF collaborated on its cases. These cooperating 
attorneys were generalists in the truest sense of the word, 
handling a wide variety of matters for local Black citizens, 
such as land transactions, minor and major criminal 
matters, and divorces and wills. The demands of providing 
legal services to a largely disadvantaged or impoverished 
population usually left little time for mastering the intricacies 
of new theories being advanced in the struggle for civil rights, 

or for poring through case reporters and general through 
case reporters and general legal periodicals to keep up with 
doctrinal developments in the area. But if these lawyers could 
depend upon the assistance and resources of an organization 
such as LDF, they were fully prepared and capable of doing 
their share to further the cause. The “partnership” between 
LDF and its cooperating attorneys not only flourished, but 
also it was critical to LDF’s record of courtroom victories. 
(See, for example, the discussion of individuals such as Oliver 
Hill, Louis Redding, A.P. Tureaud, Wiley Branton, R. Jess 
Brown and others in books such as Richard Kluger’s Simple 
Justice and Jack Greenberg’s Crusaders in the Courts.)

Long before CLE requirements became widespread, LDF 
realized that it was vitally important to the continued success 
of its cooperative litigation program to have a mechanism 
for distilling and periodically transmitting to this group of 
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its “partners in progress,” new court rulings laws, strategies 
for challenging racial restnct1ons and abridgments, and 
other information relevant to the special class of lawsuits 
that focused on racial equality and civil rights. Thus, by the 
early 1960s, LDF had developed a tradition of an annual 
conference, and, in some years, two semi-annual meetings, to 
which cooperating attorneys from around the country would 
be invited, and at which speakers (primarily LDF staff) would 
discuss: recent developments in various substantive areas of 
interest: distribute model pleadings; and take questions from 
participants. From the outset, the evenings were reserved 
for informal gatherings and “networking” that allowed 
practitioners from across the country to forge ties and learn 
from one another’s experiences.

By the time of LDF’s initial gatherings, cooperating attorneys 
were not just Black lawyers, but included white lawyers 
practicing throughout the country. In seeking to identify an 
appropriate site for the meetings, LDF was limited by the 
difficulty of finding a conference center that would host a 
racially integrated gathering. Airlie House in Warrenton, 
Virginia, was at that time the only venue that would host an 
interracial group of lawyers that were located far enough 
from a major urban center, so that distractions would be 
minimal. Such a setting also offered a bucolic and peaceful 
setting.

Over the years, our Civil Rights conference has evolved into 
an intensive two-day, invitation-only conference attended by 
LDF cooperating attorneys, lawyers from other civil rights 
litigating organizations, lawyers from law firm, attorneys 
with pro bono portfolios, civil rights law scholars, and law 
students, including students who are the recipient of LDF’s 
scholarships. A wide range of subject matter areas, all related 
to civil rights litigation and policy, are covered in the sessions, 
most of which range between 60 and 90 minutes, followed by 
a question and comment period.

The conference is entirely “off the record” and is designed 
for candid and strategic discussions. Most sessions are panel 
discussions or workshops, accompanied by supporting 
materials which are eligible for CLE credit. During the 
informal after-dinner social hour, lawyers share war stories, 
details about cases, trial tactics, and their knowledge of 
particular judges or courts. The breadth of civil rights history 
shared by lawyers is one of the great treats of the conference.
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THE CAPITAL PUNISHMENT 
TRAINING CONFERENCE
Building on the structure and success of its Civil Rights
Training Institute, LDF began hosting a second conference
the Capital Punishment Training Conference in 1979. Capital 
Punishment, like the Civil Rights conference, was initiated on
 the heels of another set of critical, LDF-initiated, Supreme 
Court decisions. In 1972, the United States Supreme Court 
declared the American death penalty unconstitutionally 
arbitrary in Furman v. Georgia. In 1976, after the states 
created revised, “guided discretion” death penalty statutes, 
the Supreme Court reinstated the death penalty in Gregg 
v. Georgia. Sho1tly thereafter, as the southern states moved 
closer to carrying out executions under the new laws, LDF 
convened its fi rst Capital Punishment conference to bring 
together the (then largely solo practitioner) attorneys who 
were representing this country’s capitally charged and death-
sentenced imprisoned individuals to share lessons learned 
on the front lines of the battle against the death penalty. LDF 
developed theories and strategies for future challenges and 
built networks and relationships between and among the 
attorneys actively fi ghting to save the lives of the condemned.

...[A]s the southern states 
moved closer to carrying 
out executions under the 
new laws. LDF convened 
its ! rst Capital Punishment 
conference to bring 
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solo practitioner) attorneys 
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For nearly four decades, LDF’s Capital Punishment 
conference has served as the nation’s premiere training 
for death penalty defense. It is an invitation-only event, 
restricted to attorneys, mitigation specialists, experts, 
scholars, organizers, and other advocates actively involved 
in the defense of capitally charged or death-sentenced 
imprisoned individuals. Each year, representatives from 
each of the country’s death penalty jurisdictions are in 
attendance. Presentations at this Capital Punishment 
conference address a variety of cutting-edge issues 
including an analysis of the relevant decisions of the most 
recent term of the Supreme Court, the continued role of 

race in the implementation of the death penalty and how it 
can be challenged, developments in psychology and their 
relevance to both mitigation and aggravation, systemic 
challenges to the death penalty (e.g., lethal injection 
challenges), and forensic science advances and disclosures. 
Given this Capital Punishment Training’s central role 
in the anti-death penalty community, some of the best 
and brightest lawyers in the country, including Anthony 
Amsterdam, Charles Ogletree, Barry Scheck, Millard 
Farmer, Stephen Bright, and others frequently serve 
as attendees and speakers. LDF’s Capital Punishment 
Conference annually draws approximately 200 attendees.


