
RETIREMENT OF MR. JUSTICE DOUGLAS

Suprem e Court  of  the  Unite d  States

MONDAY, NOVEMBER 17, 1975

Present: Mr . Chief  Justice  Burger , Mr . Justice  
Brennan , Mr . Justice  Stewart , Mr . Justice  White , 
Mr . Justice  Marshall , Mr . Justice  Blackmu n , Mr . 
Justice  Powell , and Mr . Justi ce  Rehnquist .

The  Chief  Justice  said:
I have a statement to make on behalf of the Court. 

The announcement of Mr. Justice Douglas’ retirement 
as a member of this Court was made on Wednesday last 
week. We on the Court who have been intimate wit-
nesses to his gallant struggle to recover his health and 
his strength hope, now that he is free from the incessant 
burden that his high sense of duty placed on him, he 
will be able to direct his great courage and his infinite 
willpower to recovering his health.

Our feelings about him officially as his colleagues, and 
personally as his friends, are more fully expressed in a 
letter signed by all of the members of the Court and 
Justice Douglas’ reply to that letter. These letters, I 
think, will suggest something of the nature of the rela-
tionships within the Court in the constant contacts that 
occur day by day in an institution in which all of the 
members must act together and work together on every 
matter that comes before the Court.
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Supreme  Court  of  the  United  States , 
Chambers  of  The  Chief  Justi ce , 

Washington, D. C., November 1^, 1975.

Dear  Bill :
Only when you made your decision known did we fully 

sense what that meant to us and to the Court. For us, 
as colleagues and friends, your absence from the Con-
ference table and our deliberations will be deeply felt. 
Whether ultimately we agreed or not, as colleagues we 
valued highly your unparalleled knowledge of the multi-
tude of decisions of the Court covering more than one- 
third of this century. It was a unique resource for the 
Court and one that may never again be present at our 
Conference table. We shall always remember your 
occasional verbal “footnotes” telling us intimate details 
as to how some opinion evolved. As friends we shall 
miss the daily contacts, which have varied in length and 
kind for each of us. Some have long been colleagues, 
some have argued before you, some have come here more 
recently, but all of us share great respect and affection 
for you.

The hope on our part is that, relieved of the burdens 
of Court work, your health will improve, and this eases 
our sense of loss. In the months since last January we 
have felt boundless admiration for your courageous fight 
to recover your strength and your placing duty above 
concern for your health.

So much has been said and will be said on other 
occasions about your remarkable career that no more 
need be noted now than to recall that it is far more than 
a record of longevity, for it spanned a period in Ameri-
can history comparable to that of the formative period 
early in the 19th century when Marshall and then Taney 
were here.

We shall miss your vast reservoir of firsthand knowl-
edge of the Court’s cases of the past 36 years and, as 
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well, the warm daily contacts in Conference and on the 
Bench. It goes without saying that we shall expect you 
to share our table as usual, for you remain Senior Justice 
Emeritus.

Sincerely,
Warren  E. Burger  
Will iam  J. Brennan , Jr. 
Potte r  Stewart  
Byron  R. White  
Thurgood  Marshall  
Harry  A. Blackmu n  
Lewis  F. Powel l , Jr.
Will iam  H. Rehnquist  

Mr . Justice  Dougla s

Supreme  Court  of  the  Unite d  States ,
Chambe rs  of  Justic e William  0. Dougla s , 

Washington, D. C., November 1^, 1975.

My  Dear  Brethr en :
Your message, written on my retirement from the 

Court; filled my heart with overflowing emotion. You 
were kind and generous and made every hour, including 
the last one on our arduous journey, happy and relaxed.

I am reminded of many canoe trips I have taken in 
my lifetime. Those who start down a water course may 
be strangers at the beginning but almost invariably are 
close friends at the end. There were strong headwinds 
to overcome and there were rainy as well as sun drenched 
days to travel. The portages were long and many and 
some were very strenuous. But there were always a 
pleasant camp in a stand of white bark birch and water 
concerts held at night to the music of the loons; and 
inevitably there came the last camp fire, the last break-
fast cooked over last night’s fire, and the parting was 
always sad.
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And yet, in fact, there was no parting because each 
happy memory of the choice parts of the journey—and 
of the whole journey—was of a harmonious united effort 
filled with fulfilling and beautiful hours as well as dull 
and dreary ones. The greatest such journey I’ve made 
has been with you, my Brethren, who were strangers at 
the start but warm and fast friends at the end.

The value of our achievements will be for others to 
appraise. Other like journeys will be made by those 
who follow us, and we trust that they will leave these 
wilderness water courses as pure and unpolluted as we 
left those which we traversed.

Yours faithfully,
William  O. Douglas

The  Chief  Justice  and  Associ ate  Justi ces  of  the  
Supreme  Court  of  the  United  State s

The  Chief  Just ice  said:
In accordance with tradition and practice, these letters 

will be made part of the permanent records of the Court 
and will be recorded in the Court’s journal.
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