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It is the tradition of Western Michigan University’s Thomas M. Cooley Law School to name each 
entering class after a former justice of the Michigan Supreme Court or of the United States’ Supreme 
Court.  Today’s entering class is named in honor of the United States’ Supreme Court Justice William 
Strong. 
 
William Strong was born on a small farm in Somers, Connecticut, on May 6, 1808.  He was the oldest of 
11 children born to William L. Strong, a Pastor, and Harriet (Deming).  As a young boy, Strong attended 
local public schools, complementing his education by studying math and the classics with his father.  
After spending a year attending preparatory academies in Monson and Plainfield, Massachusetts, Strong 
entered Yale at the age of 15.  Following his graduation in 1828, he studied law with a local attorney and 
worked as a teacher to pay his student debts.  Strong eventually returned to Yale to attend law school and 
in 1832 received a master’s degree in law.  Justice Strong was admitted to the state bars of Connecticut 
and Pennsylvania. 
 
At the advice of colleagues and friends who were experienced the legal profession, he moved to Reading, 
Pennsylvania where he set up a law office.  Having learned the local German dialect interacting with 
many German immigrant clients, Strong soon enjoyed a successful law practice and became a prominent 
citizen in Reading.  He served on the city council, was a member of the board of education, a bank 
director and became counsel to the Philadelphia and Reading Railroad Company.  In 1846, he was elected 
to Congress as an antislavery candidate for the Democratic party.  Two years later, Justice Strong was re-
elected and served as chairman of the Committee on Elections.  Having completed two terms in Congress, 
he chose to return to private practice.  In 1857, Justice Strong was elected to the supreme court of 
Pennsylvania for a 15-year term.  As tensions increased between the northern and southern states over 
slavery, he maintained his antislavery stance and remained a staunch supporter of the Union’s 
commitment to abolishing slavery.  Just before the Civil War broke out, Justice Strong switched to the 
Republican Party joining Abraham Lincoln and Andrew Jackson – colleagues he served with as members 
of Congress.  As a judge, William Strong worked to defend the cause of the Union during the war.   
 
On February 7, 1870, President Ulysses Grant nominated Strong to the U.S. Supreme Court after Edwin 
Stanton – nominated by President Grant and confirmed by the U.S. Senate – died before taking his seat on 
the bench.  As a Supreme Court Justice, Strong was one of 5 Justices who sat on the Electoral 
Commission that was convened to resolve the disputed presidential election in 1876.  In 1879, Justice 
Strong wrote the Court’s opinion in Strauder v. West Virginia (1880) in which the Court held that a state 
statute restricting jury service to white people violated the 14th Amendment’s Equal Protection clause.  
Strauder also upheld a provision of the Civil Rights Act of 1866 allowing for the removal to federal 
courts equal rights claims denied in state courts.  In December 1880, Strong retired from the Court and 
returned to private practice.  On August 19, 1985, Justice William Strong passed away following a brief 
illness.  He was married twice and both wives predeceased him.  Priscilla (Malley) died on April 8, 1844 
leaving 2 daughters and a son; and Rachel (Bull) died on October 5, 1887 leaving 2 daughters and 2 sons.  
Justice William Strong was survived by 3 of his daughters. 
 


