Classical Elements in the Life and Work of D. Augustus Straker (1842-1908),  Black Lawyer from Detroit, Michigan

Born in Barbados  in 1842, the young Straker  was well-educated  at  Bridgetown’s Central Public School whose  curriculum was patterned on the grammar schools of Britain. He received supplementary training in philosophy from lectures given by R. R. Rawle, Principal of Codrington College, an Anglican theological college founded with money given by the English  plantation owner, Christopher Codrington, as well as private instructions in Latin, Greek and French from Rev. Joseph N. Durant. In 1867, he was persuaded by the Rt. Rev. B. B. Smith of the Episcopal Diocese of Kentucky  to come to the United States  to teach.  He then enrolled in Howard University’s  Law School from which he graduated in 1871 and married his sweet heart- a Detroiter named Annie  M. Cary in the same year.
From 1882-1887 he was Dean of the Law School at Allen University in Columbia South Carolina. In 1887 after many trials and tribulations, he moved to Detroit  according to an article in the Detroit Free Press “under 24 hour notice.” A decade before, his friend William Sanders Scarborough had also left South Carolina  in a hurry while teaching at  the Payne institute in Cokesbury –the school that would become Allen Univ. after moving to Columbia ---due to “rapidly growing Ku Klux outrages.” 

Straker wrote many newspaper and magazine articles. He also published 5  books including his 225  page legal treatise   Compendium of  Evidence (1899). In 1890 he won the first case ever argued by a black lawyer before the Michigan Supreme Court. In 1892 he was elected commissioner of the Wayne County Circuit Court in Michigan, and in 1895 served as the founding president for the National Federation of Colored Men.  Classical references dot his work, and while not ubiquitous, are nonetheless significant. This paper will present and explain the meaning of a number of these references  drawn from the published works of this pioneering black lawyer.   
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