
8   Connecticut Lawyer  February/March 2016 Visit www.ctbar.org

History came 
alive on Octo-
ber 22, 2015 in 
Litchfield as the 
Connecticut Ap-
pellate Court 
held session in 
the historic Tap-
ping Reeve Law 

School. The one room school house where 
some of the great minds that shaped our 
country’s early history learned the law 
was transformed for the day into an appel-
late courtroom more than 200 years later. 

The event was part of the Appellate Court’s 
“On Circuit” program, established in 1996 
to provide students (as well as the public) 
with a better understanding of the appel-
late process. This event was held in the 
historic school house with a select group 
of students from Northwestern Regional 7 
High School watching the oral arguments 
via closed circuit television from a viewing 
room in the neighboring Tapping Reeve 
House and Museum. After each argument, 
the attorneys who argued the cases spoke 
with the students, who peppered them 
with questions about the cases themselves 
as well as their preparation for the argu-
ment in anticipation of their own moot 
court experience later this year.

While the topics of the cases argued were 
most decidedly modern-day, the history 
and tradition of our legal system were on 
full display.

a small frame building near his home 
and assembled his law library there. In 
this school he met his classes of from 10 
to 20 men. On Saturdays the students 
were examined on the week’s lectures, 
and Monday evenings were reserved for 
moot court sessions.” 2 

In an address delivered at the Litchfield 
Law School on June 23, 1966 upon its 
recognition by the United States Depart-
ment of the Interior as the first law school 
in the nation, then-Connecticut Supreme 
Court Chief Justice, Hon. John Hamilton 
King, spoke about the contribution made 
by Tapping Reeve and the Litchfield Law 
School. He noted the organized lectures, 
weekly examinations, and moot court 
competitions, as well as the extracur-
ricular activities available to the students, 
such as debating societies, and stated: “[T]
o me the outstanding contribution of the 
Litchfield Law School was the establish-
ment of a systematic course of study in the 
law, something which at that time was no-
where else available and something which 
it was not possible to approximate in law 
office study.”3

The Litchfield Law School closed in 1833, 
having seen more than 1,000 lawyers pass 
through its doors. Alumni include two 
United States vice presidents, three United 
States Supreme Court justices; six United 
States Cabinet members; 116 congress-
men; and numerous local legislators, gov-
ernors, and judges.4 Tapping Reeve himself 

A Brief History
“The Litchfield Law School pres-
ents advantages enjoyed by few,  
if any, institutions of the kind of our 
country. It has sent forth into the  
world many gentlemen distinguished 
no less as Statesmen than Civilians.” 
—The Litchfield Enquirer, November 
11, 18301

Tapping Reeve founded the Litchfield Law 
School in 1784, a time when the law was 
learned primarily via law office study and 
apprenticeship rather than formal instruc-
tion. Having been sought out by young pro-
spective lawyers eager to learn the profes-
sion, Reeve went beyond the traditional to:

…introduce them to the substantive 
principles and concepts of the law. In 
the absence of accessible textbooks and 
reports, he inaugurated in 1782 a series 
of formal and connected lectures which 
embraced the whole field of jurispru-
dence. Two years later, with students 
overflowing home and office, he erected 
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went on to become a judge and was elevat-
ed to Chief Justice of the Connecticut Su-
preme Court in 1814. His contributions to 
our system of legal education still resonate 
today, exemplified by the Connecticut Bar 
Association Tapping Reeve Legal Educa-
tor Award, which honors outstanding legal 
educators each year in a nod to his legacy.

On Circuit at Tapping Reeve
Today, the Litchfield Law School is main-
tained as a museum by the Litchfield His-
torical Society and is open to the public. In 
1928, Judge Arthur F. Ells wrote an article 
about the Litchfield Law School, arguing 
that it should be used again by Yale Law 
School as a place of learning for their stu-
dents. He wrote the following:

Modern man lives in a cage. He is bound, 
round, circumscribed, by the fetters of 
the common-place. The same routine, 
the same tasks, the same thoughts, the 
same people—and the same things. The 
law student has his nose so close to the 
grind-stone that he is apt to lose sight of 
the tool he is sharpening and the great 
purpose for which it is being prepared. 
The practicing attorney is so busy with 
the practice of the law that he often for-
gets the purpose of the law; the judge 
is so preoccupied with the form and the 
precedent of the law that he sometimes 
forgets the source and the substance 
and the real meaning of justice. We all 
fail to take our souls out for the needed 
airing. So much for the cage, and, as-
suming the soul, what is a pilgrimage? 
It is a traveling to some place deemed 
sacred in order to obtain some spiritual 
benefit. And it is generally to a shrine, 
that is, a place consecrated by its his-
tory or past associations. The Litchfield 
Law School is a shrine to those who love 
the law. It is a place consecrated by its 

the appellate court was asked to consider 
whether the defendant had constructive 
notice of an icy sidewalk and breached its 
duty to keep the premises reasonably safe. 
Though a modern slip and fall case where-
in the plaintiff argued that circumstantial 
evidence of the weather conditions us-
ing today’s sophisticated weather reports 
showed that the defendant had construc-
tive notice of the icy conditions, the court 
was able to reach back in rendering its 
decision to apply case law written by a 
graduate of Tapping Reeve, Justice Origen 
Storrs Seymour.9

History came full circle on that chilly au-
tumn day as the Litchfield Law School 
once again opened its doors to educate 
students and showcase the tradition of 
the practice of law in Litchfield during an 
intersection of history and present day ju-
risprudence. In much the same fashion as 
what we would have seen in Judge Reeve’s 
moot court classroom (minus the cameras 
and microphones), two modern day cases 
were argued before a judicial panel as our 
system of justice continues to evolve, while 
holding true to the roots from which it be-
gan. CL
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accomplishments. They have played a 
critical part in the history and develop-
ment of our country. So let’s turn back 
the pages of history and the clock of 
time and journey to Litchfield, which, in 
its golden age was the fourth in popula-
tion in Connecticut and the center of le-
gal learning in the entire United States.5

It was against this historical backdrop that 
the appellate court made its October 2015 
pilgrimage to the one room school house 
in Litchfield. Where scores of young law-
yers once held moot court competitions 
with Tapping Reeve as their judge, now sat 
three appellate court judges, Chief Judge 
Alexandra D. DiPentima, Judge Michael 
R. Sheldon, and Judge Eliot D. Prescott, 
to hear argument on two cases—State v. 
Panek6 and Diaz v. Manchester Memorial 
Hospital.7 Chief Judge DiPentima opened 
what she called “an extraordinary session” 
by commenting that she was “awed” by 
holding court at this historic site where 
so many of our great leaders began their 
careers.

State v. Panek posed the question of 
whether the trial court properly dismissed 
voyeurism charges brought against the 
defendant for videotaping his encounters 
with three women because the complain-
ants were in “plain view” of the defendant, 
as defined by the legislature, when he 
surreptitiously videotaped them. While 
this case could not have come to pass in 
Tapping Reeve’s day given that it dealt 
with the interplay between statutes and 
the ever-evolving technology we have at 
our fingertips in today’s world, the spir-
ited oral argument would certainly have 
passed muster with Judge Reeve, with its 
discussion of legislative history and statu-
tory interpretation. During his time on the 
bench, Judge Reeve was noted for writing 
decisions as though he was lecturing to 
a classroom of students, “asking rhetori-
cal questions and then answering them.”8 
During this argument, Judge Sheldon, per-
haps channeling Judge Reeve, posited that 
when it came to statutory interpretation, 
the words that come out of the legislature 
are what are to be applied and it is not the 
job of the Court to fill in the blanks with 
our own wisdom.

In Diaz v. Manchester Memorial Hospital, 

Participants and attendees prepare for the event.


