
William H. Kirkpatrick 

Born:  October 2, 1885, in Easton, Pennsylvania 

Died:  November 28, 1970, in Cumberstone, Maryland 

Federal Judicial Service: 

Judge, U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of Pennsylvania 

Nominated by Calvin Coolidge on March 3, 1927, to a new seat authorized by 44 Stat. 1347.  

Confirmed by the Senate on March 3, 1927, and received commission on March 3, 1927.  Served 

as chief judge, 1948-1958.  Assumed senior status on May 1, 1958. 

Service terminated on November 28, 1970, due to death. 

Education: 

University of Pennsylvania Law School (now Carey Law School) 

Lafayette College, A.B., 1905 

Professional Career: 

Private Practice, Easton, Pennsylvania:  1908-1918; 1923-1927 

U.S. Army Lieutenant Colonel, World War I 

U.S. Representative from Pennsylvania:  1921-1923 

* * * 



Judicial Biography 

 

 

 *In 1926, William Vare put into action his late brother’s warning to Senator George 

Wharton Pepper (see Judicial Biography of Charles L. McKeehan).  Vare ran against the 

defeated Pepper and Governor Gifford Pinchot in the three-way Republican primary for the 

United States Senate by carrying only two of Pennsylvania’s sixty-seven counties, Philadelphia 

and Dauphin.  Vare went on to win the general election against his Democratic opponent. 

 

 In the last days of his term which was scheduled to end on March 4, 1927, Pepper 

succeeded in having Congress add a new permanent judgeship for the Eastern District of 

Pennsylvania.  He sought to have William Huntington Kirkpatrick named to fill the seat before 

Vare, who had a different candidate in mind, took office.  At Pepper’s request, President Calvin 

Coolidge nominated Kirkpatrick but did not do so until March 3, when the Act creating the new 

judgeship took effect.  It was the day before Pepper’s term was to expire.  Since the Judiciary 

Committee was not scheduled to meet on the eve of adjournment, Pepper persuaded the 

Chairman of the Committee, Senator George Norris, to poll the members, all of whom gave their 

approval of the nominee.  Norris, in a closed Executive Session of the Senate, then asked the 

Vice-President for immediate consideration, which was granted.  A unanimous affirmative vote 

was obtained, and Kirkpatrick was confirmed, literally at the eleventh hour as the fourteenth 

judge to serve on the court.  Such a speedy confirmation process would be impossible today. 

 

 Kirkpatrick was born in 1885 and grew up in Easton in Northampton County.  His father 

had served as a state court judge, the Attorney General of Pennsylvania in the late 1880’s, and 

later as a Congressman.  After being graduated from Lafayette College, Kirkpatrick attended the 

University of Pennsylvania Law School for a year where he impressed one of his professors, 

George Wharton Pepper.  He served as a Judge Advocate in the Army during World War I with 

the rank of Lieutenant Colonel.  He then returned to private practice in Easton.  Following in his 

father’s footsteps, he was elected to Congress on the Republican ticket for one term (1921-1923) 

representing Carbon, Monroe, and Northampton Counties.  He was defeated for re- election in 

the Republican primary and resumed his law practice until sworn in as a federal judge.  In the 

1940’s, Kirkpatrick was president of the Board of Trustees of his alma mater Lafayette College.  

Finding golf too slow a sport, he turned to hiking, a swifter form of recreation. 

  

 Kirkpatrick’s tenure on the Court lasted for many years and during that time he was 

invariably seen on the bench wearing his trademark green eyeshade and heard speaking in a 

casual “country boy style.”  Unlike many judges, he enjoyed patent cases and frequently sat by 

designation on the Court of Customs and Patent Appeals (now known as the U.S. Court of 

Appeals for the Federal Circuit) in Washington.   

 

He was a member of the Scotch-Irish Society, St. Andrew’s Society, Union League and 

the Annapolitan Club of Annapolis, Maryland. 

 
* The following material is excerpted from JUDGE HARVEY BARTLE, III, MORTALS WITH TREMENDOUS 

RESPONSIBILITIES, A HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT FOR THE EASTERN DISTRICT OF PENNSYLVANIA, 

3-12 (Saint Joseph’s University Press, 2011).  Reproduced with the permission of the author, Judge Harvey Bartle, 

III, and the publisher, Saint Joseph’s University Press.   



Judge Kirkpatrick died at age eighty-five on November 28, 1970, at his summer home in 

Cumberstone, Maryland.  He had two sons, the late Miles W. Kirkpatrick, a Philadelphia and 

Washington lawyer and former Chairman of the Federal Trade Commission, and William S. 

Kirkpatrick, II of Cumberstone, four grandchildren, and two great grandchildren.  His wife, Mary 

Stewart Wells Kirkpatrick, to whom he was married in 1913, predeceased him in 1968.   

 

His tenure on the federal bench lasted a total of forty-three years, one of the longest in the 

court’s history.   

 

*  *  * 

 

Biographical Materials 

 

1. Transcript of Panel Discussion Concerning Honorable William H. Kirkpatrick held in a  

 session of the United States District Court for the Eastern District of Pennsylvania on 

 April 27, 2001 in Easton, Pennsylvania. 

 

2. Memorial Remarks presented before a session of the Court of Common Pleas of  

 Northampton County concerning Honorable William H. Kirkpatrick by John Francis  

 Goldsmith, Esq. on June 14, 1971. 

 

3. Response on behalf of the Court of Common Pleas of Northampton County concerning  

 Honorable William H. Kirkpatrick by Honorable Richard D. Grifo, on June 14, 1971. 

 

 

 
















































































