In Memory of Belle Howe Stoddard
Lindsey Catlett1
“We need women who are so strong that they can be gentle, so educated
that they can be humble, so fierce that they can be compassionate, so
passionate that they can be rational, and so disciplined that they can be
free.”2
Belle Stoddard was a woman strong enough to carry others’
burdens, and yet gentle enough to visit the Lucille Stewart Beeson Law
Library, delivering chocolate and a word of encouragement to bedraggled
students. She was educated enough to teach hundreds of emerging legal
scholars the art of research and writing, yet humble enough to dress up as
Cruella De Vil and lead a parade of dogs through campus as she tossed
stuffed animals to everyone in the crowd. She was fierce enough to conquer
the legal field while raising her beloved family and compassionate enough
to graciously share her life lessons with students from all walks of life. She
was passionate enough to stand up against injustice, even when hers was the
only voice speaking out, and yet rational enough to discuss the nuances of
politics and religion with every student who sat in her office. She was
disciplined enough to invest in the lost art of letter writing, and yet free
enough to dress a plastic goose in seasonal attire to keep watch over
Cumberland’s courtyard.
Belle Stoddard was so many things at Cumberland School of Law,
and her charismatic life has influenced an era of Cumberland Lawyers. As
daunting as it is to attempt to tell the story of Belle Stoddard’s time at
Cumberland (she was the ultimate story-teller after all), and while this
tribute may not be as colorful as if she had written it, this piece attempts to
shed light on the many roles Belle Stoddard had at Cumberland and how her
commitment to Cumberland will live on in the lives of its alumni, faculty,
and students for years to come.
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A Classmate

Forty-three years ago, Belle Stoddard enrolled at Cumberland
School of Law. Like four of her classmates with whom she would form
strong bonds, she had two characteristics somewhat unusual for that class:
(1) she was an “older student”—in her 30s— who had worked a few years
after college instead of going to straight to law school, and (2) she was
female. Women made up less than 20% of the Class of 1978.
After graduation, these five friends’ legal careers took very different
paths. Consequently, they saw less of each other. After several years, Judge
Sandra Storm proposed that they begin to meet regularly each year, on the
equinoxes and the solstices. Belle suggested that the group be called “The
Old Broads.” There were objections at first, but the name was accepted
after being attributed to a quotation (supposedly) from Mae West that if you
wanted something done right, you got an old broad to do it.
Belle was loyal: to her friends, to her family, and to groups she
believed in. She was generous: her assistance to others went far beyond the
call of duty, but she never took credit for all she did. She loved to have a
good time: who else would throw herself a birthday party and tell guests not
to bring gifts but to “come dressed to amuse me” and always take a break
from the festivities to call upon someone to give “the occasion”? She was
also very private and generally kept her problems to herself; so willing to
help others, she was reluctant to ask for help.
The characteristic for which Belle may be best remembered is her
quick wit and mastery of the English language. She was a skillful writer, a
masterful storyteller, and a champion at using a few pithy comments not
only to entertain, but also to ease a tense situation or brilliantly stifle
someone else’s pontificating. The authentic Charleston accent did not hurt!
We know that the lightheartedness we loved sometimes masked
deeper feelings, but we all cherish memories of Belle at her best. And of
course, there are many memorable stories we will keep to treasure just for
ourselves.3
A Colleague and Educator
Belle picked me up from the Courtyard Marriott for dinner the night
before I was to interview with the faculty and make a presentation during
the interview process. She called to the room; I was still getting ready. I
said, "I'll be down in just a second, I'm trying to get ready." Belle replied,
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in that recognizable Charleston accent, "Well, dah-lin' we sure want you to
look handsome!"4
—
I had Professor Stoddard in her first summer of teaching the
summer 1L course, Public Law Process, in the summer of 2000. That is
where her influence on my life began. She quickly became my favorite thing
about law school. I had her for LLR as a 1L, served as her Caruthers
Fellow my 2L year, and had her again my 3L year for a Directed Research
hour where I researched and vetted a couple of fact patterns. We built a
friendship and stayed in touch. In the summer of 2007, Professor Stoddard
called me to come on board to teach in the LLR program—the greatest
honor of my professional life. She's been with me literally through a
marriage and two children. She loved us all so well.5
—
Her life and family were really our law school and her goal was to
make all of our students successful. Professor Stoddard loved Cumberland
and gave us her all.6
—
No one who met Professor Belle Stoddard soon forgot her. In even
the briefest encounter, Professor Stoddard made a lasting impact candidly
expressing her opinions and telling fanciful true stories in her unmistakable
South Carolina accent. Those who knew Belle for a longer time, though,
found that her defining trait was a tireless commitment to serve causes
about which she cared. Those causes included the betterment of Alabama
law as she served multiple Alabama Supreme Court justices, public
education as she served on the Birmingham School Board, and Cumberland
School of Law as she served a generation of future lawyers.
As a law professor at Cumberland, Professor Stoddard devoted
herself completely to helping students. She began teaching in the then new
LLR program and later became the director of the program. Throwing her
abundant energy into the program, she mentored new LLR instructors,
taught and tutored students throughout the week, and used her story-telling
prowess to devise new and creative problem sets. Professor Stoddard
became a legendary teacher and friend of students. She was at the law
school teaching or helping students nearly every day of the year, including
summers and weekends. She was always available to students to listen and
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assist with any problem any time, whether school-related or not. For many,
she became a substitute parent away from home. Countless alumni
attribute their success in writing, in law, and in life to Professor Stoddard’s
teaching and devotion.
Professor Stoddard’s legendary stories, her devotion to her
students, and her larger-than-life personality will forever be a part of the
Cumberland School of Law7.
—
Belle, Bob Goodwin, and I (and Jill Evans sometimes) used to
convene with regularity on Friday afternoons at Cocina Superior. In fact,
we became such regulars that the servers would see us come in and already
have our drinks ready and the chicken quesadilla that Belle would always
order for the table ready.8
—
Professor Stoddard loved teaching. She strove to get students
excited about legal writing. She spent countless hours infusing her
assignments with whimsy, interest and fun. Llamas with male berserk
syndrome, rabid pet raccoons, dropped caskets; her imagination was
endless. Every semester was a new adventure. She was a fiction writer with
a purpose, and we were the beneficiaries. She could turn otherwise
mundane lectures into entertaining experiences, sometimes even through
play acting and singing. Through these unexpected techniques, she not only
taught legal writing, she urged students to find balance between competitive
academics and living a genuinely happy life. Cumberland was so very lucky
to have her. She will be missed deeply.9
—
Professor Stoddard was fun, larger than life, and never short of law
school stories. She was a frequent visitor of the law library and we loved to
see her there. She appreciated the resources and the people. On a
personal level—we spent a lot of time together— talking about the world,
her family, politics, and teaching. I am lucky to have known her. She
called me “Graceums” which I found funny. She loved her students and
alumni fiercely. I am truly shocked and saddened that she is gone.
Cumberland is a better place because of her.10
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A Mentor, Role Model, and Friend
I, like so many others, was shocked and saddened to hear of the
sudden passing of Professor Stoddard this January. She was my teacher,
mentor, and friend. She was also an adventurer, whose newest adventure in
Pennsylvania had just begun. I had been meaning to send her the Christmas
card in my purse and give her a call. I had been wearing a scarf she gave
me all winter and I was overdue to tell her about it. I am sad that I do not
get that chance.
When I think of her, the first thing that comes to mind is her voice. A
magical mix of Charleston society slightly watered down by four decades of
Alabama drawl. I always thought if Julia Child had been Southern, she
would've had Belle Stoddard's voice.
While I was in law school, I would sit in her office and be privileged
to the carousel of students that would come by to say hello and discuss their
problems. She had a solution for about everyone. It was during one of these
impromptu therapy sessions that she gave me the Rules of Relationships,
which contained such gems as "you can learn a lot about a man by his
shoes" and lengthy list of "don't dos" that ended with "unless you want to."
(She would be dismayed if I didn't tell you that her friend wrote the rules
she merely followed them).
What I loved most about her was her capacity to love all of her
students - whether you were the top of the class or not even close, whether
you were gay, straight, southern fraternity boy, or slightly out-of-place
liberal at a Baptist school. She loved all of us, believed in our potential, and
made us feel special. As a teacher, she was fun -- dressing up for LLR in
military outfits, teaching Conflicts of Law at age 70 with a hula hoop, and
finding any excuse to help throw a party for school clubs.
In the years since I graduated, Belle Stoddard continued to have a
prominent place in my life. When I lived in England the year after
graduation, it was Belle Stoddard who sent me care packages of back issues
of The New Yorker and New York magazine littered post-its of witty
commentary. In the years after that, we would chat on the phone on Sunday
evenings or go to dinner when I passed through town to gossip about
politics, fashion, and her weekend (which I guarantee was interesting). She
was a fantastic story-teller. I also deeply admired her independence, and
have tried my best to emulate her example in my life.
I am so grateful for the years of advice, stories, fashion magazines, and
friendship. I feel honored to have known her and to have been her student. I
send my deepest condolences to her daughter, son-in-law, grandsons (who
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she spoke of so proudly), her brothers, and all of her family, chosen family,
and friends. I shall not see her like again. With love, Kate11
—
I met Belle several years ago, before I went to law school. She was a
patient of my mother’s and became her friend shortly after my mother
started treating her breast cancer. Belle was very open about her cancer
and how my mother treated and cured her disease. When Belle introduced
me to anyone she would always tell them my mother was her oncologist.
This is how our relationship started, with my mother as her doctor. But as
the years passed, Belle and I grew very close and I was no longer just her
doctor’s daughter.
When I first met Belle, she came to our house for dinner. I was taken
by her, this bold and outspoken woman with a Charleston accent and
equally bold hair-- at this time she had dark brown hair with a white streak
in the front. She would tell us stories about her childhood in Charleston and
about her work as an attorney and activist in Birmingham. She had an
incredible sense of humor and was a great storyteller. She was a champion
of my mother and very supportive of her when she needed a friend. I would
see her from time to time when she and my mother would visit each other.
Eventually, when I was a senior in college and I realized law school
was the most logical next step. Belle spoke so fondly of Cumberland School
of Law and made every effort to welcome me to the law school. I still don’t
know whether she orchestrated it or not, but I was even in her Lawyering
and Legal Reasoning class my 1L year. She was a great lawyer and
advocate, with much to teach her students. A lot of what she taught us was
practical. To this day, I always go out of my way to befriend secretaries,
assistants, court clerks, and anyone else that that can easily be overlooked
by attorneys but who at the end of the day are the ones who really know
what’s going on and can help you when you’re in a bind. That was lesson
she brought us from practicing law in rural Alabama courts.
In the summer of 2016, when I was studying for the bar exam, I got
a call from Belle saying she had fallen the day before. My mom and I
rushed over there that night so my mother could examine her. She hadn’t
broken anything, luckily. For the next month or so Belle and I spent almost
every day together at her house. When I took study breaks she would give
me short stories she had written and told me all about different times in her
life. I can’t repeat some of what I read—be assured it would make everyone
blush. But I read and heard about neighbors, friends, and clients that she
encountered throughout her life who needed help and who she went to great
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lengths to help. Belle genuinely cared about people. Many people who knew
her can tell you about the homeless man she let park his car behind her
house or about a number of other people for whom Belle went out of her
way to show kindness. I also heard countless stories about her parents,
brothers, nephews and nieces, her daughter, son-in-law, and grandsons, all
of whom she loved so much.
I wish I could tell every memory I have of Belle. In the end, Belle’s
time came too soon. But, she lived a full life. She didn’t compromise, she
accomplished so much in her career, she could laugh at herself, she was
open minded and tolerant. Cumberland was a little less without her, and
now the world is. One last though: I’m sure she has a boyfriend in heaven
and is having a great big birthday bash, like she used to.12
—
Professor Stoddard was the first professor at Cumberland I confided
in about my pregnancy during my first year of law school. I was terrified of
being able to juggle law school and pregnancy and (even harder) law
school and parenthood, but Professor Stoddard calmed me, believed in me,
and checked on me constantly.
Not many of my peers knew that Professor Stoddard was a young
mother while she was in law school; it is a truly special bond we share.
Even now, the memory of sweet Belle Stoddard continues to inspire me to
continue pursuing my dream of becoming a level-headed lawyer and a
dedicated mother.13
Family
Whether we knew Belle Stoddard as a classmate, colleague, or
professor, one common thread ran throughout all of
her relationships: she loved each person whose path
she crossed like family. I know that her office,
which included a Ten Commandments clock,
shelves overflowing with books, and a saber
hanging nonchalantly on the coat rack, became a bit
of a “home away from home” for me my first year
of law school. On behalf of Cumberland School of
Law, I would like to thank Professor Belle Stoddard
for sharing her vibrant life with us and graciously
welcoming us with open arms, embodying every bit
of Charleston southern hospitality, into her family.
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