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As Two LAw schooL 
Legends ReTiRe,  
TheiR LegAcy Lives on
  B y  J u l i e  s .  B e t t i N g e r
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s we seek to tell the stories of the 
Florida State College of Law’s 
two earliest professors, it’s ob-

vious we are telling the story of the law 
school itself.

Professors John Yetter and Charles 
“Chuck” Ehrhardt are retiring after nearly 
40 years of teaching. Without a doubt, they 
played an integral role in shaping the heart 
of the school – its very mission statement. 
And they have done well.

While some say it’s the end of an era 
with their departures, many are lauding 
their legacy.

“They set an early example for all of us 
at the law school,” says Dean Don Weidner. 
He says both have demonstrated a combina-
tion of commitment to the students, the bar 
and the bench.

“They have been a great example for the 
new faculty, proving the wisdom in remain-
ing engaged in the legal community more 
broadly,” he says.

Former students credit this approach for 
making the law school distinctive. “FSU 
gained a reputation as a law school that 
trained practitioners,” says Fifth District 
Court of Appeals Judge Vincent Torpy Jr., 
a 1983 graduate. Both Yetter and Ehrhardt 
combined theory with practical application, 
he says, “so when you graduated, you were 
well equipped to enter the practice of law 
and hit the ground running.”

Commonalities
While Yetter and Ehrhardt each con-

tributed uniquely to the school, there are 
some things they have in common. When 
they were hired, neither had teaching ex-
perience. It seems that this was a strategy 
of the school’s first dean, Mason Ladd. He 
would pluck a few very green lawyers direct 
from law school or early in practice and mix 

them with more seasoned professionals. 
Ehrhardt recalls that there was only one 

measure that would determine if the strat-
egy was a good one: the Bar Exam results 
from the first graduating class. Incredibly, 
“One hundred percent of the class passed 
the bar,” he says. “That gave us credibility.” 
Even better, internally, it affirmed Ladd‘s 
approach and the faculty’s in their teach-
ing skills.

Something else that Yetter and Ehrhardt 
had in common was moving to an unknown 
city during a tumultuous era. While the law 
school was founded in 1966, Ladd was still 
building his core faculty in 1968, which was 
a difficult time in American history and for 
American culture.

Martin Luther King was assassinated 
in April of that year, and Robert Kennedy’s 
assassination followed in June. There were 
anti-war protests taking place on college 

campuses throughout the United States, 
including Florida State. 

Tallahassee, too, had become a hotbed 
of civil rights skirmishes, including Ad-
derley v. Florida.

John Yetter says he believes in some 
ways that the contentious environment 
helped the law school. “It was polarizing, 
and I think that caused the faculty and 
students at the law school to come together 
in many ways.”

Although the retirement of these two 
esteemed professors closes a chapter in the 
history of Florida State’s law school, it’s clear 
they will continue to have an influence on 
the institution as well as the students. Both 
have agreed to return at least annually to 
teach a major course.

The legacy lives on.

A

with a little help from a friend…



f
s

u
 l

a
w

 
■

 S
P

R
IN

G
 2

0
0

7

33

here are a few items in Chuck 
Ehrhardt’s office that require ex-
planation. Like the broom with the 

University of Miami logo imprinted on it 
(“a clean sweep”). The Gator wallpaper 
covering the inside of his door. And, 
most perplexing, the framed cover of the 
University of Florida Law School’s spring 
1995 magazine.

The retiring Florida State College of 
Law professor explains that the first two 
are related to his reputation as a sports fan 
– preferring Florida State, of course. Both 
were the work of students from rival schools 
following Seminole losses to their teams.

The law magazine cover is the pro-
fessor’s own doing, though. In that issue, 
UF’s law school was touting credentials of 
its professors and alumni. Look closely at 
the photo, and you’ll note that Ehrhardt’s 
book, Florida Evidence, is figured promi-
nently.

Oops.
Yes, he chuckles, it’s been a source of 

delight for years.

Evolution of a book
One thing the magazine got right is the 

prominence of Ehrhardt’s book. Now in its 
ninth edition, it’s described as the “bible” 
for judges and trial attorneys in Florida.

“I was a circuit judge for 12 years, and 
I always had mine available,” says Florida 
Supreme Court Justice Kenneth B. Bell.

In his courtroom, it was common to 
have someone opening Ehrhardt’s book 
and citing a reference, while others would 
ask, “What page are you on?”

And it wasn’t just Bell’s experience.
“If you’re a trial lawyer, you dare not go 

into court without a copy of Ehrhardt on 
evidence,” says Florida State University’s 
President Emeritus and Professor Talbot 
“Sandy” D’Alemberte. “If you forget, just 
look on the judge’s desk and you’ll find one. 
Every judge has been a student of Ehrhardt 
at some time.”
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PRofessoR chuck ehRhARdT
The Man Who Wrote ‘The Book’ on Florida 
Evidence, Moves on to the Next Chapter of His Life
B y  J u l i e  s .  B e t t i N g e r
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The books, and Ehrhardt’s continu-
ing legal and judicial education on the 
topic, have earned him the name “dean 
of evidence.”

“You’ve got the Bobby Bowden of foot-
ball coaches,” says Bell, “well, Chuck is the 
Bobby Bowden of evidence coaches.”

To those who have to deal with evi-
dence, Ehrhardt is recognized as the 
pre-eminent scholar, Bell says.

Still, Ehrhardt didn’t seek the title or 
recognition, he says. It happened more as a 
result of taking advantage of opportunities 
that came his way.

It started when former Florida State 
Law School Dean Mason Ladd, who hired 
Ehrhardt, suggested that he audit his class 
on evidence one spring. “Why?” the pro-
fessor asked. “Because you’re going to be 
teaching it next fall,” he was told.

Ehrhardt immersed himself in the 
topic, and a few years later received a call 
that would make his a household name 
in legal and judicial circles throughout 
Florida.

D’Alemberte, then a member of the 
Florida House Representatives, says he 
and his colleagues were looking over the 
statutes and determined that the evidence 
code needed re-writing. The person they 
hired to do it wasn’t delivering. The call 
was to ask if Ehrhardt would consider 
taking over.

“That’s how Chuck got involved 

originally in drafting the (Florida) evidence 
code,” D’Alemberte says. Gov. Reubin 
Askew officially appointed Ehrhardt to 
the Florida Law Revision Council, where 
he served from 1975 to 1976.

Years later, Ehrhardt would return the 
favor to his lawmaker pal (and help shape 
the Florida State University law school, 
too). 

After leaving politics, D’Alemberte 
went back to practicing law in Miami. 

Ehrhardt called one day and asked him if 
he would consider being a candidate for 
dean at FSU. 

D’Alemberte recalls that at the time, he 
was chair of the American Bar Association 
section for legal education and teaching at 
the University of Miami College of Law. 
“So my response was, ‘I know too much 
about legal education to think about be-
coming a dean.’”

But Ehrhardt persisted with a dinner 
invitation in Tallahassee, and the rest is 
history. “I entered academic life because 
Chuck suggested it, and that led to me 
being university president,” D’Alemberte 
says.

Sports in the courtroom
It was an earlier Florida State president 

who contributed to Ehrhardt’s other claim 
to fame — intercollegiate athletics law 
expert.

In 1984, Florida State  President Bernie 
Sliger appointed Ehrhardt to chair the 
athletic board, and through that position 
he served on committees and boards of 
both the National Collegiate Athletic As-
sociation (NCAA) and the Atlantic Coast 
Conference (ACC).

“I found it interesting and invigo-
rating,” says Ehrhardt. “It was a whole 
different set of issues than what I was used 
to dealing with – and a whole separate 
group of people.”

Sliger’s successor, D’Alemberte, admits 

he didn’t see much value in those roles 
when he took over, until he was hit with the 
infamous Foot Locker incident (when play-
ers from the 1993 national championship 
team were treated to a $6,000 shopping 
spree). Recognizing how critical it was to 
have FSU represented at NCAA gather-
ings, and how well regarded Ehrhardt was, 
he decided to keep him in place and even 
encouraged more involvement. Ehrhardt 
remained chair of Florida State’s Athletic 

Board for nearly 20 years, and even served 
in more prominent positions. He was 
the faculty representative to the NCAA, 
chaired the Faculty Athletics Representa-
tives Association and went on to serve as 
president of the ACC.

Once a student, always 
a student

Amazingly, Ehrhardt’s non-teaching 
activities haven’t been at the expense of 
students, or even classroom performance.

Energetic with a booming voice, his 
teaching style easily engages his listeners. 
He marches through the aisle and gets a 
special look in his eyes when he’s about to 
make an important point. You just know 
it’s coming.

In an e-mail expressing his appreciation 
for Ehrhardt’s rich teaching career, Joe 
Schimmel (J.D. 1993) wrote: “I had only 
one class with Professor Ehrhardt (torts), 
but some lectures replay in my mind like 
scenes from a great movie.” 

Wayne Hogan, partner with Terrell 
Hogan in Jacksonville, calls him “the 
constant helpful professor.”

Though he was among Ehrhardt’s earli-
est students, graduating in 1972, he says, 
“Over all these years, he has continued to 
mentor us as practicing lawyers. He has 
always been willing to take a call and give 
us the benefit of his thinking.” 

Part of the “dream team” that helped 
win Florida’s tobacco settlement, Hogan 
says, “As we geared for the trial, we knew 
we were going to have certain key evi-
dentiary issues. Chuck was kind enough 
to come in and give us the benefit of his 
thinking and his coaching.”

He adds a disclaimer that ref lects 
Ehrhardt’s signature teaching method: 
“He still makes us do the work to find the 
final answer.”

Bachelor in a small town
Taking opportunity and running with 

it has been classic Ehrhardt from the early 
days.

Out of school about three years, at 
age 27, he was serving as an assistant U.S. 
Attorney in the northern District of Iowa, 
when he received a call from his former 
dean.

“you’ve got the Bobby Bowden of football 
coaches,” says Justice Ken Bell, “well, chuck 
is the Bobby Bowden of evidence coaches.”

see “ehrhardt” page 7
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ome things you need to know 
about John Yetter: He didn’t 
start out to be a lawyer…once 

in law school, he didn’t expect to be a 
teacher…once a teacher, he didn’t expect 
to be teaching criminal law…once teach-
ing criminal law, he didn’t expect to be 
publishing books on the topic.

Oh, and the Pennsylvania native never 
expected to stay in Florida this long; cer-
tainly not Tallahassee.

Retiring now after 38 years of doing all 
of the above at Florida State’s College of 
Law, Professor John Yetter guesses he’s had 
a hand in molding about 5,000 to 6,000 
lawyers throughout the country.

“Close to 10,000 students passed 
through here in 38 years,” he says, tilting 
his head in a thoughtful pose, a generous 
splash of white hair covering it. “That’s a 
lot of people.”

And that doesn’t include the judges 
and other attorneys who have attended 
his continuing-education lectures through 
the Florida Bar and judicial education 
programs. 

Teacher for life
“He’s been my professor, and he’s still 

my professor,” says Fifth District Court of 
Appeals Judge Vincent G. Torpy Jr., a 1983 
graduate of the school. “Even though I’m 
a judge now, I call him often to make sure 
I’m getting the law correct.”

Like Torpy, Charles J. Levin says he 
considers every encounter with Yetter to be 
a continuing-education experience.

“I never asked him a question in a 
legal matter where he did not have some 
very good insight or knowledge that was 
really stunning,” says Levin, an attorney 
in private practice in Tampa.

Yetter’s accolades reach well beyond 
the classroom and lecture halls. He was 
an editor of the Florida Civil Trial Guide 
and has authored law review and journal 
articles throughout his career. He also won 
the 1998 Selig I. Goldin Award, the highest 
honor given by the Florida Bar Criminal 

Professor John Yetter
An Unexpected—and Brilliant—Career 
B y  J u l i e  s .  B e t t i N g e r
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Law Section. He is well respected for his 
knowledge of evidence and sports law, and 
somewhere along the way, Yetter became 
a jazz musician.

“He’s a lawyer who could have done 
anything with his law degree,” says Torpy. 
“He could have made millions of dollars 
practicing law, but I think teaching is what 
he was put on this earth for.”

Roots
Trying his best to steer the conversation 

away from himself, the Roberts Professor 
finally gets around to telling how his un-
expected career path unfolded.

Though Yetter comes from a family of 
college and high school teachers (on both 
sides), he says it had never occurred to him 
to teach.

After graduating with a bachelors’ 
degree from Lehigh University in 1963 
(playing guard on the basketball team in 
his freshman year), he says he did what 
many young people in Pennsylvania did 
in those days and went to work for a steel 
company. He knew immediately it wasn’t 
his calling.

“Once you work for a year in steel, 
you’ll figure out something else,” he says. 
“So I thought, ‘Why not law school?’”

He applied and was accepted to 
Duquesne Law School, where he gradu-
ated summa cum laude in 1967, receiving 
his LLM a year later from Yale. With his 
engineering background, his original idea 
was to be a patent lawyer.

Nearing graduation from Yale, he says 
he had some promising prospects in his 
native state. But before he had a chance 
to pursue them, a professor suggested he 
meet with the dean of a fledgling law school 
in Florida.

After the end of his interview with 
Florida State’s first law school dean, Mason 
Ladd offered to buy him lunch. 

“He told me on the spot, ‘I want to hire 
you for Florida State University.’” 

Unfortunately, he couldn’t give Yetter 
much time to consider the offer. Since 
it was a young law school, Ladd said he 
needed to fill positions for the following 
fall. 

“He gave me 24 hours and said, ‘If 
I don’t hear from you, I’ll take that as a 
‘no.’”

Yetter says he went home and discussed 
it with his wife. He liked the idea of having 
a firm offer in hand and, even though he’d 
only met Ladd briefly, he liked the man. 
He decided not to do any more interviews 
and took the job for a starting salary of 
$11,000.

Having visited Florida only once 
– vacationing on the east coast – Yetter 
arrived in hot, humid Tallahassee August 
of 1968. “I had no idea what it would be 
like,” he says. “The climate was really a 
shock for me.”

The making of a teacher
Because Yetter had no teaching expe-

rience, he says, “One of the first things 
Mason did was take me into the classroom. 
He went and sat in the back row and said, 
‘Now, teach your class.’ So I did.”

Yetter says he was just “talking away,” 
when about 15 minutes into the lecture, 
Ladd interrupted him with a wave of his 
hand and said, “I’ve got a question.” The 
two conversed and finally, Ladd conceded: 
“You’ve convinced me you can handle it.”

Looking back on how it all started, Yet-
ter says, “Had it not been for Dean Ladd, 
my life would be completely different.”

Yetter’s next unexpected turn was 
teaching criminal law.

He recalls a couple of professors at Yale 
who interested him in criminal law and 
procedure. But he had no idea he would 
ever teach the topic.

“I got into it mainly because that’s what 
FSU needed,” he says. And he became 
good at it.

In 1972, the Florida Supreme Court 
wrote a new set of rules that he says 
changed the landscape of criminal proce-
dure in Florida. “The practicing bar needed 
someone to lecture and teach it, so I did.” 

Even though the practice area chose 
him instead of the other way around, it 
didn’t detract from Yetter’s passion for the 

topic. In fact, it was Yetter’s gift of teach-
ing criminal law that led to at least one 
student’s own change in career path.

“I went to law school thinking maybe 
I would be a tax lawyer,” says George Tra-
gos, who practices criminal defense and 
personal injury law in Pinellas County. 
“John Yetter made it so much fun that I 
really wanted to try the types of cases I was 
reading about.” After graduating, Tragos 
thought that he would get experience try-
ing cases, then move on. “But I enjoyed 
criminal law so much I never left.”

Never-ending student
It may be Yetter’s discover-and-be-

discovered approach to life that has 
contributed to his reputation for thinking 
outside of the university walls.

Desiring to add real life experience to 
what he had been teaching, in 1974, Yetter 
says he spent the summer working under 
Palm Beach State Attorney David Blud-
worth. “They swore me in the first day, 
and the second day I was in court,” Yetter 
says. He handled well over 100 cases and 
a few trials during those three months. “It 
was a pivotal time in my career.”

Yetter says he had been teaching six 
years and was considering his options – in-
cluding the possibility of leaving Florida. 
“Bludworth convinced me not only that 
I should stay in Florida, but that I had 
something to contribute,” he says.

So he stayed and has continued his 
quest for outside experience as much as his 
teaching schedule will allow.

A few years ago, Yetter was in Cocoa 
Beach and called his former student and 
friend Judge Torpy to re-connect. Torpy 
was scheduled to do first appearances that 
weekend, and Yetter asked if he could tag 
along.

“This is a guy who is a full professor, 
has a chair, and could teach most of these 
subjects without any preparation,” Torpy 

“he’s a lawyer who could have done anything with 
his law degree,” says vincent torpy. “he could have 
made millions of dollars practicing law, but i think 
teaching is what he was put on this earth for.”
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says. “He’s in the twilight of his career, and 
he’s getting up early on a Sunday morning 
to go to a jail and watch a judge do initial 
appearances on 100 people who had just 
been arrested.”

What impressed Torpy most was 
Yetter’s enthusiasm. 

“He was anxious to get back to the 
classroom and work it into his lecture,” he 
says. “I don’t think you’d find many aca-
demics take that kind of interest of what’s 
happening in the real world.”

Yetter credits the late Marvin Mounts, 
who was a circuit judge in Palm Beach 
County, for encouraging him to look be-
yond academic boundaries. Mounts urged 
Yetter to get involved with The Florida Bar 
and do law reform work. 

“Marvin Mounts and Mason Ladd 
were two very special people who had the 
ability and desire to make those around 
them much better people,” Yetter says. “I 
was very, very lucky to have these two men 
advise me in the early years of my career. 
I tried my best to put into practice the les-
sons they taught me.”

A day of brilliance
As word spreads about Yetter’s retire-

ment to the nearly four decades of former 
students, many have taken the time to 
reflect on their personal encounters with 
the man.

Tampa Attorney Levin, who has 
become close friends with his former 
professor over the years, recalls how well 
prepared Yetter was for his classes, which 
kept students’ attention. “Even early 
on, people would just come to hear him 
lecture. You could hear a pin drop. You 
wouldn’t miss a class if you didn’t have 
to; you would have missed a day of bril-
liance.”

Yetter says he has no big plans for retire-
ment. He will keep his hand in molding 
future lawyers, as Dean Don Weidner has 
invited him to teach one major course 
each year.

Pondering what he’ll do with the rest of 
his time, he says, “I think I’ll start teaching 
my granddaughter.” k
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Mason Ladd had retired from the 
University of Iowa and taken a position 
at FSU, launching the new law school. 
Though Ehrhardt had no teaching 
experience, he had graduated with high 
honors and obviously left a lasting im-
pression on Dean Ladd.

“I got hired over the phone,” Eh-
rhardt says. He admits that it wasn’t so 
much the teaching that attracted him, 
as the idea of avoiding his next obvious 
career move – joining a law firm.

“Taking a job with a law firm was 
like a lifetime marriage,” he says. “People 
just didn’t change firms. Plus, being 
from Iowa, the idea of moving to a more 
cosmopolitan atmosphere was intriguing 
to a bachelor like Ehrhardt.

“The Florida I thought I was going to 
see was Fort Lauderdale,” he says. What 
he found instead was a county that was 

slowly emerging from the prohibition 
era – it had gone wet only two weeks 
before he arrived and there were only 
two places that offered any kind of night 
life for singles. 

“This was not the Florida I expect-
ed,” he concedes.

It was to be one of many tests. 
Ehrhardt says the first few years were 
extremely challenging to early professors 
because the students consisted of many 
with life experiences, and most were 

older than Ehrhardt. Some had fought 
in the Vietnam war and others had 
previous careers, including an editor of 
the St. Petersburg Times. But, if he was 
intimidated, it never showed.

Recalling those early days, former 
student Wayne Hogan says, “He made 
you answer questions no matter who 
you were.”

Generation next
Now retiring after 38 years of teach-

ing, Ehrhardt says he’s reading the signs 
of retirement. While his continuing-
education lectures over the years allowed 
him to stay in touch with his former 
students, he’s seeing reminders of them 
in the classrooms at Florida State.

“I’ve looked at students and real-
ized I taught their parents,” he laughs. 
Another sign is the fact that all three of 

his children have already graduated from 
college, including a son who received his 
law degree from Florida State.

Bob Ehrhardt, now a prosecutor 
in Pasco County, took evidence from 
another professor, but dad required he 
sign up for his class as well.

“I told him, ‘Now you’re going to 
get my version of it.’ If he’s going to be 
a lawyer, and his name’s Ehrhardt, he’d 
better know my version.” k

“ehrhardt,” continued from page �

ehrhardt says the first few years were extremely 
challenging to early professors because the students 
consisted of many with life experiences and most 
were older than ehrhardt. some had fought in the 
vietnam war and others had previous careers, 
including an editor of the st. petersburg times. But, if 
he was intimidated, it never showed.


