
State Representative Gwendolyn Sawyer 
Cherry
State Representative Gwendolyn Sawyer Cherry was the daughter of Miami’s 
Black pioneer doctor William B. Sawyer and she championed many “firsts” 
as a Black woman in Florida.  She was the first Black person to be admitted 
to the University of Miami’s School of Law, the first Black female lawyer in 
the State of Florida in 1965,1  the first civilian to serve as legal assistant 
with the Coast Guard, and the first Black female Florida State Representative 
from 1970 until 1979.  In her role as a State Representative, Cherry was a 
champion for the poor and the oppressed, and she was particularly involved 
in advancing social programs and equal rights for minorities and women.  
She advocated tirelessly, alongside Black and white women, for the Equal 
Rights Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which would have guaranteed 
equal legal rights for all Americans, regardless of sex.  During her four terms 
in the State Legislature, she introduced the Equal Rights Amendment, the 
Martin Luther King Jr. Day state holiday, chaired the state’s committee for 
International Women’s Year in 1978, and co-authored Portraits in Color: the 
Lives of Colorful Negro Women with Pauline Willis and Ruby Thomas.2 3 She 
also chaired the Minority Affairs Committee for the Democratic National 
Convention and the National Women’s Political Caucus in 1972 while serving 
as legal counsel for the National Organization for Women (NOW)’s Miami 
chapter.4   

Representative Cherry was friends with Governor Bob Graham and his wife 
Adele Graham and was the first person to meet with the Governor on his 
first day in office in Tallahassee in January 1979.  She died in a tragic and 
perplexing single-vehicle car accident in Tallahassee on February 7, 1979, 
just as she was making significant progress on policies for social reform.5   
Cherry lived in Brownsville on NW 46 Street with her husband James 
Cherry since at least the time of their marriage in 1960 until her death in 
1979.6   Her house was built on land that her father Dr. Sawyer purchased 
from wealthy Black farmers, Samuel and Laura Wilson.  Cherry’s twenty-
year ascent into law and politics took place while living in Brownsville in this 
home.  Brownsville’s role as a powerful voting bloc during the 1960s and 
1970s played an important role in Cherry’s election as the first Black female 
State legislator in Florida.  
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Image. Images of State Representative 
Gwen Cherry. (Source: Florida Memory).
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Image. Representative Gwen Cherry and others marching in 
support of the Equal Rights Amendment in Tallahassee, 1975.  
(Source: Florida Memory).

Image.1970 article. (Source: The Miami News).

Image. 1966 newspaper article.  (Source: the Miami Herald).
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