My Odem Served As A Judge In

Waterloo For 15 Years

Waterloo court has small docket

Judge arrives
at work after
plane flight

In the mid-1970s, each incorpo-
rated Alabama fown was given
the chojce of having fts own
court or to have cases handled in
a distrigt court. Three of the
small lowns in Lauderdale
County — Rogersville, Waterloo
and Killen — have their own
courts, while Lexington, 5L
Florian and Anderson use the
district court. This is the second
of three profiles of the municipal
judges for the small towns.

By Linda J. Quigley

Staff Writer

A municipal judge might be the last
persen vou'd think would fall vietim to
2 “layoff.” But Dennis Odem, Water-
Ino's judge for six years, lost his judge-
ship for several months when the town
had no police officer — thus, no ar-
rests, and no need for a judge.

During that time, Waterloo's law en-
forcement eame from the eounty and
the state. But when the town was able
to hire another policeman, Odem was
back.

He holds court once 3 month and ar-
rives there in an unusual fashion.

“T live at Happy Hollow, at the other
end of the county from Waterioo,"
Odem said, "To save time, T 0F down
in mv seaplane and the pelice chief
meets me at the park.

“I may be the only judpe arousnd
who wears sneakers to court, but I
have to climb out on the wing of the
plane and, to be safe, I have lo wear
deck shoes,” he said,

Qdem said Waterloo has very little
crime and “about 85 percent of all vio-
lations are traffic, many of them alco-
hol-related.”

“The dry county situation poses a lot
of problems with viclations,” Odem
said, “but basieally Waterloo is guiet,
peaceful and more of a recreation
area than anything else."

The smalltown atmosphers pro-
¥ides asmall court deshet in Water-
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Waterloo judge Dennis Odem travels to court by seaplane.
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jno. “We have about 15 arrests &
month,” Odem said. "About 12 or 13
will plead guilty and pay their fine,
and we might have two or three tri-
als.” When a trial is held, attorney
Stan Smith aets as prosecutor.

Many people plead guilty to offenses
that can be pald ahead and handle it
without appearing in cowrt. “Of
course, some charges, such as DU or
reckless driving, require a8 courf ap-
pearance,” Odem said. He recalls
“yory few' appeals to distriet court, ;

“| {hink municipal court works pret-
tv well for the small towns,” Odemn

seid. "The Legislature gives us pretty
mueh a free hand, We have wide dis-
¢retion for fines and sentences in the
cases that we are allowed to handle.”

Iz a small town judge more apt to
get calls seeking special favors?

“I don't think s0," Odem said. “We
only handle misdemeanors. If anyone
should try to influence me, I think just
a reminder that they're attemphing to
bribe a judge should take care of it.
That's commiiting a felony to get con-
sideration on a misdemeanor. IL just
wouldn't be worth it to them.”

Municipal judges handle only erimi-
nal cases, no civil. Te many people,
though, a judge means just gne thing,
“People will call and ask me to marry
them. I have Lo tell them I'm not qual-
ified, but if it doesn't work out, I'll han-
die the divorce," said Odem, also a
practicing attorney.

His own wife, Carolyn, is a full-time
employee in his law office. She's a sec-
retary and “she even does windows."
Their son John, 3, is too young to par-
ticipate in the family business, but he
enjoys the family's lakeside home and
seaplane.



