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Four First Women Judges
his unique event at Gray’s Inn on 5 July was
organised by ‘First 100 Years’ – a project,
supported by the Law Society and the Bar
Council, ‘charting the journey of women in law
since 1919’ – to kick start the 2019 centenary celebrations
of the arrival of women barristers and solicitors.

Headlined ‘Four Continents, One City, One Global Event &
A First for the Legal Profession’, the event brought together
the President of the Supreme Court of the United Kingdom,
Baroness Hale, the Chief Justice of Australia, Susan Kiefel,
former Chief Justice of Ghana, Georgina Wood, and former
Chief Justice of Canada, Beverley McLachlin – all four
Benchers of Gray’s Inn. They were all the first women to be
appointed to their roles.
Seated informally on the dais in Hall, these remarkable and
inspiring women were introduced to a packed audience by
Dame Linda Dobbs and then chatted about their lives and
how they came to a career in the law and what that had
meant to them. The discussion highlighted the challenges
that have faced – and sometimes still face – women in the
legal profession.
Beverley McLachlin told of the lack of encouragement given
to girls, when social traditions all were still telling girls of
her age: ‘You can’t really make it. It’s a man’s world out
there.’ Susan Kiefel recalled a conversation with one judge
who suggested she might give up her career for her family,
and Brenda Hale described how she had been left feeling
humiliated after being rejected for professorships despite
believing she was the most qualified applicant.
Though these women faced setbacks, their subsequent
careers are evidence of their determination and ability.
Georgina Wood said she had been motivated by a desire to
help people and ‘to settle differences’. As Chief Justice in a
developing country she made up her mind to protect the
independence of the judiciary ‘come what may’, and she

described as a ‘very trying moment’ the time when some of
her colleagues were accused of corruption. Beverley
McLachlin was herself accused of impropriety by the Canadian
Prime Minister, which was a very difficult time for her.
However, she was eventually completely vindicated: ‘What
was good about it was that the legal institutions and ordinary
Canadian men and women were outraged at the attack.’
Reassuringly, Susan Kiefel said that she had enjoyed her
time at the Bar, though it had had its ‘usual terrifying
moments’,and that she had found being a judge more
satisfying. It was, she said, people as much as events that
had shaped her way of thinking as a judge.
The position of women in the law received some attention,
with Brenda Hale pointing out that, as women, people
reacted to them in different ways and that the experience of
being a woman – representing half the human race – was
just as important to feed into the practice of the law as was
the experience of men. Georgina Wood saw men as
partners, not competition, and urged them to understand
the challenges and concerns women faced.
The panel also spoke of their inspirations, with Simone de
Beauvoir and Betty Friedan identified as formative influences.
Beverley McLachlin highlighted the importance of diversity:
‘I grew up in a very diverse community … that led to an
appreciation of the place of everybody in the world.’ Both she
and Brenda Hale credited their parents with shaping their
lives, with Brenda Hale outlining what an inspiration her
mother had been in picking up her career and providing for
her school girl daughters after their father died.
There was also advice for future generations of women.
Beverley McLachlin said: ‘When you think the bottom’s
falling out of your world, think again. You may be
underestimating yourself, you may be running up against
a prejudiced opinion that doesn’t matter. My advice to
younger women is to keep your head up, plough on and
you’ll win in the end.’
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She also reassured parents worried about juggling the
responsibilities of career and family: ‘When I had a child, it
was extremely stressful. Not because I thought I couldn’t do
my job...but because I thought I was the worst parent in the
world. Years later my son said, get over it Mom, you were
great.’ Georgina Wood advised: ‘Do the best that you can,
in the given circumstances. Your work and your integrity
will always turn for you.’

‘The first 100 years’ motivation has always been to go
beyond women as citizens. We celebrate women as
professionals – women who are independent and able to
build careers and be the role models you have heard today.’
Then it was out into South Square to enjoy some
refreshment and continue the discussion.
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Dana Denis-Smith, founder of First 100 Years, closed the
event, saying:

Book review
Under the Wig: A Lawyer’s Stories of Murder, Guilt and Innocence
by William Clegg QC

O

ur present Vice Treasurer says that when asked
by his publisher to write this book he was asked
to write, not a typical autobiography, but a book
aimed at non-lawyers, demystifying the legal
profession and explaining how it works with a synopsis of a
few of the more interesting trials he had appeared in. The
book meets those requirements. Although due to lack of
time Master Clegg employed the services of a ghost writer
friend, the content is based on recorded conversations and
is written in everyday English. The unmistakeable voice and
style of the author are clearly present.
Given that Master Clegg has appeared in more than 100
murder trials, as well as many other high profile cases, he
has done very well to highlight only 14 of them of which
those of special interest include the Wimbledon Common
murder, R v Clegg and the News of the World telephone
hacking trial.

But the book contains far more than accounts of interesting
aspects of these and other trials. It starts with the working
life of a criminal barrister from Call through pupillage and
early days of which one memory clearly stands out: he did
not receive payment for his first brief. He reminds his
solicitors that it is never too late to pay. It continues to
taking Silk and part-time judging. Interspersed with
observations about the trials are chapters such as ‘Learning
how to fight a case’, ‘Winning the trust of a judge’ and
‘Inside chambers: rivalry and camaraderie’.
The author pulls no punches. He has no time for criminal
profilers: ‘In my opinion the vast majority of work criminal
profilers do is rubbish.’ The chapter on Legal Aid, ‘Trying
times for Legal Aid’, is a serious indictment against
successive governments for reducing and withdrawing Legal
Aid with the serious consequences this has had on justice.
The more the public realise what has been taking place the
sooner this serious wrong will be remedied. This is a down
to earth book. And all the better for that.

Like many successful practising
barristers Master Clegg did not
come from a monied or
academic background. He went to
local schools. Having failed the Eleven Plus he did well in
A levels but just managed, he says, to get a degree. His
pupil master was Ronnie Trott, a family friend and very
much a ‘roll your own’ character at the Bar. He did not find
it easy to obtain a tenancy. But he always wanted to be a
barrister and, once a tenant, he went from strength to
strength. When you want to do something you knuckle
down to it. Early difficulties were overcome.
But it ought not to be thought that irrepressible enthusiasm
is sufficient for ultimate success at the Bar. Young readers
with that enthusiasm or just starting at the Criminal Bar,
and perhaps facing hardships similar to those faced by the
author, will find the book encouraging, even though it
makes clear that earnings at the Criminal Bar these days are
often very low for many and quite inadequate to fund a
satisfactory lifestyle. But they should remember that success
does not come without hard work and ability. The author
has clearly worked hard but also lived a full life enjoying
and learning from the non-serious as well as the serious.
Humour is an essential streak in his character. So much so
that after his closing speech in the News of the World
hacking trial, the trial judge, a Bencher of this Inn, asked
him whether he would accept the Oscar nomination for the
most humorous speech in the case!
I confess that I normally approach judicial and lawyer’s
memoirs of their careers with some foreboding. Too often
they are punctuated by one case after another and
sometimes are overloaded with personal reflection. What
excites the author’s interest may not excite mine. But I found
this book a refreshing, easy and enjoyable read. The
publisher briefed the right man!
JLW

