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Barristers’ clerks work in chambers around the country, including those based in the Inns of Court in 

London 

AL A MY  

Barristers’ clerks are the power-brokers of the Bar. Once cheeky chappies — 

usually Cockney or Essex boys who were recruited straight from school at 16 — 

they could make or break a barrister’s career. And earn fat salaries on the back of 

the briefs they secured. They were a breed of their own. 

Now clerks are often women with titles such as chief executive or chambers 

director, and they may be graduates. They arrive at chambers through recruitment 

advertisements, rather than family links, and have brought a radical change at the 

Bar. 
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“There are still connections — brothers, fathers, but far less so,” says Jayne Drake, 

senior clerk of the 44-strong set, St Pauls Chambers in Leeds. “And the culture has 

changed. Gone are the days when you’d leave at Friday lunchtime and get pissed 

all afternoon. We can’t do that. We are commercially sensitive businesses — 

business generators.” 

As a result, the atmosphere in chambers has altered: the clerks’ room is no longer 

the same hotbed of banter or laddishness. “The arrival of women has dampened the 

camaraderie to some extent,” Drake says. “Back in the day there were lots of 

instances of sexual harassment — it was rife.” 

She adds that “having your bottom slapped was something that just happened. It 

was a different environment. Women had to be more resilient to that”. There was 

also a view that “women couldn’t possibly do this job. It was ‘Billy the clerk’ 

[named after a clerk in the TV series Silk] and you don’t have the skills. When 

actually we do”. 

This year the Institute of Barristers’ Clerks celebrates its centenary. A century ago 

there were no women clerks, nor women barristers. Now, of the institute’s 830 

members, 36 per cent are women — not gender parity, but a 9 per cent rise in five 

years. 

The advent of women in the clerks’ room over the past 30 years coincides with a 

transformation in the Bar in other ways, as antiquated chambers became 

multimillion pound businesses. 

Charles Lamb, the 18th-century essayist, wrote of his father’s relationship with the 

barrister he clerked: “He was at once his clerk, his good servant, dresser, his friend, 

his flapper, his guide, stop watch, auditor, treasurer.” There were just a few dozen 

clerks: 50 years ago there were 240 compared with some 1,600 staff in clerks’ 

rooms across England and Wales now. 



It was a one-on-one personal relationship. That still exists between some clerks and 

counsel, but huge changes have also expanded the clerks’ role. Chambers have 

grown and become professionalised, underpinned by technology, marketing and 

recruitment strategies, business development plans. 

Chambers hired practice or marketing managers, sometimes alongside the senior 

clerk, but many senior clerks also stepped up to these new responsibilities. 

Leigh Royall, who is on the institute’s management committee, says: “This is one 

of the biggest changes I’ve seen in 30 years. Clerking is much more than 

traditional practice management . . . we have an important and developing role in 

providing opportunities for mentoring and coaching members, particularly those 

returning after a break.” 

In years gone by, “everyone had the same level of service, which was centred on 

your middle class Oxbridge man,” says Royall, who first became a senior clerk 

aged 21 and is now senior clerk with Spire Barristers, a family and public law set 

in Leeds. “Now chambers are trying to adapt to support the needs of different 

groups, one size doesn’t fit the practice, development and retention of all people.” 

Women are one of those groups. When Lucy Barbet, a senior joint clerk at 11 

KBW, started as a clerk then having a baby was a career-defining choice. “You 

either handed the child over to the care of a nanny or you gave up the Bar. Now, 

there absolutely is the opportunity for women to do both, and the Bar is a much 

better place for it.” 

The change has been driven by women clerks. “The clerks’ room in the 1980s was 

the powerhouse of chambers,” says Mrs Justice McGowan, a High Court judge. 

“Barristers had to behave like men to succeed, women would boast about coming 

back to work within days of giving birth.” 



It was the increased presence of women clerks — rather than more women 

barristers — that brought the single biggest shift in attitudes, she says. “They 

embedded in chambers’ culture that broader diversity of skill and approach, and 

proved the advantage to the whole set.” 

Amanda Illing, the chief executive of Gatehouse Chambers, adds: “There is a 

danger of gender stereotyping, but women have a different approach: they think 

and behave differently and have different skills in terms of approach to a problem, 

or building relationships.” 

This all has a knock-on effect for judicial diversity. Angela May, is a senior clerk 

with Foundry Chambers, which has a woman head of chambers, Alexandra Healy 

QC. May says: “We place a big mark on a person’s wellbeing . . . having women in 

the top positions encourages women to apply. They like the dynamic of having a 

woman senior clerk and head of chambers and yes, I think that in turn feeds into 

the judiciary.” 

McGowan agrees. “Encouraging young women to stay, helping build their 

practices and confidence, showing them that having children doesn’t mean the end 

of their career are all ways of keeping women beyond the early days of practice.” 

That, in turn, means “more women stay and get silk and/or go on to be part-time 

and then full-time judges”, she adds. “Some male clerks were very good at this. 

But more women clerks just makes the whole process normal and routine, rather 

than exceptional.” 

Four women at the top of clerking 

Lucy Barbet, senior joint clerk, 11KBW 

When Lucy Barbet was first a junior clerk, solicitors would ring up and ask to 

speak to the clerk for one or other of the silks. “I am his clerk,” she would say. 



“But you’re a woman . . .”, came the response. “Well yes,” she replied, “I was the 

last time I looked.” 
 

Lucy Barbet 

That was 31 years ago. Now aged 52, she has reached the height of a clerk’s career 

as joint senior clerk with 11KBW, the public and employment law set — 69 

barristers including 21 silks, once known for having Lord Irvine of Lairg, the 

former Labour lord chancellor, among its ranks. 

Women senior clerks are still a rarity, especially in London, which is “more 

pressured and more specialist” than in the regions, she says. “Every day is 

different, I never stop learning, I have clerked the most incredible barristers, 

including first treasury counsel [Philip Sales] for many years, which was just the 

most amazing experience.” 

There is now more willingness to accommodate part-time working or remote 

working, she says. But there is room for change. “I still hear horror stories about 

issues that women in the Bar encounter, and there is a lot of work to do in that 

regard, but we are now very much part of the profession, which wasn’t the case 30 

years ago.” 

Angela May, senior clerk, Foundry Chambers 

“It’s not a job, it’s a way of life,” says Angela May, a senior clerk at Foundry 

Chambers, a criminal set in London. “If you want a typical nine-to-five job, then 



forget it. You must be willing to embrace the long hours, the unexpected, and not 

to be afraid to think on your feet.” 
 

Angela May 

May, 58, is the female senior clerk in a set that unusually also has a woman head of 

chambers, Alexandra Healy QC. There are 58 members, 22 of them women, 

including 11 silks. 

May was a graduate when she went into clerking, a sign already of changing times 

as she was not the 16-year-old straight from school. 

“Ever since I started in criminal clerking, there has been a huge amount of support 

and solidarity shown to me by my male clerking colleagues from all around. 

“It hasn’t been easy sometimes, being the only female in a room full of male 

clerks, but if you are good enough, work hard, have integrity, and don’t forget that 

sense of humour, then you can create your own space at the Bar.” 

She adds: “It is a well-paid role, and you only get out of it what you put in. I still 

get that buzz after landing a large case, wanting to do a lap around the clerks’ room 

when that happens.” 

Jayne Drake, senior clerk, St Pauls Chambers, Leeds 

“I was a novelty when I started out in the clerks’ room,” Jayne Drake recalls. “I 



was an 18-year-old girl in a very male-dominated, non-PC environment. You had 

to give the backchat. But I’d got three young brothers and you’d give as good as 

you got.” 
 

Jayne Drake 

Drake, 45, became a junior clerk 27 years ago at the annexe in York of a London 

set. Now she is senior clerk at a chambers with 44 members across crime, civil, 

family and regulatory work. 

“I’d done my A-levels and wanted time out before making a decision on 

university. So I applied for a role as a junior clerk. I got the job and never looked 

back.” 

She had read about a lack of diversity at the Bar and having taken sociology A-

level wanted to discuss that at the interview, along with socio-economic barriers to 

the Bar. Instead, she remembers one of the barristers on the panel asking how she 

might go about putting up a new set of shelves in the clerks’ room. “To this day I 

am unclear what the purpose of that question could have been. 

“I don’t feel I have anything to prove as a woman. I’ve earned my place at the 

table because I am passionate about a positive contribution to those I have worked 

alongside for so many years and I’d like to think I’ve earned the respect of my 

colleagues.” 



Amanda Illing, chief executive of Gatehouse Chambers 

“It’ll take you years to pick this up, darlin’,” Amanda Illing was told when she 

started work as a barristers’ clerk. “It turned out I took to it like a duck to water.” 
 

Amanda Illing 

Now in charge of a 93-barrister set that specialises in commercial, construction, 

insurance and property law, Illing, 53, is very much the new face of the world of 

clerks. 

Illing was not even fresh from school like most novice clerks when she joined her 

first chambers: she was a senior civil servant and caseworker with the Crown 

Prosecution Service. 

She had joined the CPS aged 19 with three A-levels and spent 12 years as a 

caseworker there, where her cases included the Birmingham Six appeal and the 

first corporate manslaughter case involving the sinking of the Herald of Free 

Enterprise ferry. She became private secretary to two directors of public 

prosecutions, Dame Barbara Mills and Sir David Calvert-Smith. 

Illing then first joined the clerking team at 4-5 Gray’s Inn Square before moving to 

Matrix Chambers, the set founded by Cherie Blair QC. 

She left Matrix in 2009, married a barrister and then joined Hardwicke Chambers, 

which last year changed its name to Gatehouse. 



“It’s really important to have role models and mentors in any job and the same 

goes for women and other people from non-traditional backgrounds in the clerks’ 

room,” Illing says, adding: “We are probably more accessible in many ways and 

more understanding. We have different life experiences. And 50 per cent of clients 

are women.” 

 


