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Rachel: This is an interview with Nemone Lethbridge who is a senior barrister, now retired. A part of the … history … to the archives. Nemone was born in 1932, and she’s been described by many people as being a real inspiration for so many women. She was certainly one of the earlier criminal advocates to be written about, and her staying power, I hope, will be evident from her incredible story which she is going to tell us now.
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So, Nemone, I’d like to pick it up when you decided to study law at Somerville College in Oxford. Can you tell us, why did you decide, and what was the interest in studying law at that time? 

Nemone Lethbridge: I was really interested in politics and constitutional law. I hadn’t researched the actual Honours School of Jurisprudence, as it was known, and I was rather astonished and mortified to find the first year was done in Latin and was Roman law, so I learned how to manumit a slave, but nothing else of great relevance to the modern world. Second law was largely done in Norman French, and was medieval land law. And only in the third year did one start to do things that bore any relation to the world as we know it.

R: So having got over the shock of the subjects, what were your experiences at Oxford?
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NL: Well, there was only one other girl in Somerville who was reading law: Audrey Briscoe, who alas is now dead. But she and I were farmed out to Keble, because there was no resident law tutor in Somerville. And we were sent to a man called Davidge who didn’t appear to have a Christian name. He was known as “Davidge’s father” because his son was a famous rowing blue. And everybody knew young Davidge, but anyway we went to “Davidge’s father”. And he regarded us with total contempt. He used to laugh at us. He said, “The idea of you two – neither of you are clever. The idea of either of you going to the bar is just too ridiculous to contemplate. But it doesn’t really matter because you’ll commit matrimony anyway.”
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R: Well fortunately you didn’t listen to that advice or believe what he said. Did things get any better for you with perhaps a change of tutelage?

NL: No, I mean – I loved Oxford, I had a wonderful time, but it was – the course was a bit of a shock. What I should have done was research it before I went up. But I very much wanted to go into Parliament and I was – read Bagehot and that sort of thing, and was very interested in constitutional law. But of course we hardly touched it.

R: And so what happened, being only one of two women studying law at Oxford. Were you fairly isolated whilst you were studying, or did you make friends with other people?

NL: We had wonderful friendships. Some of them still exist. Alas when you get to my age so many of ones friends are dead and gone. But, no, we had a wonderful group of friends. We were known as the “Bottom Table” because we sat always together in the dining room at Somerville.

R: And when we hear now of so many schemes to support [debating and mooting?] and access to the profession and develop those skills, was there anything whilst you were studying, during your time to perhaps develop an interest in accessing [inaudible].

NL: Absolutely not. Women were not allowed into the Union, for example, so the prime debating forum was closed to us. And there wasn’t anything else. So it was, do one’s essay, go to – read it at tutorial, then go to a party. That was my frivolous passage through Oxford.

R: Then I think you did have some access, didn’t you, at some point during your time, with Hazel Fox, who was a barrister, or had access to chambers, and so you were able to…
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NL: Yes, we did. Hazel Fox was not resident. She was a part-time tutor. Hazel Stuart was her name. She became Lady Fox. But she was Lord Denning’s step-daughter, and she had chambers in Fountain Court, and it was always said that they gave her a tenancy because they wanted to find out what the old man was up to. At that time he was regarded as a very dangerous left-wing radical. Which is quite extraordinary when one thinks how his career developed.

R: How interesting. And so did you talk to her about her experiences as a barrister – was she practising? 

NL: Not very much. I mean, she would come for an hour and then disappear. We never got the chance to get to know her, which is a great pity.
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R: So what was it, Nemone, that interested you in becoming a barrister?

NL: Well, I was always argumentative. I was also – my father at the time was chief of intelligence in Germany, and so he was very active in gathering evidence for the Nuremberg trials. And we went and stayed with him in Germany in the school holidays and became very interested in the whole matter of war crimes and the whole Nuremberg forum. As a child – we went to Berlin and I went to the bunker where Hitler killed himself, actually went to the room where he shot himself, and became very much involved in politics. And one could hardly avoid becoming interested in the processes of bringing these people to trial. 
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R: And so did you see advocacy at that time, what people on their feet…

NL: No. No, we were too young to go to court. But it did spark a very strong interest.

R: And so were your family encouraging, despite the lack of their own connections in the law?

NL: Well very much so, I mean they were very enlightened. And my father was friends with David Maxwell-Fyfe, who later became Lord Kilmuir, who was the chief prosecutor at Nuremberg. And it was he who arranged for my first six months pupillage. So it was nepotism rather than merit that got it for me, I’m afraid.

R: So tell us about your pupillage experience. Obviously your father’s connection to the law helped make an introduction, but I think at that time – remind us of what year you started your pupillage, then? 

NL: 1956. 

R: And at that time, there were very few women…

NL: Yes.

R: …I think people were being called to the bar, but it was incredibly difficult to secure a pupillage, wasn’t it?

NL: It was very difficult, yes.

R: And so having managed to find a place to go – tell us about your memories of the allocation of pupil master when you first started.

NL: Well, my first pupil master was Mervyn Griffith-Jones, who at the time was first junior treasury counsel. And he was very much of the old school. I mean, a very nice man, very kind, but extremely old-fashioned. And he was ACUTELY embarrassed at being lumbered with a woman pupil. I could see him cringing when he walked into the Old Bailey bar mess and I tagged along after him. But he did his best to help me. He was a very good advocate, it was a lesson in itself just to listen to him in court. 

09:08

He didn’t talk to me much, but he did tell me – he gave me one piece of advice and that was: “If you want to advance at the Bar, you have to join the Inns of Court Conservative and Unionist Society. And learn to play golf.”

R: And so formally now we have, we may have, quite prescribed pupillage information packs that people have to go through various skills development, what sort of work were you doing in your pupillage at that time?

NL: In the first six months I think I did a few dock briefs, but that was it. That was the only way that I could have got work. You go to the Old Bailey, and it was a sort of um, like a cattle auction. You went into Court and the man in the dock would point ant say “I want that one!” or “I want him” or “I want her”. Yes, those were the first cases I did. The first case I did was arson, before the Recorder of London, who was the most terrifying old gentleman called Sir Gerald Dodson. And my – I got my client seven years.
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R: So your first case, you were on your feet, you’re sent off to the Old Bailey, you wait for a dock brief, and you end up in front of the Recorder of London in a very serious arson case.

NL: Yes. And got my client seven years.

R: Goodness! And how did you prepare for that? Were you supported in the preparation, or the skills, did you do any advocacy training…

NL: No. No. No. [Talking over.] No, you were just thrown in at the deep end. And of course one had no solicitor backing one on your dock brief. No help at all. You just – did it.

R: So, the dock brief system – I think we now see wonderful old-fashioned pictures drawn…

NL: Yes.

R: …of a row of mostly male barristers, some snoozing, waiting for that moment where the judge springs into action and indicates that person is unrepresented… will be given the opportunity of selecting one from “counsel’s row”.

NL: Yes. 

R: And so it literally was those sorts of early experiences that… cut your teeth.

NL: That’s right, and then my second six months was at 3 Pump Court, which were Western Circuit chambers. Ewen Montagu was the head of chambers at that time. And Rose Heilbron was there too, and she was a great inspiration. Wonderful woman, very very kind to junior people. But I used to go on circuit, and that involved – this was before the Crown Courts Act, of course – so Assizes took place in the cathedral cities of the West Country. And one travelled down the night before the Assize was to open. One stayed in the Bar hotel, and one dined in the Bar mess, which was a curtained-off part of the hotel dining room. And the wine waiter would come round during the courst of dinner and lean over one’s chair and say “Miss Lethbridge, would you take the case of Smith?”. And the small prosecution work was in the gift of the wine waiter.
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R: And so you mentioned Rose Heilbron, who many people have written about quite extensively about Rose, about her career. And she would have been one of the very few women at the time ahead of you. And so what was it like being in your shoes looking forward and seeing very little in terms of support from other women around you?

NL: Well, she was very helpful, very kind, lovely lady. Otherwise one really was on one’s own. And when I got a tenancy in 3 Hare Court, it was a set of chambers that did mainly prosecution. And of course this was before the CPS was set up. And all the prosecution work was in the gift of the yard’s solicitor, and he wouldn’t touch women. So none of the chambers work was I allowed to touch. And I mean there were young men who were junior to me who were allowed to do – even things like traffic cases, I was not allowed to touch.

R: So you simply weren’t allowed, because of the preferences of others, to do certain – to do this work. So what did you do?

NL: Well I had a lucky break, in that the Kray brothers were – retained a firm of solicitors in the East End who were strictly Orthodox Jewish. And they – nobody in the firm could go to court on Saturday. So they looked around for an amenable Gentile who would go to court on Saturday, and that was me. So I started going to court on Saturday morning for the Kray twins. And they used to get arrested ALL the time by enthusiastic young policemen who wanted to make their name. For silly things, like – remember the old “sus” laws. 

R: No, tell us about them.

NL: Well, the sus laws [were a] way of sweeping up undesirables in a particular district. You had to prove that the defendant was a suspected person, behaving in a suspicious manner. And so they’d say “I observed Mr Ronald or Mr Reginald Kray trying door handles in Whitechapel High Street”. And they would appear in Arbour Square magistrate’s court the following morning. And there I would be, and that’s how I got my first break.

R: Goodness me. So tell me, you talked about the difficulty of being briefed. What was the role, what was your experience of the clerks’ room?

NL: The clerks were affable, but they had to work according to the rules that defined their role. The clerk in [Harcourt???] Buildings, that was Mervyn Griffith-Jones’s chambers, was a very frightening old gentleman called Henry Twelvetree. Used to wear a brocade waistcoat and a bowler hat. And he was very alarming. I – he didn’t speak to me much. But I was told by one of the lads in chambers that when I was taken on – Mervyn hadn’t wanted to take me – but, the, Henry Twelvetree, the senior clerk had said to him, “Sir, it’s a royal command. You’ve got to do it. But this experiment need never be repeated”. And so I was taken on for six months.
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R: And how did that make you feel.

NL: I thought it was a bit sad!

R: And were your experiences - tell us about your experiences as a woman. Were you treated differently? Were there – did you feel that you didn’t have the same access to facilities or opportunities - 

NL: Yes, well, the first thing – my first [morning at?] pupillage when I arrived in the Temple. A junior clerk was sent out to Fleet Street to get some nail varnish remover and I was instructed to take off my nail varnish. Because it made me look too tarty, I suppose. When I got my first tenancy in Hare Court they put a Yale lock on the lavatory. And all the men in chambers were given a key, but I wasn’t, and I was told to go up Fleet Street and use the Kardomah.

R: And the Kardomah was…?

NL: A café.

R: So having had a few hurdles, which from the sound of things you managed, and developed a resilience and focused on getting your work and doing a good job [for reinstruction?]. You had a, clearly a good line of work because the frequency of your clients being arrested, and presumably the connections also that they had in referring to your abilities to their colleagues – meant you managed to get on your feet… notoriety.

NL: Yes, I had some good work from the East End. Frank Mitchell, who in the end was um – Actually, the Krays were convicted of killing him, which I’ve always had grave doubts about. But he was charged with attempted murder in Wandsworth jail. I defended him on that. And he was acquitted. But, yes, I had some high-profile stuff, which…

R: And I had the privilege of looking at the scrapbook that Katie Gollop found in the West Country auction, which really brought you back into some prominence when we were looking for the history of women in law. That auction, and the collection of photographs, showed some of your history, and I referred you to one photograph, which referred to you “at the tender age of 24”, having your first big and rather glamorous victory in the Court of Appeal. What was that like?

NL: The Court of Appeal is very frightening. It is a terrifying forum. The Lord Chief Justice’s Court, which is Court No. 4, is enormous. And it’s very difficult to make your voice heard. And the judges, in those days were not sympathetic towards women. Some of them were very, um – very rude! Others were patronising, and I don’t know which is worse. But, um, no, it was always an alarming court. And one would sit outside – there’d be a long list – one would sit outside the court in a draughty corridor really shaking until one’s case was called on.

R: Well, you managed to succeed, I think. Your clear persuasion and advocacy won the day, because you managed to get the conviction quashed for your client on that day. So I think you must have had stronger resilience than most against that oppression. You mentioned the Western Circuit, and the Western Circuit you told us rather interesting things, is a circuit that takes us from London all the way down through the West Country into Truro – and the wine waiter and his historical practice there I think are quite interesting. Tell us of your memories of people you remember from the Western Circuit. 

NL: Well my second pupil master was Norman Broderick. And he was actually Recorder of Penzance. So I went all the way down to Penzance with him. And he was a delightful man. He was the complete opposite of Mervyn Griffith-Jones in that he was very informal, very friendly towards me, really a lovely man. And his son I think is now a judge on the Western Circuit. But, no, it was lots of fun. I really enjoyed it, and one went from one beautiful cathedral city to another. And it was a good life, it was a good life.

R: There came a point in time when you met, I think a love of your life, Jimmy O’Connor. Tell us about him.

NL: Well, Jimmy O’Connor was a man whose family had come to England from Cork, in Ireland, at the time of the potato famine. And they had lived in dire poverty in the Irish ghetto of Kilburn. And he had an appalling childhood. His father came back from the Great War deeply traumatised. Swore that he’d never work again, and he didn’t. And the family really lived on the bread line. Two of his siblings died as young children. And he became a thief. And he was a thief. Then at the outbreak of war he volunteered to join the British expeditionary force which he did, and he went to France. He spent about a year in France, and then at the time of Dunkirk, he escaped on the Lancastria, which was torpedoed in the Atlantic. 
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He was in the water for 12 hours. While the German fighter planes were strafing the sinking ship and shooting at the survivors in the sea. And the sea was full of burning oil, so a lot of the survivors got burned to death, and others got machine-gunned. He survived. He was picked up by a mine-sweeper and landed at Plymouth. He was then in hospital for some time. He was then told to wait for his recall papers for the army. Which didn’t arrive, didn’t arrive, didn’t arrive and – he became a thief. And he went round the West Country, stealing. It’s not a very proud story, but it’s true. During the course of his criminal life, he broke and entered a jeweller’s shop in Bath, with an accomplice. And they stole, among other pieces of jewellery, a gold watch and chain. Which he subsequently sold to a receiver of stolen goods in London. 
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He was – shortly afterwards, he was arrested. A man was found dead in Kilburn in, um – an old man, I think it was a coal merchant – was found dead in the premises which had been broken into. Jimmy was charged with his – with his murder, with another man. And he stood his trial at the Old Bailey. He met his counsel for the first time on the morning of his trial. He was told that there was no evidence against him, that he’d walk out of it. The evidence, however, that caused his conviction was given by the receiver of stolen goods, who told the jury that he had bought the watch and – the gold watch and chain from Jimmy, who’d told him it was the proceeds of a robbery and a murder. In Kilburn.
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Well, in fact, that watch and chain had been the proceeds of a robbery in Bath some months before. Anyway, he spent two months in the condemned cell. He was actually, um – while he was in the condemned cell he was confirmed by Bishop Matthew. He was a Catholic, he was confirmed, and kept in touch with Bishop Matthew for the next 30 years or so. But then he was reprieved 48 hours before he was due to be hanged. Because the officer in the case went to the Home Secretary and said there is a doubt in this case. He must have had a twinge of conscience. And so he was reprieved.
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Well now, later, under the 30 years rule, we got all these papers, reprieve papers from the Home Office. And the watch and chain had actually been identified by the jeweller in Bath. Who’d said “Yes, these are the proceeds of a robbery that took place some months before the murder”. 

R: So you met Jimmy O’Connor and I think just to put things into context, when you met Jimmy O’Connor he had in fact been convicted, he’d served his sentence, part of the sentence, I think it’s 11 years, about that, before it was commuted. And just to put it into context, I think at the time that those historical events occurred I think you would have been nine, when that happened.

NL: That’s right, yes.

R: So when you met Jimmy O’Connor in the 60s, he had moved quite forward from [
whatever life he’d occupied in the past and was involved in being a playwright, and involved in writing plays. Tell us a little bit about the work he was doing at the time.

NL: Well, first of all I just want to add that we were introduced by a member of my chambers, who was a man called Lionel Thompson, who was known as the “bad baronet”. It was in the Star Tavern in Belgrave Mews. And Lionel, I went in there with him, and he turned to me and he said, “I want you to meet the most fascinating man in London”. And it was Jimmy. And Jimmy and I were both very strongly opposed to the death penalty. And that’s what drew us together to start with. Campaigning against the death penalty. Which was still in operation at that time.
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R: So you fell in love, and I think it’s right that you married in secret, didn’t you? And you had a bridesmaid who was your friend.

NL: Ann Curnow, who became Treasury counsel. And she was godmother to my oldest child too.

R: And so [inaudible] you escaped to Ireland to have a secret wedding, and when you returned and told your chambers colleagues about this they said that it was fine, as long as things were kept discreetly quiet. But there came a point in time when it became public. And so that wasn’t discreet. Tell us what happened to you then?

NL: Well, when the press found out – the first – there was a short item about my sister’s wedding saying that Jimmy and I had been guests at the wedding. And then of course all hell broke out. And I was very upset, and I was embarrassed for my mother. So I took my mother off to Greece, and we were there for six weeks. And when I came back there was a letter from the head of chambers, saying “For reasons which you’ll understand, which we don’t have to go into, I can no longer accept your rent. And I’ve instructed the clerks to remove your name from the door of chambers.”

R: And so what did you do?

NL: I was heartbroken. But I did try to find other chambers, without success. In fact I actually went to see Gerald Gardner who was Lord Chancellor in the Labour government. And he said, “You know I think you’ve done a great thing, this is a courageous act, and you have my sympathy, and you did nothing wrong. I would love to help you, but unfortunately we don’t accept women in these chambers!

R: I think it took you 18 years to…

NL: Yes.

R: But you never gave up your love of the Bar, did you?

NL: No, I still love it.

R: I think you had some thoughts, I’m told, of considering being a solicitor – what happened about that?

NL: Yes. When I got – saw that I’d got to do trust accounts, I knew it wasn’t for me. I’m absolutely innumerate.

R: And so tell us what changed? What did you do in those years?

NL: Well, Jimmy and I went to live in Greece, and at that time you could travel very cheaply round Europe, and we virtually commuted from Greece, and we were both working for the BBC. Jimmy did six plays with Ken Loach, and then a number of other plays. And I did a legal trilogy, and I also did things, I adapted Pride and Prejudice for television, and I worked for a time for Granada doing Crown Court and that sort of thing.

R: So you were writing about the law and creating interesting dramas?

NL: Yes.
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R: And then I think your luck changed when you came to be acquainted with Louis de Pinna.

NL: Yes, Louis de Pinna was a member of the Chancery Bar. He was an old-fashioned er… He was a very strong member of the Liberal Party. And he had no prejudice. And he invited me to join his chambers. And he was very much – this was 1981 – ahead of his time in that he took on a number of black tenants. And even more boldly took on me!

R: So this was I think at 36B Chancery Len.

NL: That’s right, yes!
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R: And how long did you stay there? 

NL: I was there for um, oh, gosh, five or six years, I think. And then I went to 4 New Square in Lincoln’s Inn. 

R: I spoke to Andrew Langdon who many people will know as the ex – now ex-chairman of the Bar in 2017. And he described you as a “tour de force as an opponent”. And I’m also aware that you were against people like Jeremy Dunn [? now an Old Bailey judge], and Nick Hilliard, who’s now the Recorder of London.

NL: I co-defended with Nick Hilliard, who’s the most delightful man.

R: Tell us about your experiences of people who now – you can see on the Bench.

NL: Well, it was nice, and the present generation of judges seem to be so different. The whole atmosphere is so much more liberal and tolerant. I find the fact that there’s a – a young woman Bencher of an Inn of Court is astonishing. I still have an impression of the Benchers of the Inns of Court as described by Charles Lamb, Essays of Elia, the old Benchers who are about 100 years each.

R: Yes, well, I think there’s myself and one other who are the youngest Benchers here, but we are beginning to reach out to others, and …

NL: I’m so glad!

R: You have encouraged others to follow. So I want to ask you about your experiences of your feeling and sense about change. And I want to take you to the 1st of April 1995 when there were changes to Legal Aid. What happened there?
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NL: Yes. What happened was Legal Aid was abolished for Personal Injury. And this seemed to me absolutely monstrous. And – I mean what happens to the roofer who falls off the roof and breaks his back? He’s got no remedy. He can’t afford to pay privately, which very few roofers can. It seemed to me a scandal, and a man in my chambers called out to me – who’s now in silk – the Family Bar – he and I [thought we’d] set up a Law Centre. Which we did. And it’s still going strong. 

R: And that’s the Law Centre at Stoke Newington. And I think, is it right, that you can still be found volunteering there?

NL: Yes.

R: On Sunday afternoons. And the work that you do, I think at the Law Centre, from what I see, and the comments that are made, has been truly life-changing for many people in the Stoke Newington area.

NL: We do more than just the local area. I mean, we set up in order to help local people, but then we have become sort of the destination of last resort for people who’ve had a bad experience elsewhere. We had one client, who thankfully no longer comes, who came for ten years from Huddersfield. Every Saturday. Because we listened to him. And didn’t treat him with contempt. And we – we’ve had strange cases. I mean, last week a trafficked woman walked in, who’d been trafficked from West Africa, and held as a slave in London for seven years. And she found her way to us. And we had another girl who was threatened with an honour killing. I mean, it’s extraordinary how, by word of mouth, people come.

R: It’s providing a beacon of hope and a place to go to be supported regardless of what issues they may be facing.

NL: We don’t turn anybody away. 
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R: So, Nemone, it’s been delightful speaking to you. I’d like to ask you for a few wise words of wisdom. What is your top tip for advocacy?

NL: Preparation. It’s like the top tip for – a great cross-examination really is not thunder and lightning, it’s preparation. Meticulous preparation.

R: And I’d like you to think about what you would say as guidance to those who are considering trying to access the profession and experiencing the challenges that perhaps they’re facing now – funding cuts and difficulties of numbers…

NL: They’ve got to be realistic. And realise how difficult it is, particularly if they have no private means. I – one of the saddest things to y mind is the fact that 100 years ago only the rich could go to the Bar and practice. And now it looks very much as though it’s going to be the same thing, that somebody without a rich father, or private income, will find it very very difficult to survive. Unless they’re in some specialised area like commercial. I think the Chancery Bar still flourishes. But if they want to do crime or family work they are going to find it very, very tough unless they have a supplementary source of income. And this to me is tragic. We’re going backwards. I sat next to Icah Peart who I’m sure you know, he’s in silk and sits as a recorder. And he told me that when he was called there was a window of opportunity for everybody who really wanted to do it. And he lived in a squat and his mother went to work in the Co-op and he MADE IT, and he made silk, and is very respected. I don’t think that would be possible now.
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R: We have scholarships, and we have mentoring, and we have many, many schemes to support access to the profession, but it seems to me that role models are key and critical and if you’ll forgive me, I certainly have found you a great source of inspiration, to me. Your grace and your dignity and your resilience, Nemone, is extraordinary.

NL: Thank you!

R: I’d like to ask you something personal about how – how does one face the challenge of rejection, discrimination and injustice? As someone in…

NL: Don’t accept it! Refuse to accept it. Say “This is rubbish”. I will not put up with this!

R: And if we look at your example, through your life, and into your eighties, and still continuing and long may it last. You still have that fire, and that spark, not to put up with it.

NL: Thank you.

R: Thank you very much. It’s been a delight to talk to you. I’m Rachel Spearing, I’m a Bencher of the Inner Temple and I hope that you’ve found this interview as enlightening and as inspirational as I have.

NL: I certainly did.
