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21 OCTOBER 2021 

 

PIONEERING WOMAN BARRISTER, HELENA NORMANTON, HONOURED WITH A 

BLUE PLAQUE FOLLOWING SUCCESSFUL APPLICATION BY DOUGHTY STREET 

WOMEN AND THE FIRST 100 YEARS PROJECT 

 

An English Heritage Blue Plaque now commemorates the life and legacy of barrister Helena 

Normanton, a leading campaigner for women's rights particularly for social and financial autonomy and 

equality barriers within the legal profession in her time. Achieving an incredible series of ‘firsts’ as a 

woman practitioner throughout the course of her career, Helena Normanton was the first to be admitted 

to an Inn of Court, to practice at the Bar of England and Wales, to appear in the High Court and in the 

Old Bailey, and in 1949, she was one of the first two women to take silk. 

 

In 2018, barristers at Doughty Street Chambers, the Doughty Street Women, set out to identify a greater 

diversity of remarkable women with historical connections in the local area, and to highlight the legacies 

of their achievements for public commemoration. Supported and informed by the work of the First 100 

Years Project and the writing of academic Dr Judith Bourne, the Doughty Street Women took steps to 

ensure that Helena Normanton’s trailblazing legacy for women’s rights would be honoured through the 

Blue Plaques Scheme. Announced on International Women’s Day in March 2018, the application for a 

blue plaque for Helena Normanton was filed by barrister Megan Hirst on behalf of the Doughty Street 

Women, and supported by the First 100 Years.  

 

On 1 April 2021, English Heritage announced that “six illustrious women” would be commemorated 

by English Heritage with a London Blue Plaque in 2021, including Helena Normanton.  

 

On Wednesday 20 October 2021, in an afternoon ceremony held at Helena Normanton’s former home 

at 22 Mecklenburgh Square, one block north of Doughty Street Chambers, the Blue Plaque was unveiled 

by Lady Brenda Hale, Baroness of Richmond, herself a longstanding champion of diversity in the 

judicial system, and the first female justice and President of the Supreme Court among many other 

‘firsts’ she has achieved in her distinguished career to date. Guests at the unveiling ceremony included 

relatives of Helena Normanton and senior members of the judiciary, and all guests were subsequently 

https://twitter.com/DoughtyStPublic/status/970254258456219648?s=20
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welcomed to a celebratory reception at Doughty Street Chambers, jointly hosted by the Doughty Street 

Women and First 100 Years. 

 

BACKGROUND: HELENA NORMANTON 

Born in 1882, Helena Normanton was a leading campaigner for women's rights, particularly within 

marriage and in the legal profession. Despite a lifelong dream to work as a lawyer Helena began her 

working life as a school teacher, since the legal professions were at that time closed to women. Helena 

fought alongside other women to remove these bars, including by litigating for her own membership of 

Middle Temple, unsuccessfully. After the passage of the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act 1919 

Helena became the first woman to join one of the Inns of Court, in December 1919. In 1922 she became 

the second woman called to the bar of England and Wales, but she was the first to set up practice as a 

barrister and to appear in the High Court. In 1949 she became one of the two first women to take silk 

in England and Wales, becoming King's Counsel.    

 

During the early years of her practice Helena lived at 20 Mecklenburgh Square, Bloomsbury, next to 

Doughty Street.  

 

Both professionally and personally Helena also fought for women to be accorded equal treatment in the 

home. She fought for divorce and inheritance law reforms. She proudly created a stir by continuing to 

use her own name throughout her life and in her work, despite having married, and is thought to have 

been the first married woman to have been issued a UK passport other than in her husband’s name.  

 

REACTION 

Responding to the news, Megan Hirst, of Doughty Street Chambers, said: “In 2018, we learned that 

the first woman to practice at the Bar of England and Wales, Helena Normanton, had started her 

professional life as a junior female barrister at Mecklenburgh Square, about 250 metres from our 

Chambers on Doughty Street.  Helena was a pioneer in the legal world, but she also fought for women’s 

rights to vote and to have autonomy in their financial and personal lives. We’re proud that Doughty 

Street Women could be a part of having a local feminist icon recognised with a Blue Plaque. We hope 

it will help make her name, her work and her inspirational life more widely known.” 

 

Caoilfhionn Gallagher QC, of Doughty Street Chambers, said: “Helena Normanton’s achievements      

would be impressive today, but in her time they were truly incredible. She was the first woman admitted 

to an Inn of Court, the first woman to practice at the Bar of England and Wales, the first woman to 

appear in the High Court, the first woman to appear in the Old Bailey, and in 1949 she became one of 

the first two women to take silk. The Blue Plaque scheme currently recognises far too few women – just 

15% of the list – although English Heritage are taking active steps to change this gender imbalance. 
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We are delighted that Helena Normanton has now, rightly, been honoured on the London streets where 

she started her remarkable, groundbreaking career.” 

 

Dana Denis-Smith, Founder of the First 100 Years project, said: "If there is one thing we have learnt 

from the project’s work, unearthing the untold stories of many women legal pioneers, it is just how 

powerful visible role models are to future generations. Helena Normanton KC was one such role model 

and we are thrilled that she is being recognised with a blue plaque. This is an important achievement 

and testament to the hard work of Doughty Street Women working alongside the First 100 Years. We 

hope the plaque will stir the curiosity of passers by, both men and women, who will look to learn even 

more about the important contribution she made to the legal world." 

 

Dr Judith Bourne, author of ‘Helena Normanton and the Opening of the Bar to Women’ 

(Waterside Press, 2016), said: “Helena Normanton fought for women’s admission to the legal 

profession.  Forging a path for later generations of women lawyers to follow became the purpose of 

her life.  Her tenacity and resilience should inspire anyone who feels like an ‘outsider’.  She was a real 

woman who has become a feminist icon of the twentieth century.  Her Blue Plaque is both a celebration 

and a reminder of this woman’s great life.” 

 

NOTES FOR EDITORS: 

1. Helena Normanton was appointed King’s Counsel in 1949, and became Helena Normanton KC, 

but by the time of her death Elizabeth II was Queen and she had become a QC. More information 

about Helena Normanton’s life and achievements is available on the First 100 Years’ website or in 

Dr Judith Bourne’s book, published by Waterside Press, ‘Helena Normanton and the Opening of 

the Bar to Women’ (available here, from Waterside Press).  

 

2. The application to English Heritage for a Blue Plaque was submitted by Megan Hirst on behalf of 

Doughty Street Women and supported by First 100 Years in March 2018. Doughty Street Women 

is a group of barristers within Doughty Street Chambers. More information can be found at 

www.doughtystreet.co.uk or at the hashtag on twitter, #DoughtyStWomen. Any inquiries regarding 

the Blue Plaque application should be directed to Sheena Byrne at s.byrne@doughtystreet.co.uk or 

+44 (0)2074041313. 

 

3. The First 100 Years is the national campaign that led the celebrations for the centenary of women 

in law in 2019 across the UK. The campaign started life as a unique history project documenting 

the journey of women in law from 1919 to 2019 before expanding to taking the lead in the national 

celebrations of this important legal landmark. Helena Normanton, together with Rose Heilbron, was 

the face of the campaign. More information can be found at first100years.org.uk. The next chapter 

about:blank
https://www.watersidepress.co.uk/acatalog/Helena-Normanton-and-the-Opening-of-the-Bar-to-Women-9781909976320.html
http://www.doughtystreet.co.uk/
mailto:s.byrne@doughtystreet.co.uk
https://first100years.org.uk/
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the Next 100 Years project, was launched in 2020, dedicated to achieving equality for women in 

law. More information can be found at  https://next100years.org.uk. For any inquiries relating to 

the First 100 Years or Next 100 Years projects please contact Dana Denis-Smith at d.denis-

smith@spark21.org. 

 

4. Dr Judith Bourne is an Associate Professor and Co-Director of the Centre for Law and Culture at 

St Mary’s University, Twickenham, and she is the founder and organiser of ‘First Women Lawyers 

in England, Wales and the Empire Symposia’ which began holding annual conferences in 2015. 

More details are available here. 

 

5. On 1 April 2021, English Heritage announced that six women would be honoured with Blue Plaques 

in London during 2021, commencing with Kathleen Lonsdale, crystallographer and peace 

campaigner. The other women honoured this year are social reformer Caroline Norton, designer 

Jean Muir, former slave and campaigner Ellen Craft, and Diana, Princess of Wales. More details 

are available here. Any queries in this regard should be directed to English Heritage. 

https://next100years.org.uk/
mailto:d.denis-smith@spark21.org
mailto:d.denis-smith@spark21.org
https://www.stmarys.ac.uk/staff-directory/judith-bourne
https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/about-us/search-news/six-new-blue-plaques/

