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Unveiling of artwork
by Therese Richie

NORTHERN TERRITORY WOMEN
LAWYERS ASSOCIATION
(NTWLA)

Celebrating the career of
Sally Gearin, the first female
barrister at the NT Bar

On 13 July 2018 the Committee of NTWLA was pleased

to join with William Forster Chambers to host a night to
celebrate the career of Sally Gearin with the unveiling by
the Honourable Vicki O'Halloran AM, Administrator of the
NT of two photographic artworks by Darwin artist
Therese Ritchie.

Sally is a woman of significance to the Territory, to
William Forster Chambers, to NT women lawyers and to
our community generally for many reasons. Notably she
was the first woman to come to the bar in the NT in 1990
and further when she did so she was openly lesbian. Sally

has been actively involved in promoting women'’s rights
including in the establishment of the first women'’s refuge
in Darwin in the late 80s.

The significance of Sally’s achievements and how she
got there is made more remarkable having been the first
woman amongst men and having emerged through the
prevailing conservative views in society about sexuality
throughout her career.

Receiving a scholarship to attend ANU to study law in 1967,
Sally was one of only four women and 300 men studying
law. For those of us of my generation or younger who did
not live in the 60s it is easy to be unaware of just how much
1960s Australia was a far cry in terms of equality to where
we are today. Talking about her sexuality Sally explains
that the American Psychiatric Association's Diagnostic

and Statistical Manual existed in earlier versions and those
versions included homosexuality as a mental disorder
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that could be treated, including involuntarily, which was a
position it maintained into the 1970s.

Sally initially dropped out of law school, went to the
country, got married and by 23 had a son. Later realising
how she was living could not be sustained she had the
courage to return to Sydney to complete her studies.

In 1978 Sally found the courage to become open about
being lesbian which she says was one of the hardest things

to do as she faced disapproval of many. Sally says that

steeled her for the difficult path ahead and in relation of
being lesbian she knew that you could either accept it or
live a lie and she was not willing to subject herself to the
vulnerability involved of living a lie. No matter how hard.

In the early 1980s Sally was admitted as a lawyer in NSW
and commenced legal practice quickly developing a
strong reputation in personal injuries. Sally found several
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wonderful males mentors in Sydney who helped her
through difficulties of a male dominated profession.

In 1986 sally was recruited by the NT Attorney-General’s
Department in Darwin and quickly rose through the ranks
to become a senior litigation solicitor before being called
to the bar in 1990. In 1992 she was awarded a fellowship

to travel with fellow lawyer Judy Harrison to research
responses to domestic violence. The subsequent book and
recommendations became a blue-print for policy responses
in the 1990s and the introduction of change over contact
centres for women.

Sally has been involved in many important community and
advocacy organisations throughout her career including
being a founder of Dawn House, NT Women Lawyers
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Association, Australian Women Lawyers Association, a
founding editor of the NT Law Reports and President of
the NT Chapter of the International Commission of Jurists
where she assisted with others in the establishment of the
first Legal Aid office in Dili.

Sally practiced as a barrister for 20 years and in recent
years has been a presiding member on a number of
tribunals including for mandatory alcohol treatment and as
a member of NTCAT.

Sally says in terms of what she has realised or is most
important to her: being first is going to be hard but it can
be done; vulnerable women were always important and in
her eyes her most important work was around domestic

violence services, using the advocating skills she had to
%
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