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Tor a law sludent, who will work al Legal Aid Services ol
Oregon in Lhe summer of 2009,

In 2019, in celebralion of OWLS™ 3ith anniversary, the
Foundalion launched the Oregon Women Lawyers Foundation
Legacy Sociely o honor donors who have pledged a gill o
the Foundation through thedr estate or Gnancial plans.

RHODE ISLAND

RHODE ISLAND WOMEN'S BAR
ASSOUCIATION & THE HISTORY OF
WOMEN LAWYERS IN OUR STATE

Nicole P. Dyszlewski, Fsq., Cassandra L. Feeney, Fsqg.
and Gina Renzulli Lemay, s

LU

vory year in recenl memory, the Rhode Island

Women's Ear Associalion (RIWBA) and Lthe student
Women's Law Sociely ol Tioger Williams Universily School
of Law (WL Law) join Logether al an annual dinner
named Women in lHobes. Al Lhis yearly evenl, members
of Lthe Ithode 1sland bench and bar join law sludenls for
dinner, fellowship, and a shorl speaking program. Al Lhe
Women in Robes evenlin 2007, a speech by Rhode Island
Superior Court Justice Nellic Vogel pigued much inlerest
when she spoke of historical underrepresentalion of
women allorneys in Rhode Island. Oul ol Lthis speech
arew an intensive slalewide collaboralive efforl o
rediscover the history of women in law in our stale.
Beyond rediscovering the names of lhese women, we
rediscovered, retold, and celebrated their lives, Lheir
careers, and lheir stories, even joining logether lo
commemarale a plaque in honor of these “First Women®
al the law school in April 20009, This arlicle is a briel
summeary of Lthe work done in Rhode [sland by members
of the AW Law slall, facully, and adminisiration wilh
the help of members ol the slale judiciary, Lhe slale bar
association, members of the bench and bar, friends and
Family ol these early women allorneys, and, of course,
Lhe RIWEBA.

In order Lo celebrate the early women lawyers in our
slake, we had o first ligure oul who Lthey were. One of Lhe
muosl surprising parts of our slake's story is thal no one
in Ithode Island has been lracking members of the bar
by gender in any wholislic way. As one mighl expect, thal
makes researching the history of women allorneys in our
slale quite a challenge.

Because Lhere was no one enlily thal had tracked
aender of lawyers in the stale, researchers had Lo atlempt
lo re-creale a lisl. An incomplete list was found in an
old filing cabinel and was used as a slarling poinl of
s0rls. From there, the research leam amassed the mosl
complete collection W dale by reviewing old news articles,
historical law firm advertisemenls, old Supreme Courl
rolls, hislorical bar associalion yearbooks, hislorical bar
applicalion informalion, bar associalion archived dala,
and many conversalions wilh communily members. RWL
Law Library researchers discovered Lhal others, namely
Cassandra L. Feeney and the RIWBA, had started similar
projects. All involved shared Lheir work Lo bry Lo compile
Lthe mosl accurate lislk o dale. The lisl was published
in the Mhode islond Bar Jowrnal wilh a stalement Lhal
encouraged community members o semd names ol
known or possible women who may have been overlooked
or omilled. The legal communily responded wilh several
names and recollections, which were Lhen furlher
explored by the research team. The research was made
especially challenging because ol the praclice ol some
women ol laking their spouses’ names upon marriage. Led
by the diligenl efforls of researcher Nicole P Dyszlewski
and members of the BWL Law Library siafl, we now have
Lhe clearesl piclure of Lhe early women allorneys in our
slale thal we have ever had.

The first woman admilted (o the Rhode sland bar
was Ada L. Sawyer. Rhode Island’s oremost Ada L.
Sawyer scholar is anolher female lawyer in our stale,
enise Aiken. Aiken describes Lthe hurdles Sawyer had Lo
overcome in a 2000 articls, sLaling:

in 1920, when Ada look Lhe Bar exam, many
slales including Rhode Island still allowed iks ap-
plicants o read the law. . Percy W. Gardner was

Ada’s employer and lulor. However, when Ada wenl

lo take the exam, the Board of Bar Examiners

The story of female attorneys in Rhode Island is dvnamic,
inspiring, and important. They were not just female attorneys.
They were attorneys and mothers, daughters, wives, state
senators, elected officials, fearsome litigators, CEOs, judges,
newsmakers, standard bearers, glass ceiling breakers, activists,

partners. leaders. and icons.
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balked. Afler all, the rules slaled thal any ‘person’
could read the law. Was a woman a person? They
required a letler from Supreme Courl Associale
Justice (and laler Chiel Judge) William H. Sweel-
land ... since Ada L. Sawyer was found Lo be a per-
som, she could sil for Lhe pxam ™

In another article, Aiken conlinues Sawyer’s story, 0T
the 22 people who Look Lthe bar in Seplember 1920, she
was Lhe only one of who passed who had nol pone Lo
gilther college or law school”? From Sawyer's admission
im 1920 o 1959, there were only 18 addilional female
lawyers (o be admilled (ive olhers were admilled in LUhe
19205, one in the 19305, iwo in the 1940s, and nine in Uhe
19505). The number of women admilled rose modestly in
the 19640s (lwo in 1960, bwo cach in the years 1965, 19646,
and 1967, one in 19%%E, and one in 19649). The numbers
then rose dramatically in the 1970s, and by 1979, our
stale had seen a tolal of 176 emale lawyers admilled Lo
lhe bar?* Nexl year, in 2020, will be the cenlennial cele-
bration of Sawyers admission Lo the Rhode 1sland bar.

These 176 “First Women™ were Lrailblazers. They
include the firsl three lemale Supreme Courl juslices in
lthode 1slamd, one of whom - the Hon. Maurcen MeKenna
oldberg — remains on the bench loday.® These “Firsl
Women™ include al leasl 23 judpes and justices who have
sal on the Housing Courl, Probale Courl, Family Courl,
District Court, Superior Court, and the Supreme Courl.
According Lo our research, (he carliest ol the [emale
lawyers who were admilted and are sbill alive were
admitled in the 19505 (1953 and 1957).

Mationally, only two women [rom Rhode Island have
served on the NCWBA board. The firsl was Mary [
Brooner from Providence in 1990-1995, and the second
was Kale Ahern [rom Providence in 20017-2019.

The story of female atlorneys in Rhode Island is
dynamic, inspiring, and importanl. They were nol jusi
female allorneys. They were allorneys and molhers,
daughlers, wives, slale  senalors, elecled  oflicials,
learsome liligalors, CEOs, judges, newsmakers, slandard
bearers, glass ceiling breakers, aclivisls, pariners,
leaders, and icons. They should be remembered for Cheir
conlribulions 1o law, o our slale, and o (the lives of all
Temale allorneys now and Lo come in thode Island ®
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