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Fiona Shackleton, “one of the leading family lawyers of all time”, with her client Paul McCartney. Right: Helen Ward

Rated by their rivals: the 
celebrity divorce lawyers
From the Steel Magnolia to the tigress who never sleeps, a survey reveals
the lawyers their opponents would want on their side, writes Frances Gibb
If a top divorce lawyer is embroiled in a
marriage breakdown, which of their
rivals would they pick to advise them?
The secret of “the lawyer’s lawyer” in
the world of celebrity divorce is
revealed this week in a survey of the top
UK family lawyers in Spear’s magazine.

Based on interviews with 60 leading
lawyers handling high-end cases, the
survey comes up with a Top 50 and a
Top 10, which include Fiona Shackleton
and her longstanding opponent, Helen
Ward (Lady Ward by virtue of her
marriage to the retired judge Sir Alan
Ward). Baroness Shackleton, of the law
firm Payne Hicks Beach, acted for
Prince Charles in his divorce from
Diana, Princess of Wales; Sir Paul
McCartney in his split from Heather
Mills; for the Duke of York, the Aga
Khan and many more. 

Ward, of Stewarts Law, has an equally
high-profile clientele, including the film
director Guy Ritchie, in his divorce
from the singer Madonna, and Bernie
Ecclestone, the Formula One tycoon,
in his divorce from his second wife,
Slavica. Other clients include Lord
Lloyd-Webber and Countess Spencer.

Yet if their clients are well-known,
the lawyers are less so. Discretion is
their touchstone: Baroness Shackleton
never gives interviews and Ward rarely
does. Neither talks about their cases.
Their charging rates will be at least
£650 an hour — probably more. 

What do rivals say about them?
Shackleton “is not only in the top ten,
but in the top two” and “one of the best
family lawyers of her generation”. One
respondent calls her “one of the leading
family lawyers of all time”. Known as
the Steel Magnolia, Shackleton’s

reputation hinges on technical skills
and imagination, the survey says. “She
has outstanding judgment and flair and
cuts to the chase,” another lawyer says.

Ward, in turn, is “the best lawyer in
London”, according to Lewis Marks, a
leading family QC. She is revered for her
“discretion, forensic prowess and the
staggering amount of time and energy”
she devotes to clients. “A mind like a
jewelled watch and a wise and honest
heart — a very rare combination,” one
lawyer notes. “Once on your case, she is
a tigress who never sleeps.”

There has been an explosion in the
numbers of family lawyers, from about
50 two decades ago to 500 now. How-

ever, the focus of Spear’s, in line with its
market, is on those who undertake the
biggest cases, working with “high-net-
worth” individuals “from Hollywood
A-listers and Arab billionaires to
nobility, City nobility and blue-chip
entrepreneurs”. It does not look at the
hundreds of top-quality lawyers who
act daily for “ordinary” individuals.

Who else makes the top ten? In
alphabetical order: Catherine Bedford,
of Harbottle & Lewis; Sandra Davis, of
Mishcon de Reya; Stephen Foster and
Emma Hatley, of Stewarts Law; Frances
Hughes, of Hughes Fowler Carruthers;
William Longrigg, of Charles Russell
Speechlys; William Massey, of Farrer &
Co; and Diana Parker, of Withers.

Bedford is labelled as a “warm and

engaging Canadian who is not afraid to
get tough when necessary” while Davis,
a veteran of family law for more than
25 years, is “a fantastic lawyer who does
her utmost for clients”.

Foster is praised for leading Stewart
Law’s phalanx of family lawyers to the
top of the pack and as an “intelligent
and a superbly tactical litigator”, while
his colleague Hatley has a “no non-
sense approach, mixed with charm”. 

Hughes is a “fighter” with a reputation
for “fierce litigation prowess”, but with a
“calm and gentle manner”, while Long-
rigg is “likeable, calm and considered,
direct in manner and easy to do business
with”. Massey is “a complete star:
astute, incisive, creative and all-round
excellent” while Parker is a “highly
sophisticated individual who never lets
her ego get in the way of a settlement”.

The survey also includes the top
most cited family barristers: Deborah
Eaton, QC; Michael Glaser (a solicitor
turned barrister); Lewis Marks, QC;
Lucy Stone, QC, and Alex Verdan, QC.

Lawyers told the survey they were
optimistic about Brexit’s impact on
London as the divorce capital of the
world: 96 per cent believe that it will
retain its crown. Reasons for that
include the attractiveness of the UK
system to the financially weaker party,
its location and language. Some warn
that a hard Brexit could see an exodus
from the City to other financial centres.

Christopher Jackson, the head of the
Spear’s research unit, said it was clear 
that “the crème de la crème of the 
capital’s family law profession . . . are 
extremely confident that even in a worst-
case scenario Brexit, London’s status as 
the divorce capital of the world is secure.”

When announcing her intention to 
call a general election, the prime 
minister said that one of her reasons 
was that “unelected members of the 
House of Lords have vowed to fight 
us every step of the way” on Brexit. 
There are, no doubt, good 
arguments for voting Conservative 
on June 8 (a matter beyond the 
jurisdiction of this column), but that 
is not one of them.

The record of the House of Lords
so far on Brexit is not open to 
serious criticism by the government. 
The bill authorising Theresa May
to give the European Union 
notification of the United Kingdom’s 
intention to withdraw was approved 
by the House of Lords after proper 
scrutiny. The House of Lords made 
two amendments to the bill — on 
protecting the rights of EU citizens 
who are resident in this country and 
on giving each house of parliament 
a vote on the eventual agreement 
with the EU (I moved the latter of 
those amendments). But when the 
House of Commons refused to 
agree, the House of Lords (rightly) 
gave way. The bill was enacted well 
before the prime minister’s deadline 
of the end of March.

Since the referendum vote to leave
the EU last June, committees of the 
House of Lords have worked hard 
and effectively to analyse the 
constitutional, economic and 
political questions, the possible 
answers and their consequences. 
The government has repeatedly 
expressed its appreciation of the 
valuable work done by those 
committees. To take one example, 
the constitution committee (of 
which I am a member), under the 
chairmanship of Lord Lang of 
Monkton, produced a report on the 
issues that will be raised by the 
so-called great repeal bill. That 
report was cited with approval in the 
government’s white paper.

The House of Lords has certainly
taken a keen interest in Brexit. 
Debates exploring a variety of 
Brexit topics have been a regular 
feature of life in the Lords since last 
June. The House of Lords Brexit 
club last met on April 4, and there 
will be many more meetings before 
we leave the EU in March 2019. 

Peers would be severely criticised
if we did not examine with care 
one of the most significant policy 
decisions taken by the UK 
government in the past 50 years. 
We have done so constructively and 
with a due appreciation of the 
primacy of the House of Commons.

There is no basis for the prime 
minister’s suggestion that the House 
of Lords would frustrate Brexit in 
the next two years. The great repeal 
bill will raise a number of difficult 
questions, not least control of the 
powers that the government intends 
to confer on itself to amend primary 

Using the Lords as
a Brexit bogeyman is 
lazy politics by the PM

legislation by the use of ministerial 
regulations, and the future role (if 
any) of the Court of Justice of the 
European Union. Such issues, and 
those to be raised by other Brexit 
bills on topics such as immigration, 
require, and will receive, proper 
scrutiny. If necessary, the House of 
Lords will propose amendments for 
consideration by the House of 
Commons. 

There are many peers (like many
citizens) doubtful about the wisdom 
of Brexit. There are some members 
of the House of Lords — like some 
members of the House of Commons 
— who have vowed to oppose Brexit 
legislation tooth and nail. They have 
no realistic prospect of succeeding, 
so long as the prime minister retains 
a majority in the Commons. 

During the debates on the 
European Union (Notification of 
Withdrawal) Bill, the government 
promised that any agreement with 
the EU on the terms of our 
withdrawal, and any agreement on 
our future relationship with the EU, 
will be put to both houses of 
parliament for their approval. The 
House of Lords did not force the 
government to give that 
undertaking. If the elected House 
of Commons were to approve the 

motion to agree the terms of such 
agreements with the EU, it is highly 
unlikely that the unelected House
of Lords would think it appropriate 
to take a different view. 

So it is lazy politics for the prime
minister to use the House of Lords 
as a Brexit bogeyman to scare the 
voters. We are unelected — apart 
from the farce of an election after 
the death of one of the 92 hereditary 
peers who remain members of the 
upper House, with the candidates 
and electorate confined to 
hereditary peers. Like any 
institution, we include some 
members whose misconduct is 
rightly open to criticism. However, 
we do important and essential work, 
scrutinising legislation and 
analysing difficult issues in 
committee reports. On each of the 
central questions posed by Brexit 
there are many, many peers who 
know what they are talking about. 

A general election is not 
necessary to control the House of 
Lords. An election victory for the 
prime minister is not going to 
prevent the House of Lords 
from properly scrutinising the 
implementation of Brexit in the 
next parliament.

The author is a practising barrister
at Blackstone Chambers, a fellow 
of All Souls College, Oxford, and a 
crossbench peer in the House of Lords
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