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Madame Justice Bertha Wilson 
is the first woman ever to sit 
on the Supreme Court of 

Canada, but as a girl in Scotland she 
wanted nothing more than to work in a 
candy store in Aberdeen. Her mother 
insisted she abandon her sweet dream, 
and in 1941 she enrolled at the Univer
sity of Aberdeen to study for an Arts 
degree. She got her teaching license in 
1945 but that was the year she also got 
married, to a clergyman, and her heavy 
involvement in wartime churchwork 
prevented her from pursuing a career in 
education.

It was not till 1955 that Wilson, living 
in Canada by then, decided to study law 
at Dalhousie. She was 31, one of six 
women in her class. Classmate Lilias 
Toward (LLD’85) recalls that having 
six women graduate from one law

school was such a phenomenon in 1958 
that “our group picture made the Can
adian Press.” (In 1983, the year the law 
school celebrated its 100th birthday, the 
graduating class included more than 50 
women.)

Wilson was almost 40 when she 
graduated, and she wasted little time 
proving her mettle as a lawyer. She 
joined Osier, Hoskin and Harcourt in 
Toronto in 1959; became a partner in 
’68; was named a Queen’s Counsel in 
73; and in 75 became the first woman 
ever appointed to an appellate court in 
Canada. There, she earned a reputation 
for her judgment and independent 
thinking. In 1979, for instance, she dis
sented from a decision by two other 
judges to ban a nine-year-old girl from 
playing in a softball tournament.

Appointed to the Supreme Court in 
1982, she has not forgotten Dalhousie. 
Only last fall she selected as her law 
clerk Moira McConnell, graduate of the 
Dal law school in 1984. McConnell 
meets Wilson almost every day, and says 
she’s having “a fabulous year.” Her 
boss, she adds, worries about how hard 
the law clerks work, though no one 
works harder than Madame Justice 
Wilson herself.
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