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William Clegg takes a break from the
courtroom at his Lavenham home
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THE MASTER
DEFENDER

I
t’s one of the more memorable
opening sequences in the history
of television drama. As the
rousing theme music starts to
play, the camera pans across a

deserted courtroom until it comes to
rest in front of a clean cut, square jawed
lawyer, his face intently studying a
document which is obviously crucial to
his case.

His look is one of intense
concentration. Then he lifts his head,
his eyelids flutter and just a flicker of a
smile creases the corner of his mouth.
Yes, Perry Mason has just discovered
the vital piece of evidence that is going
to help acquit his client.

For the young William Clegg, it was
the exploits of Mason (played by

Raymond Burr) in episodes
like “The Case of the

Notorious Nun” or
“The Case of

the Reckless
Romeo”

that

inspired him to pursue a legal career.
Nearly half a century on, the
Lavenham-based QC has followed in the
footsteps of his fictional hero and built
his own formidable reputation as one of
country’s leading defence barristers –
and as a master in the courtroom.

“As a boy watching those television
programmes, the thing that interested
me was Perry Mason’s advocacy, its
style and technique, which I still love.
And of course he never lost a case!
Every week the door of the courtroom
would burst open towards the end of the
hearing, usually just five minutes
before the credits, and someone would
come through with the crucial evidence
that swung the case for Perry. Sadly, it’s
never happened to me!”

Clegg, a QC since 1991 (and a
Recorder since 1992), is best known for
successfully representing Colin Stagg –
wrongfully accused of the murder of
Rachel Nickell on Wimbledon Common
– and also winning the release of Barry
George, who had been convicted of the
killing of the TV presenter Jill Dando.
He also defended his namesake,
Corporal Lee Clegg, the paratrooper
accused of the murder of two teenage
joyriders in Northern Ireland, whose
conviction was quashed. Where there’s
been a controversial criminal case in
the last decade, Clegg has never been
far away.

He’s also established a reputation
abroad for his work at the
International Criminal Tribunal
for Former Yugoslavia at The
Hague, where he’s represented –
usually on appeal – a number of
alleged Balkans war criminals.
Clegg was one of the lawyers
on Slobodan Milosevic’s
shortlist before the Serbian
dictator eventually decided
to conduct his own defence.

Rigorously forensic and
quietly authoritative
inside the courtroom,

Clegg is modest and unassuming
outside it. The only touch of vanity – it
would be harsh even to call it that as he
didn’t commission it – comes in the
form of a black bust of himself which
has pride of place in the hallway of his
Georgian town house in Lavenham.
Placed on top of the Clegg head is a hat
in the familiar salmon and cucumber
colours of the Garrick Club, of which
he’s a member; the theatre is one of his
passions, and he and his wife Gay are
frequent visitors to the Mercury in
Colchester as well as all the West End
venues.

Clegg, aged 59, has had no easy,
straightforward path to the top of his
profession. He hails from a working-
class background in Wanstead, East
London, and is the grandson of
greengrocers and the son of florists.
When his parents, Peter and Sheila,
moved to Southend, he helped out in the
shop at busy times. 

He failed his 11-plus, so he headed off
to St Thomas More High School for
Boys in Westcliff-on-Sea. It was a small,
Catholic secondary modern just starting
out, with a rather limited curriculum
that featured no languages and very
little science, although Clegg was given
a good education in the arts.

Nonetheless, he won a place at Bristol
University to study law, and his swift
and inexorable progress through the
ranks of the legal profession
commenced. A postgraduate course, a
scholarship from the Inns of Court, and
pupillage followed. By the age of 30 he
was appearing more or less on a daily
basis at Chelmsford Crown Court –
always defending clients. 

Clegg thinks there are both practical
and temperamental reasons for why he
has defended rather than prosecuted.
“For a start, my pupil master only
defended, so I learned from him. But my
natural instinct is to prefer defending to
prosecuting. That’s not to say I want to
see lots of criminals being let off, it’s �

Roger Hermiston meets William Clegg QC, the man who represented
among others, Barry George and Colin Stagg and who was inspired to a

courtroom career by fictional attorney Perry Mason


