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ew attorneys in Colorado are fa-

miliar with Irena Ingham Mc-

Garry. She graduated from law

school at a time when only a
small number of women aspired to join
the legal profession and became one of Col-
orado’s first practicing female attorneys.
She was a woman with many talents—
musician, newspaper editor, and legal
counsel. It is likely that it was these di-
verse interests, as well as her advocacy of
women’s rights, that led to her appoint-
ment as the first female District Court
Judge in Colorado— a distinction not re-
peated for thirty-three years.

Early History and
Legal Education

Irena Ella (“Irena”) Sweet was born in
Cripple Creek on July 12,1898.'Her fa-
ther, Harry L. Sweet, was a pioneer who
had settled in Cripple Creek in the gold
mining boom days.’Later, her father was
the business manager for Spencer Pen-
rose of Colorado Springs and had close as-
sociation with many of the prominent mine
owners in that area.’lrena attended pub-
lic school in a number of mountain towns,
graduating from Victor High School in
Cripple Creek in June 1916.°

Irena received a Bachelor of Arts de-
gree from the University of Colorado at
Boulder (“CU”) in 1920 where she majored
in journalism and English, spending one
year of her studies in the law department.’
At CU, she was a member of the Kappa
Alpha Theta sorority."One of her journal-
ism courses was taught by Arthur Chap-
man, then the editor of the Rocky Moun-
tain News. He assigned his students to
cover beats during their summer break
and assigned Irena to cover the Denver
courts. Of this experience, Irena comment-
ed: “That contact with the judicial system
opened up a new vista for me, and | went
home to Victor and told my dad, Harry

Irena

Sweet, | wanted to study law.” Although
her father approved of her desire to con-
tinue her studies in the legal field, he told
her he could afford to send her to school
for only one more year.’

In order to afford attendance at law
school, Irena returned to Cripple Creek af
ter graduating from CU and taught math
and history at Victor High School from
1920 to 1922.°With the money she saved
from teaching, she moved to Denver and
enrolled at Denver University Law School
(“DU") in September 1922.°

At DU, she had one professor who was
full-time at the law school, but the rest of
her professors were practitioners and spe-
cialists in their field.” Of this experience,
she remarked, “They taught us everything
they knew about all the different type[s]
of law, real estate, tax, and criminal law.
That was the way | got to know all of the
prominent attorneys at that time.” Be-
cause classes were held whenever an at-
torney could make time in his practice,
Irena’s class schedule was erratic. She re-
membered the law school in its former
downtown office as having “shabby old
rooms.™*

Irena graduated from DU on June 4,
1924, with a graduating class of forty-six
males and two females.” Apparently un-
daunted by these statistics, she later de-
scribed these numbers as “delightful” and
commented jokingly that she “sure didn't
miss out on many dances.™ After gradua-
tion, Irena secretly married one of her law
school classmates, Arthur Woodward Ing-
ham, at the time they were studying for
the bar exam.”

Early Years of Dual Careers
Irena was one of the first women attor-
neys in Colorado.” Throughout her legal
career, she practiced law in Durango, Crip-
ple Creek, Colorado Springs, Rangely, and
Denver.” Immediately after completing
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law school, Irena and her husband moved
to Durango where Irena had received an
offer to work for two weeks as an editor of
the Durango Evening Herald.” Although
the position was initially intended to be
temporary, Irena served as editor for five
years.” She was one of the first women to
be a newspaper editor and publisher in
the 1920s. Her husband, who was a civil
engineer before he entered law school,
worked as a hydrographer, measuring the
water level of streams. When Irena and her
husband learned that they had passed
their bar exams, they promptly hung out
a tin shingle, which read “Ingham & Ing-
ham, Attorneys at Law.” Of her dual ca-
reer, she commented, ‘You couldn't prac-
tice law and run a newspaper in just any
town.”*

The Inghams moved to Denver in 1929,
and then, in 1933, returned to Cripple
Creek where Irena once again hung out
her shingle as an attorney. Arthur Ing-
ham accepted an appointment as Deputy
District Attorney for a seven-county area,
including Teller County. (Arthur Ingham
died in 1935.”%) As well as practicing law,
Irena served as editor of the Cripple Creek
Times-Record, a daily newspaper owned
by her sister and brother-in-law, Lenore
and William Kyner. She also worked as a
correspondent for The Denver Post at that
time.” Moreover, an accomplished musi-
cian Irena taught music in Cripple Creek.*

First Woman Appointed to
The Colorado District Court
It was in 1938, when the forty-year-old
Irena’s life was full with her work as a
lawyer, editor, Denver Post correspondent,
and musician, that she was appointed by
Governor Teller Ammons to fill a vacancy
in the Fourth Judicial District. Irena’s ap-
pointment was precipitated by the death
of Judge Arthur Cornforth of Colorado
Springs, who left an unexpired term in the
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El Paso District Court.” She was appoint-
ed on a Tuesday and on Wednesday morn-
ing, she transferred her duties as corre-
spondent, desighated a substitute for her
publishing job, and traveled to Colorado
Springs to take the oath of office and as-
sume her new duties.”

She was sworn in by Judge John M.
Meikle on September 21, 1938, in the EI
Paso County Courthouse. In Governor Am-
mons’s letter of appointment, he stated:

You have many friends who will be
pleased to have you in this position and
I am sure you will discharge your du-
ties with honor and dignity So far as |
can ascertain, you are the first lady to
occupy such a position in the state of Col-
orado. It gives me pleasure to have the
opportunity to appoint a lady of your
character and qualifications.”

The Fourth Judicial District encom-
passed seven counties, including Burling-
ton, Cheyenne, Douglas, Elbert, Lincoln,
and Teller. At that time, there were only
two judges in this District, one sitting in
Colorado Springs, and the other riding the
circuit. Because Judge Cornforth was pre-
siding over the six outside counties at the
time of his death, Irena traveled long dis-
tances from Cripple Creek on the west to
counties bordering Kansas. She even held
court on Saturdays.”

When interviewed years later about her
appointment to the District Court, lrena
commented that she was in the right place
at the right time. She was at the Broad-
moor rodeo when she ran into an old
friend, Governor Ammons. He asked her if
she had any recommendations to fill the
unexpired term of Judge Cornforth and
laughed when she said, ‘Well, sure | do.
How about me?” Irena gave Governor
Ammons the names of three or four other
candidates for the position during their
conversation. She recalled that she was
surprised when the Governor called her
later, saying that he had a scoop for her
paper and that she was to be the new Dis-
trict Court Judge in El Paso County.”

Irena had “no illusions about the suc-
cess of a woman campaigning in those
early years, so she chose not to run again
when her term ended.” For this reason,
Irena served for only four months.”On
November 8, 1938, Judge John E. Little
was elected to this position.” It was not
until thirty-three years later that Colo-
rado was to have another woman judge in
the district courts. In 1971, Judge Zita
Weinshienk was appointed to the Denver

District Court bench by Governor Love.”
It took fifty years after Irena’s appoint-
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ment for another woman to be appointed
to the District Court in the Fourth Judi-
cial District. Mary Jane Looney was ap-
pointed by Governor Boy Romer on July
26,1989, to fill retiring Judge John Gal-
lagher’s position.”

Irena was the trial judge in Stowell v.
People.”In that case, the Colorado Su-
preme Court overturned the burglary con-
viction, finding that the defendant could
not be convicted of burglary as a matter of
law because he had keys to the railroad
storage room where the “burglary” took
place. Since not much has been written
about Irena, it is difficult to characterize
her as either liberal or conservative with
regard to the treatment of crimimals. How-
ever, from the sentence meted out in Sto-
well, it appears she may have been “harsh
on crime.” Stowell had worked for the rail-
road for thirty-three years with a clean rec-
ord before he was debilitated by an uni-
dentified illness, became drunk, and took
a carton of meat valued at $3 and an au-
tomobile battery valued at $7 from the
storage room. He was sentenced by Irena
to from three to seven years in prison.

Colorado Women in the Law

Irena’s appointment to the District Court
was reported at the time in both The Den-
ver Post and Rocky Mountain News as set-
ting a statewide precedent. It was incor-
rectly reported in the Post, however, that
she was the first woman in Colorado to
preside over a court of law.” Actually,
Judge Lydia B. Tague in Eagle County
probably qualifies as the first woman judge
in Colorado.” She was appointed as Coun-
ty Court Judge to fill the vacancy left by
the death of her husband, Patrick Tague,
on February 17, 1911. Patrick Tague had
been elected County Judge and served
several terms. Following her appointment
by the board of county commissioners, Ly-
dia was elected to the office for three suc-
cessive terms.”Lydia also is reported to
be the first woman judge in the United
States.”

Women in Colorado received political
franchise over forty years prior to Irena’s
appointment to the District Court.* The
legislature voted against women's suffrage
in 1868. When the Colorado Constitution
was adopted in 1876, it provided that wom-
en might vote in school elections. Women'’s
suffrage was voted on and defeated in Col-
orado in 1878. The question again came
up during the 1880s, and ultimately was
adopted in 1893.“Colorado was the sec-
ond state in the country to admit women
to political equality; Wyoming was the first.

Women voted for the first time in a Colo-
rado general election in 1894, placing three
women in the General Assembly at that
time.”In 1897, Colorado added the fol-
lowing language to its statute regulating
attorneys: “No person shall be denied a li-
cense to practice as aforesaid on account
of race or sex.”” Women did not receive
suffrage for national elections until 1920.

Different sources conflict as to who is
the first woman admitted to practice law
in Colorado. Some sources indicate that it
is Mary S. Thomas, who was admitted in
1891 and who had to petition the Colora-
do Supreme Court for admission because
her original application for admission was
turned down.”Other sources indicate that
it was Pearl S. King in 1890.“At that time,
2,257 men were registered as attorneys in
Colorado.”

For many years, Mary Lathrop mistak-
enly was cited as the first woman to be ad-
mitted to the practice of law in Colorado.
However today, she is most frequently ref-
erenced in the legal community as accom-
plishing several “firsts” in the legal history
of Colorado. Mary was an 1896 graduate
of the DU Law School and was the first
woman lawyer to be admitted to practice
before the US. District Court for the Dis-
trict of Colorado, as well as the first wom-
an to argue before the Colorado Supreme
Court. She also was the first woman to be
admitted before the US. Supreme Court.”
It was as late as 1933 that Irena hung a
shingle in Cripple Creek and, in 1937 in
Colorado Springs, becoming the first fe-
male attorney in those locales.”

A Long Legal Career
And Final Years

In 1956, Irena married Henry T. “Mac”
McGarry, a well-known Colorado Springs
criminal defense lawyer.” He was a prom-
inent figure in Teller County, primarily as
a result of his successful defense of boot-
leggers.”Mac was an orphan from New
York who once prepared to enter the cler-
gy while attending Fordham University,
but subsequently moved to Colorado when
he diagnosed himself with tuberculosis.”
After moving to Colorado, he studied law
at the law firm of Orr & Little, never hav-
ing attended law school before being ad-
mitted to the bar.”

Mac was a very successful lawyer who
never lost a case in Cripple Creek, accord-
ing to Judge Tekavee of Cripple Creek.”
In fact, he was so admired as a criminal
defense attorney that when Don La Mora
was defending a first-degree murder case
in Teller County, three elderly courtroom
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junkies who came to watch left when they
learned that Mac was not the defense at-
torney.”Mac died in 1964.*

Following her term as District Court
Judge, Irena returned to the practice of
law. She moved to Rangely and joined the
office of Ralph L. Carr,”handling will and
estate matters until Carr died in 1950.*
Carr was a prominent water lawyer who
served as Governor of Colorado from 1939
t0 1943.”" Irena was the first female attor-
ney to practice in EI Paso County.” In their
only reported appellate decision, Irena,
along with Ralph Carr, successfully repre-
sented their clients, the Newmyers, in the
trial court in the matter of Nielson v. New-
myer,*”concerning the diversion of water
from one ranch to another.

At the time Irena practiced law in
Rangely, she joined her sister and Ralph
Carr as a joint owner of the Rangely News,
a weekly paper. Irena and her sister ran
the newspaper.” Their work at the Range-
ly News was described in a Time maga-
zine article in 1946:

Like other boom towns, Rangely is full

of mud, mugs and bad whiskey—but it

has a distinction all its own. Two wom-
en put out its only newspaper. The wom-

en editors, Mrs. Irena S. Ingham, 46,

and her sister, Mrs. Lenore Kyner, 43,

know enough about roaring camps to

keep their bobby pins out of oil drilling
rigs. . .. Recently Mrs. Kyner sniffed the
excitement at Rangely and bought the

News from an oil promoter. She and her

16 year-old daughter Gloria moved into

a corrugated-iron shack office while Mrs.

Ingham stayed in Denver as capital cor-

respondent. During the day, Mrs. Kyn-

er tramps through Rangely's muddy
streets selling ads, gathering local news.

... At the capital, Mrs. Ingham, a one-

time district judge, fights for proper

housing, sanitation, roads, water supply
and schools for the town. . . . Last week,
after a month as owners of the weekly

Rangely News, the sisters incorporated

and planned to stay awhile. Oilfield

roughnecks were glad. Said a rigman:

“They’re good scouts . . . and they don't

try to shake nobody down.”

Irena practiced law until retiring in
1980,”and was listed as a practicing at-
torney in Colorado Springs until that
time.”She died on February 28, 1989, at
the age of 90. At the time of her death, she
resided in Meeker.*

In 1982, when Irena was 84 years old,
she was interviewed by the Meeker Her-
ald. At that time, she was living at the Wal-
bridge Wing at Pioneer Hospital, a nurs-

ing home affiliated with the hospital, hav-
ing had surgery a year and a half earlier.
She had moved to Meeker from Colorado
Springs to be close to her only niece, Glo-
ria Pollard of Rangely. Her sister, Lenore
Kyner, also spent many years at the Wal-
bridge Wing.” At the time of her newspa-
per interview, Irena wore a gold pin on her
dress on which was printed, “fifty-nine
cents.” She received the pin from the Na-
tional Organization for Women, an organ-
ization she had actively supported for the

previous ten years. The pin signified the
statistic at that time that a woman earned
59 cents for every dollar earned by a man.”

During this interview with the Meeker
Herald, Irena discussed the many changes
she had seen in each of her professions
over the years, and proudly noted the ad-
vancement of women in these fields. She
conveyed her strong belief that the cause
for equal rights for women is never-end-
ing.” With a lifetime of experiences in
what was at the time a traditional man's
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world—attorney, judge, and newspaper
editor—she was a valuable contributor to
the cause for women'’s rights, as well as an
early trailblazer for Colorado women in
the law.
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state since 1981.

Foundation Receives $90,000 Grant

The Legal Aid Foundation (“LAF”") of Colorado has been awarded a $90,000 three-year grant from the Rose Community
Foundation. The grant is the largest ever received by LAF, and it will be used to extend its “Access to Health Care” project
that began in January 2000. This project, administered by Colorado Legal Services, addresses health care needs in met-
ropolitan Denver by providing direct legal representation to low-income people seeking access to health care. The project al-
so offers supportive services and consultation to community advocates and health care professionals so they may effec-
tively advocate on behalf of clients in need.

LAF of Colorado was established in 1981 to increase and diversify funding to support civil legal services for Colorado’s
poor and disadvantaged people. LAF of Colorado has raised and disbursed more than $5.5 million for legal services in the
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