When Pamela Baker, a former barrister in Hong Kong's Legal Aid Department, was banned from dealing with Vietnamese asylum-seekers because she gave them false hopes, she set up her own law firm. In doing so, she inspired generations of lawyers, clerks and interpreters from America, Australia, Canada and Britain to volunteer their time and skills. Pam Baker & Co. then took on a series of landmark cases, two of which she took to the Privy Council and won.

Pamela Maureen Halley was born in Dundee. Her mother died when she was a child, and her father, although the eldest son of a prosperous family, had a predilection for conning people and consequently spent most of his time in jail. Baker always seemed pleased about this blotch in her otherwise impeccable background. She loved telling friends about her father, David Halley, and often embellished his escapades. She and her sister, Anne, were raised by their grandparents, George and Jeannie Halley. In 1939 Pam and Anne were sent to South Africa to live with a great uncle and his wife. The sisters were told that the war would be over within a year; Pam returned in 1945 when she was 15.

In 1951 she graduated Bachelor of Law from St Andrews University, the only woman in her class that year. She qualified as a solicitor in 1953 and the following year married Peter Baker, a medical student in his final year; she planned to support them by working as a solicitor. However, they had their first child a year later, and five more children followed over the next seven years. Her career plans changed. In 1977, her children grown up, she went back to school and read for the Bar at Gray's Inn in London; shortly before her 49th birthday she was called to the Bar, where her family law practice fostered a keen interest in women's and children's rights.

After her divorce in 1981 Baker applied for tenancy in the all-male chambers in London where she did her pupillage but her application was rejected, she believed, because she was a woman and a grandmother. So she applied to be counsel in the Hong Kong Legal Aid Department, and was accepted. She spent nine years handling family law cases. She spearheaded a campaign to build the first shelter for battered women, which opened in 1985, and lobbied successfully for legislation against domestic violence. She was also a founding member of the Hong Kong Family Law Association. Since 1975 Hong Kong had been involved in the international effort to resettle Vietnamese refugees. In 1990 the territory changed its policy, bringing in 

detention and a screening process, which were designed to send asylum-seekers back. 

After meeting a group of refugees in one of the camps, Baker contravened her department's policy by granting legal aid to the entire crew and passengers of a boat so that they could bring habeas corpus applications to challenge their detention. The case became known as Boat 101, and caused considerable embarrassment to officials from Hong Kong to Whitehall. At the request of the UN High Commissioner for Refugees, which accused Baker of fostering false hope among the boat people, government officials banned her from the camps and her files were removed. 

Baker resigned, and in 1992, after being admitted as a solicitor in Hong Kong, she opened Pam Baker & Co. to provide free legal advice to refugees. She often said it was fitting that she would end up using the "lovely" money paid to her over the years by legal aid to pay government back.

The firm's small coterie of lawyers handled thousands of cases. Twice they went to the Privy Council and won. In 1997, as Hong Kong prepared to return to Chinese sovereignty and the Vietnamese refugee saga drew to a close, Baker vaguely contemplated retirement. However, a group of Chinese-born children of Hong Kong permanent residents asked her to represent them in their fight for right of abode in the territory. She agreed, and on January 29, 1999, the Court of Final Appeal handed down a landmark judgement, declaring that mainland-born children of Hong Kong permanent residents unconditionally had the  same right through their parents' abode status. Baker, now 69, felt that she had finally fought her last court battle, but once again she was asked to represent the abode-seekers. China had overturned the 1999 judgment. Baker challenged the legality of Beijing's reinterpretation of the Basic Law, and later, when that battle was lost, returned to court to argue that the reinterpretation did not apply to her clients. In the end the court ruled that some children could stay but most would face deportation.

In honour of the no-nonsense, chain smoking woman who could not stand by and allow the powerful to commit gross injustices against the powerless, the Pam Baker Foundation, which provides education scholarships for disadvantaged children, was set up two years ago.

Pamela  Maureen  Baker  - 
   Human Rights lawyer, was born on August 28, 1930.  She died in Macclesfield on April 24, 2002, aged 71.
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