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The Honorable Jennifer Martyn:  
A Voice for Fairness, Respect, and Lifelong Advocacy

By Christian Ketter

On the day of this interview, Judge  
Jennifer Martyn found a defendant 
guilty at trial. In response, the defendant 
thanked her. It presented the question: 
What are the makings of a judge who  
receives such a cordial response from 
one whom she finds guilty? The answer 
lies in the judicial path of Judge Martyn. 

One of DuPage County’s own, Judge 
Martyn was born in Downers Grove 
to a carpenter and a homemaker. She 
attended Downers Grove North High 
School and was the first generation 
of her family to attend college. From 
her parents, she developed a love for  
reading and continual learning – a life-
long passion that is well-fitting for a 
sound jurist. 

She learned early that she wanted 
to be an attorney. Like many law-
yers galvanized by the likes of reading 
Harper Lee’s character Atticus Finch  
or watching Andy Griffith’s Ben Matlock 
and Sam Waterston’s Jack McCoy, 
Judge Martyn was inspired early on by 
Raymond Burr’s legendary character. 
“Watching Perry Mason made me want 
to be a lawyer,” she said. 

Judge Martyn received a full scholarship 
to the College of DuPage and went on to 
attend Elmhurst College. After college, 
she worked as a teacher, teaching honors 
English and a special education English 
class at Downers Grove South High 
School. “Still,” she said, “my thoughts kept 
turning back to law, it was what I always 
wanted to do.” And so, she enrolled at 
the John Marshall Law School. 

As a law school night student, she 
honed her legal skills during the day, 
working as a paralegal to now-Judge 
James McClusky, from whom she 
learned a great deal about the actual 
practice of law. That time gave her in-
valuable experience and litigation skills in 
fast-paced insurance defense work.

Judge Martyn graduated from the John 
Marshall Law School in 1996. Excitingly, 
on the same day on which she was sworn 
in as an Illinois lawyer, having taken her 
oath, she put down her right hand, exited 
the courthouse in Elgin, and hopped in 
her car to drive straight to Peoria for her 
first federal trial as third chair to Judge 
McClusky. To further what already was 
an extraordinary experience for a young 

lawyer, the case went upward to the U.S. 
Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit 
and resulted in an appellate victory for 
the client. 

Judge Martyn’s career moved across  
litigation, into family law, and onward to 
her work as the Deputy Public Guard-
ian and Deputy Public Administrator for  
DuPage County, where she found her 
stride. Not surprisingly for someone who 
loved teaching special education, in her 
new role, Judge Martyn devoted herself 
to passionate advocacy for disabled adults 
who could not speak for themselves. 

This was a different area of law from 
her previous career experiences, one in 
which she said, “I really felt I could do 
some good and make a difference.” Judge 
Martyn’s work moved forward into the 
arena of law where an attorney truly is 
a counselor at law. Moreover, it exposed 
her regularly to profound human expe-
riences among whom were survivors of 
concentration camps and World War II, 
as well as a lady who survived the sinking 
of the Titanic. For these clients, in these 
difficult stages of life, Judge Martyn was 
tasked with the humbling experience 
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of counseling the greatest survivors 
through the pitfalls of law, all while they 
relived their most difficult times. Once 
again, she found an uplifting experience 
in the great tasking demand of helping 
others. Through this, she learned that 
it is “important for everyone to have a 
voice and be heard.” Judge Martyn un-
derstood that her job was to facilitate 
that voice and bridge the gaps of law 
with human experience. 

In her work with the public guardian’s of-
fice, she joined forces in partnership with 
Donald E. Puchalski. An advocate in 
the areas of family law and immigration,  
Puchalski helped strengthen her advocacy 
for those too vulnerable to do it them-
selves—the abused and neglected. With 
Puchalski, Judge Martyn learned that one 
must continually advocate for one’s mission. 

At her DuPage County judicial instal-
lation, Judge Martyn was moved by an 
enthusiastic invocation from Sheriff 
James Mendrick and honored, moreover, 
to be inducted in the presence of Justices 
Michael J. Burke, Liam C. Brennan, 
and Ann B. Jorgensen. Judge Martyn, 
having practiced family law before Chief 
Judge Kenneth L. Popejoy, is delighted 
that her appointment came under his  
supervision as Chief Judge. 

Judge Martyn has taken the bench af-
ter 19 years of working with the public 
guardian’s office. With that experience, 
she brings a unique, open perspective 
and a continual pursuit of truthfulness. 
Judge Martyn believes that in law there 
is “a sense of balance that has to be fol-
lowed, and both sides start out as equal, 
and then the truth takes it from there.”

With scores of trials over which she 
has presided already in her time on 
the bench, she is grateful to have  
Judge Ann Celine O’Hallaren Walsh  
as her judicial mentor. “It is my honor to 
serve the judiciary and my community. 
I can’t stop smiling,” she said. Nor 
should she. She has fulfilled a lifelong 
dream that is cultivated with profound 
human experience.

So, what is it that makes Judge Martyn the 
type of judge that is thanked by a defendant 
who receives unfavorable news? It is the 
genuine opportunity to have one’s day in 
court. Those who appear before her are 
assured, that “every person who steps into 
a courtroom deserves respect.” Most  
definitely, DuPage County has found 
in Judge Jennifer Martyn a fair-minded 
patient listener. 

This award will be presented to one or more lawyers practicing in the 18th Judicial Circuit who have  
provided outstanding pro bono services to low-income individuals or charitable organizations in the last year. 

Nominations are now open at www.DCBA.org/pili.

Save the date for the award ceremony taking place at the 18th Circuit Pro Bono Breakfast,  
October 24 at 9 a.m. in the Attorney Resource Center on the third floor of the DuPage  

County Judicial Center.

Nominations are open for the 
18th Circuit Pro Bono Award


