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About 15 years ago I moved into a street in the North Yarra area which, unbeknownst to me, 

was inhabited by many lawyers.  With all due respect, happily, I’d had very little to do with 

you lot up to that point in time, apart from that one stupid prank that led to a little bit of a 

cottage industry.  The joke at the time was that there were now four judges on our block.  

Now I have been a judge on a television variety show where I said what I thought were fairly 

epigrammatic and witty things like “familiarity breeds contempt but I hardly know you”.  But 

it seemed kind of absurd for me to be characterised as a judge in the esteemed company in 

which I found myself.  And yet over the years it evolved in my mind that there were actually 

a lot more similarities between being a judge on a light entertainment television program and 

being a member of the bench.  I mean there is the obvious thing - the vaudevillian garb, that 

sort of Gilbert & Sullivan thing that is affected by judges, the funny hat.  The other thing is 

that I realised that just like show business, if you are a barrister your overwhelming fear is 

that you’re only as good as your last job and this is your last job.  It’s a very high pressure 

business that barristers operate in and in a sense just as I have essentially left that pressure 

into the safe womb of ‘auntie’, the ABC, so it seems to me that barristers, when they lose 

their nerve, become judges.   

 

Now, the other thing I notice as a neighbour of a number of barristers, quite a striking 

similarity between those in the entertainment business and those on the bench, is a 

predilection for stupifactants.  Now, I’m not the sort of person who goes through people’s 

rubbish bins.  I didn’t have to because 15 years ago in our street we had open recycle bins.  



They were flat trays and just in passing you’d walk past the neighbour’s recycling bin and be 

able to conclude ‘oh, tough week’.  The psychiatrist who is two doors down can be relied on 

to scrupulously pippette 150mls of Riesling, maybe twice a year, Christmas, New Year, that’s 

it.  The barrister four doors up, no names, who is now on the bench, whose initials are Simon 

Whelan, was going through a steady stream of not inexpensive Cabernet Sauvignon, but in 

his defence his wife also is a lawyer.  Okay.  The barrister three doors up was interesting 

because he was doing, I won’t mention the case, but I do remember the case, most weeks if it 

was going pretty well it would just be beers in the recycle bin, but every now and then you 

could see he had a tough week because he had a supplementary bottle of scotch.  Probably the 

most notable case was the now retired gentleman of the bench who was consuming so much 

alcohol that he actually had to crush the cans to get it all in the recycle bin.  So as I say, we 

have more in common than I would have thought.   

 

If I can just touch on my relationship, it is absurd, the thought of me being a judge alongside 

the esteemed company that I have found myself in my street, but as I say we have much in 

common and I feel the one thing I have learned about these people is that I have based my 

life on making superficial judgments of those around me, and it has served me well.  If I 

could be allowed another superficial judgment, I regard, in all seriousness, my neighbours as 

people of extraordinarily good judgment.  I have even on occasion revised my own opinion 

based on conversations I’ve had with them.  If I could briefly answer the point (I suppose I 

must be an apologist of the media), I too am appalled by the way in which a headline in a 

newspaper can drive a political debate such that the king hit laws for instance somehow takes 

precedence over the position taken by people who have spent a good part of their lives, 

maybe 30 or 40 years, in the environment, in the context, seeing the day to day business of 

the law, and I respect their judgment enormously.  Sorry, this is just the way my mind works, 

we’ve been talking about the king hit - does that mean if you punch them twice you get a 

lesser sentence?  Sorry, it’s just the way my mind works.   

 

Finally, and most importantly, yes, I do live in the same street as the Chief Justice of the State 

of Victoria, and I know you are curious as to what was in her recycle bin - mineral water!  

The defence rests its case. 

 

 


