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I acknowledge the traditional custodians of this land and pay my respects to their 
elders, past, present, and emerging. I acknowledge that sovereignty over this land 
was never ceded.   

In Australia over the past 30 years, at least 474 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people have died in custody.  Five people have died since the beginning of March 
this year.1   

This morning, I am joined on the bench by Justice Mossop and Acting Justice 
Refshauge. 

To our new admittees, congratulations.  Today marks the end of years of effort.  
Today, you have taken the first step on your professional journey.  It’s a time to look 
back with pride at your achievement, to look forward with anticipation, and to prepare 
for the journey ahead.   

It is also an occasion to appreciate those who have supported you through your 
journey.  Like the Ever Given stuck in the Suez Canal,2 I am sure that, at times, you 
have been stuck, trapped between the banks of procrastination and testing various 
“life hacks” from TikTok.  But, with the help and encouragement of family and friends, 
you have emerged from that narrow channel into the vast sea that is the legal 
profession.  We warmly welcome you.   

If you will pardon an indulgence, I would like to mention several new admittees who 
have a special connection to the Court. 

First, my Senior Associate, Rose Estanislao.  She was once described by a litigant in 
court as “the backbone of the Court”.  This was only a slight exaggeration.  She has 
been a quiet but purposeful leader within the Court community. 

Second, Justice Mossop’s Senior Associate, Emma Roff.  Emma’s outstanding 
academic achievements are matched by her organisational ability and capacity to 
guide others. 

And third, Amne Alrifai, who brought her health background and understanding, and 
her empathy for the disadvantaged, to her position as associate to the Drug and 

 
1 Lorena Allam, Calla Wahlquist, Nick Evershed and Miles Herbert, ‘The 474 deaths inside: tragic toll of 
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Alcohol Sentencing List, providing great support to Acting Justice Refshauge when 
he assumed the role of DASL Judge. 

As judges, we are at the height, but also towards the end, of our legal careers 
(perhaps not so much in the case of Justice Mossop, who is still a boy).  We are 
reassured that the future of the profession is in good hands when, in our associates 
and other young lawyers like you, we see a commitment to the rule of law, intelligent 
interrogation of the law, and advocacy for social justice.  

Our confidence is reinforced when we see among the new practitioners so many 
women and young people of diverse backgrounds.  With diversity comes the 
courage, perspective, and creativity that is necessary for our profession to engage 
with current and future challenges to our shared values and way of life (and to the 
planet more generally). 

Such courage, perspective, and creativity are illustrated by the life of Aunty 
Oodgeroo, whom some of you may know as Kath Walker. 

As a child, Aunty Oodgeroo Noonuccal was taught Aboriginal lore and custom by her 
father, who was a Quandamooka man.  He also told her that, because she was 
Indigenous, she didn’t have to be as good at her school lessons as white children—
she had to be better.3 

Aunty Oodgeroo went on to become a pioneering literary figure and political activist.  
She used her pen to give voice to the Indigenous struggle for rights and justice. 

She was born on Minjerribah (North Stradbroke Island) in 1920.  At just 13 years of 
age, during the Depression, Aunty Oodgeroo left her home to work as a maid in 
Brisbane.4 

In 1941, when she was 21, she enlisted in the Australian Women’s Army Service.  
She joined partly because she “did not accept fascism as a way of life” and partly to 
further her education; she said that there were only two places where an Aboriginal 
person could get an education, in jail or in the Army, and she “didn’t fancy jail!”.5 

In the 1940s, as a young woman in her 20s, she became politically active through 
the Communist Party of Australia.  She chose that political vehicle primarily because, 
at that stage, it was the only political party that was opposed to the White Australia 
policy.6  

In 1964, she became the first Aboriginal poet to be published in Australia, with her 
book “We Are Going”, which sold out in several editions.  Later, she won many 
awards for her poetry.7  

 
3 Rosemary Desmond, ‘A tireless fighter for land and civil rights’, Canberra Times (Canberra, 17 September 
1993) 4.  
4 John Collins, ‘Obituary: Oodgeroo of the Tribe Noonuccal’ (1994) 18 Aboriginal History 1, 1. 
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https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/noonuccal-oodgeroo-18057/text29634>.  



Her poetry spoke for those who may not otherwise have been heard.   

In her poem An Appeal, she wrote: 

Writers, who have the nation’s ear 

Your pen a sword opponents fear, 

Speak of our evils loud and clear 

That all may know.   

She became the Queensland State Secretary of the Federal Council for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Advancement and a member of the Queensland Aboriginal 
Advancement League executive.  In that role, she campaigned for the 1967 
referendum, which provided for the inclusion of Indigenous people in the census and 
empowered Federal Parliament to legislate for Indigenous people. 8 

Once describing herself as a “pig-headed stubborn lady”,9 Aunty Oodgeroo relished 
controversy.   

She famously met with Prime Minister Robert Menzies while campaigning for the 
referendum.  He offered her a glass of sherry.  To ensure that he was uncomfortably 
aware of the daily injustices felt by her people, she warned the Prime Minister that he 
could be arrested for offering the glass of sherry, because at that time it was illegal to 
offer alcohol to Indigenous people.10  

In 1969, representing the Australian Labour Party, Aunty Oodgeroo stood for 
Queensland Parliament, campaigning on a platform of Aboriginal land rights.  She 
was not elected.11 

In 1970, she was awarded membership of the Order of the British Empire in 
recognition of her service to her community, but in 1988, she returned the award in 
protest at Australia’s bicentennial celebrations, as she considered that the 
celebrations marked “200 years of humiliation and brutality to the Aboriginal 
people”.12 

In 1981, she chastised the then Queensland Premier, Joh Bjelke-Petersen, for 
ignoring her when, during the Queenslander of the Year contest, he did not shake 
her hand.13 

Later in life, she returned to Minjerribah, where the arts and education became her 
focus.  She established a learning centre named Moongalba (the sitting-down place). 
There, she taught Aboriginal culture.  She changed her name to Oodgeroo 
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Noonuccal, in recognition of the Noonuccal ancestors to whose land she had 
returned.14 

When we reflect on the life of Aunty Oodgeroo, we are reminded that: 

• The pen is mightier than the sword (and, as lawyers, you hold the 
contemporary “pens”, more so than almost anyone else in the community). 

• Those in a position of disadvantage or minority may have the best perspective 
on the social change that is needed.  If we are they, we should speak up.  If 
not, we should listen. 

• We need the courage to change the things that we can change.  In the words 
of former Associate Justice of the Supreme Court of the United States Oliver 
Wendell Holmes: 

It is certain that many laws have been enforced in the past, and it is likely that 
some are enforced now, which are condemned by the most enlightened 
opinion of the time.15 

• Finally, as success is built on failure, we must learn resilience.  Failure is an 
inevitable incident of a successful professional life.  As I have been reminded 
on occasion by the High Court, even judges make mistakes.  Setbacks may 
also be more trivial.  You may find yourself stuck behind a Zoom filter and 
forced to place on the record that you are “not a cat”—undoubtably a faux 
“paw”.  Do not be deterred by failures, great or small.   

In her poem Not My Style, Aunty Oodgeroo wrote that she did not want to be 
constrained by negativity but: 

I want to do 

The things I have not done. 

Not just taste the nectar of Gods 

But drown in it too.   

May the road rise up to meet you, wherever your journey leads.  

 
14 Noonuccal (n 12).   
15 Oliver Wendell Holmes, “The Path of the Law” (1897) 10(8) Harvard Law Review 457, 460. 


