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SENATOR THE HONOURABLE GARETH JOHN EVANS
(from 10 March 1983).



THE LATE SIR KEITH AICKIN.

On 22 June 1982, at a sitting of the Full High Court in
Brisbane, GiBes C.J. said:

Ladies and gentlemen, we are met to express our deep
sorrow at the untimely death of SIR KEITH AICKIN whose
funeral ceremony is taking place in Melbourne this afternoon
and to pay our tribute to his memory. The presence here of
so large a gathering indicates the great respect in which
SIR KEITH was held.

There are present: The Honourable Neil Brown Q.C, M.P., the
Minister for Communications who is representing the Attorney-
General for the Commonwealth; the Chief Justice and seven
Judges of the Supreme Court of Queensland; Mr. Justice
Fitzgerald of the Federal Court of Australia; the Chairman of
District Court Judges and ten Judges of the District Court;
Mr. Dawson Q.C., the Solicitor-General for Victoria, who
represents the Attorneys-General of Victoria, Tasmania and
Western Australia; Mr. Galligan Q.C., the Solicitor-General for
Queensland who represents the Attorneys-General of Queens-
land, South Australia and the Northern Territory; Mr. Pincus
Q.C., Vice-President of the Australian Bar Association and
President of the Queensland Bar; Mr. Mackay, President of
the Law Council of Australia; Mr. Hampel Q.C., representing
the Victorian Bar; Mr. Newman Q.C., representing the Attorney-
General for New South Wales and the New South Wales Bar;
Mr. Hill, the President of the Law Society of Queensland;
Mr. Pyne, the Deputy Crown Solicitor for the Commonwealth
who represents Mr. Neaves, the Secretary of the Attorney-
General’s Department; and many members of the profession.

In addition, there are present members of SIR KEITH’S
personal staff and the wives of those members of this Court
who are present in Brisbane.

Sir Anthony Mason is overseas and apologizes that he
cannot be here, but I speak on his behalf as well as on behalf
of the other members of this Court who were colleagues of
SIR KEITH at the time of his death.

KEITH ARTHUR AICKIN was born on 1 February 1916, the
son of a master of mathematics and science at the Melbourne




Church of England Grammar School which Sir KeiTH himself
attended. From that school he proceeded to the University of
Melbourne where, after a brilliant course, he obtained first-class
honours in Law and was awarded the Supreme Court Prize.
That was in 1938 and in the following year he became
Associate to Sir Owen Dixon with whom he remained in that
capacity until 1941.

When Sir Owen was appointed Minister Plenipotentiary to
the United States, SIR KEITH accompanied him as Third
Secretary of the legation in Washington, and thereafter served
as legal advisor to the European office of the United Nations
Relief and Rehabilitation Administration and in the legal
department of the United Nations in New York.

In 1948 he was called to the Bar of the Middle Temple
and in 1949 he commenced practice at the Bar of Victoria.
Sir KEITH's rise at the Bar was rapid as befitted his ability
and attainments. After only eight years’ practice as a junior he
took silk in 1957. His practice became very extensive and his
lucid, logical and compelling arguments soon made him recog-
nized as one of the most brilliant of advocates while at the
same time his opinions were universally respected for their
soundness and accuracy.

He appeared in many of the most important constitutional,
commercial and taxation cases in this Court and in the Privy
Council, and was one of the few members of the Australian
Bar who have appeared before the House of Lords.

It is in no way disrespectful of Sik KEITH'S contemporaries
at the Bar to say that by the time of his appointment to this
Court he was the most distinguished barrister in practice in
Australia. His appointment was inevitable. Indeed, many thought
it belated.

In the meantime, SIR KeiTH had found time to add
commercial interests to the demands of his busy practice. He
became a director of a number of large companies, Mayne
Nickless Ltd., P. & O. Australia Ltd., Comalco Ltd. and B.H.P.
Co. Ltd. He also became a member of the Interim Council of
La Trobe University.

On 20 September 1976, on the retirement of Sir Edward
McTiernan, SIR KEITH became a member of this Court. In




the same year, he was created a Knight Commander of the
Order of the British Empire.

As was expected, he was an exemplary judge. He listened
with quiet courtesy and attentive patience to the arguments of
counsel. His judgments were marked by clarity of expression
and by meticulous care in preparation and construction. His
firm grasp of legal principle was matched by an appreciation
of the practical consequences of the decision in the particular
case. He was firm in his views and never failed to reach, or
where necessary to express, his own independent conclusion
but did not seek the limelight and did not hesitate to agree
with another’s judgment when he felt he could not usefully
add to it.

He was unremitting in his devotion to duty and willingly
bore any burden he was asked to assume. Thus, in addition to
his work at the ordinary sittings of the High Court, he disposed
of the chamber work that arose in Melbourne even when he
was the only judge sitting there to do so. He devoted much
time to a consideration of the improvement of the rules of the
High Court.

SIR KEITH’S strength and serenity of character informed his
acts both as a judge and as a man. He was a loyal and
co-operative colleague and a great judge. He said when he
was appointed to the Bench that he would devote his best
endeavour to seek to maintain the high standards and reputation
of this Court. In that, he amply succeeded, but his career on
the Bench was cut short at its height. Much more distinguished
service had confidently been expected from him.

The community has lost a valuable servant and his death
has caused a gap in the Court which it will be difficult to fill.
The Court mourns his passing and extends its deepest sympathy
to his widow, Lady Aickin, and their two children in their
sad loss.

The Court will now adjourn.
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