1968-1993: Geoff James

Geoff James came to Darwin with
his parents in 1949.

He was educated in Darwin "in the
old school in Woods Street" where a
carpark stands now.

His father was a surveyor and at
one time was Chief Surveyor of the
Northern Territory Administration.

Brother Earl followed and became
asurveyor; Geoff studied law at ANU
before returning to practice in Dar-
win.

As an aside, Mr James did not un-
dertake articles.

The old High Court Rules nder the
Judiciary Act made provision for a
group known as Students at Law . It
was intended to be for barristers' pu-
pils under the old world non-tertiary
system of qualifying in law.

Mr James took advantage of the
fact that the Barristers Admission
Board recognised university degrees
as a substitute.

Asasecond-year undergraduate he
enrolled as a pupil. By the time he
graduated, he had "served" three years
of pupillage and was entitled to be
admitted to practice before the High
Court.

Geoff James was a foundation
member of the Law Society and served
three terms as Secretary.

He recalled the struggles, the poli-
tics and a few anecdotes from the
early days.

Mr James said the prevailing issue
for Council in 1968 was the need for
a definitive statement of professional
ethics.

"We had practitioners fromall over
the world.

"For each lawyer, there was a dif-
ferent assessment of the correct ethi-
cal aproach to something," he said.

Mr James said that issue remained
alive for ten years.

Professional Conduct Rules were
finally adopted in 1981.

A second problem was the "abomi-
nable shortage" of legislation.

"For example," he said, "if you
wanted to read the Real Property Act,
there were only three copies in Dar-
win: one was owned by the Registrar-
General; one by the Crown Law Of-
fice library, and; George Cridland
had the third copy.

"That was common for important
legislation," Mr James said.

As another example, he said the
Rules of Admiralty were only avail-
able in the Supeme Court library,
which carried a photograph -- not a
photostat -- that had been made in an
English library.

That photograph was the only
known source of the Rules of Admi-
ralty in the NT.

The reason for that was that the

small population.

"In addition," MrJames said, "there
was simple neglect.

"Because we'd been a federal ter-
ritory for 58 years or so, we suffered
under Canberra's neglect.

"Even with modern law, an inad-
equate number of sale copies were
printed, and if you didn't buy the first
edition, it was quickly out of print.

"Legislation was never consoli-
dated.

"Todetermine the provisions of the
Crown Lands Act, you had to read up
to 40 or 50 separate acts because the
government wouldn't pay for consoli-
dating and reprinting," he said.

All of this led to the somewhat
strained relationship between North-
ern Territory practitioners and the then
Attorney-General, Ivor Greenwood
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NT'slaws were frozen when the Com-
monwealth took over legislative re-
sponsibility from SA in 1910.

"As the Commonwealth was not in
the habit of dealing with state-type
issues, it didn't modernise law in the
same way as the other states did.

"The Northern Territory was oper-
ating on 19th century laws which had
long since been repealed elsewhere."

On that basis, of course, no other
jurisdiction printed such outmoded
legislation, and the Commonwealth
wouldn't commit the funds for such a
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Lionel Murphy, Greenwood's suc-
cessor, was something of a local hero
to Territory practitioners.

He visited the Territoryin 1973 and
heard the "litany of complaints" from
local lawyers through the then Presi-
dent, Ian Barker.

"He began visibly solving the prob-
lems within a month by spending
money to modernise, re-print and
make legislation available.

"We've never suffered from that
problem since," Mr James said.

Murphy also addressed similar
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shortages which applied to library
supplies, transcripts and judgments.

The third major issue was legal aid.

Under the Poor
Persons Legal
Assistance Ordi-
nance,judges had
the power to as-
signthe defence of
an accused to a
legal practitioner.

This was the
local equivalentof
the UK "dock
brief" system.

"One just got
told to do it," Mr  {3ulliawr
James said.

"The Crown
Law Officer used
to pay asmall por-
tion of a normal
profession fee to
compensate the
practitioner.

"The youngest
lawyers always
got to do it."

Indeed, Mr
James spent a good deal of 1967 and
1968 undertaking these "dock briefs"
and did two murder trials on that
basis.

For years the profession tried to
achieve the agreement of government
to a more effective legal aid pro-
gramme.

In 1974 Lionel Murphy came to the
rescue by sending a lawyer and an
administrator to Darwin to set up a
legal aid service.

Most of the work was briefed out at
a negotiated "concessional, but rea-
sonable" fee.

In 1977 legal aid was formalised by
the Federal Government by the intro-
duction of the Australian Legal Aid
Office.
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Of Murphy, Mr James said: "he
was regarded as a stupendous admin-
istrator; a man who got things done."

Turning to the characters from days
gone by, MrJamesrecalled one Robert
(Bob) Elvidge who was the Master of
the Supreme Court and a chonic alco-

many of which included sobriety.
Mr James said this resulted in a
number of "unpleasant incidents."
"One incident involved Bob tum-
bling off the bench.
"He lay on the Court floor and
couldn't get up, with a number of
police surrounding him asking: 'What
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Elvidge came to the Northern Ter-
ritory in the early 1960s as the Su-
preme Court functionary.

In those days, all official legal po-
sitions were held by the Chief Stipen-
diary Magistrate, Haynes Leader. For
example, he was Master of the Su-
preme Court, Registrar-General,
Registrar of Companies, Births,
Deaths and Marriages, and just about
everything else.

He simply couldn't performall those
duties, sohad todelegate -- to Elvidge
who at various times was an acting
Stipendiary Magistrate, "but only ever
acting," Mr James hastened to add.

MrElvidge did a greatdeal of bench
work in a variety of conditions, not
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shall we do, Sir?""

Mr James said his alcoholism be-
came so bad that he was reputed to
"drive by ear, crashing from obstacle
to obstacle."

Elivdge's undoing involved a mar-
riage he performed as Chief Civil
Celebrant.

A couple was married by him when
he was rolling drunk.

The couple complained to a friend
with connections in the legal profes-
sion.

The friend pursued it and that re-
sulted in adeputation to the Attorney-
General's department in Canberra.

The Attorney-General's department
dispatched Federal Police plain clothes
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officers to Darwin.

"They staked the Master out and
recorded everything he did over the
course of a week," Mr James said.

"They made careful notes and es-
tablished a pattern of conduct which
involved massive consumption of grog
during business hours.

"The evidence was put on paper,
someone from the Attorney-Gener-
al's department flew up, met with him
and gave him until 4.21pm thatday to
resign."
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Elvidge did resign and almost im-
mediately departed for Canada.

Nothing has been heard of him
since.

The first Executive Officer of the
Law Society was George Dickinson
who came to Darwin and served as
Government Law Officer until 1963
when he was retired because he was
said to have turned 65.

"He was, in fact, at least 75 years
old at that time," Mr James said.

Mr Dickinson had a distinguished
background as a War Crime Prosecu-
tor in Tokyo.

Mr James described him as "a ven-

erable lawyer, but by 1976 he had
become too old to take on briefs."

At the Law Society Annual Gen-
eral Meeting in 1976 it was resolved
that George Dickinson would be ap-
pointed the first Executive Officer of
the Law Society.

This was achieved by the firms of
Messrs Waters, James, O'Neill, Ward
Keller and Withnall and Everingham
and others signing bank transfer forms
under which $175 per month each
was provided as the salary for the
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Executive Officer.

Mr Dickinson was told that the
money came froma government grant.

That salary arrangement continued
for three years.

When Mr Dickenson became inca-
pable of even getting into the office
the Society realised he must be re-
placed.

Ted Rowe was appointed in tan-
dem with Mr Dickenson and became
the full-time Executive Officer fol-
lowing the AGM in 1979.

George Dickenson died in Darwin
a few years later.

NOTHING ELSE
IS VERY CLEAR.

Butitwasn'tall plain sailing for the
Society.

With the push for self government,
things became political, personal and
emotional.

Mr James recalled an incident in
1977 when he and John Waters had
about 75 Aboriginal clients who
claimed they did not want the Ranger
uranium mine to go ahead and alleged
that they had not been consulted about
1t.

They successfully sought an
injuntion
preventing an
agreement
between the
Common-
wealth and
the Northern
Land Coun-
cil from be-
ing signed.

Mining
was the great
excitement
for the north
of Australia
at the time
and was be-
ing touted as
a great sav-
iour for the
region.

The in-
junction ruf-
fled more
than a few
feathers.

It was debated in the Senate during
which two members, one a Northern
Territory Senator, made disparaging
remarks about the firm (Waters James
O'Neill) and allegedits principals were
leftist sympathisers.

Mr Waters and Mr James made a
statement to the media defending the
role of their firm and explaining the
rights of the Traditional Owners to
challenge any agreement which would
affect their land.

That resulted ina "please explain”
from the president who had inter-
preted the statement as self-promo-
tion and touting.



