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SUPREME COURT ADDRESS – 10 May 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

1. I acknowledge the traditional owners of the lands we are meeting on today and 

acknowledge Aboriginal people here present, and elders past and present.  

 

Congratulations 

 

2. On behalf of the Law Society of Tasmania, I congratulate the Supreme Court of 

Tasmania on this wonderful milestone.   

 

3. The Law Society is immensely proud to be able to say that we have the oldest 

Supreme Court in Australia here in Tasmania.   

 

4. Over the years, the Law Society has been very fortunate to enjoy a close and cordial 

relationship with the Supreme Court. The rules establishing the Law Society’s 

predecessor, the Van Diemen’s Land Law Society dated the 29th of October 1845 

include the following objects: 

• to promote fair and honorable practice among the Members of the profession 

• to attend to applications for admission and to oppose improper applications. 

• to offer…from time to time such suggestions respecting the practice in any of the 

Courts and respecting alterations of the same as may appear useful. 

 

Over the intervening 179 years, we are pleased to say that the important aspects of the 

relationship between the Court and the Society has not changed.  

 

5. We acknowledge and thank the members of the Judiciary both past and present, 

especially those here today, for their role and assistance in providing education to the 

Tasmanian profession via the University of Tasmania, the Legal Practice Training 

Course, and members with CPD events by willingly giving up their time to assist with 

legal education.  

 

Importance of the court 

 

6. Today we acknowledge the existence for 200 years of what is an important institution 

for Tasmania and celebrate one of the key foundations of the rule of law.  The very 

existence of a free society depends upon an independent judiciary operating through 

an independent court system that is respected by the executive, the legislature and 

members of the public. 

 

Milestones 

 

7. The 200-year anniversary of the first sittings means that this Court has achieved many 

memorable events.  I seek to highlight some of that information.  
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8. On 10 May 1824, the Supreme Court admitted to practice four practitioners: 

 

a. Joseph Tice Hellibrand – noted as number 1 on the Roll. 

b. George Cartwright. 

c. Hugh Ross. 

d. Frederick Dawes. 

 

All were admitted as Barrister, Attorney, Solicitor and Proctor.    

 

9. That same year six more practitioners were admitted.   

 

10. Between 1824 and 1831 the Supreme Court of Tasmania admitted an additional 

twenty-one practitioners.   

 

11. A recent review of the Supreme Court Roll indicates that over the last 200 years, there 

have been 5584 practitioners admitted to practice.   

 

12. In the 1800’s there was a practice enforced at the time which did not comprehend 

female lawyers and there was no precedent of women becoming lawyers in any of the 

Australian states.   

 

13. Victoria was the first state to allow women to practice law in 1903 and Tasmania 

embraced this in 1904.     

 

14. Whilst it was on 1 August 1905, that Ms Floss Greig became the first woman admitted 

to legal practice in Australia, it was not until February 1935, that the first female, Ms 

Nancy Helen McPhee was admitted to practice in the Supreme Court of Tasmania.   

 

15. In 1969, the first female Associate was appointed to Chief Justice Burbury. 

 

16. The second female associate was Professor Kate Warner. 

 

17. The first female appointed to the bench was Justice Tenant in 2005. 

 

18. Following in 2009 by Tasmania’s first female Magistrate, Justice Helen Wood and 

then in 2021, Justice Jago.   

 

19. This court has provided over the years a platform for many Tasmanian female lawyers 

to achieve excellence in legal practice and advanced the opportunities for women in 

law. 

 

20. Sir John Pedder was the first Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Tasmania serving 

for some 30 years, 1824 to 1854 and since that time, there has been 13 Chief Justices 

presiding over this court.  His Honour, Chief Justice Blow has been in this role since 8 

April 2013.  The Law Society acknowledges the contribution that each have made and 

the significant responsibility that comes with that role.  

 

21.  There have been 42 Puisne Judges of Tasmania over the last 200 years. The Law 

Society of Tasmania acknowledges the contribution of each of those Judges. 
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22. The office of Master of Van Diemen’s Land included an initial appointment of Joseph 

Horne in 1924.  The title of Master changed to Associate Judge in 2008.  There has 

been 5 Masters/Associate Judges with the most recent ceremonial sittings for 

Associate Judge on 29 April 2024. 

 

23. Since 1824, there have been 18 Registrars of the Supreme Court of Tasmania.   

 

24. All those I have mentioned, are pivotal in relation to their role in securing a peaceful 

and free society governed by the rule of law.  

 

 

Early days 

 

25. The Law Society of Tasmania acknowledges the significant workload of this Court 

which has been constant over the years. 

 

26. The first year of the operation of the Court was busy with over 344 summons’ issued, 

360 actions commenced, 25 tried and 62 judgements made on warrants of attorney. 

 

27. Capital punishment was still very much alive, and the gallows were inside the jail 

which faced onto Murray Street, opposite the Supreme Court and coincidentally the 

current site of the Law Society.  It was in full view of the street outside and crows 

gathered to watch.  It is reported that at least 203 criminals were ordered to be hanged 

between 1826 and 1842.  The last hanging ordered by this court was in 1946. 

 

28. The Supreme Court of Tasmania has maintained a heavy case load and in 2022/2023, 

there was 612 lodgments (first instance criminal matters) 320 in Hobart, 140 n 

Launceston and 152 in Burnie.  There were 652 civil matters lodged.  

 

29. On 5 November 1840, the Jury Act 1840 was passed and the system of trial where 

jury operated commenced operations here. 

 

30. The Supreme Court has not been restricted to sitting in Hobart.  It has sat regularly in 

Launceston since about 1850.  The Court has occupied its present site in Cameron 

Street since 1929, although the Launceston District Registry was not opened until 

1940.   Sittings of the Supreme Court on the Northwest Coast also commenced in the 

19th century.   

 

Closing 

 

31. In Tasmania, justice would be unattainable without the creation of the Supreme Court 

of Tasmania. 

 

32. 200 years later, society has become more complex with new challenges arising.    The 

constancy of the role of the Supreme Court is an important enduring theme of our 

democracy.   

 

33. Over the past 200 years, the Supreme Court has heard countless cases from the deeply 

stressed to the deeply curious and which have impacted lives across generations.   
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34. The Law Society, its predecessor organisations and the Tasmanian profession is proud 

to have shared a significant part of the Court’s journey with it. The Society looks 

forward to facing the challenges of the future with the Court as we work together to 

face them. 

  

35. The constancy of the role of the Supreme Court is an important enduring theme of our 

democracy and I thank the court. 

 

May it please. 

 

Julia Higgins  - President of Law Society of Tasmania 

 

 


