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Jon Fame’s book is a fascinating compi
lation of his radio interviews with 30 
‘old lawyers’. As Faine says in the intro
duction, anything vaguely resembling a 
contemporary history of the legal profes
sion is one of the more startling ‘omis
sions from the menu at m ost law 
schools’. Yet his interviews reveal an 
‘enormous stockpile of know-how wait
ing to be used’. Fame’s particular inter
ests in the interviews were the practice 
of law day to day, the pace of change 
over the last century, and the changes 
and developments in the role of women 
in the profession. However, his ques
tions are broadly based and focus on the 
particular expertise or interest of the per
son in this oral history.

There are a range of interesting exam
ples about legal education. Hal Wootten 
comments on his experiences at law 
school as the impetus for his subsequent 
involvement (as foundation Dean) in 
establishing the U niversity of New 
South Wales Law School. Wootten states 
that the law he was taught was devoid of 
context, being ‘just something that you 
found in the statutes and in the cases’. 
Tom Molomby recalls the camaraderie 
among the law students of his vintage, 
and the many lectures that did not 
change from year to year. He comments 
‘Perhaps the “year” altered from year to 
year, but the lecturers didn’t. If you had 
the notes from a couple of years previ
ously, they were still relevant to the 
exams that you would be sitting for, 
years later’. How many legal academics 
can now recall what they taught last year 
or the year before as they prepare for 
this year, let alone know what they will 
probably teach next year!

On the practical side, John 
Wheatley’s interview reveals that back 
in 1930 there were no requirements for 
supervision and trust accounts or for 
paying a deposit into a common account. 
Leycester Meares, reminiscing on his 
time as president of the Bar, and as the 
first president of the Australian Bar 
Association, suggests that the profession 
remains ‘entrapped in its own conser

R e v i e w

vatism’. Dame Roma Mitchell recalls 
her law school days when all moots 
were done through the University Law 
Students Society, from which women 
were excluded. Elizabeth Evatt observes 
that in her experience with so few 
women in the law school, there was a 
feeling of being the somewhat select 
exception. Competition within the law 
was very much on ‘the terms that are 
established’. Noting also the significant 
overlaps and interchanges between 
men’s and women’s values in the law, 
Elizabeth Evatt suggests that ‘it is possi
ble, perhaps probable, that women who 
have had experience of family life may 
have a more concerned approach to the 
problems that other women are facing in 
the legal system, and are more attuned to 
the fact that the law itself does not yet 
fully acknowledge the values and needs 
of women.

On the political side, David Aronson 
offers some fascinating insights into the 
Royal Commission into the Communist 
Party in Victoria. Sir John Starke assess
es his involvement in the Power Without 
Glory criminal defamation trial and in 
the sentencing of Ronald Ryan (the last 
man to be executed in Australia). These 
are equally memorable reading.

Throughout the book Fame’s knowl
edge of the person he is interviewing 
and ability to set him or her at ease is 
evident. The interviews reveal a breadth 
of practical experience of legal, histori
cal, social, political and personal interest 
for all involved in, or simply interested 
in, the law. In interviewing this cross 
section of the legal profession who prac
tised some time ago, Faine presents a 
picture of the legal profession’s develop
ment, change and impact on society. 
This approach to the understanding of 
law challenges the traditional emphasis 
which law schools have placed on learn
ing doctrinal law devoid of a broader 
social, political and above all personal 
context. As Anne Thacker noted in her 
book review (1992) 17(6) A lt.U  306, 
this emphasis on ‘learning the law’ has, 
at its most extreme, excluded ‘learning 
the process of the law as it affects 
clients’.

Fame’s argument concerning oral his
tory is timely, given the expanding role 
and questioning of legal education in 
Australia. Commenting on the function 
of oral history, Faine sees its essence as 
‘subjective, impressionistic and inexact. 
So be it. It is also human, compassionate
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and entertaining’. Faine has shown us 
one means of writing these values into 
our legal education.
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Late last year some 1575 of the world’s 
leading scientists delivered a blunt warn
ing to the U nited N ations General 
Assembly in New York. In their four- 
page report they stated:

We hereby warn all humanity o f what lies 
ahead. A great change in our stewardship of 
the earth and life on it is required if  vast 
human misery is to be avoided and our glob
al home on this planet is not to be irretriev
ably mutilated.

The report went on to argue that only 
a few decades remain before the chance 
to avert the threats of destructive human 
activities will be lost and the prospects 
of sustaining life in the manner that we 
know immeasurably diminished.

There is now little doubt as to the sci
entific evidence of environmental degra
dation. The warnings o f scientists 
together with the rapid evolution of gen
eral environmental awareness have pre
cipitated new legal approaches to the 
issues. Governments across Australia 
have enacted legislation and established 
numerous authorities and departments in 
response to the evident problems. There 
is nothing particularly unusual about 
this, except that, unlike other areas such 
as family and company law, the volume 
of Australian legislation on the environ
ment is vast. A glance at the Table of 
S tatutes of Environm ental Law in 
Australia  reveals that over 300 Acts, 
many of which have emerged since the 
last edition, deal directly with environ
mental issues. In addition there is rele
vant common law, international environ
mental law and the enormous volume of 
regulations and subordinate legislation.

Dr Gerry Bates is able to pull all this 
material together and analyse the issues 
of both law and policy. This makes cer
tain the place of his work on the book 
shelves of those in the environmental 
field. This book has been, and is des
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