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Farewell Paul Daley OAM

By Christine Melis

Many of us have probably had several different jobs before 
coming to the bar. But for one man, one job and one job alone 
did the ‘job’ for a whopping 54 years. Paul Daley retired this 
year after serving as a barrister’s clerk with Eleven Wentworth 
for 54 years.  So I asked Paul what kept him in the same job. 
The answer was simple, ‘I loved coming into work every single 
day. There was always something different happening.’

The clerk’s role has changed and evolved over the decades. 
Paul has seen the change in all its different shades of colour. 
‘Fifty four years ago we would be doing the court listings’, Paul 
reminisces.  ‘We would go to the Supreme Court and speak 
to the list clerk about what would go in tomorrow’s list, then 
to the court of appeal to put our counsels’ available dates into 
the diary. Now court dates are fixed in advance.’ Paul fondly 
recollects what he calls a ‘lovely chaotic’ between the hours 
of 4–6pm ever day. ‘The amount of work that would flow 
between 4–6pm was amazing. There were so many briefs to 
be passed. Barristers and solicitors would be jammed with 1–3 
matters listed on the one day. Solicitors would ring you and 
give you a number of matters that they had in the next month 
to find counsel for.’ You don’t have that period between 4–6pm 
anymore. ‘Things are more orderly now’, Paul reflects.

Things have indeed changed and the role of the clerk has had to 
respond to that change, Paul ponders. ‘About 20 years ago the 
common law started changing and then a lot of floors went to 
only common law or commercial and public law. With that the 
dynamics of the bar started changing too.’ 

So what hasn’t changed? Have there been any constants over 

the five decades at the New South Wales Bar? ‘Giving service to 
solicitors’ Paul says defiantly,  ‘always being there and available 
anytime seven days a week and letting them know that you are 
available if they get into trouble.’ Equally, running the floor has 
always been the same. ‘The floor has to be a happy work place. 
Staff and barristers have to like being there. If you can achieve 
that it will be a happy place.’ This is something Paul has always 
proudly tried to achieve and floor members and staff attest to 
his great success in this regard.

Not only a hard working clerk, Paul is known for his social 
nature and his sporting prowess. He remembers his time as the 
president of the Clerk’s Association for four years in the 1990s. 
‘Back then it was more a social organisation’ he says. There was 
the annual barristers and clerks cricket game at Rushcutters 
Bay. ‘I loved watching it. But being a surfer I would get terribly 
bored. I remember going along and the other clerks wanted 
me to do the fielding ‘Paul you go out and toss the coin’ they 
told me ‘and make sure you call heads. If it’s heads make sure 
you select to bat first.’ ‘Why?’ I asked. ‘Because we gotta have 
first go at the keg in this heat!’ I later realized it was a double 
headed coin!’

For Paul the most satisfying thing has been to see readers start on 
the floor then buy a room and then progress through to junior, 
senior junior, silk, the bench, or have a long and satisfying 
career at the bar. Paul is proud have worked with some of the 
great minds in Australia with Eleven Wentworth Chambers. 
On 3 October 2015 a dinner was held in Paul’s honour at 
Catalina’s. Many speeches were given on the night. Here’s what 
Eleven Wentworth member, Kate Williams, had to say. 

Above: a 15 Bobber was held on 14 August ‘to celebrate the appointment of Paul Daley OAM to the position of retired gentleman’. Images: Murray Harris 
Photography
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I came to the bar at the age of 27 with the usual mixture of 
ambition, excitement and nerves.  I knew that a reader’s spot 
on the Eleventh Floor was a great start, but I was anxious about 
whether I would be able to carve out a career at the bar with few 
solicitor contacts and little experience behind me.

My husband said to me: ‘Look, don’t worry.  If you can’t make 
a go of it with Paul Daley as your clerk, then we’ll just know 
you’re hopeless and you’ll have to find something else to do.’   

He was right.

In my early years, Paul didn’t just arrange briefs for me – he 
worked to build up my confidence.  This was everything to 
me because I soon learned that you can’t win a case just with 
hard work – a barrister (especially a baby barrister) has to have 
confidence, or at least the appearance of confidence.

Whenever I headed down the rabbit hole to spend a day in 
the Local Court or a District Court arbitration, where my 
swaggering opponents would be bursting with confidence, Paul 
would have been in my room beforehand ‘putting me through 
my paces’ as he used to say.  

He would appear in the doorway at about nine in the morning 
– ‘Everything under control, Katie?’  

It wasn’t a serious question.  Paul had been clerking for barristers 
long enough to know that things were never entirely ‘under 
control’.  It was a conversation starter.  

Conversations in which Paul drew me into explaining in two 
minutes or less what the case was about, how I planned to run 
it and, of course, what I thought the odds were. 

Conversations during which I learned to watch carefully for 
that ever so slightly raised eyebrow that told me I might need 
to re-think something.  

Conversations that always ended the same way: ‘You’ll be right 
Katie.’  

And then I would be on my way, often with a bit of re-thinking 
to do during the march down Elizabeth Street, but feeling that 
I’d be right, because Paul knew that I’d be right.  

And I was all right, even when my opponent was a bully or my 
own client ambushed me from the witness box, because on the 
march back up Elizabeth Street, feeling a little deflated, I knew 
that I could tell the tale to Paul at the other end – over a glass 

Kate Williams delivered the following tribute to Paul Daley OAM at a dinner held in his honour on 3 
October 2015 at Catalina Restaurant.

Paul Daley: that kind of hero

M
ur

ra
y 

H
ar

ris
 P

ho
to

gr
ap

hy

My husband said to me: ‘Look, don’t worry.  
If you can’t make a go of it with Paul Daley 
as your clerk, then we’ll just know you’re 
hopeless and you’ll have to find something 
else to do.’
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of wine if necessary while he pretended to sip on a light beer.  

Of course, things have changed as the years have gone by.

I don’t need to be ‘put through my paces’ before court any 
more, but there have certainly been times when my back has 
been up against the wall and I have needed Paul to tell me 
‘You’ll be right’.  

I’m not talking about needing Paul to come and collect me 
from a long lunch and an unfinished bottle of red to return to 
a conference I had forgotten about.  You have all heard those 
stories in other speeches about other barristers.  Unfortunately 
for me, I don’t get to enough long lunches to create that sort of 
drama for Paul.

My drama was of the more mundane kind that stems from 
trying to be a good mother, a wife and a barrister all at the same 
time – so many of us on the floor are trying to pull off some 
variation of this juggling act these days. I remember arriving in 
chambers well after nine one morning not too long ago, feeling 
and (no doubt) looking more harassed than usual.  I rushed 
past reception and Paul’s office and into my room.  

Paul appeared in my doorway a moment later: ‘Everything 
under control, Katie?’

‘Not really, Paul.’   I downloaded my domestic scenario that 
morning in bullet points.  I was due in court at 10 o’clock.  Paul 
looked at me.  ‘Oh geez’, he said.  Then fixed me with that firm 
gaze of his, and said: ‘You’ll be right, Katie.’  

And in that moment, I knew that I would be.

What is remarkable is that Paul did this for all of us on the 
Eleventh Floor for so many years.  He had an uncanny ability to 
detect any crisis – small or large – and to offer just the comfort, 
advice or encouragement the person most needed.  In my case, 
the juggling act was (and is) just a fact of life and ‘You’ll be 
right’ was code for – ‘that’s done now – stop thinking about 
it and get on with the job’.  That was exactly what I needed at 
the time.

Over the years, we have all shared with Paul not just our 
little dramas but also our more significant personal triumphs, 
setbacks and tragedies.  In between negotiating fees and filling 
up our diaries, he has been there for all of those, celebrating 
with us, helping us keep the show on the road when things 
were tough, or covering for us when we couldn’t.   And we 
have shared Paul’s highs and lows – the wonderful times like 
the arrival of his grandchildren, and some terrible times, during 
which Paul has displayed grace and fortitude and has managed 
to maintain his wicked sense of humour.

I didn’t write these words, but I think them appropriate for this 
occasion:

Some think that heroes are forged in the white heat of the 
dangerous moment. But there is another kind of hero, the 
person of quiet decency whose achievement is only built 
over an entire career.   

Paul, you are that kind of hero.

Kate Williams ‘Paul Daley: that kind of hero’
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