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last year, law and international 
studies student michael munk 
was invited to join the faculty of 
law’s high achievers mentoring 
program, connecting academically 
outstanding students with leading 
professionals in law and related 
fields. munk found himself paired 
with australian former high court 
justice and human rights advocate 
the hon michael kirby ac cmg. 

Michael Kirby

 michael kirby 
The inimitable Michael Munk? He’s 
wonderful! So clever. 

My first impression of him was that he 
was highly intelligent. Professional. Witty. 
Charming. And zany – because of his hair 
and his clothes. When I was a young lawyer, 
we dressed very formally. I always wore a 
suit and tie, or even a tuxedo. So I did think 
Michael was zany, but his intelligence was 
immediately obvious, and he’s organised. 
I’m also zany and organised, so we got 
on famously.

When I was originally approached to 
participate in the mentoring program, I 
wasn’t attracted to the idea. I believe no one 
should ever do something for someone else 
for free. I grew up without much money 
and always needed to count my pounds, so 
I’m very conscious of young people being 
exploited through unpaid work. However, 
I’m always open to changing my mind – you 
have to be. 

I was asked to participate in the mentorship 
by UTS Dean of Law Jill McKeough and there 
is nothing I could deny her. I’ve known Jill 
for 10 years and have enormous respect 
for her. She’s a top intellectual property 
lawyer and a great female dean – a role 
model for all lawyers. She also happens to 
be charming and can twist me around her 
little finger. 

I considered her request, and after I’d met 
with Michael, I decided there was something 
in it for both of us. I realised that with this 
program, UTS was – as usual – out there 
leading the way. I agreed to participate, 
and I’m glad I did.

We met up about once a month over the 
year. Occasionally I would seek assistance 
from Michael on a speech I had to give. One 
of these was at Inner Temple in London, 
where I’m an Honorary Bencher. 

I was invited to deliver the Lord Chief Justice 
Taylor Memorial Lecture and I asked Michael 
to perform the research for this speech. 

I persuaded Inner Temple to invite him 
to the event. He sat there hobnobbing 
with President of the Supreme Court Lord 
Phillips, former Lord Chief Justice Lord 
Harry Woolf and countless judges and 
lawyers from the United Kingdom. If you 
could have seen Michael that night, you 
would believe he’d spent his whole life in 
Inner Temple. He charmed the great and 
the good. 

The lecture will be published in England in 
the Denning Law Journal and in Australia in 
the Australian Bar Review. In both journals, 
Michael’s work is acknowledged with 
appreciation. So it will look good on his CV. 

I’ve accepted a new UTS mentee this year. 
We’ve already met and signed our lives 
away in the mentorship agreement. I’d 
certainly recommend this program to my 
peers. It’s valuable to remember what it 
was like to be a young lawyer grappling 
with legal issues and finding your path in 
the profession. And we dinosaurs have the 
benefit of experience to offer them.
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I was invited to participate in the High 
Achievers Mentoring program in early 2010. 
It sounded great; they had a really exciting 
group of people as mentors. Michael Kirby 
wasn’t yet on the list but there were many 
impressive people. I thought I could get 
good, practical experience from it in terms 
of the mentor’s advice and their own 
career journey. 

When I found out I’d been partnered with 
Michael Kirby, I was a bit shocked. It was 
very surreal – you wouldn’t think someone 
so well known and who has has done so 
much for the profession, for human rights 
and for Australia, would be that accessible. 
Most of all, it was exciting. I knew it was 
a really great opportunity. Once that 
particular point marinated a bit, I started 
to get nervous. 

I did prepare for the initial meeting to 
make sure I didn’t end up sounding like a 
total idiot. I looked at his recent speeches 
and read a few of his judgments. I wrote 
down some points I thought I could raise, 
but ultimately that preparation proved 

absolutely useless, because the things my 
law student brain thought he might like to 
talk about, he, of course, did not.

In the end, the tactic that really worked and 
created a good flow of conversation was just 
being inquisitive and listening and asking 
questions about what he was doing. Equally, 
he would ask what I was doing. You go in 
there, you have a chat and the structure of 
the mentoring relationship really develops 
around that. 

The moment you walk into Michael’s 
chambers, you’re automatically put at ease. 
The first impression I had of him was that 
he was very warm, very welcoming, very 
funny and very intelligent. 

Under the door to his chambers, there’s a 
plaque affixed to the floor. It says, ‘Never 
never never never give up’. And that is 
absolutely emblematic of his work ethic. 

He gets to his chambers early, and he leaves 
late. He’s always travelling for speaking 
engagements and for his work with the 
United Nations Development Programme. 
He’s a very dedicated, hardworking man 
and has been so all his life. 

Sometimes I’d say to him, ‘Don’t you want 
to take a break?’ He’d say, ‘No. Not at all. I’ve 
got to keep going. There are still things to 
be done.’ 

One of the best features of the program is 
the way it demystifies major players in the 
Australian legal system. It helps students to 
better follow in the footsteps of the judges, 
solicitors, barristers and academics they 
look up to.

My mentorship with Michael Kirby has 
taught me that if I want to make any kind of 
difference in the profession, if I want to leave 
any footprint at all, I need to be absolutely 
dedicated to what I’m doing. I need to 
be constantly enthusiastic, I need to be 
consistently hardworking to realise that goal.
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