
Tom Hughes is a scion of a notable Sydney family of high achievers. His grandfather was 
the first Lord Mayor of Sydney, his brother was noted art critic and writer Robert Hughes 
and his daughter Lucy Turnbull, herself Lord Mayor of Sydney, is married to the current 
Australian Prime Minister. Admitted to the Sydney Bar in 1949, until his retirement in 
2013, Hughes was an icon of the Sydney and Australian Bar. Renowned, respected and 
sometimes feared for his dominating presence in the courtroom, he appeared in a raft of 
celebrated cases, became the subject of many media profiles and was, from the ‘70s to 
the ‘90s, the country’s most expensive advocate. Equally at home in all jurisdictions, his 
theatrical style, command of language and forensic skills filled public galleries, exposed 
witnesses, persuaded juries and ensured that judges paid attention.

Hughes was also a WWII pilot, a politician, an activist federal Attorney-General, a 
grazier, and a racehorse owner. He survived a broken marriage, a spiteful sacking from 
ministerial office and a prolonged though not permanent loss of an inherited Catholic 
faith. He endured years of frustration before finding the right partner to replicate the 
perfect marriage of his beloved parents. Even in dark times, however, a thorough 
professional and a prodigious worker, Hughes remained focused on his first love, the 
law, always upholding its traditions and processes.

In addition to published material, the book draws on a huge trove of personal records, including fee books, intimate 
diaries, autobiographical jottings and private correspondence, supplemented by interviews with Hughes, his family, 
friends and colleagues. Using these sources, the book provides insights into a many-sided character – telling the story 
of how Hughes and his immediate forebears embraced more of their English than their Irish heritage while becoming 
distinctively Australian. Ian Hancock’s book provides a personal perspective on Australian political, social and legal 
history from before WWII to the present.
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Michael Pelly (LLM: UNSW) 
is a journalist with over 30 years 
experience who has held senior 
writing and editing positions at 
Fairfax and News Ltd. He is now  
a columnist for The Australian.  
He has also been an adviser to state 
and federal attorneys-general. 
This is his first book.
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Courtroom tactician, devastating in reply, 
intimidating and intense. Murray Gleeson 
has been described as many things, but his 
grim work persona gave him the label that 
stuck – The Smiler.

Born in a small country town in NSW, 
Gleeson became the nation’s top barrister 
and its leading judge. In a legal career 
spanning over 50 years, he had a ringside 
seat for political, legal and social events 
that shaped Australia – the final separation 
from Mother England, legalised abortion, 
the dismissal of the Whitlam government, 
the Tasmanian Dams Case, the Fine 
Cotton substitution, the scandalous attack 
on Justice Michael Kirby, the war on 
terrorism, prisoners’ right to vote and  
the detention of refugees. 

The Smiler draws on more than 100 
interviews with the man himself and his 
family, friends and judicial colleagues, 
including those who sat with him on the 
High Court. It is an unprecedented insight 
into a legend of the Australian legal system.
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From the Preface: 
“Many books and chapters have been written about Australian judges who were once barristers, but very few 
about barristers who never became judges. Although barristers influence decisions, they do not deliver the judg-
ments that become the subject of analysis, criticism or approbation. The legal fraternity, however, frequently 
identifies them with great victories, and Tom Hughes has had several of those. After six decades at the Bar, 
Tom Hughes secured a better than the 60 per cent success rate he modestly claims and, more importantly, was 
considered a role model for a particular kind of advocacy and attained a legendary status as being perhaps the 
last of his kind. The case for a biography is substantial on these grounds alone, and reinforced because Tom 
Hughes’ story comprises many other narratives.” — Ian Hancock, 2016
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