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To speak on the day when two new buildings are to be named at Fort Street is a daunting task.  Students have been coming to this school for their education since 1849.  I am just one of them

· I think of those without shoes, children of convicts, who tramped up Observatory Hill in colonial days to secure the education that the new land offered them;

· I think of Edmund Barton, later the first Prime Minister and High Court judge, who formed his first notions about the Australia that he would help to federate, in this school;

· I think of Douglas Mawson, Antarctic explorer, who first studied science at this school; and

· I think of H V Evatt and Bertram Stevens, of Percy Spender, Garfield Barwick, John Kerr and Neville Wran and all the other political, legal, educational, sporting and cultural leaders who sharpened their talents in plays, debating and sporting contests at Fort Street.

· I think of Nance Irvine, honoured writer and historian, Margaret Menser, professor of medicine and Mary Kostakides, television journalist - exemplars of the new world of equal opportunity for women in education and in life.


On my calculation, over more than 150 years, more than fifteen thousand students have passed through Fort Street's gates.  They went out into life in Australia and service to the world.  In some circles, it is unfashionable today to speak of the famous alumni of a school.  But not at Fort Street.  We are proud of our high achievers.  Amongst the boys and the girls, there have been many leaders in science, in the arts, in film and literature, in politics and law, medicine and economics.  


When I was appointed to the High Court of Australia I was only the fortieth Justice of the Court in a hundred years.  But I was the fifth Fortian - Barton, Evatt, Taylor, Barwick and me.  This is a large proportion .  Of all the schools of this continental nation, many far more richly endowed with huge school fees and luxurious premises, only one school (Sydney Grammar) claims more judges on the High Court.  I call on the boys and girls of today to make sure that this temporary ascendancy is quickly reversed.


To speak for more than fifteen thousand students of their Fort Street experience in five minutes is a cruel and unusual punishment - especially for a lawyer.  But I want to speak about the values that we, as Fortians - boys and girls - have secured from our education at this school:

· Our education was free.  It was part of our birthright as Australians.  The parents of some students were quite well off.  Those of others, like my own, had to make great sacrifices for their children.  The uniforms, books and excursions cost extra.  But free education was a dividend that we drew not because we were needy, but because we were Australian.

· Our education was secular.  We were not part of a school that told us we were better than others (or surer of heaven) because we were of a particular religion, denomination or caste.  We had scripture lessons.  Just two nights ago I had dinner with the Reverend Dr Stuart Barton-Babbage. He taught me scripture in the large Anglican class here fifty years ago.  I have held in my mind and in my heart the lessons of God that he taught.  But they are private things.  They are not exclusive or triumphalist.  The world today is riddled with exclusive fundamentalists, sprouting their ownership of God.  Yesterday, in India, the Congress Party was returned to government in the biggest democracy in the world.  Their first promise was to return secular government to that nation in the place of the Hindu ascendancy of the BJP government.  At Fort Street all religions, and no religion, mix in total equality and mutual respect.  They always have.  This is a very precious value.  It has become even more important as religious intolerance has spread.  It has coloured my life.  This is not indifference to spiritual and moral concerns.  It is mutuality and acceptance that others have the right to hold their own beliefs and that these may be different from your own.

· Because we were diverse, Fortians have learned the value of acceptance of difference.  In the White Australia years, we did not put down our schoolmates who were Asian Australians or Jewish children of refugees or anything else.  My prefect in 1952, John Yu, went on to become a distinguished doctor and the Australian of the Year.  He is now Chancellor of the University of New South Wales.  He was honoured and respected and encouraged at this school to reach his full potential.  Although the word "poofter" was sometimes used in my presence at school, there was no oppression of sexual minorities at Fort Street, even in my day in the 1950s.  In due course, my belief in the values of tolerance and acceptance took me up the steps of the Aussie Stadium in 2002 to participate in the opening of the Gay Games in Sydney.  In other schools, gays were denounced as "intrinsically evil".  Sadly, that still happens in schools and other places throughout our nation.  The oppression is not over.  But never at Fort Street and I hope never at any public school.

· We were taught the value of education and of our obligation to strive and extend ourselves wherever our talents took us.  Excellence in whatever we were good at, was something to be pursued wholeheartedly.  I am still striving for it every day.  Excellence of the intellect and of the spirit is a noble goal of education and of life.  It is a value that pays dividends every day.

· We were taught the value of diversity.  No compulsory football, plays, debating, choir, cadets.  We could pick and choose in such things according to our talents and interests.  I was a hopeless swimmer.  Still am.  Jon Hendricks, Fortian 1953, was an Olympic swimming medallist.  There was space for all of us.  And not everyone wanted to be a doctor or a lawyer.  Not everyone matured at the same pace.  Some Fortians did not even particularly like the School.  There was space for them too and recognition that perhaps they marched to a different drum.  Standing out, and bucking the crowd, is a vital lesson of a great school.

· We were also taught the value of silence and time to think and reflect.  In the age of modern aircraft and the flight path, this is a value harder to attain at Fort Street today.  It was very perceptive of the principal to hold this function at the busiest time of flight schedules so that we could all judge for ourselves the correctness of the assertion by federal officials that Fort Street High School is outside the flight path towards Sydney Airport.  If it is, it seems mighty close when the jets fly by.


Not every school can be a Fort Street.  But it was, is and will always be a public school - a proud institution of public education in Australia.  Don't ever let people say that public education is value-free.  This is code language for saying that the values of public education are different from those of other educational streams.  But they are legitimate, and precious to nearly seventy percent of the citizens of this nation.  The proof of the outcome lies in the products of public education.  In peace and war, in science and the arts, in law and in sport they have led Australia and contributed to our society.  Boys and girls from Fort Street have been amongst them.


I honour the students of Fort Street.  I honour the buildings full of memories.  I honour the great women educators, Fanny Cohen and Evelyn Rowe, after whom the new buildings are named.  Most especially, I honour the teachers.  Buildings, such as we name today, are important.  But what is most important are the values taught and friendships made at a school such as this, for they last all your life.
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