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HON IAN GEORGE MEDCALF 

Condolence Motion 
HON NORMAN MOORE (Mining and Pastoral — Leader of the House) [3.02 pm] — without notice: I 
move — 

That this house expresses its deep regret at the death of Hon Ian George Medcalf, a former member of 
the Legislative Council for the Metropolitan Province and places on record its appreciation for his long 
public service, and tenders its profound sympathy to his family in their bereavement. 

Ian George Medcalf was a distinguished member of the Perth legal profession, a respected member of the 
Legislative Council and a wise and effective Western Australian Attorney General for over seven years. Ian 
Medcalf was born in 1918 and educated in Albany, and later at Scotch College, receiving the leaving certificate 
English medal in 1935. He graduated with a law degree at the University of Western Australia in 1941, also 
having gained a half-blue in rowing and having played A-grade rugby for the university team in 1940. 

From 1939 he was a reservist serving with the Cameron Highlanders and then enlisted in the Australian Imperial 
Force in 1942. He was commissioned as a lieutenant and served overseas in New Britain and New Guinea. His 
commitment to the armed services did not end with demobilisation in 1946. As a reservist he was the Lieutenant-
Colonel Commanding the Western Australian University Regiment between 1958 and 1962, and until 1973 was 
a major in the Australian Army Legal Corps. From 1946 Ian Medcalf established himself as a solicitor, 
becoming a partner in Robinson Cox and Company in 1951 and the senior partner in 1968. 

From 1949 to 1952 he lectured in real property and conveyancing at the University of Western Australia Faculty 
of Law, was an active member and eventual vice-president of the Law Society of Western Australia, and was a 
member of the Barristers Board from 1964 until 1968. His legal expertise and knowledge of the commercial 
world resulted in board memberships of Colonial Mutual Life Assurance, Elders GM and Perpetual Trustees 
WA. Ian Medcalf still found the time to serve as honorary solicitor for such public bodies as the Returned and 
Services League, Princess Margaret Hospital for Children and for several charities. He was a member of the 
council of Scotch College and was a foundation member of the Australian National Trust (WA), where his legal 
expertise helped draft the National Trust of Australia (WA) Act 1964. Ian served as its deputy chair and in its 
key role as chairman from 1966 to 1968.  

After joining the Liberal Party in 1960 he became a branch president and the president of the Perth division. In 
1966 he was elected chairman of the Liberal Party policy committee and remained in this position until his 
appointment to cabinet in 1975. At the 1968 election, on the retirement of Sir Keith Watson, Ian Medcalf was 
elected unopposed to the Metropolitan Province of the Legislative Council, consisting of the Legislative 
Assembly districts of Cottesloe, Floreat, Nedlands, Subiaco and Perth. In 1974 he was re-elected with more than 
60 per cent of more than 66 000 votes. He received notably strong support from the electors of the Perth seat, 
who at the same election returned their Australian Labor Party member, Mr Terry Burke, with a large majority. 
Ian Medcalf enjoyed the same victory margin in the Metropolitan Province at the 1980 election. Ian Medcalf 
became an honorary minister in Sir Charles Court’s government in June 1975 and in December that year was 
appointed as Attorney General and Minister for Federal Affairs. He was the first member of the Liberal Party to 
hold the position of Attorney General for more than 20 years. He is rightly acknowledged as an outstanding 
minister, seeking to improve our legal system and to put federalist Liberal principles into action. The 105 bills 
that he introduced to this chamber include the pioneering Legal Aid Commission Act, the Criminal Injuries 
Compensation Act and the Aboriginal Communities Act. Thanks to his foresight, Western Australia established 
its own Family Court after the passage of the federal Family Law Act in 1975. In 1979, as Minister for Federal 
Affairs, he played a major role in the creation of the then National Companies and Securities Commission Act. 

Ian Medcalf made a significant and enduring contribution to constitutional law and to federalism following the 
High Court decision in the offshore constitutional settlement case that the commonwealth Parliament had 
plenary legislative power seaward of the coastal low water mark. He represented our state in the negotiations that 
resulted in the offshore constitutional settlement involving state and commonwealth legislation. This has enabled 
the states to obtain title to land in offshore coastal areas, and for state Parliaments to continue to exercise 
extraterritorial power over offshore areas.  

In the negotiation and implementation of the Australia Act that severed the residual constitutional links between 
Australia and the United Kingdom, the strength of Ian Medcalf’s argument ensured that the states’ legislative 
and executive powers were retained and not overridden by the commonwealth. Ian Medcalf led this Parliament 
to the view that United Kingdom legislation rather than commonwealth legislation was constitutionally valid in 
achieving severance, reflecting his unwavering view that Western Australia, as part of a federation, should be 
protected against expanding commonwealth powers and laws. In 1978 it was Ian Medcalf who introduced a 
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major democratic safeguard into the WA Constitution Act 1889 by the insertion of section 73(2) that mandated a 
compulsory referendum if specified parts of our Constitution were to be amended, most notably protecting our 
bicameral system of government.  

As Attorney General, Ian Medcalf was an invaluable source of advice to the cabinets in which he served, 
drawing on his legal and commercial knowledge to make possible such major projects as the North West Shelf 
gas project. He was able to persuade his federal colleagues to recommend the appointment of Sir Ronald Wilson, 
with whom he had worked closely, as the first ever Western Australian to be appointed to the High Court. After 
the 1980 election Ian Medcalf was elected by his colleagues as Leader of the Government in the Legislative 
Council, retaining this leadership position in opposition until he stepped down from the shadow ministry in June 
1984. He had been appointed Minister for Police in addition to his other portfolios in December 1982 when Bill 
Hassell relinquished the role to become the new Minister for Employment.  

I was privileged to have served with Ian in the Legislative Council from 1977 to 1986. I think that he can be well 
described as a “non-politician politician”. He was not into political grandstanding or point scoring, but rather 
concentrated on creating good law in a chamber where respect and good behaviour were expected, and in his 
case, provided. On retiring from Parliament at the 1986 election, Ian Medcalf continued his community 
involvement, serving as vice-president, and then as president of the National Trust of Australia (WA) from 1987 
until 1993. He later served on the council of St George’s College from 1994 to 1996 and remained a highly 
respected elder statesman of the Liberal Party, resuming his position of policy committee chair from 1986 until 
1990.  

Ian Medcalf married Maxine Love during three weeks’ leave from the Army in 1944, and they enjoyed a most 
happy marriage until her death in 2006. We extend our sympathy and appreciation to their daughters Margaret 
Prickett and Elizabeth Grenet, to Ian’s five grandchildren and seven great grandchildren, and to his sister 
Margaret. 

HON SUE ELLERY (South Metropolitan — Leader of the Opposition) [3.09 pm]: I rise on behalf of the 
opposition to join with the government in this motion, and to extend our sincere condolences to the family and 
loved ones of Hon Ian Medcalf, a former member of this place.  

As the Leader of the House has outlined, Hon Ian Medcalf was born in Claremont on 12 July 1918 and was the 
son of a decorated Gallipoli veteran. He went to school in Albany, and then to Scotch College in Perth. He 
enlisted in the Australian Imperial Force, serving in Darwin, New Britain and New Guinea. After he was 
demobilised he returned to Perth to become an articled clerk with Robinson Cox, and was admitted as a legal 
practitioner in 1948. In 1968 he became a senior partner; the same year he entered Parliament. He served as the 
Liberal Party member for the Metropolitan Province from 22 May 1968, until he retired on 21 May 1986.  

He was appointed Attorney General and Minister for Federal Affairs from 22 December 1975 until 
25 February 1983 in the Court and O’Connor ministries. When he left Parliament he had been the longest 
serving Attorney General since 1890, and had shepherded a large number of bills—I think it was more than 
100—through the Parliament. True to the traditions of this chamber and his party, he was a great state rights 
advocate. He added the role of Leader of the Government in the Legislative Council from 5 March 1980 until 
25 February 1983, and Minister for Police from 30 December 1982 until 25 February 1983. In 1983, he held the 
roles of Leader of the Opposition in the Legislative Council, shadow Attorney General, and shadow Minister for 
Intergovernmental Relations; in 1984 he added the role of shadow Minister for Prisons.  

He was made an Officer of the Order of Australia for his service to the law, the Parliament, and the community. 
He also signed off on the National Companies and Securities Commission Act in his role as Minister for Federal 
Affairs, which led to the establishment of what is now known as the Australian Securities and Investments 
Commission. He was a founding member of the National Trust of Australia, heritage matters being one of his 
lifelong areas of real interest and passion; he also served as chairman and president of the National Trust.  

I did not know the man, but he was clearly a diligent, hard-working, well-respected and admired representative 
of the people of Western Australia, and our thoughts are with his family.  

HON WENDY DUNCAN (Mining and Pastoral — Parliamentary Secretary) [3.12 pm]: I also rise to 
support this motion to honour the life of Hon Ian Medcalf, who was, in fact, the grandfather of the electorate 
officer who worked for many years with me in Esperance, and who was certainly dearly loved by his family. My 
condolences go to his daughters Margaret and Libby, son, Ian, and of course his grandchildren, of whom Sarah 
Downe is one. Ian Medcalf certainly was a giant of a man in that his political and legal career, and his 
philanthropy, continued throughout his life; right up until just prior to his passing, he was actively and avidly 
interested in politics and particularly committed to his family.  
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We have had his life and career recounted; he was born in Albany and later educated at Scotch College, going on 
to study law at the University of Western Australia. Sarah told me an interesting story from his time spent 
serving in the army. At one stage he was in New Britain and the Japanese had just retreated, and he had his men 
clearing the way with their bayonets on their rifles. They were throwing what they thought were lizards at each 
other, and it was not until some later date, when someone brought out a book, that they found they had actually 
been flinging death adders at each other as they cleared the undergrowth in Rabaul. Another anecdote that 
provides an indication of the man is that after the war he was sent to Rabaul in New Britain to manage some of 
the Japanese prisoners of war. One Japanese officer actually presented Hon Ian Medcalf with his sword, 
expecting the gentleman to behead him, as is the tradition in Japanese society, and of course Ian Medcalf took 
the sword and decided not to proceed with what was expected.  

We have heard of the gentleman’s great career. Sarah has told me that he was a wonderful family man and a very 
private person. The family had a holiday home near the beach that he deliberately did not have a phone installed 
in. Sir Charles Court needed to contact him about a certain matter and actually had to send the local Labor 
member, who had been sworn to secrecy, to deliver some important information, and so I think subsequently a 
phone was installed. He was an avid reader, and I believe he was quoting Shakespeare until his final days. The 
other interesting thing is that having returned from the war, he and his wife, Maxine, purchased their property in 
Dalkeith, where he remained until his passing at a very respectable old age.  

I add my condolences and my sympathy to the family, and I am very pleased to have the opportunity to do that 
both on a personal level and on behalf of the National Party. 

HON LIZ BEHJAT (North Metropolitan) [3.16 pm]: I rise to speak on the condolence motion as somebody 
who did know Ian Medcalf. As everyone has said, he was 92 years old when he died, and I had known him since 
I was a young girl. In 1968 Ian Medcalf was elected to represent the Metropolitan Province—as it was in those 
days—a province that he shared with Dr Gordon Hislop until 1971, when my father was elected as the second 
member for the Metropolitan Province. My father and Ian were colleagues and very close friends for 18 years, 
and I remember as a young girl coming across Ian and Maxine quite often. As with most members of Parliament 
who have spouses, Maxine Medcalf was certainly a standout spouse to Ian and a great support to my mother as a 
new member’s wife coming into this place. I remember Maxine taking mum under her wing as Ian took dad 
under his wing, and looking after them as new people in this place, and they developed a long-lasting working 
and personal relationship.  

It is well known that Ian had been the state’s longest serving Attorney General since 1890, and that he was 
largely responsible for the setting up of the Legal Aid Commission, a model followed by other states. Ian was 
always known for law reform, but one of the other things that is perhaps not as well known about Ian is that he 
was a great state rights person. State rights was a strong point of his, and uniform legislation, which is something 
dear to my heart, was also very dear to Ian’s heart, so much so that he thought it important enough to raise in his 
maiden speech. With the house’s indulgence, I want to read a couple of bits from his maiden speech about that 
very important issue, to remind people how these words that were spoken in 1968 are, today, still very 
relevant—I am not quite sure how far we have moved on. Ian Medcalf stated — 

I would now like to mention the subject of uniformity. This is something about which we have heard a 
great deal in the last few years. In fact, it was mentioned in this State and in other parts of Australia 
before the war by a few learned writers who said it would be a wonderful idea if all the Australian 
States had uniform legislation because this would do away with a lot of the silly pernickety differences 
between one State and another, and everyone would know what the law was throughout the whole 
continent, whether they were living in Darwin, Ipswich, or Perth. 

At a first glance that seemed to be a rather attractive thought, but nothing was done about it. The 
Commonwealth and the States went on their own separate ways. It was not until after the war, when the 
Attorneys-General started meeting, that the question of uniformity began to gain importance. Of course, 
there is a basic uniformity between the laws of the various Australian States because the States all 
copied or adopted many of the Acts of the English Parliament in the nineteenth century. So we have a 
basic uniformity in such matters as the sale of goods, partnerships, stamp duties, and similar subjects. 
There is a basic pattern of uniformity although, of course, there are differences in detail. 

He continued — 

However there really is a limit to uniformity. There is a limit at which uniformity runs headlong into the 
proper and rightful interests of the States. I do not mean the interest of the State Legislatures; I mean the 
interests of the people who live in the States. The various States of Australia have not all built up an 
exactly similar set of laws on all subjects. Various parts have been isolated from others, particularly 
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Western Australia. In many cases we have built up our own laws which are just as good as if not 
superior—I venture to say—to some of the laws which operate in some other parts of Australia.  

That is a sentiment with which I agree, as I am sure do others members of the house. The speech continues — 

Uniformity is not a panacea for all ills and we should not slavishly accept it. It has a proper place, and 
that is in the areas to which it applies; but we should be careful we do not say, “Ah! Uniformity,” and 
leave it at that, because uniformity on its own justifies nothing.  

Those words, which I read for the first time just two days ago, really ring true for me, and I think for other 
members around the chamber.  

One of the other things that Ian contributed to was the history project, which was undertaken by the house a 
number of years ago. The Parliamentary Library tells me that Ian’s contribution runs to about 400 pages of 
transcript. I do not intend to go through all of those, but there are a couple of quite interesting anecdotes from 
that project. One of the other pieces of legislation that Ian championed, which people in this place might be 
surprised to hear, was the Equal Opportunity Bill. In the transcripts of the tapes that he gave to the library, Ian 
says — 

One important piece of legislation that came on … was the Equal Opportunity Bill which was designed 
to give, particularly women, better opportunities than they had had in the past. There was a lot of 
agitation about this from women’s groups and others, and a speech had been made in the Assembly by, 
I think, Ian Laurance, who was handling this for the Opposition — 

That was the Liberal Party — 

in the Assembly, which was best described as equivocal. It didn’t necessarily indicate that we were in 
favour of the legislation, and indeed my impression was that it put forward the view that we weren’t in 
favour of it. But we’d had a discussion on this in the party room and there’d been mixed views 
expressed. At any rate the Legislative Council members, after their separate meeting, came to the 
conclusion that this Bill should be allowed to pass, and I was given the task of speaking on it. At any 
rate, if I wasn’t given the task I made the task for myself, and I did speak at some length on it. I took the 
view that we should support the legislation; that it was worthy of support, and in this respect, of course, 
our view in the Council was rather different from the view which had been conveyed in the Assembly.  

This was an important matter that showed that often there was a difference in view between Assembly 
and Council members of the same party. 

Another of Hon Ian Medcalf’s anecdotes that was recorded in these transcripts, which I mentioned to our leader 
when I was speaking to him today—Hon Norman Moore was probably at that party room meeting—related to 
when Ian decided to stand down from being leader of the party in this chamber and Gordon Masters took on that 
role. The meeting had been set to take place, perhaps in the Liberal Party room, but for one reason or another the 
venue was changed. Another member of this place, Hon David Wordsworth, had not been told of the change of 
venue. He had arrived late at that meeting and thought there was a conspiracy against him because he was not 
informed of what was going on—not that there would be conspiracies in political parties ever, I am sure! When 
he finally arrived, he blasted all his fellow members, saying, “You should have let me know!” and going on and 
on, as those who knew David Wordsworth would appreciate. At that point, Ian Medcalf stood and delivered the 
news to the party room that he was standing down as the leader in favour of the deputy leader, Gordon Masters. 
After the meeting, David Wordsworth went up to Ian Medcalf and said, “I didn’t want you to resign. That wasn’t 
my intention. I am sorry if I upset you.” I do not think that David Wordsworth quite got the point that Ian was 
already going to step down. Ian was also very well known for his dry sense of humour.  

I attended the memorial service for Ian last Friday that was held at Scotch College. It was a testament to Ian to 
see former members of this place from all sides of politics, and also some former federal members of Parliament. 
There was also the personal side to that memorial and some of the anecdotes that Hon Wendy Duncan spoke 
about today were mentioned at his memorial service. His grandson, Julien Grenet, spoke very fondly of a 
grandfather who used to take him fishing and who passed on his pearls of wisdom while they were out in the 
harbour at Albany. That is probably the way that everyone would like to remember Ian Medcalf: a lovely man 
and a good friend to people, but also a great statesman and advocate for Western Australia. He will be dearly 
missed. I also pass on my family’s condolences to his family.  

HON GIZ WATSON (North Metropolitan) [3.24 pm]: On behalf of the Greens I would also like to share in 
this condolence motion. None of us had the opportunity to meet Ian Medcalf, but I want to record that we wish to 
convey our condolences.  
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HON PHILIP GARDINER (Agricultural) [3.25 pm]: I knew Hon Ian Medcalf when I was a youth in my 
twenty-first or twenty-second year. I knew him through his two younger children, Ian—whose name is the same 
and who was at St George’s College where I was at the time—and Elizabeth. I did not have many interactions 
with Ian the elder, but in those that I did have he gave me the distinct impression of someone having intrinsic 
wisdom. I did not really recognise that thought at the time but I saw it many years later. Intrinsic wisdom is a 
very special quality, which Ian Medcalf had, and which I am sure would have been evident in his persona in this 
chamber during the years in which he served. We can see it with the legislation that the Leader of the House 
mentioned, which Hon Ian Medcalf shepherded through this house and which covered a wide spectrum for the 
protection of the state and which provided judicial consequences that are lasting, social consequences that are 
lasting, as well as consequences for the heritage of buildings, which have also lasted. He had a very impressive 
record.  

Like Hon Liz Behjat, I was at the memorial service and to see Hon Ian Medcalf’s grandchildren give the 
eulogies in the way that they did, which we often see at memorial services or funerals, brought home that his 
wisdom extended to the way that he raised his children so that they could raise their children. That is an 
aspiration which we all have and which was exemplified in the great qualities that I recall, even from knowing 
Hon Ian Medcalf relatively briefly.  

THE PRESIDENT (Hon Barry House): I also want to add some remarks to those of other members. Hon Ian 
Medcalf’s parliamentary career finished in 1986 before mine began in 1987, but I knew him by reputation and 
the occasional appearances in public life. Hon Ian Medcalf was by every measure an outstanding Western 
Australian who made major contributions, firstly, to the law, from the bottom up as an articled clerk right 
through to a practitioner, a senior partner in a law firm, a lecturer and, ultimately, the Attorney General for many 
years. He made a major contribution to corporate governance in the business community as well as through 
schools in the education system. He made a major contribution to the armed forces on a full-time basis and as a 
reservist. He made a major contribution to the community outside his parliamentary duties—the National Trust 
was one organisation amongst many—and, of course, he was revered in the Albany community. He made a 
major contribution to this institution, the Legislative Council, where he was a very articulate performer, a man of 
great knowledge of the law, an excellent legislator, and as a man who had ultimate respect for the Legislative 
Council’s role in a bicameral system. He championed this state’s sovereignty. There is no doubt at all that he was 
one of the most outstanding people who have held office in this Legislative Council over the 121 years of its 
existence. I thank him, on behalf of members, for his contribution to this state and I extend our condolences to 
his family and friends. With that, I put the question — 

That this house expresses its deep regret at the death of Hon Ian George Medcalf, a former member of 
the Legislative Council for the Metropolitan Province and places on record its appreciation for his long 
public service, and tenders its profound sympathy to his family in their bereavement. 

As is the custom, I ask members to stand in their places for a few moments silence. 

Question passed; members standing. 
 


