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FIFTY YEARS ON

It is fifty years since I first entered this school hall.  In January 1951 my mother brought me here to enroll.  Later in the year my father came to the Fathers' and Sons' Night.  The school was just settling down after celebrating its centenary in 1949.  Now, we have marked its sesquicentenary.  Half a century has disappeared in a flash.


Many things have changed.  The Kilgour Building has been erected - not a gem of Australian public architecture.  The school grounds have been extended.  Our statue, Mercurius, has been moved to make way for the flyover across Parramatta Road.  Now his nudity is hidden not by a figleaf but by bars, installed against the vandals.  The brewery, once modestly concrete grey is now an orange, as if proud of the eyesore it presents at the top of Tavener's Hill.  Planes in ever increasing number interrupt thought.  The old woodwork room is now dedicated to music.

DECADES OF CHANGE

Yet this school was never really about buildings and places.  The successful transition, twice, from the old school site at Observatory Hill demonstrated that fact.  It is a school of students and teachers.  And this is where I see the big changes from my day.


Back in 1951, there were no girls.  Now girls are half the school.  There was but one woman teacher, Mrs Hunt.  She taught French and her life in an all male preserve was not easy.  Now more than half the staff are women, including the principal and one of the deputies.  Computers have replaced the slide rules of my day.  Now more than a third of the students are Asian Australians.  Then, during White Australia, a student of Asian ethnicity was a rarity indeed.


One of the school prefects in 1952 was John Yu.  Born in Nanking, China, his family brought him to Australia in 1937.  He had an outstanding intellect.  He went on to become a leading paediatrician, director of this city's biggest children's hospital, participant in countless positions of public service, Australian of the Year and Chancellor of the University of New South Wales.  This year, in the Queen's Birthday list, he was honoured as a Companion of the Order of Australia - the highest civil recognition our country bestows.  His life should be an encouragement to all of us.  In Australia, nothing is beyond the achievement of a student from this school.  In fact, since 1951, our space has enlarged.  It is bigger than our country.  It now embraces the whole world.

UPHOLDING DIVERSITY

John Yu must sometimes have felt in a small minority in the school back in the 1950s.  I did too.  It was whilst I was here at Fort Street, that I discovered my sexuality.  I found out that I was homosexual:  gay.  It was nothing to be proud of, or ashamed of.  It was just the way I was.  But in those days, it was a source of great shame, fear and secrecy.  I thought I was alone.


There are people who still discriminate against others because they are different.  Because they are gay.  Because they are female.  Because they are Aboriginal.  Because they are Asian Australians or Arab Australians.  Because of their religion.  Or for other irrational reasons.  


Fortians must reject such attitudes.  Ours is a public school - a school for equality.  Fort Street upholds the dignity, worth and equality of every human being.  Ours is a school that rejects irrational and unjust discrimination.  We judge people for what they do; not for who they are.

UPHOLDING PUBLIC EDUCATION

Fort Street is also a flagship of the public school system.  It is, in fact, the oldest public school in Australia.  I still watch reports on the success of the school.  It shines in academic achievement.  I was proud that in 2001, the team from Fort Street won the science cyber challenge at Macquarie University.  For it was at this school that I learned to stretch my mind and my heart to reach my full potential.  Here I received a rounded education that included the joys of music, sport, poetry, plays, art, debating and all the other experiences that Fort Street offers.  These are blessings that last a lifetime.  Now they are your blessings too.


All of us who have benefited from public education owe a duty to give special support, throughout our lives, to the schools that are free, secular and open to all.  I am not against private schools.  Many Fortians send their children to private schools.  That is their right.  But I am for public education.  I will never forget my debt to public education.


Not everyone can enrol in a school like Fort Street.  To qualify you have to be bright; but that does not mean that you are superior.  And no one in Australia should lose educational opportunities because their parents cannot keep them at school.  Retention rates to year 12 vary substantially.  In private schools it is 95%.  In Roman Catholic schools it is 77%.  In public schools it is only 64%.  Every Australian has an interest in the success of public schools.  This should be a principle above politics.  No matter how high you climb in life, never forget your debt to your teachers, to this school and to public education.

CONTRIBUTING TO DEMOCRACY

I am one of the seven final judges in the highest court of Australia.  As it happens, I am the only one whose entire education was in public schools.  Perhaps this is one reason why I sometimes see the law, and people's problems, in a different light.  My life's experience has been different.


When I was appointed, I was the fortieth Justice of the High Court.  Only forty in almost a century.  Four of the forty have been Fortians.  Sir Edmund Barton, Dr H V Evatt, Sir Garfield Barwick and me.  That is 10% of the total.  Not a bad record.  No school boasts more.  Perhaps one of you will one day be a judge.  It is a challenging and important job.  In this centenary year of federation, we can celebrate a hundred years of our national democracy.  That is a great achievement.  And we can also celebrate the independent courts and judges who uphold the law without outside interference.  This is not true of most countries.  But it is true of Australia.  

So these are the most important tings I would like you to remember from this talk.  They are offered in gratitude to this great school.  Reject irrational discrimination.  Uphold the equality and dignity of all people.  Defend the principles of public education.  Honour your teachers and your fellow students, many of whom will become your life-long friends.  Strive to make the most of your life and the gifts of nature that have won you a place at Fort Street.


Remember too that with your advantages comes a lifelong obligation to serve others who are less fortunate.  This is the mission of the school.  It is why its name rings 'round the world.  The school's motto
 does not mean that we secure our education here in order to make a fortune.  It means that we, who have been so fortunate, owe it to others to share our fortune and so to make the world a better place.
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� 	Faber est quisque suae fortunae:  Everyone is the maker of their fortune.






