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ADDRESS AT THE WELCOME TO  
HER HONOUR JUDGE SARAH LEIGHFIELD 
JUDGE OF THE COUNTY COURT OF VICTORIA 
THURSDAY, 11 MARCH 2021 
 
BY RUTH SHANN 
 
May it please the Court. 
 
I appear on behalf of the Victorian Bar to congratulate your Honour on your appointment to the 
Court. 
 
I acknowledge the traditional owners and custodians of the land on which we meet, the 
Peoples of the Kulin nation, and pay my respects to their elders past and present. 
 
 
Your Honour was a member of the Victorian Bar for 12 and a half years before your Honour’s 
appointment to the Magistrates’ Court in September 2016. 
 
 
There is much that can be taught about advocacy. Indeed, you yourself taught it for many years 
as a trained Advocacy Coach.  
 
But at the top level, there is also a sense that you either have it or you don’t. 
 
And your Honour really did have it.  
 
 
I had the pleasure of seeing your Honour argue one of the first interlocutory appeals on 
coincidence evidence in 2010.  
 
Your opponent in the trial was led on the appeal by the Chief Crown prosecutor. Your Honour 
appeared alone. Your Honour had been at the Bar for six years. 
 
In the space of a few days, you collated and read every Australian authority on coincidence 
reasoning under the Evidence Act. I still have those folders.  
 
My read of the room that day was that the Court came out against your Honour and quietly, 
persistently and very, very learnedly, your Honour turned them.  
 
 
The judgment refers to your Honour’s ‘exemplary analysis’ and sets out in full a ‘Table of 
Similarities and Dissimilarities’ which you had prepared. 
 
In our chambers such tables became knowns as ‘Leighfield charts’ and if someone was doing a 
tendency and coincidence case, others would ask if they had done their Leighfield chart yet. If 
you hadn’t, the sense was you might as well not bother turning up for the argument in court. 



 

 

 
Such was your Honour’s expertise in this difficult area that you were nicknamed the Queen of 
Tendency and Coincidence. For a time, no one seemed to run such an argument without 
borrowing a few hours of your Honour’s time to talk it through.   
 
Ian Hill was one of the silks who benefited from this expertise. In a difficult case in which your 
Honour ‘juniored’ him, your Honour prepared a Leighfield chart so large and complex that it 
had to be printed on separate pages and then stuck together with sticky tape on the floor of 
our shared chambers. I helped transport it from our room over to his chambers.  
 
Hilly took one look at it and suggested that your Honour do the tendency and coincidence 
argument in the case. The chart came back to chambers with us. 
 
Your Honour ran the argument and in large part won it. 
 
Your Honour was not just skilled at legal argument. 
 
You were a disciplined cross-examiner with great instincts.  
 
In two voir dires in sequential cases to determine the admissibility of the fruits of police 
searches, your Honour cross-examined a series of police members on whether they had a 
lawful basis for, in the first case, a search of a car and locker and the second, a search of a 
property.  
 
In each instance, the witnesses appeared to leave the witness box feeling pleased. Your Honour 
had not raised your voice, or thumped the table, or mocked them, or accused them of things 
for the sake of theatrics.  
 
What they didn’t realise – but the judge who ruled in your Honour’s favour in each case did – 
was that your Honour had utterly destroyed the content of their evidence. Both trials were 
discontinued as a result. 
 
 
This skill: attack the content of a witnesses’ account without attacking the witness themselves 
was central to your Honour’s approach to cross-examination. You taught this to me and many, 
many others now practising at the Bar.  
 
In current debates about how to ensure the balance between effective and fearless advocacy 
for people innocent until proven guilty and at the same time ensure our courtrooms are not 
places where witnesses are unnecessarily attacked, your Honour’s style provides a template – 
and a reminder that, though it is not often reported in the media, there have for many years 
been criminal defence advocates who can and do strike this balance.  
 
 
Your Honour was also known for your outstanding closing addresses.  
 
On the day of a closing, your Honour would arrive at work at around 4am to put the finishing 
touches on it.  
 
Your Honour’s approach was very simple: speak to jurors like you would talk to anyone. No 
fancy words, no trickery. Just a quiet gravitas. Help them see the defence narrative and help 
them feel where justice lies.  
 
Not surprisingly juries loved your Honour. You had clients acquitted in a series of hard cases.   
 



 

 

 
Some victories, however, were not always so clearly due to your Honour’s skills.  
 
In one importation trial your Honour appeared in, the charge had four elements – but only one 
was in dispute. Your Honour gave an impassioned closing addressing the sole disputed element.  
 
After some time deliberating the jury returned with a question: ‘we can’t reach agreement – 
can we please have directions on all the elements not in dispute again.’ The judge gave them 
the direction, emphasising that these elements were not actually in dispute.  
 
The jury returned a verdict of acquittal 10 minutes later.  
 
Your Honour ran into the judge outside of court later that day. He suggested your Honour 
should go and buy a lottery ticket to see if your luck held out.   
 
 
Your Honour was also a much sought-after junior at the Bar to Priest, Dixon, Croucher, Hill, 
Richter, Morrissey – to name a few. To prepare this speech I did not need to call up all those 
whom your Honour appeared with to find out what they thought about you. For the last 
decade, they have all told me repeatedly.  
 
Two in particular to be honest just never shut up about your Honour.  
 
Phillip Priest (now Justice Priest) says that you were one of the most gifted legal writers he had 
ever worked with. Smart, hardworking – even able to correct him from time to time – 
something no one else I know has ever been able to do. 
 
Ian Hill says you were the best barrister he has known at the junior criminal bar. He says your 
talent was unsurpassed. 
 
 
Your Honour’s advocacy, though, was not the only impressive aspect of how your Honour ran 
your cases.  
 
Your Honour believed that each client deserved to fully understand the charges, evidence and 
process which they faced. It was not unusual for initial conferences with clients to run for 3-4 
hours while your Honour patiently explained to someone unfamiliar with the justice system just 
exactly what was going to occur.  
 
Sharing a room with your Honour for many years, I saw the significance to clients of having 
someone who recognised their humanity, their stress and who never talked down to them. 
 
 
In short, your Honour was never in it for the ego or the money (or both). 
 
Your Honour was in it because it is a noble profession to fight for an individual subject to the 
power of the State.  
 
This sense of why criminal defence matters in a democracy motivated your Honour through the 
many late nights and early mornings of preparation.  
 
Your Honour maintained that commitment even when representing unpopular clients and even 
when, yet another person asked at a dinner party how defence barristers can sleep at night. 
 
 



 

 

Your Honour’s ethics and dedication to the justice system have inspired me and many others 
who your Honour mentored while at the Bar.   
 
The actual number of people in that category is impossible to count.  
 
Your Honour officially mentored a huge number of students and young barristers and solicitors 
– particularly women and those who did not have family in the law or come from posh schools.  
 
Your Honour also unofficially mentored everyone else in your orbit. 
 
Two of note are John Moore and Rahmin de Krester who both read with your Honour. 
 
John says that reading with you was a study in hard work, resilience, generosity and sheer 
talent. 
 
Rahmin describes your Honour as brave, intelligent, thorough and effective. When junioring 
you he observed you regularly knowing both the facts of the case and the law better than 
anyone else in the courtroom. 
 
 
Your Honour contributed to the Bar in many other ways as well, notably the Health and 
Wellbeing committee which somehow one year led to the majority of barristers in Gorman 
Chambers getting about with matching backpacks and pedometers on a 1,000 step a day 
challenge. 
 
This highlighted the love and respect felt for your Honour by Gorman Chambers – and perhaps 
also your Honour’s powers of persuasion. Many of us just guilty told you we were completing 
all our targets while continuing to catch taxis and sip lattes. None of us could really live up to 
the example you set. 
 
 
Indeed, in Gorman Chambers there was little your Honour could do wrong.  
 
You even behaved with patience and good humour when Geoffrey’s Steward’s dog Winnie 
pooed in the corner of our room one day while you were on the phone to a solicitor. I was not 
so forgiving. 
 
 
Your Honour was at Gorman for your Honour’s entire 12 years at the Bar – having joined when 
reading with Duncan Allen.  
 
Your Honour’s intelligence, dedication to the law and compassion are the attributes our 
chambers strive for as a group. Since your Honour left us for the magistracy in 2016, you have 
been very much missed. 
 
 
Your Honour is also known as a loyal friend and someone utterly dedicated to family.  
 
In particular, your husband Paul and mother Chris. They are, I know, so very proud of your 
Honour. So, to was your Honour’s late father who would have been so happy to have seen you 
up there today.  
 
The girl from the government school now presiding over trials in the County Court. 
 
 



 

 

On behalf of the Victorian Bar, may I congratulate your Honour with the knowledge that you 
will be an utterly outstanding judge. 
 
May you have a long and happy career at the Court, and may you also please be kind to us all 
when we attempt to demonstrate an understanding of tendency and coincidence reasoning in 
your Honour’s court over the coming years. 
 
May it please the court. 


