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NOTES FOR ADDRESS BY ROLAND MICHENER 

TO CONVOCATION OF LAW SOCIETY OF 

UPPER CANADA March 22nd, 1974 

Mr. Treasurer, 

This is a great day for the many 

young men and women who have qualified 

themselves for a place in the profession 

by long and arduous years of study, and 

have now come to receive their 

admission to the Bar. 

It is a great day, too, for the 

rest of us, friends, .relatives, members 

of Bench and Bar, and other distinguished 

guests, who have come to share the 

triumph of the graduates, and their 

pleasure. 

~ly wife and I are particularly 

pleased to have a part with the Law 

Society in ceremonies of such signific

ance for so many excellent young 

Canadians, and, because they are 

excellent and have been attracted to 

the legal profession, of such 

significance for the Governing Body 

i ts·elf. 
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Because of the new Doctorate with 
which I have just been honoured, I feel as 

though I, too, might claim to be one of this 

memorable class, and am hopeful that they 

will accept me as such, nunc pro tune, even 

though my new status has been•given rather 

than earned; a d~fference that must be all 

too evident to those who have qualified by 

so much hard work. I recall a little ditty 

which points up the contrast: 

"The heights by bona fide students 

reached and kept, 

Were not attained by sudden flight, 

But they, while their honorary 

companions slept, 

Were toiling upward through the night." 

However, what harm can come from such 

a small dilution of your solid achievement -

only one part in six hundred and ninety two. 

Speaking f o r mys e 1 f , for the 

moment, I recall the encouragement which 

the Benchers gave me very early in my 

service as Representative of the Crown 

in Canadian affairs and Government, by 

installing me as an Honorary Life Bencher, 

a distinction shared, then and now, by only 

two others. It meant so much to me to 

have that evidence of support from 
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the community and the profession from 

which I had been chosen. 

Now that those years of service, 

and they were very satisfying years, have 

been fulfilled, and my wife and I can 

think again of the quiet pursuits of 

private life, this second mark of favour 

leaves me in a state most unbecoming to a 

lawyer - speechless! Perhaps, Mr. 

Treasurer, that was your intention! 

Au mains je puis dire, "merci 

beaucoup!" I can also acknowledge that 

I quite understand that this parchment 

is in no sense an entr ~e to the Law 

Courts, nor equivalent to the good 

refresher courses that a prodigal 

absentee like myself ought to take before 

trying to compete with those who have come 

straight from Mount Parnassus - or was 

it Delphi? 

In any event, Mr. Treasurer, now 

that I have the floor I should like to 

express for all of us who are being 

recognized at this Convocation, the 

profound respect which we bear for the 

venerable Law Society itself, and our 

gratitude to those who carry it on so 
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effectively in this modern day. 

We of the legal profession are all 

in deep debt to the Law Society for having 

founded our profession in Upper Canada in 

its earliest pioneer days, for having 

regulated and disciplined it in the 

intervening 177 years, and for having 

provided proper education in the law for 

a good part of that time. In effect the 

Society has maintained the profession in 

_such good standing as to attract able young 

people, and to give them real hope of 

careers of service, profitable to them

selves and their clients, and useful to 

society as a whole; more than that, a 

profes~ion which provides services 

that are essential to an orderly and free 

society. 

At this point one ought to take a 

rather broader look at the legal frater

nity and its governing body. Let ~s not 

think only of their self-serving purposes, 

but of their social significance. In 

these days when lawyers are outnumbered by 

social scientists, many of them in hot 

pursuit of a just society of one kind or 

another, we have to be careful to remind 

ourselves and others that the law serves 
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justice as well as order, and that our 
larger purpose is expressed in the motto 

of the Society: "Let Right Prevail . " 

Thinking back over the role which 

lawyers have played in preserving the 

British North American colonies and giving 

Canadians a formation which distinguishes 

them from their common law cousins on the 

other side of the border, I like the words 

of Merrill Denison,written in 1967, when 

he proposed the writing of a history of 

the Law Society of Upper Canada. He said: 

"Not only is the Society the oldest 

institution of its kind in North America 

and perhaps the English-speaking world, 

(but) the succeeding generations of its 

offspring, whether as benchers, members 

of the Bar, of the judiciary and the 

legislature, have done more to give 

English-speaking Canada its particular 

flavour and identity than any other 

identifiable group of individuals .... 

"For nearly.two centuries the legal 

profession has provided the country with 

most of its statesmen and a majority of 

its legislators ...... the story of the 

Law Society may well provide a better 
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understanding of the forces and influences 

that produced in Canada the social and 

political attitudes that dif£erentiate 

the Canadian from the American. 

"I have been obsessed by that enigma 

all my life, but could never come to a 

satisfactory conclusion because of the 

multiplicity of contradictions it 

involved." 

(En<l of quotation - Preface to 

Commemorative issue of "The Gazette".) 

These speculations are fascinating 

to one who has spent 33 years in active 

practice and almost half as many in public 

affairs. Such experience draws to one's 

attention the potential of the lawyer as 

a responsible citizen, as a leader and 

moulder of public opinion. 

You young people who come fresh from 

the classroom and the library, eager to 

put your academic training to the test, 

might well ask why I should urge such 

irrelevancies, at this time above all 

others. For· one reason, I can add 

nothing to the voluminous advice you have 

already had about how to behave as a 

lawyer, whereas I might implant some 
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useful thoughts on how a lawyer might 

behave as a citizen. I suppose it is true, 

as many old-timers keep saying, (the late 

W.E.N. Tilley was a prime example), that 

professional success depends on sustained 

and concentrated effort, on having only 

one love - law. Certainly I burned my 

share of midnight oil and so will all of 

you whose goal is to be first rate 

lawyers or judges. But a full life offers 

more. In your class I would expect many 

to make careers and great contributions 

to their times in derivative or related 

activities, perhaps not yet thought of, 

or considered only as ultimate 

objectives. 

Furthermore, in the civilisation which 

man is creating by his scientific mani

pulation of our planetary home, it will be 

scarcely possible even for a nation, let 

alone a man or a woman, whatever their 

occupation, to live in isolation from the 

common fate of our kind, whatever that may 

be. In sioite of such things as energy 

crises, and other perils that one can 

imagine, we may muddle along for 

generations before present tendencies 

produce a really global crisis. 
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What strikes me from my own 

experience, and what I want you to keep, 

at least in the back of your minds, is 

that people now living will soon have to 

begin to be better managers than their 

forbears, if our madly growing and 

wasteful species is to be brought into 

harmony again with its finite resources. 

Quite a tall order, even on the home 

front. There is so much that cries out for 

fhe thought and action of good citizens, 

that one almost despairs of getting the 

kind of universal action which some of the 

larger issues demand. To be hopeful at all 

one has to believe in man's intense desire 

to survive and his capacity to suppress his 

more selfish instincts when he fully 

understands it to be necessary to meet 

a vital challenge. If the alternatives 

become apparent to enough people of 

good sense and goodwill around the world, 

it may be that even human natur-e may be 

bent in response. 

My observation is that free men 

have no one but themselves to rely upon. 

That is why you ought to continue your 

law with a broad concern for what is going 

on in the world at large. There is no 
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group less likely to be stampeded and no 

group better able to understand and give 

guidance in problems of such complication 

and generality. 

So much for the long run; may it be 

a very long run! Today the short run 

is enough to keep us busy, but let me 

come back to the present by offering you 

my felicitations. It is a very happy 

feature of this gathering that so many 

have come to offer their good wishes to 

the newest barristers, 1974 moqel. 

Doubtless for many here present this is 

more than a ceremony; it is the realiz

ation of a dream; for others it may be the 

fruit of long sacrifice; for all it is a day 

to remember as the beginning of many 

a new and notable contribution not only 

to a better profession but, I trust, to 

a better world. 


