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William Slater knew what it meant to come from humble beginnings and he made it his life’s work to 

help give the working class a fair go. As a director of the Australian Natives’ Association from 1923–1960, 

and founder of Slater & Gordon, few men can boast the �erce integrity that William Slater relentlessly 

expressed throughout the course of his life. 

A FASCINATING HERITAGE

PERHAPS BEST known as one of the 

founders of Australian law �rm Slater & 

Gordon, William Slater was a solicitor and 

politician who served the Victorian State 

Parliament as a Labor Party member for 

41 years. A staunch socialist, his work with 

the Victorian Workers’ Compensation Act 

involved a revision of the Act in 1946, that 

resulted in the recognition of industrial 

illnesses such as asbestosis. Slater believed in 

equal opportunity for all. 

As an honorary solicitor for the Members 

of the Police Association in Victoria, he 

helped establish an independent tribunal to 

determine better working conditions and 

wages for police o�cers. 

There is no doubt that Slater’s early 

struggle in life contributed to his lifelong 

devotion to socialism. Born in New South 

Wales on May 20, 1890 to Marie O’Reilly 

and William Slater, an Irish-born travelling 

salesman, his family relocated to Melbourne’s 

inner south-east suburb of South Yarra in 

1892, after the death of his father. Life wasn’t 

easy for Slater and with little more than a 

primary school education he worked as a 

paper-boy to help support his two young 

sisters and struggling mother. 

Known as Billy to his friends in those 

early years – Slater knew how to have fun 

in spite of his responsibilities. He would run 

through the streets barefoot or swim naked 

in the Yarra River. The latter incident landed 

a spirited 10-year-old Slater and his friends 

in court before a magistrate, who let the lads 

o� with a �ne, and which seemed to spark 

Slater’s interest in the law. 

Even as a young teen Slater felt a sense 

of social responsibility and joined the Try 

Boys’ Society, a community group whose 

members cared for and encouraged 

disadvantaged youth. He studied hard at 

night and the society found him work as an 

o�ce boy at a law �rm.
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A FASCINATING HERITAGE

Slater lived a fit and 

active life; swimming 
[and] playing football

William Slater

1890 Born May 20 in NSW

1892 Arrived in Victoria after father’s death

1912 Law clerk in Mildura

1916–1918 WWI Australian Imperial Force, 

10th Field Ambulance Stretcher Bearer

1919–1922 Managing Law Clerk for 

Maurice Blackburn

1922 Admitted to practice as solicitor

1923 Married Mary Gordon

1923–1924 Partnership with 

Maurice Blackburn

1924, 1927–1932 Attorney-General  

and Solicitor-General

1926 Chief President Australian Natives 

Association (merged with Manchester 

Unity Friendly Society in 1993 to become 

Australian Unity Friendly Society)

1923–1960 Director Australian 

Natives Association

1927–1928 Minister of Agriculture

1928–1929 President Law Institute

1929–1932 Minister of Agriculture

1942–1943 First Australian Minister to  

Soviet Union

1943 Minister of Electrical Undertakings

1952–1955 Attorney-General and Minister  

of Immigration

1960 Died 19 June in South Melbourne


