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Jean Mullin, 1914-2010. 

In 1937, Jean Mullin was the first woman lawyer to graduate with first class honours from the 
University of Sydney. She then embarked on a long and successful career as a legal writer and 
editor. As a colleague wrote, she had "one of the finest minds ever to grace the pages of Australian 
jurisprudence". 

Jean Lewis Steinberg was born in Western Australia on August 7, 1914, the second of two children 
of Michael Steinberg and his wife, Maud Swannell. While Jean was still an infant, the family moved 
to Victoria and changed their surname to Malor, thought to be closer to the original Russian. 

In 1923, the family settled in Sydney and Jean enrolled at Ascham School. Four years later, after 
the family fortunes declined, she moved to Sydney Girls High to complete her education. In 1930, 
her final year, she was awarded the Champion Athlete Cup given by Sydney Boys High to the Girls 
High. 

In 1931, encouraged by her parents, Jean joined her brother Ron (who was later killed in World 
War II while serving in the air force) at the University of Sydney and did arts (1931-34) and law 
(1934-37). Although she did very well in mathematics, and later said she regretted not knowing at 
the time that there was such a profession as actuary, it was in law that she found her passion. 

She also took an active part in campus life. In addition to getting a University Blue for swimming, 
she was a member of the Women's Union Committee and an inaugural member of the Sydney 
University Standing Committee of Convocation. She also made friends, and some of them were 
still meeting weekly for lunch in their eighties. 

In addition to her first-class honours, she shared the prize for the most distinguished student 
graduating in law. She then served her articles and was admitted to the bar. However, rather than 
following her brother's example and working as a barrister, she took the academic and literary 
direction. In 1937 she was retained by the Law Book Company, an association that continued until 
1974. 

Soon after graduation, Jean met Frank Mullin on the Harbour Bridge when they were bound for the 
same wedding. Their connection was so strong that they were engaged by the end of the evening. 
She later told her daughters she was worried she would not recognise him when she went to meet 
him the next day on the steps of the GPO. 

After the outbreak of war, Frank, who was a civil engineer with the Department of Main Roads 
(now the RTA), enlisted in the Royal Engineers and was sent to the Middle East. For her part, Jean 
organised a fund to send books to serving lawyers. After the war they had two daughters. She 
continued to work throughout the pregnancies and returned to work immediately after the births. 

Although she was a loving mother, her approach was rather more logical than maternal. It was a 
family joke that in a photo taken soon after the birth of her younger daughter, she had a quizzical 
look on her face, which, she admitted, came about when the photographer had to show her how to 
hold a baby. 

At the Law Book Company, Mullin rose to be senior legal adviser and senior editor. She was 
responsible for publications that included The Australian Digest, The Australian Law Journal 
Reports, Volume IX of the Victorian Statutes, and Australian Bankruptcy Law and Practice. She 
had an encyclopedic knowledge of the law, as well as an ability to encapsulate complex judgments 
in crisp and informative prose. When the new tax pack was introduced she said that, despite the 



fact she might be the only person who had read all the taxation legislation for the last 50 years, she 
found it almost impossible to understand. 

The Mullins were also involved with committees and study outside their work. Jean was an active 
member of a number of professional organisations, including the Bar Association, the Law 
Graduates Association and the Women Lawyers Association, as well as women's organisations 
including the Zonta Club of Sydney and the Australian Federation of Women Voters. 

In 1973, the Attorney-General appointed Mullin chairwoman of the Commonwealth 
Computerisation of Legal Data Committee, which was set up to investigate the logistics, time scale, 
and finance necessary for the computerisation of legal data, especially in relation to the statute law 
of the Australian Parliament. She was also a member of the Child Welfare Advisory Council (NSW) 
1972-77. 

When Mullin was 60 she left the Law Book Company. She travelled and studied at the Power 
Institute of Fine Arts, but in 1977 returned to work when she was retained by Butterworths Pty Ltd, 
where she was responsible, as editor, for the Australian Current Law Digest and Commonwealth 
Statutes Annotations. She continued to do work for the company until well into her eighties. In 
1978, she was awarded the OBE for services to the law. 

Away from work, Mullin was an expert needlewoman and a voracious reader. She also did the 
Herald crossword every morning until she was in her nineties. 

Jean Mullin is survived by her daughters Minty and Paddy and grandchildren Katharine and 
Edward. Frank died in 1978. 


