
William Higgs was born in Wingham, 
New South Wales and was a printer 

by trade. He worked as a union official, 
printer and journalist in Sydney before
becoming editor, in 1893, of the socialist
Brisbane Worker. He was elected to the
Queensland Legislative Assembly for the
Labor Party in 1899, and became a strong
advocate of federation.

Higgs topped the poll to represent
Queensland in the Senate at the first 
federal election in 1901. He was one of 
three Queensland Labor members elected to
the Senate. Higgs was a very active and vocal
senator who frequently asked questions in the
Senate chamber. He was Chairman of
Committees 1904-06. In 1906 Higgs lost his
seat owing to dissension within the Labor
Party.

In 1910 Higgs was elected to the House 
of Representatives to represent Capricornia, 
a seat he held until 1922. He was Treasurer
during the 1915-16 conscription debate and
resigned in protest when Prime Minister
Hughes ignored a decision made by the
Executive Council relating to the conscription
referendum. In 1920 Higgs was expelled from
the Labor Party and joined the Nationalist
Party. He was defeated at the 1922 election.

Higgs is one of the few men in the first
Parliament who served in both houses 
of the Federal Parliament. He was described
by the Worker (Brisbane) as a “red ragger”
and “as ardent a disciple of Karl Marx as any”.
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William Guy Higgs (1862-1951)

The state of Queensland was also represented in the first Senate by:

James Charles Stewart

Andrew Dawson

John Ferguson

James George Drake

Thomas Glassey

Born in Newtownards, Down, Ireland,
Henry Higgins migrated to Melbourne,

Victoria with his family in 1870. Higgins
graduated in law from Melbourne University,
was admitted to the Victorian Bar in 1876, and
had a successful career in equity law before
entering politics. In 1894 he was elected to the
Victorian Legislative Assembly as the member
for Geelong.

Higgins was an influential delegate at the
Australasian Federal Convention of 1897-98,
where he spoke against equal representation
of the states in the Senate, and was
responsible for clauses in the Constitution
giving industrial powers to the
Commonwealth and guaranteeing religious
freedom to individuals. Higgins opposed 
the Constitution Bill in the referendums 
of 1898-99, believing that the Constitution 
it proposed was rigid and oppressive.

In 1901 Higgins was elected to the seat 
of North Melbourne in the House of
Representatives. A radical Protectionist, 
he was elected with the support of the labour
movement, but although he supported Labor’s
program in the first Parliament, he did not
join the Labor Party. He was Attorney-General
in Watson’s Labor Government of 1904. In
1905 Higgins successfully moved a resolution
in the House of Representatives urging Britain
to grant Home Rule to Ireland.

Higgins was appointed justice of the High
Court of Australia in 1906, and in 1907
replaced Richard O’Connor as President of 
the Commonwealth Court of Conciliation 
and Arbitration. There he was responsible 
for decisions with far-reaching repercussions
for industrial arbitration and conditions for
workers in Australia. Higgins remained on 
the High Court bench until his death in 1929.
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Henry Bournes Higgins (1851-1929)

The electorate of Northern Melbourne was named after its locality. The settlement of
Melbourne was named after Lord Melbourne, a Prime Minister of Britain.


