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Mrs FINOCCHIARO (Spillett): I am 
proud to rise this evening on behalf of Gary 
Higgins, the Leader of the Opposition, and 
myself to pay tribute to a man who 
contributed a huge amount to development 
of the Northern Territory, Mr Graeme 
Lewis. 

 

He has often been disparaged in this House 
but I would like to recall the positive way 
many of us remember and admire him. I 
acknowledge Nora, family and friends who 
are in the gallery with us this evening. In the 
presence of Graeme’s family and friends I 
set the record straight and give members an 
insight into the wonderful and courageous 
facets of a man who did so much more than 
hold elected positions in the administrative 
wing of the Country Liberal Party.   

 

Graeme was born in Mildura in 1941. The 
son of a church minister, he spend the first 
few years of his life moving from town to 
town where his father was posted—
Dandenong, Mildura, Albury, Shepparton 
and Oakleigh in Victoria.  

 

Finally the family moved to South Australia 
but Graeme won a scholarship to 
Haileybury College in Melbourne where he 
excelled in English and Maths. On 
graduating, he commenced working in 
Melbourne in 1959 as an intern with Peat 
Marwick Mitchell accountancy and gained 
his accountancy qualifications by attending 
night school, becoming a member of the 
Institute of Chartered Accounts.  

 

After moving to Adelaide with the firm he 
was asked to travel to the Northern 

Territory to set up a branch in Darwin and 
spent two years establishing Peat Marwick. 
With a rapidly growing clientele and 
partnership status, Graeme now regarded 
Darwin as home. He soon found local 
issues to support and groups to join. He was 
a member of the Nightcliff Lions Club 
during the 70s and became its Treasurer.  

 

In 1974, Graeme made his political 
passions known by becoming a founding 
member of the Country Liberal Party. 
Through this he saw an opportunity to 
contribute to the development of the 
Territory. He was living in Fannie Bay with 
his partner Pamela and her baby Michael 
when Cyclone Tracy struck, blowing away 
their house and everything in it except a 
fridge full of Christmas food and his violin.  

 
Graeme moved into his office block in town 
with no power for weeks and set about 
rebuilding his life starting with the house at 
Fannie Bay, a fortress against cyclones. 
Samantha was born in 1976 and Graeme 
always referred to her as his princess. He 
threw himself into civic activities to 
reconstruct the social and political fabric of 
the city, whether by raising money through 
the Lions, planting trees, manning sausage 
sizzles or advising young building teams.  

 

Graeme held the position of Treasurer of 
the CLP from 1976 to 1980 and was its 
President from 1982 to 1986. He met Nora 
in 1984 and they married in November 
1986 with two sons arriving in 1988 and 
1990. In 1982, Graeme joined the Board of 
the NT Conservation Commission, now the 
Parks and Wildlife Commission of the 
Northern Territory. He worked with them 
for 10 years.  
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Together with the rambunctious Harry 
Butler CBE, he walked around Barrow 
Island, Gosses Bluff and Gagagdu country 
before it became Kakadu National Park, 
learning about the Territory’s unique 
ecology and wildlife, which would need 
protecting, and exploring ways of making it 
a tourist asset. Graeme was also an active 
member of the Darwin Turf Club in the 
1980s and 90s, serving on the committee 
and as Executive Treasurer from 1992–
1997, and spent many voluntary hours 
building and promoting the life the club. 

 

Graeme was one of the founding fathers of 
the Essington School, which opened in 
1990, espousing a Montessori educational 
approach. Working closely with Dr 
Grahame Webb and other hard-working 
parents, Graeme established a secure 
financial and educational foundation for 
that school.  

 

In 1990 Graeme was appointed CEO of the 
Darwin Private Hospital and held that 
position until 1994, overseeing progress in 
all aspects of the hospital and improvement 
of its accreditation status. The following 
year, with encouragement from the Chair of 
NT Rugby League, Michael Martin OAM, 
Graeme took on the position CEO of NTRL 
when its headquarters was at Richardson 
Park, Ludmilla. Graeme occupied this 
position until 1997. That year also marked 
the beginning of his association with The 
Lord’s Taverners, with whom he served on 
the committee for 15 years. Graeme ran the 
bar at quiz nights and was on the barbeque 
at most golf days for all of these years. 

 

In the late 1990s Graeme saw an 
opportunity to contribute to the 
development of Cullen Bay by taking over 
the proprietorship of Portofino Bay 
restaurant. Intending a managerial role for 
himself, he soon found himself acting 
maître d’ and waiting tables every night for 
two years. Then when the restaurant was 
about to re-open for the Dry Season in 
1999, Cullen Bay suffered the black-striped 
mussel infestation, an insurmountable 
hurdle. 

 

By that time, Graeme’s loyalty to the 
community led to his membership of the 
Cullen Bay Management Board, on which 
he served for 12 years. After a few years of 
relative background involvement with the 
CLP, Graeme returned to the Office of the 
Treasurer in 2006, a position he held for 8 
years. Graeme also knew the promotion of 
tourism in the NT was vital to building the 
Territory’s economy and demonstrated 
through Tourism Top End, which he joined 
in 2002, becoming Treasurer of the Board 
of Management. 

 

As a tribute to his work, he was made a life 
member in 2008. Former Chief Executive, 
Trevor Cox, said that Graeme would be 
remembered as a passionate campaigner for 
the association and the Northern Territory 
tourism industry in general. In the last few 
years Graeme has held positions with 
boards in other areas of the Territory’s 
development. In 2013 he became the 
Chairman of the Land Development 
Corporation. The following year, he was 
appointed to the Top End Health and 
Hospital Services Management Board, and 
more recently he joined the Darwin 
Waterfront Corporation Board, making a 
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significant contribution to shaping that 
precinct. 

 

During all these years Graeme was 
accounted to many, and in 2010 joined 
forces with the firm Lowrys. Eventually in 
semi-retirement, Graeme had time to enjoy 
some travel with Nora, discovering 
historical marvels in Europe and natural 
wonders in the Kimberly. I take this 
opportunity to share the story of Graeme 
from one of his best friends, Mr Chris 
Moyle: 

 

I first met Graeme in January 1970. I 
had travelled with my wife and young 
family from Alice Springs to Darwin 
by road in our old EJ Holden. We had 
put the car on the Ghan while we 
were in Adelaide, where I had been 
working as a trainee accountant, and 
had caught the Ghan to Alice. 
 
For some reason, some mischief had 
occurred en route and the EJ had 
been offloaded in Maree and had 
been used by some of the Maree 
locals for joyriding around the area 
for a couple of days. The car arrived 
in Alice about a week after we did 
with a cracked head and in need of 
major repairs. The three-day trip up 
the highway was long and arduous 
but we finally arrived in Darwin on 
the third day hot and tired. 
 
The EJ had no air-conditioning and it 
had been a very wearing adventure to 
both of my young children, my wife 
and myself. I will never forget driving 
up Smith Street, now the mall, and 
being met on the corner of Smith and 
Bennett Streets in front of the old 
Bank of New South Wales building, 
now Westpac, by Graeme, wearing 
the biggest welcome I have ever seen. 

 
Graeme had arranged 
accommodation for us in a unit on 
Barossa Street, which was owned by 
Tony Thiel, who I found out later was 
a client of Pete Marwick, Mitchell & 
Co, now KPMG, and a good friend of 
Graeme’s. From the moment I met 
Graeme I knew I had a friend. He was 
to be my new boss, but little did I 
know at that time how much of an 
important part he was to play and the 
impact he was to have on my life and 
my career. 
 
My family and I left Darwin just prior 
to Cyclone Tracy and moved to 
Albury in New South Wales. Tracy 
struck on Christmas Eve in 1974 and 
I was due to start my new job with 
Coopers & Lybrand in Albury on 5 
January in 1975. 

 

I tried desperately to get on a semi-
trailer back to Darwin between 
Christmas and New Year but it soon 
became apparent that I would not 
have been allowed to get back in any 
event. For the next three years, I 
worked in New South Wales and 
yearned for the opportunity to come 
back to Darwin. I missed Darwin and 
all my old friends and really had no 
way of finding out where anyone was 
after the disaster of Tracy. 
 
I finally came back in 1977 and 
quickly settled back into the Darwin 
lifestyle, even though the impact of 
Tracy was still very evident. Graeme 
had moved on from the profession 
somewhat and we did not catch up for 
some short time after I returned.  
 
When we reconnected, it was as if I 
had never been away. Here was this 
man who I had no contact with for 
over three years, quickly re-
establishing our friendship and it was 
as if nothing had ever changed. That 
was the consistency and generosity of 
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Graeme Lewis. He was passionate 
about the things and people that he 
believed in.  
 
After qualifying as a Chartered 
Accountant in 1978, I soon began my 
own accounting practice. Graeme 
came to work with me after a while 
and brought with him the many 
talents that he had to offer my clients 
and staff. It gave me great confidence 
to have Graeme back working 
alongside me and the experience, 
advice and wisdom he shared with me 
was invaluable. 
 
It never bothered either of us that the 
roles had changed and the boss 
became the employee and the 
employee became the boss. It was the 
humility, grace and wisdom of 
Graeme that allowed this process to 
work and I feel so privileged to have 
been the recipient of each of those 
ideals. 
 
Graeme now had the love of his life, 
Nora, with him and over the years to 
follow and my departure from the 
profession, my wife and I found more 
time to spend socially with Nora and 
Graeme. We went overseas with them 
and had an amazing holiday in Bali 
and experienced more wonderful 
times when they would stay over in 
our little house at Batchelor. 
 
I look back on our relationship and 
miss the many hours when we would 
sit and talk together on the balcony. 
 

Madam SPEAKER: I seek leave to 
allow the member to continue her 
remarks. 
 
Leave granted. 
 
Mrs FINOCCHIARO: Thank you, 
members. 
 

I cannot remember a cross word ever 
passing between Lewie and me. We 
would laugh a lot over a few beers 
and resolve all the problems, political 
or otherwise, that the world 
confronted us with. 
 
We cared for each other like brothers 
and the day he left I will always 
remember as the day I lost my dearest 
friend. I still miss him as much today. 
I miss his sense of humour, his 
perception, his intelligence, his 
wisdom, his opinion, his integrity, his 
compassion and his companionship. 
Most of all, I miss the man. 

 
I now turn to share some thoughts from his 
good friend and colleague Suzanne 
Cavanagh. 

Graeme was very clear and focussed 
on the advancement of CLP 
philosophy and direction and 
articulated this very clearly at 
Central Council and annual 
conference meetings.  
 
As party President, he was a 
standout. I used to be in awe of him. 
He was firm but considered. He 
allowed people the opportunity to 
have their say. He used to have this 
stare down pat and you knew when 
you had said enough. 
 
Graeme built relationships with the 
Liberal and National parties that still 
exist today. Members would flock 
around him at breaks, hoping to have 
a word and he always obliged.  
 
He related very well with new 
members and encouraged full 
participation and advancement of 
younger members. Graeme was a 
powerhouse as a campaign director, 
always well-organised and creative. 
His analytical skills when preparing 
the redistribution of electoral 
boundaries was second to none. Ian 
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Loganathan, the NT Electoral 
Commissioner, told me that they 
learnt so much from Graeme during 
our discussions with them. 
 
On a personal note, I really liked and 
admired him right from the start. 
Over the past 15 years, we had 
become good friends. Maturity does 
that to you, you see the good in people 
rather than the negatives. Our coffees 
over CLP Gifts and Legacies 
financial matters and at other times 
had cemented that friendship. 
 
I am so sad to see him go. His heart 
was lock, stock and barrel for our 
party. 
 

I would like to share some words from 
Shane Stone, former CLP President and 
Chief Minister of the Northern Territory. 

Graeme was my friend, colleague and 
at times, adviser and mentor. We 
spent a good deal of time sitting 
around talking and drinking. We 
spent even more time drinking and 
talking. We had fun. A weekend at 
Channel Point was not about the 
fishing and the crabbing but about 
fixing the Territory’s and Australia’s 
problems. Like Statler and Waldorf of 
the Muppets, we shared cantankerous 
opinions and a penchant for heckling. 
Whether it was at a CLP meeting, at 
the local coffee shop, my balcony at 
Myilly or sitting on the boat in the 
Daly River, we had plenty to talk 
about.  
 
Graeme was my friend, colleague, at 
times advisor, and mentor. We did not 
always agree but what was clear was 
that Graeme had a great and 
enduring passion for the Territory 
and everything that makes up this 
unique place we Territorians call 
home. His passion for the Territory 
was matched by his concern and 

regard for the individuals that 
mattered to him. 

 

I would like to read some of the outpouring 
of support Nora received after Graeme’s 
passing. These comments come from 
condolence cards sent to Nora and the 
family. 

He contributed to my life in so many 
valued ways. Graeme was a giver. He 
willingly gave his wise advice to so 
many fortunate people. I consider 
myself lucky to have been one of those 
individuals. 
 
I am very glad to have known 
Graeme. He was warm, friendly and 
so kind to my family. He was 
genuinely thoughtful of others, even 
when a long way away.  
 
Graeme was a great man. When he 
spoke, we listened, and we feel 
honoured to have shared in his life. 
 
Graeme was a gentleman, and 
incredibly kind. I will be forever 
grateful to him for his friendship, 
especially during stressful times. 
 
Graeme was an exceptional man who 
made a significant input into making 
the Territory what it is.  
 
Graeme was a founding father and 
life member of the Essington School 
and we proudly display his photo in 
our main office building at Rapid 
Creek and in the boardroom at the 
Essington International Senior 
College. 
 
Graeme always made himself 
available to me, to provide the sound 
guidance and encouragement that 
was needed. Graeme was the one I 
turned to for solutions and the 
straight story. 
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Lots of people know of Graeme’s 
political achievements, but will not 
know the huge impact his kindness had 
on the life of one leftie down on her 
luck. You were our angel, Graeme. I 
was so glad you were my boss and my 
business mentor. 

 

One of the things few people know about 
Graeme was his love of, and skill at playing 
the violin. I understand his arthritis was a 
challenge towards the end, but his tenacious 
character did not, as with many things, deter 
him. Throughout his life Graeme was 
sustained and inspired by his love of family, 
delighting in his children and 
grandchildren, of whom he was immensely 
proud. 

 

To Nora, Samantha, Nathan and Andrew, 
thank you for sharing Graeme with us, for 
he was such a good man. He gave so much 
to the Territory. He worked with passion 
and dedication, and you should be so proud 
of the contribution he made. 

 

As we approach the one-year anniversary of 
his death, please again accept Gary’s and 
my condolences. While this is a sad 
memory, we were both very happy to have 
known Graeme. He touched the lives of so 
many, and we will remember him and thank 
him for the very positive contributions he 
made to our Northern Territory. May he rest 
in peace. 

 

 
 
 
 


