
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unlike many successful litigation partners, Arnold Bloch Leibler partner Elyse Hilton wanted to be 

“anything but a lawyer” when she was in high school. 

“My only exposure to it was through US law shows like Ally McBeal or Boston Legal, where the 

lawyer was some quirky character or in-your-face attorney and I was a shy high school student so I 

couldn’t see myself in that world,” she said. 

The 35 year-old Litigation Rising Star had plans to go into marketing and “tacked on” a law degree 

to her commerce studies because she thought it might be helpful. 

But when Hilton did her first clerkship at Arnold Bloch Leibler towards the end of her law degree 

in 2008, it changed the course of her career. 

 “I missed being there after the four weeks were over,” said Hilton. 
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During her clerkship, Hilton worked on an 

Australian Human Rights Commission matter that 

alleged the Victoria Police were unlawfully 

targeting African Australian teenagers in 

Melbourne. 

Hilton’s team acted for 17 young people in the 

Flemington and Kensington areas in a case that 

alleged there was “clear misconduct being 

committed against them by the police.” 

“We were interviewing witnesses, we were 

interacting with clients and I think I got the taste of 

what litigation really was in practice, as opposed 

to what is on TV or when you’re sitting in a uni 

seminar,” said Hilton. 

“From the moment I did my clerkship my career moved very quickly from marketing to focusing 

on the law.”The case, which she continued to work on when she joined ABL as a graduate lawyer 

in 2010, settled in 2013 and led to an inquiry and the adoption of new practices by Victoria Police. 

From that first case, Hilton was struck by the idea that she could use her logic and analytical 

abilities, characteristics of her “type A personality”, by pursuing a career in the law. 

“You just saw the ability to help (the teenagers), not only that but there was an element that you 

thought you could change the law in some way, that you could influence the way in which the 

policy or the law could be shaped,” she said. 

ABL partner and long-time mentor to Hilton, Leon Zwier, remembers her standing out as a young 

lawyer working on a $1.5 billion dispute involving the Asahi brewing company. 

"Elyse was not then a senior associate but her approach, style and attention to detail was 

remarkable. Also she had a voracious appetite to understand complex legal issues and a great work 

ethic," said Zwier. 

"She's obviously an outstanding black letter lawyer but she has a delightful, charming style about 

her; easily underestimated, a great advantage.” 

How surviving the Hayne royal commission led to Hilton’s partnership 

Working on the Hayne banking and financial services royal commission was a pivotal moment in 

Hilton’s career, when she realised she was partner material. 

Hilton’s team acted for five industry super fund clients and she was charged with the day-to-day 

carriage of the matter. Hilton’s work on the matter was a success, with no adverse findings made 

against ABL’s clients in Commissioner Hayne’s final report. 

“Many Australian lawyers have tales of how unrelenting the nature of that commission was; the 

long hours, the notices to produce and the tight time frames,” said Hilton. 

Working on the royal commission “gave me the self-confidence to know that if I could survive that 

and I could manage that many competing demands and that many different client interests and that 

many juniors, then I could do anything. 

“I could really see myself becoming a partner of a law firm.” 



Another turning point for Hilton was when she appeared in a matter in the Federal Court without 

barristers. She and Zwier were working on a landmark case in unchartered territory concerning 

whether administrators of the Ten Group could do pre-appointment work without hindering their 

independence. 

“There was basically no law on the matter so we were looking at the real-life experiences of how 

the industry has developed and justifying it from a policy perspective based on really basic black 

letter law principles,” said Hilton. 

The court embraced the concept of pre-administration work and the Australian Restructuring 

Insolvency and Turnaround Association has since updated its rules around the independence of 

administrators. 

Hilton now works frequently in insolvency law and she has seen it become commonplace for 

administrators to do pre-appointment work under an exception in the law created as a result of her 

work on that case. 

The importance of mentoring in getting ahead 

For Hilton, the importance of mentoring and being mentored cannot be overstated. Having Zwier 

behind her to speak to her abilities and standard of work has given Hilton confidence in her place in 

the partnership and the legal profession more broadly. 

“He’s a massive mentor and I think not only I get the benefit of his expertise and working on 

matters…but I think the one big benefit from mentoring from Leon is I know he’s got my back and 

I know he will constantly advocate for me,” said Hilton. 

 “I think that women sometimes have difficulty doing self-promotion and the like and it helps 

having someone in your corner.” 

But for Zwier, working with Hilton is the real privilege. 

 “Elyse’s communication skills are exemplary; she can communicate with lay clients, professional 

clients, experts, opponents and counsel in appropriate language. This is a rare ability. Most lawyers 

are formulaic in their language,” he said. 

"She's one of the most extraordinary star lawyers that I've had the privilege of working with." 

On not being a 'cookie cutter' litigator 

One of Hilton’s favourite parts of litigation is the collaborative culture that persists despite the 

adversarial nature of the work. 

“One of the things I like about the law in general…is the fact that you get the benefit in litigation 

that you’re not always working on your own,” said Hilton. 

“There’s always a team of people around you that you can rely on and bounce ideas off. 

“I don’t think (litigation lawyers) are actually aggressive for the sake of being aggressive, it’s 

collaborative and you can recognise other peoples’ successes.” 

For Hilton, the most important thing young lawyers should keep in mind is to be true to themselves. 

“I was always worried that I might not fit within the cookie-cutter mould of being an aggressive 

litigator. Looking back, little did I know that that’s not really the case,” said Hilton. 



“It’s important that you recognise and have confidence in your own abilities and what you can 

bring to the table. 

“You’re always going to get ahead if the partner or client you’re working with sees that you love 

what you’re doing, have real interest in the matter and are committed to doing it. It comes naturally 

a lot of the time if you love your job.” 
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