
Obituary:   

Sharpest political gun in the West 
 
Bill Mitchell was one of the most powerful figures in West Australian 
politics for several decades.  As the State Government’s first public 
relations director, and a close friend and confidant of Sir Charles 

Court, he commanded a media machine that began with a staff of 
just one and grew to a platoon of journalists.  
 
His broad and disarming grin ameliorated the bluntness more likely 

to be inflicted on cabinet ministers than on his staff.  
 
His command of precise invective often left his protagonist stunned, 
but the next day he would greet them with no apparent recollection 
of the stormy scenes they had shared.  
 
His devotion to Court, who was a premier of Western Australia for 
eight years to 1982 and is still an imposing figure in the state Liberal 
Party, was unswerving.  Mitchell wrote every state policy document 
for nearly twenty years, the period in which the Liberals held power.  
 
He began his career on the in the traditional field of the political 
public relations - as a journalist, on a Ballarat newspaper in 1939.     
After his war service, he joined the ABC and finally The West 
Australian.  
 
As public relations director, he reported to the Liberal Premier, David 
Brand, and the government announced with the commendable candor, that his salary was $100 a week.  Later, 
he served Court when he assumed the leadership of the Liberal Party and became premier, and he played a 
major role in shaping policy.  
 
His loyalty to his leader led him into direct confrontation with journalists and media executives.  Sir James 
Cruthers, then managing director of Perth’s first commercial television station Channel Seven, recalls heated 
arguments with Mitchell, although they were longstanding friends and colleagues, at a time when TV was 
having an increasing influence in politics, and was often seen by the state Liberals, as unfair in its news 
coverage.  
 
Caruthers also recalls Mitchell's deep sincerity, honesty, and decisiveness.  
 
This was demonstrated when he and the premier attended a meeting at the station to discuss a program on 
the Liberal’s policy for the state election (there was a similar arrangement with Labor).  After the production 
requirements were explained, Mitchell briskly wrote out the party policy at the table.  With Court at his side, 
he produced what was, in effect, a ‘story-line’ with which the appropriate visual material could be prepared.  
 
Another journalist recalls attending an airport press conference from which Court was unexpectedly absent; 
Mitchell answered questions and issued press releases written on the spot and in the premier's name.  
 
His zeal was demonstrated when, as acting chief-of-staff at the West Australian, he personally covered the 
grounding of a ferry - and stripped to swim out to interview the captain.  His speed, honned to meet 
newspaper deadlines, astonished his government colleagues and they quote with awe his achievement in 
producing 80,000 word book on government policies in three months for an imminent election.  
 



He left his formal position with the government in 1969, but his influence on conservative policy politics 
continued for many years.  He acted as a consultant to the premier and ministers, was one time president of 
the Liberal Party and unsuccessfully stood for state parliament.  
 
He resigned as a party member eight years ago, saying that the party he believed in “no longer existed” and its 
leaders seemed to have no idea what “liberal” meant.  
 
His sallies were aimed at Andrew Peacock (“a certain Toorak style but no substance”), and Malcolm Fraser (“a 
gutless wonder”).  There was, however, grudging respect for John Howard (though he lacked “the projection of 
style vaunted by Canberra’s rat pack press gallery and desired by a shallow electorate”).  
 
Mitchell was a vigorous supporter of many causes, including opposition to such issues as retrospective 
taxation.   
 
In his later years, he developed a public relations course at Curtin University and successfully extended this to 
Asian campuses.  
 
Court said of him that he had the highest level of ability and integrity and genius for quick cutting through 
verbiage and conflict to find a solution to a problem.  He was “a practical Christian and a great patriot” and 
was not afraid to fight unpopular causes.  
 
Mitchell died of prostate cancer after short illness.  He is survived by his wife, Mavis, five children and 13 
grandchildren.  
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