
The new Chief Justice 


The Honourable Chief Justice and Mrs Corbett 

It is most gratifying that the contro
versy around the office of Chief Jus
tice has been conclusively terminat
ed by the appointment of Mr Justice 
M M Corbett as Chief Justice. The 
universal acclamation that attended 
his nomination is amRle proof that 
for once there was a happy coinci
dence of the arcane process of offi
cial appointment and the expecta
tions of all sections of the legal fra
ternity. 

His ancestry represents a fascinat
ing kaleidoscope of genetics that can 
only produce brilliance - on the pa
ternal side the British soldier be
come Commissioner for Inland Rev
enue; on the maternal side President 
Brand and the Scottish predikants 
who gave their names to the towns 
of Robertson and McGregor; not 
forgetting Judge McGregor who, as 
late as 1938 and 1941, graced the 
Tydskrif vir Hedendaagse Romeins
Hollandse Reg with contributions in 
High Dutch. 

After fifteen years of practice, two 
as a Silk, Mr Justice Corbett was 
elevated to the Bench in 1963. In this 
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way he set as an example what he 
preached at the Bar Conference in 
April 1988, namely that Silks should 
be prepared to accept judicial ap
pointment as a duty. 

It is heartening that Mr Justice 
Corbett, as a Judge of Appeal of Cape 
provenance, has not followed the 
example of the Beyerses, the Van 
Wyks and the Van Winsens, thereby 
impoverishing the Appellate Divi
sion. He has bravely managed to en
dure in the harsh climate of the Free 
State. Perhaps it is a question of 
roots. 

Even on a Bench notionally com
posed of peers, his pre-eminence 
has clearly designated him the natu
ral successor to Rabie ACJ. Modest 
and unassuming to a fault, he has 
distinguished nimself as a lawyer 
wherever it matters - in teaching, in 
writing and in practice. 

His erudition and profound 
knowledge of the law appear not 
only from his judgments but also 
from his publications. That he is also 
mindful of the needs of the practi
tioner forever in quest of a case in 

point appears from the presentation 
of Quantum of Damages. 

An attempt was made, for the pur
poses of this contribution, to pierce 
the reticence of Mr Justice Corbett 
in order to establish his views on 
various matters of interest to the Bar. 
It is enough to say that he is not easily 
caught off his guard, except that he 
has admitted to being unimpressed 
by heads of argument in which coun
sel's line of argument is obscured by 
an excessive reference to detail and 
authority. 

Traditionally the Chief Justice 
plays an unobtrusive role. This may 
well suit the style of Mr Justice Cor
bett. Yet it is to be hoped that he will 
make his presence felt, for it can only 
be to the good. 

Fortunately he will be in office for 
more than four years. And when the 
day of his retirement arrives, there 
will, it is hoped, not be a murmur if 
he should be asked to stay on for a 
further year or two. 
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