
In Memoriam 

The Natal Bench suffered the untimely 


loss of two of its Judges recently 


Tribute to Law J Tribute to Bristowe J 


The late Mr Justice B Law 

The following are tributes to the late Mr Justice 
Brian Law, delivered by Howard JP and Com
brinck S C, at a Memorial Service in the Supreme 
Court, Durban on 30 November 1990. 

HowardJP: 
We have gathered here to pay tribute to our dear friend 
and colleague Brian Law who died on Wednesday night 
at the age of fifty-six (56). His untimely death has robbed 
this Bench of a fine judge. 

In a relatively short judicial career of eight years he 
established a reputation for firm but fair and courteous 

The late Mr Justice JNS Bristowe 

The following are tributes to the late MrJustice Nick 
Bristowe, delivered by Howard JP and Wallis SC 
at a Memorial Service in the Supreme Court, Dur
ban on 8 February 1991. 

HowardJP: 
Mr Wallis, Mr Attorney, Mr Smith, the sudden tragic 
death of Nick Bristowe has come as a shock to all of us. 
John Nicholas Syer Bristowe was only fifty (50) years old 
when he collapsed and died in his chambers on Wednes
day. He was born here in Durban on the 11th ofNovem
ber 1940, son of Francis and Barbara Bristowe and 
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Tribute to Law J (continued) 

treatment oflitigants and practitioners, careful and con
scientious attention to every case that came before him, 
compassion and understanding and, above all, balanced 
judgment. He was a modest man and a far better judge 
than he gave himself credit for. He and I were discuss
ing his career recently and he was genuinely surprised 
and visibly pleased when I told him how well he had done 
in the estimation of his colleagues and the legal profes
sion generally. His contribution to the administration of 
justice in this province will be sorely missed. The balanced 
judgment which Brian displayed in his judicial work was 
not only attributable to superior intellect and erudition 
but was also the product of rich experience gained in the 
course of a very full life. 

After matriculating at DHS in 1950 he qualified as an 
attorney and in due course became a partner in the firm 
of Biebuyck and Company. He joined the Durban Bar 
in 1963 and took silk in 1975. He served for many years 
on the council of the Society of Advocates of Natal and 
was its chairman from July 1980 to 1982. He was elevated 
to the Bench in 1982. 

Those are the bare bones ofhis career as a lawyer and 
ofcourse they do not tell the whole story. He worked tire
lessly for the DHS Old Boys Club, guiding its fortunes 
as chairman for several years and, at the time ofhis death, 
he was a valued member of the committee of the Dur
ban Country Club. 

He played as hard as he worked excelling at swimming, 
water polo and rugby as a young man and enjoying golf 
and squash in later years. He held the Natal senior breast
stroke championship for 220 yards between 1950 and 
1952 and represented Natal at water polo in 1955 and 
1956. In fact he played first division water polo for no 
less than twenty-one years, but his rugby career was even 
more remarkable. It spanned thirty years, from playing 
for Natal University and DHS Old Boys to captaining 
the Natal Duikers in 1956 and retiring for the first time 
in 1958. He made a comeback in 1971 and played for 
another five years before retiring at the age of forty-two 
and, to crown it all, he toured the British Isles with the 
Falazas rugby side in 1981 at the age offorty-seven. That 
was Brian's last fling before he became a judge. 

Appointment to high office did not go to his head and 
he retained the common touch. He seemed to know 
everyone and he was everybody's friend. He will be 
remembered by all of those friends for his keen sense of 
humour and his zest for life. Above all he will be remem
bered for his courage. He was first afflicted with cancer 
in 1974 and its discovery came as a devastating physical 
and psychological shock, but the courage and tenacity 
with which he fought his way back to health over the next 
two years was a revelation to all who witnessed it. He 
maintained a busy practice while undergoing therapy 
during that period and, to prove that you cannot keep 
a good man down, he ran in and completed the comrades 
marathon in 1977 and 1978. 

His courage did not desert him when cancer struck 
again this year. Some six weeks ago he was told that there 
was no hope of recovery. I saw a lot of him towards the 
end and I marvelled at the quiet fortitude with which he 
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Tribute to Bristowe J (continued) 

grandson of Leonard Syer Bristowe, a distinguished judge 
of the Supreme Court in the Transvaal from 1903 to 1921. 
Nick's mother also made an important contribution to 
the administration ofjustice for she is remembered with 
affection and gratitude as a teacher of Latin to success
ive generations of Natal lawyers. 

Nick received his primary and secondary education at 
DPHS and Michaelhouse, where he matriculated at the 
age of sixteen (16) with a first class pass and a distinc
tion in mathematics. He was a student at the University 
of Natal in Pietermaritzburg from 1958 to 1962, gradu
ating with the degrees of BA and LLB cum laude. As an 
undergraduate he served as a member of the Students 
Representative Council and on the Rag Committee and 
he developed his literary talent as editor of the NUX stu
dent newspaper. He also excelled there as a debater, win
ning the prize for best speaker in 1962. In September of 
that year he went up to Oxford, to St John's College 
where he read for degrees in politics, philosophy and eco
nomics. He graduated from Oxford with a BA (Hons) 
in 1964 and thereafter an MA. 

As a small boy Nick was found to have a deformity of 
the hip. This was eventually cured but it probably 
accounts for the fact that he was never a great schoolboy 
athlete. However, he played rugby for various teams 
while at Natal University and for his college at Oxford. 
On one memorable occasion he was selected to play for 
Oxford University. 

On his return to South Africa he served articles in 
Johannesburg and qualified as an attorney. He practised 
as an attorney for a year and then joined the Department 
ofJustice as a prosecutor. Shortly thereafter he came to 
the Durban Bar where he practised as a junior from 1968 
to 1981 when he took silk. In October 1987, after a suc
cessful career as an advocate, he followed in his grand
father's footsteps by accepting an appointment to the 
Supreme Court Bench. He was a cultured gentleman 
who, by virtue of his background, education, character 
and training was eminently suited to the Bench. And he 
proved to be an excellent judge. He could be relied on 
to hear and decide the most complicated legal or factual 
disputes cheerfully, expeditiously and wisely: witness the 
judgment that he delivered shortly before his death in the 
admiralty case concerning the "MV KINGSTON". His 
contribution to the administration of justice in this 
Division will be sorely missed. 

Mr Justice Bristowe had an abiding interest in edu
cation generally and legal education in particular. He 
served as a member of the National Bar Examination 
Board from 1982 to 1987 and as a member of the Pieter
maritzburg Board of the Faculty of Law from 1989 to the 
date of his death. Throughout his short judicial career 
he presided over moot courts conducted by the faculties 
oflaw in Pietermaritzburg and Durban and he also served 
as an external examiner for the university. In November 
last year he served on a committee to review the activ
ities of the school oflaw of the University of Natal in Dur
ban, and a few days prior to his death he was appointed 
as chairman of the Edgewood College Council. He was 
looking forward to being guest speaker at the diploma 
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Tribute to Law J (continued) 

faced the prospect of death. He even had something 
amusing to say about today's proceedings; he told me to 
choose my words carefully because he would be listening. 

He was concerned throughout not so much with his 
own predicament but with the welfare of those he loved 
above all others, his wife Jeanette, to whom he was mar
ried for nearly thirty-three years, and his children Ann, 
John and Elizabeth. He was a kind, considerate and 
generous husband, father and friend. We will miss him 
terribly. 

Mr Combrinck: 
M' Lord, on behalf of the members of the Natal Bar we 
would like to join in the tribute paid by Your Lordship 
and we would like to associate ourselves and endorse 
everything that Your Lordship has said. I think I can say, 
without fear of contradiction, that during the years that 
Brian Law practised at the Bar he was probably the most 
popular and respected member of the Bar. He was 
respected for his enormous courage, he was a formidable 
opponent and he was popular because he always had time 
for everybody from the most junior junior to the most 
senior member. In essence, M'Lord, he was a down to 
earth commonsense people's person who always had time 
for everybody and, as His Lordship has said, with his ele
vation to the Bench he never lost those attributes. He 
always afforded counsel a fair and patient hearing and 
no litigant ever left his court with a feeling other than that 
he had had a fair hearing and that justice had been done. 
We share with Your Lordships and his family a feeling 
of immense loss, J eanette, Ann, John, Elizabeth, please 
accept our deepest sympathy. We mourn his departure 
but we will never forget him. Thank you. 
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Tribute to Bristowe J (continued) 

ceremony of the Edgewood College on the 2nd of March 
this' year. 

Nick Bristowe married his wife J anet in 1982. He 
already had two daughters by a previous marriage and 
Jan's three young children increased his family to five. 
He drew no distinction whatsoever between his own and 
Jan's children and was a devoted, kind and generous 
father to all of them. His daughter Philippa is in Germany 
at present on a Rotary Exchange Scholarship but the 
other children, Kate, John, Marian and Matthew are 
here with Jan. Also present are Nick's sister, Mrs 
Elizabeth Lane and her husband. To all of them we 
extend our deepest sympathy. 

Mr Wallis: 
M'Lord the members of the Society ofAdvocates of Natal 
were deeply shocked at the news ofJudge Bristowe's sud
den death and we associate ourselves entirely with what 
has fallen from Your Lordship this morning. In his brief 
period of office on the Bench Judge Bristowe not only 
demonstrated his fitness to fill that high office but also 
by his charm, his courtesy and his patience he endeared 
himselfto the members of the Bar. It was for all ofus truly 
a pleasure to appear in his court. 

Most of us knew Nick Bristowe better as a colleague 
and a friend than we knew him as aJudge. My own first 
encounter with him was eighteen years ago when I com
menced pupillage. He was then a member of a group 
which included Feetham, Didcott, Booysen, Raftersath, 
Gordon and Combrink, all of them then or later silks, 
two of them to precede him and one to follow him to this 
Bench. It is a tribute to Nick Bristowe's abilities as an 
advocate that he shone in that company. He was a formid
able opponent in court but at all times scrupulously fair 
and open in his dealings with his colleagues. As M'Lord 
has mentioned Nick Bristowe served this Society ofAdvo
cates well. He was its secretary and its treasurer. He acted 
as an examiner locally for the National Bar Examinations 
and as a member of the National Examinations Board, 
and in so doing he made a very significant contribution 
to the improvements effected in the training of advocates 
in the last dozen years. But M'Lord the measure of a 
man's contribution to his profession is not simply deter
mined by the success which he gains or the offices which 
he fills. There are always those at the Bar who make a 
special contribution by their willing participation in all 
the activities of the Society and particularly in their helpful 
advice to their colleagues. Nick Bristowe was one of those. 
His door was always open to a colleague, particularly 
those junior to himself, and the advice which he gave was 
always helpful. There are few of us here today who were 
colleagues of his at the Bar who did not at some time or 
other go and seek and receive that advice willingly given. 
We viewed his elevation to the Bench as well earned and 
well deserved but we were conscious that it left a gap in 
the ranks of the Bar. His untimely death M'Lord has left 
a gap in our Bench which will not easily be filled. M'Lord 
today we mourn the loss of ajudge, the loss of a colleague 
and the loss of a friend. He was in the fullest sense of the 
words a civilised person and a gentleman and we will miss 
him greatly. To J an and the children and his family we 
extend our deepest and our most heartfelt sympathy. 
Thank you M'Lord. • 
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