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In the April 1995 edition of Consultus it was reported 
that Leona Theron, a member of the Durban Bar, 
had been successfully nominated by the General 
Council of the Bar of South Africa for the 
Commonwealth Foundation Fellowship. She shares 
her experiences during the trip with Consultus. 

I was nominated by the General Council of the Bar for the 
Commonwealth Foundation Fellowship Programme 

Award. The primary purpose of the programme, organised 
by the Commonwealth Foundation, is to promote 
Commonwealth understanding. Professionals from various 
Commonwealth countries are eligible to participate in the 
month-long programme. It entails spending two weeks in 
the United Kingdom, and a week each in two other 
Commonwealth countries. The two Commonwealth coun
tries chosen as hosts this year were Sri Lanka and Pakistan. 

En route to London from Johannesburg, aboard British 
Airways, we lost a passenger. An 83 year old grandmother, 
who had been seated only two seats in front of me had died 
during the overnight flight. Her death was only discovered 
in the morning, shortly before landing, when the cabin 
attendant tried to wake her for breakfast. It was only after 
breakfast had been served that her body was removed to the 
back of the aircraft. To this day, I still wonder whether the 
passenger seated next to the old lady enjoyed his breakfast 
... It must have been a horrible meal. This incident also 
made me realise the truth of the phrase "life carries on", 
because regardless of the fact that there had been a death on 
board, the serving of breakfast was a priority for the cabin 
attendants. Professionalism can seem cruel and callous at 
times. 

There were 11 fellows, representing a broad section of 
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the Commonwealth. In the group we had representatives 
from the Bahamas (intelligence officer), Guyana (trade 
unionist), Kenya (professor), Malta (pharmacist), Tanzania 
(auditor-general), Trinidad and Tobago (attorney), United 
Kingdom (nurse), Western Samoa (medical practitioner), 
Zimbabwe (engineer) and of course, South Africa repre
sented by Khaba Mkhize, assistant editor of the Natal 
Witness, and myself. Countries don't usually have two rep
resentatives in the programme. However, as this was the 
first time that South Africa had been represented, the organ
isers decided that that the circumstances warranted South 
Africa being allowed two representatives. 

The first two weeks of the programme were spent in 
London. A two-day orientation period was conducted at 
Cumberland Lodge, a palace built by Oliver Cromwell in 
the mid-seventeenth century. Our very gracious host was 
Lord Moore of Wolvercote. There the fellows "bonded". 
We got to know each other and learnt about each other's 
countries. The two days were wonderful, and the fellows 
were reluctant to leave. I must admit that it is not too diffi
cult to be comfortable in a palace. 

The remaining time in London was taken up with inten
sive seminars and workshops (the purpose of which was to 
introduce us to the workings of the Commonwealth), inter
spersed with cocktail parties, dinner parties (at which we 
met and mingled with the cream of London society) and 
sightseeing tours (during which we learnt about the city and 
its history). 

Because this was the first time that South Africa had 
been represented in the programme, wherever we travelled, 
Khaba Mkhize and I were given a special welcome. 
Furthermore, dignitaries who addressed us never failed to 
comment, with awe and admiration, on the emergence of a 
new and democratic order in South Africa. 

On March 13, Commonwealth Day, the fellows attend
ed a multifaith Commonwealth Day observance, held at 
Westminster Abbey, in the presence of Queen Elizabeth 11, 
head of the Commonwealth, and the Duke of Edinburgh. 
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Her Majesty, in her message, said: "Over the last year we 
have seen shining examples of [tolerance] in action in the 
emergence of a new South Africa ... and the recent signs of 
change in Northern Ireland. We pray that these examples 
will inspire everyone to try harder to make tolerance a uni
versal rule of life." 

On March 16, the fellows were invited to Buckingham 
Palace for a private audience with the queen. Prior to the 
meeting we were given a detailed briefing on royal proto
col. We were instructed that, on being presented to the 
queen, women should curtsy, while men should shake 
hands with the queen and lower their heads ever so slightly. 
Furthermore, it is not protocol for commoners to actively 
seek out the queen and engage her in conversation; we 
should wait until the queen approaches us, and even then 
we should listen and make appropriate responses. We were 
also advised not to make any jokes. I am sure it must be 
incredibly strenuous on the queen to be the only one who is 
permitted to joke and tell humorous stories without her 
audience reciprocating. (Surely the origin of the saying "a 
stiff upper lip".) As I was being presented to the queen, my 
mind was so preoccupied with following protocol, that I 
was unable fully to savour and enjoy the experience. I can, 
however, remember that the queen engaged in brief chit 
chat with each of us about our respective professions and 
countries. 

As part of the programme the fellows had an opportu
nity to meet with professionals from their respective pro
fessions. I met with Claire Miskin and Colin Nicholls QC, 
two of London's leading barristers. I was very excited at 
the prospect of visiting both their chambers. I don't know 
what I had expected to find, but I do know that I was slight
ly disappointed. I discovered that chambers in London are 
no different to chambers anywhere in South Africa. I also 
discovered that the issues facing the advocates' profession, 
in both countries, are similar. The training and certification 
of pupils, continued training of advocates, and accommo
dating new members in chambers, are but a few of the 
issues we share. In this year, only ten percent of the pupils 
who had applied, were admitted to chambers. 

The next stop on our itinerary was Sri Lanka, a breath
takingly beautiful island. Tourist publicity associations 
promote the island as "a paradise on earth". My impression 
was that this is no exaggeration. The country's vegetation 
is lush and green with acres and acres of tea and rice plan
tations cut into terraces. The streets are lined with exotic 
coconut palms. 

The Sri Lankans are a warm, friendly and deeply reli
gious people. We were welcomed with traditional Indian 
dancing and the lighting of candles. During our stay we 
visited numerous temples, and regardless of the time of day, 
there were always worshippers. Both men and women may 
enter the temples, but they must remove their shoes and 
adopt appropriate dress. 

Prior to the 1970s the legal profession in Sri Lanka was 
practised by a divided bar. Subsequently there was a fusion 
of the bar and side-bar and all legal practitioners became 
known as attorneys-at-Iaw. In Kandy (the second largest 
city in Sri Lanka) immediately prior to fusion, the bar con
sisted of approximately 10 and the side-bar of 50 members. 
Presently, the Kandy Bar Association (comprising all attor

. 	neys-at-law) consists of 115 members, and of these, 20 con
tinue to practice as advocates. Despite the fact that they are 
entitled to, these advocates do not act without instructions 
from an attorney. According to a senior counsel, in spite of 
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fusion, they are "continuing with the previous tradition of a 
divided bar". Most attorneys are ready to admit that the 
nature of an attorney 's practice is such that it is necessary to 
brief counsel. Whilst some attorneys do appear in the High 
Court, it is, to a large extent, regarded as the domain of 
counsel. 

En route to Pakistan from Sri Lanka we stopped over in 
Dubai for a few hours. Approximately sixty percent of the 
passengers on board the plane to Dubai were young Sri 
Lankan girls who were going to work as maids in Dubai. 
They had all completed matric in Sri Lanka, but due to the 
high unemployment rate, had to leave the island in order to 
find employment. It was an emotional experience to wit
ness these young girls, who had probably never been off the 
island before, taking leave of their families. Desperately 
clutching their bags, they boarded the aircraft. For a few 
minutes after take-off, one could hear silent sobs coming 
from all parts of the aircraft. 

I found a mixture of both the first and third world in 
Pakistan. Islamabad is a beautiful, modern city, with build
ings reflecting the latest architectural trends. Lahore, on 
the other hand, is a much older city, where the country's his
tory is reflected in its old buildings, forts and mosques. 
Traffic on the streets of Lahore include motor vehicles, 
scooters and animal drawn carts, the latter operating pri
marily as taxis. Traffic laws and regulations are non-exis
tent in Lahore. For example, when a driver wishes to carry 
out any manoeuvre at all on the road, whether it is turning 
or overtaking, all he/she has to do is flick lights or blow a 
horn. Deciding what it is that the driver next to you intends 
doing is a hazardous pastime. During peak periods the 
streets become an "orchestra of horns". 

I felt uncomfortable in Pakistan. Firstly, wherever we 
went we stood out as foreigners. Secondly, Pakistan is 
experiencing a resurgence of Islamic fundamentalism, sim
ilar to that of other Muslim states and there is a backlash 
against Westernisation. In London, prior to leaving for 
Pakistan, we were briefed on what was regarded as appro
priate dress, particularly for women. We were told that a 
women's arms or legs should not be visible and that her 
clothes should fit loosely, and not show the shape of her 
body. 

In Pakistan, alcohol is banned and only available to for
eigners and non-Muslims at the international hotels. But I 
do have information, from very reliable sources, that "she
beens" exist in Pakistan. One of the fellows tried to smug
gle alcohol into the country, but this was discovered and 
confiscated by customs officials. 

The country I found most fascinating was Sri Lanka. 
This was due to a number of factors. Having grown up in 
Natal, amidst a large Indian community, Sri Lanka was 
almost like home to me. Furthermore, the Sri Lankan cli
mate is similar to that of Durban. In Sri Lanka, winter, 
autumn and spring are unknown seasons as they only have 
wet and dry seasons. Furthermore, the developments in the 
legal profession after fusion were of particular interest to 
me. The Sri Lankan experience is evidence that the Bar can 
survive fusion. 

The experiences and memories of this trip will live 
with me forever. This trip has indeed been an education. It 
opened my eyes to a world I had previously only read about 
and has positively influenced my personal growth and 
development. I am sincerely grateful to the General 
Council of the Bar for having nominated me, thus making 
this trip possible. 0 
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