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A Palace in the Veldt 
the centennial annive~sary of the 


.Palace of Justice: 9 May 1902·2002 

Ado/ph A Landman 

Judge of the Labour Court 

A new courthouse 

On 17 June 1895 ~hief Jus
tice J G Kotze and the 
Overige Rechters addressed 
a letter to the State Presi 

dent and the members of the executive 
council of the ZuidrAfrikaansche Re
publiek. They' had settled the plans for 
the new high court building with the 
State Architect and Head of Public 
Works (Sytze Wopkes Wierda) , but 
now some bureaucrats wished the court 
to share the building with other state 
departments. The judges felt that: " De 

mogelykheid voor eenige conflict tusschen 
de Rechterlyke macht en eenige andere 
macht moet steeds zoo veel mogelyk 
uitgesloten worden". Their complaint 
was to prove prophetic as the clash 
between Bench and State developed 
resulting in the dismissal of the chief 
justice. 1 But for now the judges had their 
way and the plan was revised. 

A formal high court had been estab
lished in the ZAR in 1877. It was located 
in the government building until it 
moved to an unpretentious commercial 
building situated on the corner of 
Andries and Kantoor Streets (now 
Bureau Lane) which the government 
hired for £500 per year. The ZAR was a 
poor country and funds did not permit 
more luxurious accommodation . The 
discovery of gold on the eastern escarp
ment and the Witwatersrand progres
sively brought great wealth to the 
Republic (public finance stood a t £30 
000 in 1870 but rose to £5 438 000 in 
1898). It also brough t wi th ita grea t deal 
of envy and political instability and 
finall y a war. One of the early harbingers 
of the war clouds was the J ameson raid. 
The raiders and the Reform Committee 
members were put on trial in the Pretoria 
Market Hall. It was about this time that 
the Volksraad decided to commission 

the State Architect to draw up plans for 
a proper courthouse. The task fell to 
Wierda. 

Wierda 

Wierda was a new immigrant to the 
ZAR. He was an accomplished crafts
man and prizewinning architect who 
had published a work with the short 
title Belgische Industrie. In July 1887 
Wierda had accepted the post of Gou
vernements Ingenieur en Architect of the 
ZAR at a salary of £600 pa. He was 
responsible for a major building pro
gramme including the Leprozenhuis near 
Westfort, the Volkshospitaal, the Krank
sinnigegestig (in the Oude Botanische 
Tuin now Weskoppies) , the Ontsmet
tingsgebou used by the state veterinarian 
Dr Arnold Theiler, the Staatsdrukkery , 
the Staatsmodelschool, the Staatsgym
nasium the Staatsmuseum, Artilleriege
bou and other government buildings in 
towns on the platteland. 2 

Wierda initially produced a modest 
design which, after consultation with the 
judges and a building commission, 
developed into the Palace of Justice. 
The final design was an eclectic style 
which Wierda described as " Oud-Hol
landsch". The Palace was to be situated 
on the square opposite the Staatsgebou 
(the Raadzaal). A tender was awarded to 
J Munro who quoted £115260 to build 
it. Work commenced in June 1896. The 
builders had first to disassemble and 
rebuild the Nederduitsch Hervormde of 
Gereformeerde Kerk and to demolish the 
Rev Begemann's manse and the tempor
ary office of Christiaan Joubert , the 
Commissioner of Mines. 

The foundation stone was laid by 
President Paul Kruger on 8 June 1897. 
The Bench was represented at the 
ceremony by Kotze CJ, and Ameshoff, 
Jorrisen, Morice, Gregorowski and 

Adolph A Landman is a judge of the Labour 
Court of South Africa. He first set foot in the 
Palace of Justice in January 1971 as an 
articled clerk. 

Esser 11. Initially it had been proposed 
that the Kommandant-Generaal, Piet 
Joubert, should lay the stone. Chief 
Justice Kotze would not have it. He 
insisted that it be the President. This 
triumvirate had something in common. 
They had all stood for election for the 
position of president; Judge Kotze did so 
while retaining his judicial seat. He came 
last, having garnished only 81 of the 14 
944 votes cast. 

In his speech the President referred to 
the story of Cain and Abel and said: 
"Though a man might be ever so guilty 

ofa crime, he had the righ t to be heard so 
that he might defend himself. He had a 
right to be brought before the Court; 
and no man had the power to punish him 
but the Judges" .3 The President could 

not pass up an opportunity to deal with 
the burning constitutional question of 
the day. He said: "To err is human, but 
the irrevocability of a judicial sentence 
made the functions of a Judge a solemn 
duty, for who shall try the Judges 
themselves? There may be some who 
will see in these words an allusion to the 
negotiations pending between Raad and 
Bench ... both aim at the same object, to 
secure the independence of the courts 
without infringing upon the prerogative 
of the sovereign people." Nearing the 

end of his speech the crafty President 
resorted to some gentle flattery and used 
words which to this day warm the 
cockles of the hearts of judges (even 
those with hearts of stone) saying: 
"Happily we have an excellent body of 
Judges, but their salaries are not ade
quate to their high position." 
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Building proceeded apace and was 
very nearly completed when the second 
Anglo-Boer War broke out. The Palace 
had not yet been used as a court. But 
some use was made of it. The artist, Herr 
Wichgraf, used a room as a studio while 
painting the ZAR executive council in 
the act of receiving a deputation of Boer 
citizens. The completed work was ex
hibited there. After war broke out the 
women of Pretoria, led by Mrs Schutte, 
the wife of the landdrost, set up a 
Vrouwens Werkgezelschap to make 
clothes for the men on the front. They 
used several rooms in the uncompleted 
Palace and met there daily in the after

4 noons. 
When Lord Roberts advanced on 

Pretoria, thinking erroneously that by 
taking the capital the war would be over, 
the ZAR forces abandoned the town, 
taking with them the artillery from the 
surrounding forts. It fell to some senior 
civil servants and town officials, includ
ing Wierda, to surrender the town to the 
British Army on 5 June 1900.5 

The architect Sytze Wopkes Wierda. 

The Palace as hospital 

Pretoria fell under the military's 
jurisdiction and was administered by 
Lord Athlumney, the provost marshal. 
The uncompleted Palace was comman
deered to serve as a hospital. There were 
other hospitals in Pretoria. Private 
citizens had also established hospitals. 
TW Beckett's house in the suburb of 
Acadia was used as a hospital for 
convalescents. (Could the trip from 
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town to Beckett's hospital have given 
rise to the expression "Beckett's Trek"?) 

There was heady support for the war 
in the British Isles and the colonies. 
Private individuals endowed train hos
pitals, hospital ships and mobile and 
stationary hospitals. Ireland supplied 
soldiers to both sides. MacBride's Irish 
Brigade fought with the Boers. The Irish 
Lord Iveagh commissioned a 100 bed 
stationary hospital, the Irish hospital, 
with its own transport. The hospital was 
led by Sir William Thompson with Dr 
George Stoker as the assistant chief 
surgeon. They were accompanied by 
four civil surgeons, four nursing sisters 
and members of the RAMC and St JAB. 
A portion of this hospital accompanied 
the 11 th Division's march to Pretoria 
and took up position in the uncompleted 
Palace on 14 June 1900. On 19 June, 83 
patients were admitted.6 

Lady Briggs, who visited it at this 
time, later wrote: "This Irish Hospital 
had eighty-three wards, all spacious, 
light, and well ventilated, the principal 
bearing the names of great generals or 
benefactors. But the central hall, with its 
magnificent pillars and colonnades, was 
the one to make a never-to-be-forgotten 
impression. This ward was called the 
Victoria hall; and gorgeous it was in its 
grandeur, the colour effects being pro
duced by the stained glass ceiling, by the 
bright red blankets on the beds and the 
uniform of the army nursing and civil 
sisters. ,,7 

On 1 July the remainder of the Irish 
hospital, which had been left behind at 
Bloemfontein, rejoined the hospital in 
Pretoria. The hospital was known as the 
Palace of Justice Hospital or the Irish 
Hospital. Lord Roberts officially 
opened the hospital on 11 July. By the 
end of July the hospital had expanded to 
500 beds. Private Horace of the 14th 
Regiment of Hussars noted in his diary: 
"July 25th: Buffs band on Church 
Square and visited my chum Nobby 
Grace who was down with enteric in the 
Palace of Justice Hospital, Pretoria". 8 

The Irish hospital staff left for England 
on 15 October leaving 180 patients in the 
hands of the military medical staff. 

The new court 

The ZAR was formally annexed by 
proclamation on 25 October 1900. Some 
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civil government functions were restored 
in the Transvaal Colony before the 
signing of the peace treaty. Proclama
tion 14 of 1902 provided for a high court. 
Judges and staff were recruited and soon 
the court opened for business. Lord 
Milner, prompted by Sir Richard Solo
mon the legal adviser or attorney-gen
eral (equivalent of Minister of Justice) 
offered the post of judge president (the 
designation was later changed to Chief 
Justice of the Supreme Court) to Sir 
James Rose Innes KCMG QC, the 
attorney-general in the Cape cabinet. 
The first puisne judge was William H 
Solomon (brother of Sir Richard). Sir 
Richard, Sir James and Sir William had 
all been schoolfellows at Rev Robert 
Templeton's School in the small town of 
Bedford in the Eastern Cape.9 J W 
Wessels, whom the chief justice had 
met when he came to Pretoria with a 
watching brief for the trial of the 
Reformers, was the second puisne judge. 
The third was Sir William Smith of the 
English Bar followed by the A Weir 
Mason of the Natal Bar. 

The Judge President has left us his 
impression of the Palace: "The court was 
housed in the new palace ofjustice - an 
ornate building, the entrance hall rather 
cluttered with pillars, but the court
rooms were adequate, convenient, and 
acoustically satisfactory. The well
equipped library, with an office for the 
librarian, was in striking contrast to the 
dingy room in the old Supreme Court 
block at the Cape... The judges' cham
bers were well furnished, my own being 
on a higher scale of comfort than I had 
ever enjoyed as a minister of the 
Crown."]O 

The JP must have had extraordinary 
acute hearing. Not so his brothers judges 
then or since. They found the acoustics 
in the large court, later known as "Court 
A", unsatisfactory. Mr Rorke, the sec
ond person to hold office as registrar, 
wrote to the secretary of the law depart
ment on 14 March 1904 that: "The 
acoustic properties of the room are so 
bad that the Court has continuously to 
ask Counsel and Witnesses to raise their 
voices, and Counsel have very great 
difficulty in hearing what the judges 
say". The judges wanted wires to be 
stretched across the room. It is not clear 
how this would have improved the 
acoustics. But it could be that a lower 
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makeshift ceiling was envisaged. [When 
I came to the Bar in 1974 the problem 
had still not been addressed .] 

Another problem, which too was not 
solved, were the crank handles on the 
doors leading from the passages into the 
courts. They played havoc with the 
gowns of advocates and officials of the 
court prompting the registrar to request 
the Public Works Department: ".. to 
substitute less obtrusive and gown-en
snaring handles for those at present in 
use." 

Judge Wessels, found the judges' 
chairs unsuitable. At his instance the 
registrar wrote to the Law Department 
on 21 March 1904: "Mr Justice Wessels 

and the other Judges sitting today, have The Palace of Justice as the "Irish Hospital. " 
directed me to have the Judges chairs 
lowered if possible, and to have 'castors' 
placed under the legs. In the alternative 
Mr Justice Curlewis suggest footstools 
but this I think will not suit the other 
Judges". Mr Rorke took the opportu
nity to complain about his own chair 
which he found "... very high and 
uncomfortable." Judge Wessels also 
wanted a small stepladder made for his 
chambers as he was unable to reach the 
top shelf of his library. 

The first sitting 

The first sitting of the High Court of 
the Colony of the Transvaal took place 
in the Palace of Justice on 9 May 1902. It 
generated much interest. The courtroom 
was crowded with advocates, barristers 
and attorneys, distinguished visitors and 

The Palace ofJustice, northface seen from Vermeulen Street. 

onlookers. One of those present was 
probably BA Tindall who was the jp's 
private secretary {Tindall who later 
edited the Cl's memoirs , became JP of 
the TPD 1937-1938). 

The Transvaal Advertiser reports: 
"Punctually at 11 o'clock the usher of 
the of the Court called for silence, and 
the members of the Bench entered and 
took their seats. The Hon Sir James 
Rose-Innes was first to enter, being 
followed byMr Justice Wessels, who 
took a seat on his left. Mr Justice 
Solomon followed , taking a seat on the 
right of the Chief Justice, and Sir 
William Smith took his seat on the right 
of Mr Justice Solomon." (( 

The report went on to say that the 
registrar, Mr Collinson, read the pre
amble of the proclamation constituting A recent sketch of the Palace of Justice by the artist E Ej iychis. 
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the court and the notice appointing the 
Bench. Sir James records that he and the 
registrar Mr Collinson had prepared and 
marked the proclamations in sequence. 
He observed that: "Collinson was just 
warming to his work, when there was an 
awkward pause; he was sitting below 
me, and the rising tide of colour on his 
polished cranium told its own tale. He 
had mixed up his papers. Fortunately I 
had a duplicate set on my desk and was 
able to come to his assistance.,,12 

The JP announced that the members 
of the Bench had been duly sworn before 
the High Commissioner and declared 
the court open for the transaction of 
business. The business that day was 
devoted to the admission of 170 advo
cates, attorneys, notaries and conveyan
cers and sworn translators. 

Among the advocates admitted that 
day were Sir R Solomon (Attorney
General of the Transvaal), Sir WJ 
Marriot (PC, KC, Bencher of Lincoln's 
Inn), S Brice (LLD, KC, author of a 
work on the law of ultra vires), JW 
Leonard (also a scholar at Rev Temple
ton's school, KC, formerly attorney
general in Cape Colony Cabinet, later 
appeared for Mahatma Ghandi), 
D Ward (possibly D Ward, who became 
a judge of the ORC), H Tennant (this 
may be Hercules Tennant later Secretary 
for Justice of the Transvaal), S H Barber 
(previously a member of the ZAR Bar), 
JD Forster (whose life Dr FET Krause 
(later JP of the OPD) had threatened), 
GT Morice (former ZAR judge), E N
athan (cousin of Manfred Nathan and 
politician), HO Buckle (later chief ma
gistrate of Johannesburg, with Jones 
author of The Civil Practice of the 
Magistrates' Court in South Africa), 
EW Douglas (Crown Prosecutor), 
CF Stallard (KC, leader of the Johan
nesburg Bar, Minister of Mines and 
centurion), Saul Solomon (judge of the 
TPD 1927-1955), JF Rubie (recent im
migrant, previously a member of the 
Cape Bar), HB Papenfus (who during 
the war had inspired Manfred Nathan to 
write The Legal Effect of War on 
Contracts), PM Beyers (studied theology 
in the Netherlands together with Lord 
Henry de Villiers), Manfred Nathan 
(KC, President of the Tax Court and 
author of, inter alia, Not Heaven Itselj), 
W A MacFayden (he represented the 
ECD at the 1910 Conference of South 
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African Bars), JS Curlewis (Chief Justice 
ofSouth Africa 1936-1938), CA Wentzel 
(Chief Magistrate of Johannesburg), 
and FP Crots (MA LLB (Cantab) Crots, 
with Manfred Nathan, was led by 
J W Wessels in the celebrated defence 
of BJ Jones, a ZARP (policeman), who 
had shot one Edgar. The trial led to a 
great agitation amongst the "uitlan
ders. "), JL Brown (elderly London 
barrister), W Stoney (previously a mem
ber of the ZAR Bar), J Stratford (Chief 
Justice of South Africa 1938-1939), 
AT Rooth (previously a member of 
the ZAR Bar), CF Rorke (later the 
registrar of the court, died at Kia 
Morogora, in the East Africa campaign) 
and CWTB Juta (brother of Calla Juta 
who was at one time registrar and sheriff 
of the high court. CWBT Juta, (1872
1964) later became the Registrar of 
Patents and Trade Marks). 

Prominent amongst the attorneys 
were N MacRobert, WS Webber, 
GA Mulligan (KC, author of legal 
works; father was a drummer boy at 
the battle of Waterloo), WA Tindall, 
RT Tindall, WHS Bell (Reform trial
ist, author, publisher, editor of the 
Cape Law Journal and South African 
Law Journal), JG Quin and P O'Hea 
(who became partners; O'Hea had 
been a member of Gladstone's Home 
Rule Parliament), H de Villiers Stey
tIer (Henry Steytler, son of Rev AI 
Steytler, in partnership with FW 
Beyers who became a judge of ap
peal), JA Neser (Johannes Adriaan 
Neser, father of Vivian Herbert (Boet) 
Neser, judge of the TPD, and grand
father of Dan Adriaan Neser SC of 
the Pretoria Bar). 

Mr GH Buskes applied to be admitted 
as both and advocate and an attorney. 
The court was not prepared to grant this 
application. On withdrawal of the ap
plication for admission as an advocate 
Mr Buskes was admitted as an attorney 
and notary. Those admitted, if present, 
took an oath of allegiance to King 
Edward the VII. 

It was remarkable that, unbeknown to 
them, five of those present in court that 
day, three on the Bench (Rose Innes CJ, 
Solomon J and Wessels J) and two at the 
Bar (Curlewis and Stratford), would 
grace the Appellate Division of the 
Supreme Court as chief justice of South 
Africa. 

Postea 

The Palace of Justice was used con
tinuously until the 1990s when the 
Transvaal Provincial Division, which 
had long outgrown its accommodation, 
moved across Vermeulen Street into a 
new court house. The Palace was left to 
the untender mercies of vandals, vaga
bonds and schoolboys until a decision 
was taken to restore it to its former 
glory. This work was carried out by 
Holm and Holm Architects in terms of a 
Public Works Department commission 
(supervised by architect Mrs Susan 
Pyke). One hundred years after its 
official inauguration the Palace of Jus
tice is again functioning as a court of 
law. 
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