
Fly on the wall 


F
ly had occasion during March to venture beyond the more 
accustomed confines of the WLO and the TPO, to 
jurisdictions apparently less familiar than certainly the 
former of these with the unwritten rule that the atmos

phere attained by the houses ofjustice must, as closely as possible, 
resemble that prevalent in an average public latrine. The Free 
State Court presented itself as depressingly lacking in grime and 
dilapidation, but did offer the consolation of the smell of boiling 
offal to greet the visitor's morning nostrils with the promise of 
afternoon nausea. Fly and his opponent, a fellow traveller from 
the land of gold and crime, lamented the condition of their home 
pad to the Judge President of the OPO. The JP was particularly 
impressed by Fly's opponent's story of the sheep head in the open 
box that dutifully kept vigil in the passage outside one of the WLO 
courts for a fortnight, gathering flies by the day. There was a 
mixture of horror and pity in the jp's eyes. He showed his visitors 
the new court buildings, but wished to avoid hurting their feelings. 
He succeeded in part of his mission. 

' . . . that dutifully kept vigil in the passage outside one of 
the WLD courts . . . ' 

The CPO was woefully deprived of bits of coat-hanger for 
lavatory door-handles, dripping fluid looking dangerously 
organic, a sign reading don't steel the peper' representing the 
best evidence of where the toilet-paper used to be, lift attendants 
fresh from a Blade Runner rerun perched on the remnants of 
chairs hammering on the remnants of buttons in the remnants of 
lifts that had long since lost the ability to stop when called from a 
floor below by the push of what used to be a button and was now, 
like an Oedipal eye, a gaping hole with beckoning wires, and all 
those familiar trappings of power that adorned the green green 
grot of home. How could this place be a court? Fly stumbled 
across a delightful bit of CPO trivia when he bumped into a 
colleague and asked where the robing room was. He was told that 
there was, technically speaking, such a thing, but, as a tradition, it 
was boycotted because it had at some point come replete with 
Whites Only signs. Hence, Fly instantly realised, the spectacle of 
advocates roaming the streets of Cape Town and smiling at the 
television cameras in their robes. A noble tradition, it seemed to 
Fly, but one that, if followed through, would require the 
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boycotting of the profession, the courts (apart from the dock, of 
course), all ofgovernment, and most of what was useful to have in 
South Africa. Fly was heartened to learn that the court room to be 
utilised for the purpose of hearing his application was covered 
with dust, had the feel ofan East Rand magistrate's court to it, and 
possessed the benefit of an ambience created by workmen in the 
process of breaking things. This was much more like it. It was truly 
a pity that prior visits had revealed unsporting splendour in some 
parts of the building. 

Of course, Fly could hardly expect the hallowed halls of the 
SCA to oblige him with something splendidly horrible. The court 
itself was august enough . But Fly was cheered no end by the 
amusing bathos of the robing room, which could pass for a store 
room that had been hastily converted into a staff room for a 
plattelandse skooltjie. Perhaps he had expected too much of the 
place. Or perhaps he was too eager to find a flaw. If honest with 
himself, he had to admit that the robing room was imbued with 
real charm that was difficult to imitate elsewhere. 

Fly reflected (apropos of nothing at all) on his visits to the 
Bophuthatswana court in 1998 courts that seemed to befit a 
kingdom were peopled by a separate judge for each application 
that was in any danger of being heard that day. Empty pomp was 
dreamily drumming its fingers bereft of the crazy ideological 
spasm that spawned it. If half of the WLO motions could be 
packed off there, one might never get bumped on a Friday, and the 
judges back home might have less of that look of roadkill about 
them. Fly remembers being sent home on the first occasion there 
because heads ofargument in an interlocutory application had not 
been filed fourteen court days in advance, which was some thirteen 
court days before Fly had been briefed in the matter. 

Back home, Fly was relieved to be without reminders that it was 
not a necessary incident of the practice of law that it occur in a 
cess-pit. It was better not to think too long about the wonders of 
air-conditioning and about a fantasy courthouse where theft and 
death would look silly if they were to arrive uninvited in a guise 
other than as charges to be tried. Much better to finish the day's 
business and get out as fast and as alive as possible, to come back 
tomorrow to see another piece missing here, another piece broken 
there. If the din of the slowly crumbling edifice got too loud, one 
could pause and take a breath, or speak up a bit. Fly made a note 
to remember to take the last light bulb with him as a souvenir, 
when the time came. (l) 

'... and smiling at the television cameras in their robes . . . ' 
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