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meritocracy where all are welcome and 
nothing will stand in the way of true 
merit. To my mind this is its strength. 

The beginnings of the Cape Bar were in 
1828, during the British occupation of 
the Cape, after which there were several 
counsel holding the degree of Doctor 
of Laws from Leiden, and others who 
were English barristers, enabling them 
to practise at the Cape. Today there 
are 332 practising members of the 
Cape Bar, 63 of whom are silks and 
269 stuffgownsmen and, increasingly, 
stuffgownswomen. 

Of course our Bar faces stresses and 
tensions arising from the past and 
presently at work in Cape and South 
African society at large. This is only to 
be expected, and should take no intelli
gent person by surprise. Whatever may 
happen in the future, one feels confident 
that the Cape Bar will survive; and it 
may be worth recalling, metaphorically, 
what the South African poet, C Louis 
Leipoldt, said of a small South African 
village (Clanwilliam) in his novel 
Stormwrack: 'Perhaps that was the 
tragedy of the Village that it acquiesced 

Some recollections (possibly inaccurate) 

of a long-time member of the Cape Bar 
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envy Ellison Kahn, editor emeritus of 
the South African Law Journal, who 
must have a vast store of facts, anec

dotal events and sayings committed to 
writing and thoroughly indexed, which 
enables him to provide an appropriate 
article at the drop of a hat. I have to rely 
entirely on a fading memory, hence the 
cautionary note in the title. 

To begin at the beginning: I felt myself 
too raw to proceed to practise as an 
advocate immediately after my degree. I 
therefore pursued, unwillingly - taking 
the only employment then available to 
me - a course as a civil servant in the 
Master's Office, and then, more willing-· 
ly, became a professional assistant with 
a firm of attorneys. Had I known then 
what I later discovered on joining the 
Bar - that if you do not know what to do, 
seek help from a colleague in chambers, 
or in the courtroom, as the case may be 
- I would probably have come directly 
from university to the Bar, and my prac
tice would most likely have taken an 
entirely different direction to that which 
it did because of my prejoining experi
ence; for that I am eternally grateful. 
Nevertheless, the introduction of pupil
lage and the entrance examination was 
an extremely commendable step to 
equip members in the practical applica
tion of the academic legal knowledge 
gained in the university lecture rooms. 
This benefits not only the newcomers, 
but also their prospective clients. 
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When I joined the Bar, its members were 
housed in Temple Chambers. If I 
remember correctly, £10 was adequate 
to meet ones usual expenses; ie rent, Bar 
dues, stationery and the cup of tea or 
coffee which we had to order from the 
building'S caretaker (£10 in those days 
had the same purchasing power as 
± RI 200 today). We led a no-frills exis
tence which we were able to do because 
few, if any, of us employed secretaries. 
We sent our hand-drafted pleadings to 
our instructing attorneys and if we need
ed anything typed we used the good 
offices ofa Mrs Elias who ran a typing 
agency on the fourth floor (three floors 
were occupied by the Bar). When Mrs 
Elias retired, she passed on her agency 
to a Miss Leers who followed us when 
we moved to Utilitas in Dorp Street and 
again when we changed our housing to 
Huguenot Chambers. By then, many of 
us employed typing secretaries and her 
work fell off, so she assisted with the pro 
deo rosters. In the end Miss Leers must 
have lost almost all her typing clients, 
not least due to the fact that she contin
ued to use an antiquated typewriter. 

Newcomers to the Bar, who had no con
nections with quarters from which work 
could come, struggled to make a living 
for a number of years, particularly as 
fraternising with attorneys was forbid
den. They did however have the advan
tage of a courtesy that was usually 
observed rather than breached. In forma 

in changes which it could not forbid, 
and while acquiescing, was incapable of 
realising what it lost.' 

May we at the Cape Bar preserve what 
is worth preserving, holding it dear 
without fear of changing the rest. To my 
mind, what is worth preserving, inter 

alia, is the individuality and independ
ence of each and every brother and sis
ter at the Bar. It is in cherishing this that 
one can, perhaps, adopting the words of 
the song, say: 'Non gravis est; frater 

meus est' . CO 

pauperis work, mainly in the divorce 
field, was fairly plentiful. Attorneys and 
advocates were on a roster; the one to 
brief the other to accept a brief. The 
courtesy was that the briefing attorney, 
when next he had a suitable paying brief 
would brief the advocate, and gradually 
the latter's practice would grow accord
ing to his merits. Today junior counsel 
are better off with the legal-aid system, 
even though they may have difficulty in 
prising their fees out of the bureaucrats. 

We had no kitchen facilities at Temple 
Chambers. We did have a common 
room where most of the Bar congre
gated at 16hOO until hometime to 
partake of some food and tea or coffee 
supplied (for remuneration) by the 
caretaker. There was a strict rule mostly 
observed: no discussion about work; so 
gossip, comment on the news, and so on 
was the verbal fare. We were then a 
small Bar (compared to today) of less 
than 60 and all the members knew one 
another. Today, probably because of the 
fact that each floor in Huguenot 
Chambers has its own kitchen facilities, 
but also because of the growth in the 
size of our Bar, the custom where 
colleagues meet one another socially 
in a common room has practically 
fallen away. 

When I joined the Bar there was or had 
been (I am not sure) one woman advo
cate at the Bar - Maggie Oblowitz - but 
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her time was very short. She learnt only 
too soon that women had little hope of 
being briefed. It is different today. 
Practically isolated, because of the 
nature of my practice, from contact with 
my colleagues, I am never certain nowa
days, when in a lift, whether the women 
there are secretaries or colleagues. 

In 1958/9 the Bar's accommodation was 
changed from Temple Chambers to 
Utilitas in Dorp Street. Our numbers 
had grown sufficiently to occupy five 
floors. Facilities for getting a cup of tea 
or coffee were available on each floor. 
On my floor, and I think also on other 
floors, our receptionist kept a record of 
the cups of refreshment we ordered for 
ourselves and our clients. We were 
charged per cup and if there was a bal
ance after the costs, it went towards 
buying textbooks for the floor. The 
Cape Law Society had an extensive law 
library which it agreed to house in 
Utilitas and to allow the Bar use of its 
facilities. The library occupied the 
whole of the sixth floor, but just after we 
moved in, the hairline cracks that were 
discovered (on inspection) in the floor 
(of the sixth floor) were diagnosed by 
the engineers to be the result of faulty 
calculations in determining the strength 
of the floor required to carry the weight 
of the concentration of books on the 
shelves. The fault was rectified. I under
stood that, had the fault not been 
timeously detected, the lives of us 
inhabitants of the fifth floor would have 
been endangered. 

The move from Utilitas to Huguenot 
Chambers in 1974 began with dis
sention among the members. A referen-

Life at the Bar 
Germa Wright, 
Bloemfontein Bar 

Times may change and people 
come and go, but the unique 
character of the Free State Bar 

seems to remain constant - we are a 
family. For a young advocate it often 
feels as if the Free State Bar has existed 
forever. As the founding members and 
their successors are no longer with us, it 
is not clear when, where and how it all 
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dum revealed that many of the senior 
members were content to remain where 
we were despite the lack of parking 
(a major problem, partly overcome 
by feeding the meters in the nearby 
streets every two hours). The younger 
members wanted to move and said that 
they would do so whatever the outcome 
of the referendum. Youth had its way 
and we all moved (79 in all - Gerald 
Gordon would have been the 80th had 
he not decided to retire from practice). 
Negotiation of the master lease with 
the landlord was a marathon affair 
imagine a draft lease being presented 
to a meeting of 79 advocates for accept
ance! Ultimately it was decided that 
finalisation of the lease would be left to 
a small committee. I still regret a clause 
in the lease that gives the landlord a 
considerable period without penalty to 
repair the air-conditioning whenever not 
in working order. Over the years we 
have suffered long periods during the 
summer months without the benefit of 
working air conditioners in our rooms. 
Apart from this, the lease was 
favourable. The landlord was over a bar
rel with no tenant in sight other than the 
Bar. We secured a lease at R2,50 per 
square metre, with no escalation for five 
years and an escalation of three-and-a
third per cent for the next five years. In 
addition, reception areas and kitchens 
were rent-free and there was no charge 
for electricity or water. The rent for the 
parking bays was R 18,00 per month for 
the first three years, increasing to R20 
for the fourth and fifth years and there
after escalating at a rate of three-and-a
third per cent per annum. (An interest
ing observation was supplied by Derek 

started. Information for this article was 
obtained from contributions kindly 
made by senior colleagues, judges and 
retired judges. 

Through the years the Bar has occupied 
several different buildings in Bloem
fontein. Stories abound about the 
Southern Life Building, the SA Perm 
Building, the Sanlam Building (all in 
Maitland Street), Goodrick's Chambers, 
the Forum Building and the Grotius 
Building (now the Hill, McHardy & 
Herbst Building). There were even times 
when the members of the Bar could not 
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Mitchell , chairman of our House 
Committee : our current rental plus 
rates, water and electricity is R59,52 
per square metre. If, however, the 
Consumer Price Index is used, our 
rental amounts to R61 ,30. Therefore, in 
terms of the purchasing power of the 
rand, we are paying less in real terms 
than we were in 1974!) 

When I joined the Bar, the Cape Bench 
consisted of six judges. In my inno
cence I held them in awe as legal giants. 
I learnt that this was not so. Some were 
sound lawyers; others relied on counsel 
to point the way to a sound (or other
wise) judgment. There was, however, a 
common circumstance relating to their 
appointments. They grew in legal 
stature and experience through their 
years of practice in chambers and in the 
courts before being appointed to the 
Bench. This was not always the case 
after 1948. There were a number of 

.appointments not based on the criteria 
just mentioned, but, by and large, the 
appointees displayed in their judgments 
an allegiance to the laws (common law 
and enacted), and not to those who 
appointed them. I leave out of account 
the rights or wrongs of the controversy 
as to whether judges should have gone 
beyond the letter of the law in order to 
uphold the liberty and rights of the sub
ject - something which our Constitution 
now thrusts upon all the courts. Indeed 
the Bar today operates in a significantly 
different climate from that which pre
vailed when I became a member. 
Looking back, even with some nostal
gia, I believe that it is for the better - in 
the long run. CO 

all be accommodated in the same build
ing at the same time. 

The move from the Grotius Building to 
the Bloemfontein Club was preceded by 
a situation close to mutiny - a majority 
of one put paid to the move. After a 
special meeting called to determine this 
issue, some members decided to move in 
any event. The rest of the Bar members 
had no real choice but to follow. 

The Bar is. currently housed in the Iustitia 
Building in Aliwal Street - conveniently 
situated opposite the High Court. We 
moved here from the Bloemfontein Club 
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