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It is indeed sad that in spite of its 
resilience, the NWBA as we know it, 
might disappear. As a voluntary associ
ation it must surely have the sole right to 
decide on its future and not be pre
scribed to by people who never prac
tised as advocates nor were members of 
any Bar association. 

We have served the community in 
which we live well and are still doing 
so; we have rendered exemplary legal 
services to the community and still do; 
we did a lot of legal aid and pro bono 
work and still continue to do so; and we 
have produced some of the finest judges 
to the High Court of South Africa. 

Origins of the Port Elizabeth Bar 


Peter Kroon 

The origins of the Port Elizabeth 
Bar are somewhat obscure. 
During the 1930s, if not earlier, a 

handful of advocates practised in Port 
Elizabeth without any particular organi
sation. It seems as though no formal 
meetings were held as no minutes can be 
traced. The earlier practitioners included 
Oswald Sampson (the first Port 
Elizabeth advocate to be appointed to 
the Bench), Porter-Mathew QC, Bernard 
Pohl and Gordon Davis. 

Their respective offices were scattered 
around town and a few appear to have 
congregated in the old Barclays Bank 
building in what was then Main Street. 
Steve Rein - who at 81 describes himself 
as the oldest living 'relic' of the Port 
Elizabeth Bar - told me how, having taken 
up chambers in North End in a building 
which was still under construction, he was 
visited by an attorney who - refusing to 
take the stairs for fear of his safety 
shouted from the street below and threw 
him a brief through his window! 

Retired Judge Lionel Melunsky 
informed me that Sampson once told 
him that the 'tea' break during court sit
tings took place in Green's Hotel (where 
the Trust Bank Building was later erect
ed and where the Bar had chambers in 
the 70s and 80s), and the refreshment 
was invariably brandy. 

The eccentric George Wynn (who 
described himself as a 'kampvegter' for 
the rights of Port Elizabeth vis-a-vis 
Grahamstown) joined the Port Elizabeth 
Bar, probably after the Second World War. 

The late Johan Adriaan Frederik Nel 
(Fred) became part of the Port Elizabeth 
Bar in 1951. He was a member of par
liament (at the youthful age of 33 
years), and at his retirement in March 

2002, he was the most senior practising 
junior advocate in the country. 

It was only in about 1960 that most of the 
Bar came together (about ten advocates) 
under the chairmanship of Calman 
Isaacson, who moved to Port Elizabeth 
from Johannesburg. Melunsky (later a 
judge) was at that time the secretary. 

At that stage Port Elizabeth was a circuit 
court local division and its jurisdiction 
was limited to the magisterial district of 
Port Elizabeth. There was a motion court 
once a month and periodic civil and 
criminal sessions. Advocates who lived 
in Port Elizabeth were regarded as a bit 
of a 'rebel' Bar. The Eastern Cape 
Division had been established in 1958, 
with the seat of the court being in 
Grahamstown. There were about four or 
five judges living in Grahamstown. 
(Originally the entire area was known as 

Epitaph 
If we are not careful and if we fail to 
appreciate the value of a Bar associa
tions, we may have to write the follow
ing: 'Here lies the NWBA, a voluntary 
association established to render legal 
services to the public, but unfortunately 
legislated to death.' CD 

the Eastern Cape Local Division and fell 
under the jurisdiction of Cape Town. All 
appeals were heard in Cape Town.) 

There was considerable agitation for the 
establishment of a coastal division with 
the seat in Port Elizabeth, a move that was 
strenuously opposed by 'Jessie' Jennet 
who became Judge President in 1962. It 
was only after the Rumpff Commission 's 
recommendation ( 1974) was accepted 
that the local division was established. 

The Supreme Court sat in the Magi
strates' court building - in appalling con
ditions - until the new High Court was 
built in Bird Street in 1989. 

In the late 70s and early 80s chambers 
were made available, without hesitation 
and in defiance of the prevailing legisla
tion, to black members of the Bar. These 
included the late Deva Pillay, as well as 
Judges Dayalan Chetty and Ronnie 
Pil1ay, presently on the Bench. 

With the establishment of the South 
Eastern Cape Local Division, the Bar in 
Port Elizabeth grew to the extent that 

Centenary celebrations of the Eastern Cape Division of the 

Supreme Court of South Africa, Grahamstown, 29 July 1964. 


Back row: SHE Wienand, Theal Stewart, MP Jennett , LS Melunsky*; JPW Erasmus and 

PB Pohl*. 

Second row: SC Rein*, HA Alberts, JFJ van Rensburg, S de Wet*, TM Mullins, R Wilshire 

Jones, CH Titterton, JW Smalberger and CH Randell. 

Front row: RC McKerron QC, CD Porter-Mathew QC*, KD Craham QC, AC Jennett , Judge

President, BJ Vorste,~ Minister of Justice, C Isaacson QC*, LH Copeland QC, DDV 

Kannemeyer SC and Ne Addleson se. 

*Port Elizabeth Bar member. 
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today it has more than twice the number 
of members as Grahamstown. In similar 
fashion, where until a few years ago all 
the judges in the division were expected 
to, and did, live in Grahamstown, today 
no less than seven of the sixteen perma
nent appointments live in Port Elizabeth 
(with some living in neither centre). 

Another interesting illustration of the 

stamina of those at the Bar can be found 
in the fact that it has employed only 

three receptionists over the last thirty 
years; namely, a Mrs Harvey, then a Mrs 
Van der Merwe, and presently Mrs Bell. 

Looking back then at the humble begin 
nings of the Port Elizabeth Bar it is per

haps apt to quote the lines in the prologue 
to LP Hartley's novel The Go Between
'The past is like a foreign country - they 

do things differently there'. The future, 
on the other hand, is indeed a bright one. 

There are currently forty-five members 
and five silks. As a Bar, we aim to build 

further on the momentum which we have 
gathered over the last seventy years, and 

to focus on the promotion of the values 
embodied in the Constitution. CD 

The Bisho Society 
of Advocates 

CTS Cossie, Bisho Bar, 
East London 

The Bisho Society of Advocates, 
formerly known as the Society of 
Advocates of the Ciskei, was 

formed on 8 September 1988, and was 
situated at the Bisho City Corporation 
Building in Bisho. 

The founding members of the Society 
were Solly Khalimashe, Trudie Klopper, 
Deva Pillay and Niel Taljaard. Klopper 
was elected as the first chairman of the 
Society and Taljaard as secretary. Of the 
four founding members, Taljaard, also 
the current chair of the Bar Council, is 
the only one who is still a member of the 
Society. 

Shortly after the establishment of the 
Society in September 1988, Mike lardine, 
Gary Nirbet, Geoff Furman and Arrie 
Theron joined, and the Society grew from 
four to eight members. Sadly, lardine and 
Furman passed away, and Theron is now 
with the Special Investigating Unit, for
merly known as the Heath Commission. 

The first annual general meeting was 
held in February 1989, and the Bisho 
Bar became affiliated with the General 
Council of the Bar during the same year. 

In 1anuary 1994 Roger Claasen SC joined 
the Bar. His joining was an historic event 
- he was the first silk to practise as a 
member of the Society. In 1999 the 
Society became a silk richer when the late 
Pillay was granted senior status. In 2001 
Richard Quinn se was granted permis
sion to hold dual chambers in Bisho and 
Grahamstown. 

Sadly we currently have no silk in our 
fold. We are a small Bar consisting of 15 
members ranging in status from junior to 
senior/junior, three of whom are women 
in full-time practice. 

In 2002 a majority decision was taken at 
the annual general meeting that it would 
be in the interests of the Society to estab
lish chambers in East London, and, to that 
end, most members of the Bar moved to 
chambers situated at 8 Balfour Road in 
Vincent. 

Certain members continue to practise at 
the Bisho chambers. CD 

'TreVOlf Foster 

Financial Investigations 


Litigation Support • Strategic Tax Advice 

Breach of Contract • Business Interruption • Business Valuation • Child and 

Spousal Support • Companies Act Enquiries • Construction Claims 

Consulting • Copyright, Trademark and Trade Secret Cases • Cost Estimation 

• Damage Assessment • Discovery • Fraud and Embezzlement • Incremental 

Cost • Investigative Accounting • Liquidations/Insolvencies • Lost Earnings 

• Lost Profits • Marital Dissolutions • Tracing/Apportionment of Assets • 

Patent Infringement • Tax • Time Value of Money 

TREVOR FOSTER 
B. Corn (Rand) CA. (S.A.) (Honours) Taxation (Cape Town) 

48 Francolin Road Camps Bay Cape Town 8001 Tel (021) 438 1144 Fax (021) 438 5655 

April 2004 ADVOCATE 21 

Administrator
Rectangle


