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2004 Sydney and Felicia Kentridge 
Award 

At a dinner function sponsored by Nedcor on 5 November 2004, 
the General Council of the Bar of South Africa presented George 
Bizos SC, of the Johannesburg Bar, with the annual Sydney and 
Felicia Kentridge Award for Service to Law in Southern Africa. 

Norman Arendse SC, chair of the 
GCB, paid tribute to George Bizos SC 
as follows: 

The Sydney and Felicia Kentridge 
Award for Service to Law in 
Southern Africa is made annually 

to a person or persons, or to an institu
tion, adjudged by the selection commit
tee to have made an outstanding contri
bution to law, worthy of public recogni
tion, in Southern Africa. The selection 
committee comprises the Chief Justice, 
Professor Michael Katz on behalf of 
N edcor, and the chair of the General 
Council of the Bar of South Africa, in 
consultation with Sir Sydney and Lady 
Felicia Kentridge. 

Former recipients of this prestigious 
award include the late Chief Justice 
Ismail Mahomed, Chief Justice Arthur 
Chaskalson, former Land Claims 
Commissioner Dr Wallace Mgoqi and 
former Constitutional Court Judge 
Johann Kriegler. 

George Bizos SC) indeed deserves the 
honour bestowed upon him this eve
ning - in fact it is perhaps overdue. He 
continues to stride across the Southern 
African legal landscape like a colossus 
in his continued and relentless search 
for justice and accountability. He con
tinues to inspire, not only lawyers, but 
also the general public with his passion, 
commitment, dedication, and empathy 
for the downtrodden, the disadvantaged, 
the underprivileged, and the poor. 

This commitment is embodied in his 
work for the Legal Resources Centre. In 
so doing, he has deliberately and inten
tionally shunned the allure of a lucrative 
practice. For George Bizos, however, 
there is nothing more lucrative (and 
satisfying) than to represent effectively 
a person or group of persons abused by 
those in authority. His exploits in this 
regard are captured in his book No-One 
to Blame? - In Pursuit of Justice in 
South Africa.2 

The book is an account of how George 
Bizos acted with distinction in the dark 

days of apartheid when he sought to 
uncover the state's role in eliminating its 
opponents. It is the tale of Steve Biko, 
Ismail Timol and Neil Aggett, who 
were arrested and died in detention, and 
others like Mathew Goniwe, who were 
abducted and killed. As counsel for the 
families of the deceased, Bizos was cen
trally involved in many of the inquests 
following these high-profile deaths. His 
account is testimony to his devastating 
skill and general forensic brilliance. It is 
an account of the searching-out of evi
dence in the face of obstructive author
ity, the cross-examination of police wit
nesses, and the building-up of each 
case.3 In his foreword to the book, Sir 
Sydney Kentridge QC writes: 'My only 
criticism of the author is that he consist
ently underplays his own remarkable 
skill, persistence and courage in the face 
of an often hostile Court and an always 
hostile establishment. No-one did more 
than this great advocate to keep alive the 
ideal of justice in South Africa's darkest 
times.' 

There is no doubt that this compelling 
work is, as the late Dullah Omar, the 
first Minister of Justice in our new 
democracy, said: 'A timely reminder 
that without truth there is no justice.' 

Throughout his career George Bizos 
has confronted human concerns, be they 
as a result of torture, death in detention, 
murder by death squad, or the forced 
removal of the homeless, with courage, 
conviction, and dedication. Few would 
argue with the statement made by our 
current Chief Justice that no South 
African lawyer did more to challenge 
the abuse of power by the security forces 
under apartheid than George Bizos. 

Because of the entangled political and 
legal dynamics, even some of those on 
the defence team in the Rivonia Trial or 
directly involved in it, were not fully 
apprised of how it had happened. Not 
everyone knew that Bram Fischer would 
be involved in the case - including 
former President Nelson Mandela.4 At 

the time, George Bizos was a young 
advocate, who had escaped from Greece 
in a boat with his father during the 
Nazi occupation, and whom Vernon 
Berrange had taken on as something 
of a protege. Described as rotund in 
form and gregariously expansive in 
manner, Bizos had, in his few short 
years at the Johannesburg Bar, taken 
on more political trials than virtually 
anyone else. (His reason for doing so, 
he indicated later, was simply that he 
was a 'democrat' - the merest glint 
in his eye suggesting that for anyone 
with an ancient Greek heritage, it was 
a natural enough phenomenon!) Bizos' 
first association with Bram had been 
when the latter had invited him to assist 
Berrange in defending Eli Weinberg, 
who (though banned) had photographed 
a meeting in Freedom Square in 
Sophiatown from the roof of an adjacent 
shack. The successful argument which 
Bizos developed was to suggest that 
Weinberg had not contravened his 
banning restriction by being present at 
the meeting; on the contrary, he had 
been 'conspicuously absent'. (Of course, 
the other members of the Rivonia trial 
defence team were Arthur Chaskalson 
and Vernon Berrange.) 

It was a trial which changed the lives of 
the cohort of young men who had had 
the courage and presence to undertake 
it. Over the course of more than three 
decades, George Bizos has participated 
in many political trials - frequently 
conducted under even darker conditions 
of autocracy than those that affected 
the Rivonia proceedings - from many 
of which his clients emerged with 
some margin of humanity and justice 
redeemed. Ultimately, Bizos (and the 
others involved in the Rivonia trial) has 

Kessie Naidoo se, master of ceremonies at 
the Kentridge Awardfunction. 
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had the rare experience of historical 
vindication: living to see the justice they 
had defended established in the eyes of 
the world, and a new beginning in South 
Africa. They were all transformed by 
their connections with the accused, and 
with Bram Fischer; in the words of 
the author of the book, Bram Fischer 
Afrikaner Revolutionary, 'Of them all 
it was only Bram who never had that 
experience, who never came back'. 5 

Over many years, George Bizos has 
been recognised as a brilliant strategist. 
Indeed, during the strategic planning 
stages of the Rivonia trial, Bizos was 
instrumental in the defence team's 
deciding that Nelson Mandela should 
not give evidence as a witness, but 
instead should address the court from 
the dock. This meant that his testimony, 
unchallenged by the prosecution, 
would be less convincing in judicial 
terms, but it had been a desirable 
option for a number of reasons. The 
most important reason was that it had 
been necessary for at least one of the 
accused to outline, without any attack 
or maligning from Yutar, just what 
the commitment of those in the dock 
was about, and there could be no
one better to do it than Mandela. He 
would speak, as Bizos put it, 'in a loud 
and clear voice', unapologetically and 
openly. This was a Socratic defence, 
an apologia of a different kind: Bizos, 
with his Greek background, had a 
special feel for the classical resonance. 
Everyone knew that, in a literal sense, 
it would be the speech of Mandela's 
life.6 (Of course, as only George Bizos 
could do, he had found out from a 
source that the death sentence would 
not in fact be imposed, and that Rusty 
Bernstein would be acquitted. When 
asked by Bram Fischer how he had 
known, Bizos said that, a week before 
the verdict, he had established this at a 
party where he had seen Minford, the 
British Consul-General: 'Minford was 
drunk, and swore me to secrecy'.) 

George Bizos radiates compassion and 
concern for his fellow man. In Yiddish, 
they have a special term for a person 
with his qualities - a real mensch. There 
are other advocates in South Africa 
with a longer list of reportable justice. 
There are many others who have made 
much more money. But there is no 
other practising lawyer who has come 
to symbolise the living embodiment of 
the contribution lawyers can make, in 
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George Bizos SC receiving the Sydney and Felicia Kentridge Award with Deputy ChiefJustice 
Pi us Langa and Norman Arendse SC applauding. 

fighting injustice and oppression, to the 
extent that he has. 

This is what a former LRC intern (now 
practising at the Johannesburg Bar) 
related to me: 'The most inspiring 
thing about working with George was 
observing his willingness to fight losing 
cases. Where other counsel would not 
touch cases because the prospects of 
success were so poor, George would be 
completely unfazed. In fact, quite the 
contrary - George appeared to relish in 
coming to the assistance of poor clients 
who seemed to have very little hope of 
vindicating their rights. Remarkably, 
if there was a way to win a losing case 
- George would find it. He gives new 
meaning to the phrase "where there is 
a will" ... His legal acumen and sheer 
ingenuity seems to be spurred on by 
his determination to bring justice to 
the poor and marginalised ... There 
are a dozen other things that stand 
out about George: his unforgettable 
salads; his many, many anecdotes; his 
love of his culture; and his willingness 
to deflect attention and credit from 
himself to those around him. I think he 
described himself best when he once 
was asked to appear in a sentencing 
hearing in the Vryburg magistrate 's 
court. George considered this request 
very seriously but came back the next 
day with the following verdict: "You 
can't send a canon to do a pistol's 
work.'" 

If George Bizos walks down the street 
with you, you will hear ordinary people 
(the flower sellers, the newspaper 
vendors, the unemployed, the workers, 
and even the drug pushers) say: 'There 

goes George Bizos, the human rights 
lawyer.' 

He has been, for generations of law 
students and lawyers, an inspiration for, 
and a role model of, the kind of lawyer 
that they aspire to become; a symbol 
of the good that inspired advocacy can 
achieve. 

For those who have practised at the 
Bar, we take it as an article of faith 
that we are, at all times, required to 
act seriously and independently. That 
obligation is enshrined in clause 3.1 
of the Uniform Rules of Professional 
Ethics in the following terms: 
'According to the best traditions of the 
Bar, an advocate should, while acting 
with all due courtesy to the tribunal 
before which he/she is appearing, 
furiously uphold the interests of his/her 
client without regard to any unpleasant 
consequences either to himself or to 
any person.' 

George Bizos is the embodiment of 
this tradition. Many of the cases he 
has fought have required that quality 
of fearless independence, and few 
more so than his most recent triumph 
in defending Morgan Tsvangerai on 
charges of treason in Zimbabwe. 
George Bizos could probably ethically 
have refused the brief emanating, as 
it did, from a foreign country. Not 
only did he embrace the brief with 
his customary vigour, but he did so 
under the most trying and, at times, 
hostile of circumstances. The trial took 
him away from his home for lengthy 
periods of time. It occurred during a 
period of great turmoil in Zimbabwe 
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At the Kentridge Award function from left to right: Patric Mtshaulana, Wilma Scharemaker, 
Jannie Eksteen SC (deputy GCB chair), Alna Eksteen and Gerald Bloem. 

and it involved a political dimension 
which is at the heart of that turmoil. 
The personal sacrifice by B izos was 
enormous, yet, as with everything he 
has done, he persisted and persisted 
and persisted again. 

I have already referred to George Bizos' 
role in the Rivonia trial. The Delmas 
treason trial, however, also deserves 
special mention. This trial was the 
longest in South Africa's legal history. 

The trial took up 437 days in court, 
stretching over a period of 37 months. 
Two - h u n dred - and - seve n ty -eig h t 
witnesses testified: 152 for the state 
and 126 for the defence. The record of 
evidence and exhibits ran to over 40 000 
pages. Bizos was in court virtually 
every single day of that trial and took 
responsibility for the cross-examination 
of the vast majority of witnesses. There 
are few who could have matched his 
sheer stamina and strength. 7 

It is cases such as these that make 
George Bizos a shining example of the 
best traditions of the Bar. The quality 
of fearless independence is not only 
a value in itself. The Supreme Court 
of British Columbia has recognised 
that the independence of the Bar may 

Endnotes 
1 	 In preparing this address, I spoke to 

a cross-section of my colleagues at 
the Bar to gain some insight into the 
life of George Bizos - the person, 
the lawyer and the fighter for human 
rights. I spoke to current and former 
practitioners, some of whom have 
worked with him at the Legal Resources 
Centre in Johannesburg. I must men
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enjoy constitutional protection since' ... 
an independent Bar is essential to the 
maintenance of an independent judiciary. 
Just as the independence of the courts is 
beyond question ... so the independence 
of the Bar must be beyond question. 
The lawyers of the independent Bar 
have been the constant source of judges 
who comprise the independent judiciary 
in English common-law history. The 
"habit" of independence is nurtured 
by the Bar. An independent judiciary 
without an independent Bar would be 
akin to having a frame without a picture' 
(Law Society of British Columbia v 
Attorney-General of Canada 89 CRR 
(2d) 321 at para [68], cited in S v Ntuli 
2003 (4) SA 258 (W) at para [3]). 

George Bizos is an icon, and a legend, 
as rare as our own Cullinan diamond. 

I must also mention that George Bizos 
has always recognised the vitally impor
tant role played by attorneys in every case 
in which he has been involved. His book 
is replete with reference~ to the outstand
ing contributions made by, for example, 
Dullah Omar, Phineas Mojapelo, and 
others. Indeed, the Bar cannot enjoy its 
independence without the indispensable 
role played by our colleagues in the attor
neys' profession. George has taught us 

tion specifically Gilbert Marcus SC, 
Patrick Mtshaulana, Fayeeza Kathree, 
Gcina Malindi, Colin Kahanowitz and 
Kareshni Pillay. 

2 David Philip and Mayibuye Books, 1998. 
3 This address contains a number of extracts 

from, and references to, George Bizos' 
book. 

4 	 Long Walk to Freedom, the Autobiography 
ofNelson Mandela (Abacus, 1994). 

that we are one legal profession; we must 
trust and respect one another. 

George Bizos is much loved and revered 
amongst the ordinary masses of this 
country, and he is as easily recognisable 
as our current President, former President 
Nelson Mandela, and Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu. Our country is truly 
blessed to have received a 13-year-old 
Greek boy whom, as described by Nadine 
Gordimer, ' ... [T]he gales of war blew 
to our shores'. As she so eloquently went 
on to write, 'He was to become a South 
African civil rights lawyer of internation
al standing, a devastating cross-examiner 
of apartheid's authorised torturers and 
killers ... Long before the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission was visu
alised George Bizos pursued the truth 
of what was being done to those who 
suffered under and had had the courage 
to oppose a racist regime turned brutal 
tyrant. When George Bizos won a case, 
it was not just a professional victory - it 
was an imperative of a man whose deep 
humanity directs his life.' 8 

Throughout his life, however, George 
Bizos has remained a deeply committed 
family man, and he will be the first 
to acknowledge that he would not 
have been able to achieve what he 
has without the love and support of 
his wife, Arethe. By all accounts, his 
children, Alexi, Damon and Kimon, 
have also throughout his distinguished 
career always loved and supported 
him. This meant everything to him, as 
he continues to serve, inspire and be 
driven in his relentless pursuit of the 
truth and justice. 

We salute George Bizos as a true hero 
of the nation, and we are proud to 
bestow this award on him this evening. 
We also, at the same time, salute his 
wife, Arethe, and his children and their 
families who are present here this eve
ning. This is a truly special occasion. 
We are blessed to have in our presence 
tonight a truly special and remarkable 
person - George Bizos. 

5 	 Stephen Clingman Bram Fischer, 
Afrikaner Revolutionary (David Phi lip 
and Mayibuye Books, 1998). 

6 Ciingman, op cit. 
7 I am indebted to Gilbert Marcus SC for 

his written notes relating to the Delmas 
trial. 

8 Quoted by George Bizos in his book, 
supra. 	 CD 
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