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'Viewed with favour': Corbett 
gift to Cape Bar 

Contributed by Jeremy Gauntlett SC, 
Cape Bar 

F
ormer Chief Justice MM 
Corbett has donated an his
torically important collection 

of old Roman-Dutch authorities and 
translations to the Cape Bar. The gift 
has been placed in a special section 
of the RPB Davis Library (named 
after the former Cape and Appellate 
Division judge who donated his own 
substantial collection of law books to 
found the Cape Bar's library). 

Most of the books were collected 
by Chief Justice Corbett 's great
great-grandfather, Christoffel Brand; 
Brand's son, JH Brand; and Judge 
Corbett's grandfather, Judge AJ 
McGregor. 

Christoffel Brand, who obtained a 
doctorate at Leiden, was himself a 
member of the Cape Bar from 1821 
for 50 years. Sir John Kotze describes 
him as ' a learned advocate and mas
ter of Roman-Dutch law' . He was 
also successful in politics ; he held 
office as Speaker for 20 years and 
was knighted. His son, JH Brand, 
was admitted to the Inner Temple in 
1849 and practised with success at the 
Cape Bar until 1863 (also serving as 
the first professor of law at the South 
African College, the nascent VCT), 
when he was elected President of the 
Orange Free State. He served in that 
office until his death 24 years later. 
Against public opposition he accepted 
a GCMG - one of the highest forms 
of knighthoods - from Queen Victoria 
because, he said, it was an honour to 
the Free State. 

His memorial in Bloemfontein 
describes him simply as 'Vader des 
Lands.' 

The McGregors - and the Robertsons 
with whom their history is entwined 
- were another distinguished South 

African family, with a theological and 
legal bent. AJ McGregor obtained a 
BA from the University of the Cape 
of Good Hope, and then read history 
at Oriel College, Oxford. He had just 
started practice at the Cape Bar in 
1889 when, at the age of 25 , he was 
appointed State Attorney of the Free 
State. In 1892 he was made a judge in 
Bloemfontein, but resigned in 1895 to 
return to the Cape Bar (and the chair 
his father-in-law, JH Brand, had held 
some 30 years before him. He was 
later appointed a judge of the Eastern 
Districts, returning to end his career 
as a judge of the OPD in 1929. 

Judge Corbett 's gift was accompanied 
by a simultaneous donation to UCT of 
rare works (drawn from the same col
lections) not already held in its Brand 
van Zyl Collection. 

The gift coincided with the 60th 
anniversary of the commencement of 
Judge Corbett 's own membership of 
the Cape Bar. In presenting the books, 
Judge Corbett referred to the close 
ties of his family with both the Cape 
Bar and UCT (where he himself was 
a student and a part-time lecturer, 
and from which he has since received 
an honorary doctorate), saying that 
' [i]n a sense, therefore, both UCT 
and the Cape Bar can lay "claim" 
to the books; or, put differently, had 
my forebears had a say in the mat
ter, there is reason to think that they 
would have viewed both UCT and the 
Cape Bar with favour.' 

Chief Justice Corbett was appointed 
a Cape judge in 1963 (at the age 
of 39), held acting appointments in 
the Appellate Divison from 1970, 
and was elevated in 1974. In 1989, 
when his predecessor (who had con
tinued beyond retirement age as an 
acting chief justice) stood down, he 
was appointed chief justice. He was 
due to retire in 1993, but twice (on 
the second occasion, at the request 
of President Mandela) he agreed to 
extend his service. He retired on 31 
December 1996. His twin sons are 
both at the Bar, one in Cape Town and 
the other in Windhoek. CD 
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