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Pretoria Bar 
taking the lead

Honouring the past and 
present Judges President
Report and photos by Henk 
Havenga, Pretoria Bar

On Friday, 23 February 2007, 
the Pretoria Bar honoured Judge 
President BM Ngoepe and 

retired Judge President CF Eloff at a spe-
cial function held at the Palace of Justice, 
Pretoria. On this occasion the Minister 
of Justice, Ms BS Mabandla, unveiled 
bronze busts of the two judges. The 
two judges had to sit patiently through 
many sessions with the sculptor, Herman 
McDonald. Their statues now have found 
a permanent place in the foyer of the 
Palace. A lesser-known fact is that the 
sandstone of the pedestals on which the 
busts were mounted came from the same 
quarry as the building material of the 
Palace of Justice.

The proceedings were opened by the 
Deputy Judge President of the TPD, 
Judge JB Shongwe. In the calm and effec-
tive manner that we have grown accus-
tomed to, Judge Shongwe introduced the 
keynote speaker, who was none other 
than the Chief Justice of the Republic of 
South Africa, Justice PN Langa. It would 
have been easy to become flustered in 
the presence of so many dignitaries – the 
guests included not only the Minister and 
Chief Justice, but also a number of Judge 
Presidents from other divisions (Hlophe 
JP from the Cape, Malherbe JP from the 
Free State and Mojapelo DJP from the 
WLD), Cameron JA representing the 
Supreme Court of Appeal, the Director 
General of the Department of Justice, 
Jannie Eksteen SC in his capacity as the 
chair of the GCB, Pretorius SC the chair 
of the Johannesburg Bar, the president 
of the Law Society of the Northern 
Province and the Chief Registrar, to 
name but a few.

It is no wonder that the Chief Justice 
pointed out in his keynote address that 
the Pretoria Bar had outdone itself with 
this gesture to the judiciary and it did 
the Bar proud. He also paid tribute to 
the two persons who were honoured 
and described the meritorious manner 
in which they faced the challenges of a 
smooth transition from the new to the 
old. 

members of his family who have supported 
him throughout his career. He praised his 
two deputies as well as their predecessors, 
Flemming DJP and Stafford DJP, and also 
paid tribute to the legacy of his predeces-
sor, Judge Eloff, who resolved problems 
through ‘peace and not the sword.’ Judge 
Ngoepe described the project, which was 
initiated by Gerrit Grobler SC, as a symbol 
of reconciliation and the transformation of 
society and the judiciary. He concluded 
by reminding those present that his office 
was that of the people and that he would 
continue serving it on that understanding. 
In his answer Judge Frikkie Eloff, recalled 
how he was the first JP to convince 
Mahomed SC (later Chief Justice) to take 
up an acting position on the Bench, and 
how he also identified the young Dikgang 
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Unveiling	 the	 bust	 of	 Judge	 Frikkie	 Eloff	 from	 left	 to	 right:	 Chief	 Justice	 Pius	 Langa,	
Supreme	Court	of	Appeal	Judge	Edwin	Cameron,	Mrs	Ngoepe,	Transvaal	Judge	President	
Bernard	Ngoepe,	Minister	of	Justice	Brigitte	Mabandla,	Judge	and	Mrs	Eloff,	Free	State	
Judge	President	JP	Malherbe,	Seth	Nthai	SC,	TPD	Deputy	Judge	President	Jerry	Shongwe	
and	GCB	chair	Jannie	Eksteen	SC.

Unveiling	the	bust	of	Judge	Bernard	Ngoepe	from	left	to	right:		Judges	Eloff	and	Ngoepe,	
Pretoria	 Bar	 outgoing	 chair	 Pat	 Ellis	 SC,	 Minister	 Mabandla,	 Jannie	 Eksteen	 SC	 and	
Pretoria	Bar	incoming	chair	Seth	Nthai	SC.

In her address the Minister echoed these 
sentiments and congratulated the Pretoria 
Bar on honouring two judges who have 
fulfilled their duties with distinction. 
Judge Eloff was Judge President dur-
ing difficult times, a stark reminder of 
the inequalities of the past. Both he 
and Ngoepe JP had the important role 
to unite judges. She lauded the smooth 
transition. She said that the present was 
a time for renewal and cohesion, not for 
fragmentation and despair. She assured 
the meeting that the government would 
continue to assist in creating an environ-
ment in which the judiciary could do its 
work.

After the two statues were unveiled by the 
Minister, Judge Ngoepe and retired Judge 
Eloff replied. Judge Ngoepe welcomed the 
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Aconcagua

Contributed by Ben Swart 
SC, Pretoria Bar

Mountain climbing is good for 
the soul. It allows one tempo-
rarily to remove oneself from 

society, to take stock of life from the 
outside, and thereafter to return to earth. 
I discovered all of this when I climbed 
Elbrus in Russia (5 642 m) two and a 
half years ago and so landed on the seven 
summits circuit. Aconcagua would be my 
next mountain. At 6 960 m Aconcagua is 
the highest peak in South America and 
the highest peak in the world outside 
Asia. It is situated in the Andes moun-
tains on the border between Argentina 
and Chile. As was the case with Elbrus, I 
once again entrusted my life in the hands 
of Sean Disney of Adventure Dynamics.

After a visit to Rio and the Amazon, my 
friend Rudolf Pretorius and I hooked 
up with the rest of Sean’s group in 
Mendoza on 27 December. Mendoza is 
the gateway to Aconcagua. All climbers 
have to obtain climbing permits from the 
Argentine Parks authorities there. The 
city is centred in the heart of Argentina’s 
wine region and the two nights we spent 
there were utilised to experience the 
Malbek cultivar grape in red wine form. 
It transpired that Adventure Dynamics 
had two groups there – our group consist-
ing of eight South Africans (one woman) 
and John from the UK, and a second 
group consisting of ten South Africans 
(two women). We were initially kept 
separate but would later naturally merge 
into one group. 

On 29 December we departed for Punta 
del Inca, a small village four hours’ 
drive from Mendoza which is situated 
at an altitude of 2 715 m at the entrance 
to the Aconcagua National Park. Punta 
is the centre of the Aconcaguan mule 
industry – mules are utilised to transport 
equipment to and from base camp. On 
30 December we started our approach to 

Aconcagua from the park entrance. In the 
distance we could see the south face of 
the mountain looming. It looked daunt-
ing and ominous. The first day consisted 
of a hike of eight km along the Horcones 
river to a camp at the junction of the 
upper and lower Horcones rivers, aptly 
named Confluencia (3 370 m). As we 
were mule-assisted and still at a relative-
ly low altitude, the going was easy. We 
pitched tents at Confluencia and spent 
two nights there in order to acclimatise. 
On 31 December we did an acclimatisa-
tion hike all along the Horcones River 
to Plaza Francia at 4 500 m where we 
had a spectacular view of Aconcagua’s 
impressive south face. The south face 
is a vertical wall and is accessible only 
to serious (real) mountain climbers. We 
opted for the normal non-technical route 
from the northwest side. New Year’s Eve 
was spent at Confluencia. As we had a 
long hike ahead of us the next day we 
decided to celebrate the advent of 2007 at 
South African time. At 19h00 local time 
and in glaring sunlight we popped two 

warm bottles of local sparkling wine and 
extended customary good wishes. I shall 
not forget New Year’s Eve 2006. 

On 1 January we departed for base camp, 
still mule-assisted. Although we carried 
only day packs we had to cover 21 km 
on that day to an altitude of 4 230 m. 
It was a difficult day and the effect of 
altitude started rearing its head. Base 
camp is called Plaza de Mulas (Place 
of the Mules). It is a fascinating place 
consisting of several semi-permanent 
structures such as medical and mess 
tents. At base camp US dollars can buy 
you a lot of things – from a (very) basic 
hamburger (US $10) to a (very) basic 
shower (US$10) to the use of internet 
facilities. We pitched our tents and set-
tled in. Meals at base camp were enjoyed 
in a long mess tent which accommo-
dated all nineteen of us. They were 
festive occasions. The 2nd of January 
was spent resting and acclimatising at 
base camp. All of us had to undergo a 
compulsory medical check-up in order to 
get the green light for the ascent. Pulse  

Ben	Swart	on	the	summit	of	Aconcagua	in	the	Andes.	

Moseneke SC, now Deputy Chief Justice, 
as an acting judge. Judge Eloff, who is still 
very much involved in the administration 
of justice, stressed the importance, partic-
ularly in the TPD, of appointing specialist 
commercial judges to deal with the diffi-
cult commercial cases in this division.

In the closing speech, Gerrit Grobler SC 
gave some insight into what prompted 
him to commission the two bronze busts 
on behalf of the Pretoria Bar. He referred 
to the enormous work behind the scenes 
of the two judges in smoothing the path 
of transformation by consultation and 

consent. The presence of the Minister 
of Justice at the function was aptly 
described as depicting the extent of the 
revolution that has taken place at the 
Pretoria Bar. The other Bars should take 
note – Pretoria has taken the lead! 
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