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I was born in a small town in the 

Transkei, Eastern Cape, called Cala. 

Both my mother and father were 

school teachers.

In 1967, I had come to Cape Town to 
take up a holiday job. The arrangement had 
been that during the ploughing season, my 
uncle would go to Willowvale, Transkei, and 
be involved in ploughing. He would obvi-
ously take a long leave to which he would 
ordinarily not have been entitled. The ar-
rangement was that he would leave me 
substituting for him as a messenger for the 
advocates on the 9th and 10th floors, and his 
return to work would coincide with the time 
that I had to return to where I came from. 

This dovetailed well with my own pro-

gramme. I was a first year BA student at the 
University of Fort Hare in 1967. Our exami-
nations were over by the end of October, 
and I could come to Cape Town and earn 
pocket money before proceeding back to 
university in the following year. 

When I assumed duties, my uncle was 
there during October/November to ori-
entate me in how his job could best be 
performed. From what I can recall, there 
were two of them who worked for the 9th 
floor. The person who was employed as the 
switchboard operator was an African male 
originally from Fort Beaufort, I think. His 
name was Johnson. I have now forgotten 
what his surname was. 

The floor manager on the 9th floor was 

Advocate John Foxcroft (as he then was). I 

noticed that Johnson was one of those offi-

cious Africans in what was arguably a privi-

leged job. To operate the switchboard, and 

to field some calls was a prestigious job, and 

he regarded himself as hierarchically supe-

rior to my uncle, Alfred Sidumo, who was 

the messenger in the group. 

Johnson would come and get to the 
switchboard, put on his earphones, sitting 
in front of this board that had holes into 
which you would stick the metal end of a 
telephone wire which would then trigger 
a ring in the chamber of the advocate who 
was being phoned. He had mastered the 
art of always responding to any incoming 
call by saying ‘Advocate Gerald Gordon’s 
chambers, good morning? Advocate John 
Foxcroft’s chambers, good afternoon’, and so 
on. Because Johnson, at some stage, had to 
take lunch, he had the duty to orientate my 
uncle, and therefore me, in this ‘treasured’ 

The story of Dennis: 
from messenger to group leader
DuMISA NTSEBEZA SC WAS APPOINTED AS GROuP LEADER OF THE DuMA NOKWE GROuP IN 2010. HE WRITES AS FOLLOWS:

Dumisa Ntsebeza SC is inter alia a member of the Judicial Service Commission and 
chairperson of Barloworld.

‘Then, I started entering half-mara-

thons. Gradually, running became an im-

portant part of how I coped.

‘Yet, I am not strictly a competitive run-

ner. In 2008, I tried to train for a full mara-

thon in a very structured and serious way, 

but I found the training routine too oner-

ous when added to the demands of parent-

ing and starting my practice at the Bar. I 

found I wasn’t any longer enjoying running.

‘So, I switched back to half-marathons 

and the enjoyment returned. It fits more 

comfortably into my life. I tend to run more 

often in the spring and summer months, 

and I do more races then. In winter, I slow 

down and run only on weekends.

‘Between the months of September and 

April, I run pretty much five times a week 

and aim to take part in one half-marathon 

per month. My running season culminates 

in the Two Oceans Half Marathon, which 

takes place in Cape Town every Easter, be-

fore tapering off into the winter slow-down.

‘To date, I’ve completed 15 races, in-

cluding eight Two Oceans.’ Many col-

leagues wonder how Ncumisa manages 

this regime.

‘For me the trick is to run first thing in 

the morning. That is why it works better 

for me in the summer months when there 

is morning light. I have tried to run in the 

afternoons – I even joined a running club 

– but I tend to find it is easier in the after-

noons to opt for staying at work later than 

to run, or to choose to do homework with 

the kids or to bring my own work home.

‘There’s something magical about 

morning running: the solitude; the crisp 

freshness of the air; the fact that the world 

is still asleep while you manage – repeat-

edly and rapidly – to put one foot in front 

of the other. 

‘It makes it feel pretty special. It makes 

the day ahead seem full of possibilities, 

rather than burdens.

‘It often helps me solve problems in my 

cases – running alone in the morning.’

Ncumisa is philosophical about the chal-

lenges she faces as a young woman at the 

Bar: ‘I believe that organised professional 

associations, like the Bar, are a microcosm 

of their immediate environment. The Bar 

reflects how Cape Town is organised.

‘Negative perceptions are a challenge. 

However, there are also opportunities that 
flow from the same difficulty: being a black 
female practitioner.’

By all accounts, Ncumisa Mayosi is ex-
pert at turning difficulties into opportuni-
ties – in court and on the road.  

Since November 2009, Jean Meiring 

has been a member of Group 621 at the 

Johannesburg Bar.  Previously, he was 

an academic in the United Kingdom, 

and he has moonlighted as a freelance 

journalist.   
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skill of being able to manipulate the tele-
phone key board. My uncle (and therefore 
I), when Johnson was out for lunch, would 
also sit at the switchboard, and mutter, in 
as cultivated a tone as Johnson had mas-
tered, the incantation ‘Advocate Bamford’s 
Chambers, good afternoon? Advocate 
Comrie’s Chambers, good afternoon?’

Otherwise, my uncle’s job, and there-
fore mine for the time that he was away in 
the rural areas, was to go out at 10h00 with 
briefs that were being delivered to the at-
torneys who had briefed the advocates, and 
to collect briefs from the various firms of 
attorneys that were briefing counsel. It was 
also to do the odd job such as doing bank-
ing for the various advocates. That 10h00 
round would end with me returning from 
having walked the streets of Cape Town, 
sometimes right down to offices at the 
Foreshore, near the docks in Cape Town, 
and walking my way back to Chambers, 
getting back there at or about 11h30 or 
12h00, in time for me to be available to do 
tea for counsel on request. When counsel 
had visitors, they would order tea from ei-
ther me or Johnson. ‘Two teas, Dennis’, was 
the standard kind of order for example. 

When therefore I arrived, and my uncle 

indicated that I would substitute for him 

whilst he went home for the ploughing sea-

son, a fiction had to be created that he had 

been in continuous employment without 

interruption for a period of not less than ten 

years if he was to avoid being endorsed out 

of the Peninsula in terms of section 10. This 

arrangement had to be transparent, and 

his employers had to know that he would 

return. My details had to be established. I 

produced my reference book.* My dompas 

had to be inspected to establish whether I 

was lawfully in the City of Cape Town. My 

dompas had been endorsed, both in Cala 

where I came from, and in Langa Township 

where the influx control offices were. The 

endorsements in my dompas would show 

that I am permitted to be in the metropoli-

tan area of the Cape Peninsula for longer 

than 72 hours. Johnson had demanded 

my reference book, which I gave to him. 

* Charmingly called the ‘Dompas’ or called 
‘Stinker’ by Africans. Where these words 
originated from, and why they were used is 
yet another story for another day.

Legal Crossword  
Number 14

CLUES
Down
1 Fellow countrymen
2 Heavy on equality
3 Of the middle 
4 Damages for delay
5 Given
 
Across
1 Edict
2  What counsel should be 

with the court 
3 Initiates divers proceedings 
4 Prejudice required for fraud 
5 Roman plan or resolution
6 Profligate
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FLy, CROSSWORD

Fly on the Wall

I
Sandile (capo dei capi):
‘Ek willie en gannie afstappie’;
Id’ rather be sitting
And stick to my knitting
Than bring in the New young and 
uppy.

II
And then a strange case was 
a-brewing,
And many it got all a-stewing:
‘Let done be with silk!
And all of such ilk’  -
What a curious thing to be doing.

III
The plan to put gags on the papers
Was dancing the devil of capers,

But the lord of the day
(With flak coming his way)
Now seemingly thinner it tapers.

IV
And of course there is always the 
case
Of the judge who was said to be base;
The problem is now
The who and the how
Of the judges the judge has to face.

V
There are those who think taking the 
farms
And the banks and the mines would, 
like charms,
Lift the poor from the floor,
But then others say ‘Sho’,

There’d be no-one left handing out 
alms.’ 

VI
There is little that cannot, with malt,
Be mellowed and smoothed, to a 
fault,
While the odd splash of Bourbon
Wraps it all in a turban
As sanity glides to a halt.  

Fly was multi-tasking. One hemisphere of grey stuff was devoted to the Library’s Bulletin. The other to The 
Oxford Book of Limericks. It caused confusion. His chromosomes got in the way. Helped. It always seems 
to. There wasn’t really any less confusion, but the effect was more pleasing. Then this.

Despite the fact that my ‘dompas’ clearly 

showed that my name was Dumisa Buhle 

Ntsebeza, I was told by Johnson that I 

would be called ‘Dennis.’ At that stage my 

attitude, I think, was that if they wanted to 

call me ‘Dennis’, it was up to them. I also 

wanted the job, and I was not going to 

make a fuss about what the white people 

decided to call me. So, between Johnson, 

the officious employee, and Advocate John 

Foxcroft, the floor leader, notwithstand-

ing what was in my dompas, I became 

‘Dennis’; and that’s who I was called by ev-

ery advocate for whom I did deliveries and 

made tea.

I recall that on the 9th floor there were 

Advocates Comrie, Kooy, Bamford, Gerald 

Gordon QC, and that on the 10th floor 

there was the colourful Advocate Snitcher 

QC, and Advocate Aaron SC (who I now be-

lieve practises in the United Kingdom). 

During my lunch breaks, I mainly oc-

cupied myself with reading newspapers, 

but got fascinated with a book that had 

just been published entitled Four People, 

which I then gathered had been written 

by Advocate Gerald Gordon QC. I read the 

book avidly. 

The book, as I remember, told a story of 
two families, one black and one white, and 
how they were affected differently by the 
vagaries of apartheid laws; a heart-rending 
reflection of how, for instance, in the one 
white family, the family was torn, tragi-
cally, because one of the sons born to that 
white family was a shade darker than his 
other siblings. Such was apartheid,  that, as 
the one brother grew older and darker, he 
was forced to go to coloured schools whilst 
his sibling was privileged to go to white 
schools. All the consequences of apartheid 
in terms of residences, schools, amenities, 
classification, were visited upon the other 
brother. 

The African family, on the other hand, 
was a typical Langa Township family, which 
could not live as a family because of the in-
flux laws of that time. 

Four People was about those kinds of 
stories, richly woven in the prose of which 
Gerald Gordon QC was the master. His liter-
ary skills were only matched by his prowess 
in the court room. This advocate was also 
an author of authoritative textbooks in the 
area of insurance law. I had done this kind 
of research on him whilst I was reading his 

book, and even though I was quite content 
to be just a Dennis as far as everybody else 
was concerned, I could not resist, one day, 
in the course of my delivering briefs into 
his chambers, asking him in the following 
manner: ‘Excuse me Sir, am I right that you 
are the same Gerald Gordon QC that has 
written the book Four People which I have 
just finished reading, and what a fascinat-
ing story?’

I think the question was unexpected, and 
came as a great shock to Advocate Gordon 
QC. He was sitting at his table and must 
have been doing some work because as 
soon as I asked the question, he sat back in 
his chair, and asked me, ‘What did you say?’ 

For a moment I hesitated whether I 
should again ask the question. I gathered 
strength and, putting on the broadest smile 
I could on my face, repeated the question. 
I felt that I should go further and say to 
him, ‘As a matter of fact, I seem to recollect 
that there is another book which you have 
written, with which I was impressed’. I told 
him, smiling foolishly and broadly, that the 
other book was entitled Let The Day Perish. 
I was saying all this quickly, and that is 
when he began to take off his spectacles, 
and looking at me very closely, and then 
asking, ‘Dennis, who are you?’  

The story of dennis
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