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• Former President Thabo Mbeki
As I knew him, Duma Nokwe never lost respect for the pedi-
gree which his upbringing conferred on him as an intellectual
born of a humble working class family.

Duma Nokwe was an exemplar of the high quality of
leadership during a challenging period of our liberation
struggle. He was an outstanding intellectual and a brilliant
mind, who surrendered his rare abilities to the national cause.

 Always refusing to parade his immense intellectual capacity
as an assertion of his importance, he upheld and sustained
the conviction, selflessly, that he and his views were important
only to the extent that they resonated with the sentiments of the
masses which fate had determined he should lead. He insisted
that these masses would also be the final arbiters who would
decide whether what he said and stood for was true or false.

Duma Nokwe, your colleague, was an outstanding African
intellectual, revolutionary and pan-Africanist, who understood
the challenge our country and Africa continue to face to this
day, to combine the enormous capacity of the African
intelligentsia with the truly creative mind of the African masses,
to achieve the all-round emancipation of all Africans.

Throughout his life he rejected the notion that his mind
and his professional and personal welfare should be defined
by the prospects of personal gain, and that his public duty to
serve the people required that he should abandon his integrity
and honesty as an intellectual.

• Patric Mtshaulana SC, former chairperson of the
GCB and former Group Leader of Duma Nokwe Group
of Advocates
Duma is a short for Dumalisile which means ‘Thunder on a
cloudless day.’ Duma Nokwe was born in Everton. He did his
secondary education at St Peter’s College. He then proceeded
to University College, Fort Hare, where he obtained a BSc
degree in 1949 and a teacher’s diploma in 1950. He became
a mathematics teacher in Krugersdorp but was dismissed
because of his participation in the defiance campaign

Duma overcame many obstacles and obtained his LLB
degree. He was admitted as an advocate by Maritz JP and
Boshoff AJ (who later became JA). His application for admission
was moved by Joe Slovo, a member of the Johannesburg Bar.

Duma Nokwe signed the admission book and became a
member of our Society on 9 March 1956. He was to become
the first black member to be admitted to the Bar in the Transvaal.
His admission to the Society of Advocates sparked a debate
(see Die Transvaler 9 March and 20 March 1956) on whether
blacks could be admitted as members of the Society; if so,

whether they should be allowed to have chambers in the same
building as their white colleagues.

Once the Society had admitted Duma Nokwe as a member,
he had to apply for permission in terms of the Group Areas
Act to occupy chambers at His Majesty’s Building. The Bar
Council made provisional arrangements that pending the
application he would be accommodated at Group 836. Because
of the debate within and outside the Bar, the Bar Council
convened a special general meeting of members. The meeting
was attended by 107 members. Ninety eight members voted in
favour of Duma Nokwe taking chambers at His Majesty’s
Building. Two of those who voted against were politicians and
members of the National Party. One of them became the Prime
Minister. Two others later became judges.

On 8 August 1956, Duma Nokwe received a letter from
the Native Commissioner, advising him that his application
for permission had been refused. The Native Commissioner
advised him in the letter to rather obtain accommodation in a
native residential area. Armed with the overwhelming support
from the members, the Bar Council wrote to the Minister of
Native Affairs indicating to him that the suggested
accommodation in a native residential area would make it
impossible for Duma Nokwe to practise as an advocate. The
chairman of the Bar Council Issy Maisels QC wrote:

‘One of the fundamental rules of the Bar is that an advocate
may accept briefs only from attorneys and that he may have
no professional contact with any member of the lay public
save through the intervention of an attorney …it is essential
that Mr Nokwe, if he is to practise at all, should have chambers
in a place where he is accessible to attorneys and to such
clients and witnesses as his attorney may find it necessary for
him to interview.

As a matter of practice consultations with clients and
witnesses are essential before trial actions and they often take
place for the purpose of obtaining advice.

Moreover, it is contrary to the rules of the Bar for an
advocate to visit an attorney’s office in connection with his
profession. This is a long-standing rule which is of great
importance in relation to professional ethics.

As far as the Bar Council has been able to ascertain no
attorneys practise in or near any municipal native residential
areas in Johannesburg: the overwhelming number of
Johannesburg attorneys practise in the central area of the city.

It is inconceivable that attorneys would put themselves to
the considerable inconvenience of travelling long distances
with or without their clients and witnesses; to consult with or to
brief Mr Nokwe, if he had to practise in one of these areas,
even if they were without special permission, free to enter a
location in which he happened to be practising. In most, if not
all, cases special permits would, we believe, be necessary.

With minor exceptions the courts in which Mr Nokwe would
normally practise are situated at considerable distances from
the locations.

In the view of the Bar Council, Mr Nokwe will be unable to
earn a living as an advocate unless there is a departure from
the terms of the letter referred to. Mr Nokwe is a duly admitted
member of the society and the council considers it its duty to
make these representations.’

Excerpts from speeches
honouring Duma Nokwe
at the Johannesburg Bar’s bi-annual dinner
on 15 October 2011
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The Minister replied through his secretary whose letters have
been described by many as having been inappropriate. The
Rand Daily Mail of 17 September 1956 wrote of the letters:
‘The tone of the second letter was unbecoming of the head of
a Government Department and insulting to the body to whom
it was addressed. It suggested, first, that in pleading for Mr
Nokwe, the Bar Council might in fact only be trying to protect
the interests of certain of its members at his expense, and,
secondly, that the Bar Council had become the “dupe and
agent” of political propaganda, “leftist and other.”

To impute motives of self-interest to the Bar Council is a
revelation of the way the Minister’s mind works. To see “leftist
influences” in so responsible a body is to betray a way of
thinking that may suit a street-corner demagogue but never a
Cabinet Minister. It is in fact an infamous suggestion, which
implies that Dr. Verwoerd has no real answer to the Bar Council
and therefore hopes merely to cow them with abuse.’

Michael Kuper SC, delivering a speech at the unveiling of
Duma Nokwe’s Bust, said of the correspondence between the
Bar and the Minister’s Secretary: ‘I want to say three things
about that correspondence The first is to confess to a small
sense of satisfaction that the Bar had done its duty and moreover
it had not just gone through the motions; it was clear from the
correspondence that the leadership of the Bar felt passionately
that a terrible injustice was being perpetrated. The second, of
course, was the depth of the insult and humiliation visited
upon Duma Nokwe, a decent honourable and courageous
man who was spitefully denied the opportunity to follow the
occupation of his choice in the institution of his choice. It was

a matter of personal tragedy entirely unwarranted and
devastating in its effect. Thirdly, it was an insult and an affront
to all those who wished to pursue their calling in a shared
profession, regardless of colour or creed.’

May I propose that as we honour Duma Nokwe today we
should also recognise those leaders of the Bar who were
prepared to take the risk of prosecution on a matter of principle.

May I ask all of us here gathered to remember Maisels
QC, Franks QC, Pollack QC, Fischer QC, Coleman QC and
all the members of Group 836. We should pay special tribute
to George Bizos SC who was prepared to share a chamber
with Duma Nokwe although he knew this was unlawful.

We should pay tribute to the members who voted in favour
of Duma Nokwe taking chambers with them.

Because of this history, the name Duma Nokwe has come
to symbolise the extent to which this Bar would go to fight for
its independence. His name is associated with this Bar’s resolve
to fight for the right of all irrespective of their colour, to choose
and practise the profession of advocacy freely without govern-
ment interference.

Although the members of the Bar at the time would have
belonged to different political parties, on the issue of Duma
Nokwe, they chose for their colleague above their political
preferences and beliefs. Duma Nokwe therefore symbolises
the importance our Society attaches to collegiality.

Lastly, we are honouring Duma Nokwe to pay tribute to his
service to the country, to his courage and to the sacrifice he
made so that we can have a Constitution guaranteeing all the
rights and freedoms he did not live to enjoy.

Honouring Duma Nokwe – Continued from page 27

It is with much sadness that the Johannesburg Bar continues to
mourn the loss of Hiram Zangwill Slomowitz SC. The Bar is
poorer for the absence of this kindhearted, colourful and
generous man.

Hiram was an undisputed intellectual who never saw things
in black and white. He was a lawyer’s lawyer, and everyone
else’s. He enriched not only the profession, but his juniors and
the lives of all those who knew him.

Hiram was born with a memory of injustice. He was a humanist
who believed strongly in the rule of law and in fairness.

Hiram loved his work. He never lost his zeal for and his
commitment to the law. He had a work ethic admired by all. He
was fearless and he was fearsome, but he played the ball and
never the man. This ensured that his relations with his colleagues
were always warm.

He also practised in accordance with the cab-rank rule. This
came easily to him because he never judged his clients and

because he believed, no matter how bad a case might seem,
there was always something that could be said to advance it.

Hiram’s contribution to the law was immense not only as an
advocate but also as an acting judge. The law reports attest to
this.

Towards the end of his life Hiram joined the Duma Nokwe
Group. He did this with the view unambiguously to align himself
with the need to transform the Bar and meaningfully to contribute
towards that transformation.

There is no need to say more – everyone has a story to tell
about Hiram. In this way he will continue to live on and to be
admired by generations of lawyers to come. His continued
existence is assured also through his children Debora, Judith
and Daniella, his grandchildren Zahar and Arad, and his partner
Sheila, to all of whom we extend our gratitude and our deep felt
sympathy. There can be no doubt that we stand on the shoulders
of a giant.

In memoriam
Standing on the shoulders of a giant
Hiram Zangwill Slomowitz 29/9/1939–6/10/2011
By N Limberis SC, Johannesburg Bar
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