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Frank Snyckers: I’m sitting with Hennie Mellet in Waterkloof
in Pretoria and it’s a nice afternoon. And Hennie, to start
off, maybe if you’d like to tell us a little bit about your
early life, your childhood, where you grew up, where
you went to school, that sort of thing.

Hennie Mellet: Yes, certainly. I am a born and bred Johannes-
burger. I went to Brixton Afrikaansmedium Laerskool
and from there on to Helpmekaar Hoër Seunskool.

FS: They say that’s a very good school. I should know, I was
there!

HM: It was at that time. It was, in fact the only Afrikaans
school where I could for instance take Latin as a course.

FS: So when were you born, Hennie?
HM: I was born on 10 March 1937. So I am now 77 years old.
FS: Why the Latin, why the interest in Latin?
HM: I’m still not sure why. I always chose a difficult path,

whatever I did. We were just a small class in Latin – seven
or eight pupils. Throughout the years we had an excellent
Latin teacher and I never had any second thoughts about
it. I love Latin and I did well in Latin. And one must re-
member that at that time we had excellent teachers, not
only for Latin but also for other subjects. We had a Dutch-
man, Mr van Oortmerssen, who taught us English. He
read from wonderful books. For instance, on Friday
afternoons Three Men in a Boat; you know things like
that, which I enjoyed very much.

FS: I also happened to have a wonderful English teacher at
Helpmekaar, a guy called Keith Allen. Anyway one re-
members one’s teachers fondly.

HM: Yes, yes, and of course I had Piet Malan, the ex-Spring-
bok, as a science teacher from standard 6 to matric.

FS: Fantastic, what was your matric year?
HM: My matric year was ’55. And Piet Malan turned 90 this

year.
FS: Wasn’t 1955 the year Jack van der Schyff missed the kick

against the British Lions?
HM: Ah, wonderful to remember those famous names. You

know, to finance our efforts we used to pick up empty
Pepsi Cola bottles at tuppence a piece, took it to the café
and then we got paid and we were able to travel by train
and get entry into Ellis Park. But there was no seating
really and we were on the eastern side so you had to
look west.

FS: Yes, that was the old Ellis Park. In that old Ellis Park when
they had only the standing room it could take 90 000
people.

HM: Ja, that’s quite right. It was really always filled, and there
were wonderful rugby players at that time, Jack van der
Schyff, Okey Geffen, Hansie Brewis, Fonnie du Toit, ag,
we can name them all, they were just as good if not
better than today’s players

FS: Did you play rugby at school?
HM: I played rugby for a number of years. Flanker. But I

never made it further, I think, than third or fourth team.
Parktown Boys’ High was just over the street, but I still
remember going to St John’s College on cold winters
mornings on Saturdays with flimsy clothing because
there were no rooms, bathrooms like today. You had to
put on your rugby clothes at home and then you got
into a bus.

FS: So after school?
HM: After school I went to university. In those days you had

a few choices. There was some pressure from the teachers
to become a teacher because it was felt that culturally
the Afrikaners should advance with good teachers, or
you went into law, or you went into theology. I was
called in by our local predikant who wanted me to be-
come a predikant but I resisted his invitation and so I
landed up at the Normaalkollege in Pretoria for a com-
bined course at the university taking a BA and a teacher’s
diploma with Afrikaans and Latin as teaching subjects. I
was also very lucky here because we had excellent pro-
fessors who taught us the various languages: Professor
Henri Gonin who was the author of the standard Latin
textbooks, and then of course also very good Afrikaans
lecturers. So I was interested in languages really from
that time also. Then, in my third year at university I be-
came involved in journal editing.

FS: Oh already then, okay.
HM: Ja. So that was an interest which I’ve kept all the years. I

always found it very interesting.
FS: Can you remember what the journal was called?
HM: It was the annual Gerwe. So I became involved in editing

and I think in my final year, in my fourth year I was
editor of Gerwe and was nearly kicked out of the college
then because I published an article on Waarom Glo?

FS: Oh wow, so they said that was a bit too risky?
HM: Ja, a bit too risky, yes. And then from there when I ap-

Editor retires
We say goodbye to our editor, Hennie Mellet.

The deputy chair of the editorial committee,
Frank Snyckers SC, spent 12 years* with Hennie
on the editorial committee.
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plied for a teaching job, I got an appointment at every
school for which I applied. In those days there was a
scarcity of teachers, and especially of Latin teachers. And
I had to make my choice. And then old Dev van Deven-
ter who was the Helpmekaar Latin teacher, retired in
that year and when I applied they appointed me. On the
first day that I started working as a teacher, I got a call
from one of my former teachers asking me to join his
firm of publishers, at that time known as Voortrekker-
pers. They published Die Transvaler and school books
and so on. So I had to give three months’ notice. My
principal was really shocked about this: how can one
really say no to a job at Helpmekaar, especially as Latin
teacher? In fact at that time I was also registered for an
MA in Latin but I was able to cancel that at the sugges-
tion of my ex-teacher and persuaded to take an LLB.

FS: And who was the ex-teacher?
HM: The ex-teacher was Daan Goosen. In later years he be-

came very controversial because he was quite a political-
ly-strongminded person and he clashed with the existing
National Party hierarchy. But he was appointed within a
year or so after I joined Vootrekkerpers, as secretary of
the Suid-Afrikaanse Akademie vir Wetenskap en Kuns.
Then of course he took me along as assistant secretary.

FS: And then did Goosen persuade you to do an LLB?
HM: Ja.
FS: But why?
HM: He said it was better for a career in business than Latin.
FS: But still in order to be in publishing or to go into practice

in law?
HM: Well, in fact then for the first time I became interested in

law. The law studies were interesting because there was
a very strong element of Latin, as you may recall, in
Roman Dutch law and Roman law.

FS: Yes. So now when was this when you did the LLB?
HM: I did the LLB in 1964, through UNISA. And then I, of

course, I was bitten by the practising bug and decided to
do articles. But I was already married to Ida [van Oost-
rum] and had two children.

FS: So how old were you then?
HM: I was then 27.
FS: Right, and what was the position you had at the Akade-

mie, what job did you have there?
HM: General secretarial duties and also, believe it or not,

editing of their magazine.

In fact, I was the first editor of the magazine.
FS: Oh wow, and what was it called?
HM: It was called Nuusbrief van die Suid-Afrikaanse Akademie vir

Wetenskap en Kuns. Then, that was 1964, I was assisted
by some of my law teachers, eg Peet Nienaber, who was
my private law teacher, in getting articles somewhere. In
those days articles were a bit, nie so volop soos nou nie.

FS: And where did you do articles?
HM: I could have done it in Pretoria at a salary of R120 a

month but in Johannesburg Van Wyk de Vries, Malan
& Steyn offered me R140. I made a mistake. That R20.00
per month wasn’t worth it. But I knew Johannesburg,
with its champagne climate and so on and I felt con-
vinced that it’s a better place to be. And at that time
there was more work also for attorneys in Jo’burg. You
know at Van Wyk de Vries, Malan & Steyn the articled
clerks had to make notes on old envelopes. In the
mornings we cut them open, then they were flattened
and that’s your stock for the day. After qualifying I
opened my own practice in Edenvale. My colleagues
speculated about whether I would be able to survive as
an attorney in a place like Edenvale. But I can tell you
that today there are more than 30 firms in Edenvale. You
know, in those days you weren’t able to get work as
easily. And it was then that I was approached by Willie
Hosten and Marius Benadé to join the UNISA law
faculty. Willie, formerly dean of the Faculty of Law at
UNISA, is now my neighbour over the street here. But
my first love was really editing.

FS: So when you practised in Edenvale, how long did you
practise there?

HM: I was there about five years.
FS: And was the offer from UNISA, was that like an

oasis?
HM: Yes, we wanted to go back to Pretoria; it was in our

opinion better for the children going to school and so on.
FS: So then, at UNISA, what did you do at UNISA before

you did the editing?
HM: Back in time I was senior lecturer in Mercantile Law.
FS: And did you edit anything at the university before you

went to the Law Society?
HM: Yes, from the beginning I was involved in De Rebus and

UNISA’s Codicillus. I wrote articles.
FS: All right, so you actually have been in editing from the

Gerwe days throughout?
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HM: Yes.
FS: So when did you first start editing De Rebus?
HM: Billy van der Merwe, Monty Knoll and Jeff Malherbe

were members of the team that appointed me at the
then ALS [now the LSSA] to fill the new position of
Director of Development.
That included the editorship of De Rebus.
That was in 1974.

FS: When I was all of four years old. When we lost three
tests to one half-test to the British Lions.

HM: Dis hoe mens die werklike rugby-ondersteuners herken. Ja,
and I had a very nice time at the ALS because I was
given a free hand; I was given a secretary, we developed
the journal, increased its size [eventually it became A4],
started to make it readable and so on. I’m very proud of
the work I did there at that time.

FS: Were they still in Paul Kruger Street?
HM: They were then, yes actually, ja, in the Hallmark Building

just near the old Jewish Synagogue. And then later on
we moved to the brand new Volkskas building. A high-
light at the ALS was the sponsorship by the Attorneys’
Fidelity Fund of my request to visit overseas Bar associa-
tions. I visited various Bar Associations in Chicago,
New York, Washington, London, Holland and
Germany.

FS: For the purposes of writing for the journal, for De Rebus?
HM: No, I had to write a report but several articles were

published in De Rebus.
FS: And you say before you joined the Law Society to edit

De Rebus you’d actually done a number of contributions
for De Rebus?

HM: I wrote about improving the system, the abolition of
Latin, even although I was a Latin student …

FS: So that didn’t feel like treason to you?
HM: No, it’s not only abolishing Latin but bringing in say

accounting or one of the African languages – not to make
things easier, but to make it more practical. And also the
right of non-practising lawyers to become members of
the various societies and the right to appear in the High
Courts if you’ve got the necessary qualifications. I could
never see why an attorney couldn’t or shouldn’t appear
in the High Court. I was always interested in professio-
nal matters. In a sense I had an academic attraction to-
wards professional practice. I think it must have been
something to do with my studies in sociology. That’s

why I visited the overseas Bars – also to see how they
function. And the other leg was how they publish books
and journals. A lot of those things were incorporated in
De Rebus. Some of the memorable things I did was to
attend the trial about Steve Biko.

FS: Oh right, the inquest?
HM: Ja. I had to attend sessions of the inquest as an observer

on behalf of the ALS. When I wrote an editorial it was
decided not to publish it.

FS: Because your report was critical? Or at least there was
uncomfortable news in the report?

HM: Ja. The ALS also invited an English solicitor, Sir David
Napley, to attend the inquest.
He wrote a negative report.
They decided not to publish it.

FS: Okay, and when did you leave De Rebus to go to Butter-
worths?

HM: I left De Rebus in 1982.
FS: So almost ten years there?
HM: Ja. And then because of my publishing and editing expe-

rience, I was approached by Butterworths to join them.
FS: Were they at the time also in Durban?
HM: They were in Durban, yes. We decided not to move

there and we opened offices in Pretoria.
FS: Okay, so that was possible?
HM: Ja. I went to Durban at least once a week for two or

three days and mostly stayed at the Durban Club. Now
at Butterworths (which is now LexisNexis), I was, you
can say editor-in-chief but not on detail. I was Legal
Publishing Director and in that capacity managing editor
of several periodicals. As a publisher you always want to
be first with everything, you want to sell your books
and so on. Law book publishing is a profitable business
really in the sense that law book publishers have a captive
market. I must say, something I was immensely proud
of was the chapter or title on ‘Legal Practitioners: Subtitle:
attorneys’ which I wrote for LAWSA with Van Dijkhorst
J who wrote on advocates, and the second one is the
book of which I was the co-editor, Our Legal Heritage/Ons
Regserfenis [an illustrated history of SA law]. And one of
the things which I did there was publish the pre-1946
Digma Law Reports. I don’t know whether you know
the series?

FS: Yes, in fact I have Schalk Burger’s old Digmas of the old
TPDs and WLDs.
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HM: Yes, and that was quite a success. We were able to sell all
the sets that we reprinted. Okay, that takes care, more
or less of my career. I then retired in 1996. And on my
retirement there was a call from Willem van der Linde,
would I like to apply as editor for Advocate. At that time it
appeared twice a year.

FS: Was it already Advocate then, it wasn’t Consultus anymore?
HM: Consultus.
FS: I’m trying to think when we changed to Advocate.
HM: I think since 2002.
FS: Yes, because I joined Advocate just as we changed from

Consultus to Advocate and that was in 2002.
FS: And why did he ask you, do you know?
HM: I think it’s possibly reputation or whatever. I filed a for-

mal application and I went for an interview.
FS: And who was editor of Consultus before you?
HM: Philip Coetzer, former DG of Justice. Philip was editor

from ’88.
FS: Okay, so you’re going to be sandwiched by two Philips

as the editor of Advocate?
HM: Ja. I never thought of that.
FS: From Philip Coetzer to Philip van der Merwe. And then

you have the interesting quirk that you had Philip van
der Merwe also succeed you at De Rebus?

HM: Ja, that also. Francis Bosman assisted in between at De
Rebus before Philip.

FS: So when you started as the editor of Consultus/Advocate
or Consultus in 1996, who was the GCB chair?

HM: Malcolm Wallis. He appointed me, yes.
FS: So, in relation to the running of Consultus and then

Advocate, is there anything in particular you remember
about that, and how it worked and how it changed?

HM: Yes, but it’s more of an administrative nature, not very
interesting. When Philip Coetzer retired he was already
a senior counsel and he had chambers here in Pretoria.
And he was able to appoint a full-time assistant for
himself, for Consultus, and an office. This was very
expensive. Because I come from a business background I

always look at how much it costs. I couldn’t understand
this. For a journal that comes out twice a year to have all
that luxury. And I worked steadily to reduce the
administrative costs. When I moved to Bredasdorp, after
two or three years, the assistant resigned. And then I
decided to go it alone and that’s been the position since
then.

FS: Okay, and in relation to any particular things relating to
some of the times at Advocate that you remember or any
particular things or changes that made an impression on
you there during your time there?

HM: No, except that I always had lots of support from the
editorial committee and the Bar. I think the greatest
support I had was from Jeremy Gauntlett. He is still
interested in the journal. You know Frank, I once count-
ed an edition of 52 pages and 26 of those pages were
either sent in directly by Jeremy or suggested by him.
That was years after he had retired as chair. So ek het van
hom baie persoonlike hulp gekry en dan is daar twee, drie, baie
knap redaksielede wat ek onthou – ek is baie spyt Alfred Cock-
rell is weg.

FS: Ja, Alfred was great. How long was Alfred with us?
HM: For several years. But the main thing one’s got to bear in

mind is that you can today edit a journal like this from
Bloemfontein or from Pretoria or from Cape Town.
That’s a formidable change.

FS: No, that’s true.
HM: In working with journals, you’ll find in many small towns

there are people who are doing this sort of work easily.
FS: That’s right, ja. That makes a huge difference, especially

with the editing and you track something and e-mail it
back; it makes a very big difference. And what sort of
thoughts would you have about what you feel was suc-
cessful and what you feel was less successful and what
the journal ought to be doing going forward, and what
it ought to avoid?

HM: I think what ought to be done forward is to get some
more prestige advertisements, but there are drawbacks.
Attorneys have an advantage in that they’re exposed to
more activities. Office hire, staff, computer systems and
that sort of thing, whereas the Bar ’s needs are very
limited; it’s got a very limited potential for advertising.
We’ve tried our best. You can look at the English Bar
journal Counsel for instance; they don’t carry a lot of
advertisements because advertisers today advertise their
products in media that the readers are interested in. For
the Bar it is limited to banking, cars and law books [but
there are only two large law book companies in South
Africa]. That’s more or less everything.

FS: And content-wise, or at least direction-wise or vision-
wise or anything like that?

HM: I think what could be done is a readership survey, just to
find out whether the readers agree with the contents.

FS: Yes, so to get a bit more of a feel of what people want
and what they don’t want, yes. We’ve done something
like that before.

HM: But there, once again, I can say that they want news.
They want the news. It’s always like that. We found it in
De Rebus also. Mense hou van so bietjie kyk wat hulle kollegas
doen, ‘n bietjie skinder.

Patric Mtshaulana SC, chair of the editorial committee, and Richard Brooks SC
at a recent meeting of the committee.
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GCB’s inaugural
Intermediate Advocacy
Course held

ON THE weekend of 18 to
 20 September 2014, the GCB

held the first Intermediate Advocacy
Course, fashioned on the Wallenberg
Advanced Advocacy Training Course,
but aimed at juniors of two to six
years’ seniority.

It was held at the Cathedral Peak
Hotel and was attended by about
forty participants from across the
country. Faculty members were drawn
from the local Bars as well as from
abroad.

The second Intermediate Advo-
cacy Course will take place at Wallen-
berg at the University of Stellenbosch
in January 2015.

Seated at the feet of Gamaliel, Judge Bob Nugent, are Emma Webber (pupil and witness-helper);
James Madonald (pupil and witness-helper) and Babalo Metu (Advanced Teachers’ Traning participant),
all from the Johannesburg Bar.  A

FS: So the equivalent of the social pages, those that are in-
teresting for the fellow members.

HM: But I do think that quality-wise, our magazine compares
well with overseas publications, eg Counsel. And our
format and appearance have improved a lot.

FS: And are there any highlights that you can remember,
maybe certain editions that you were particularly happy
with, not necessarily that were better than others?

HM: Ja, I think the 100th anniversary of the Supreme Court
and the Mandela series were particularly memorable.

FS: Yes, and what would be challenges or difficulties or un-
pleasantness that one deals with (without necessarily
being too specific) – things that are most difficult or that
you would miss least?

HM: Well, if the editorial committee considers an article that
was commissioned, and then say, no, this is not what we
want, then the problem is I’ve got to go back and deal
with the author. Or, ja, you approve an article and the
next meeting you say no, let’s leave it now; it’s difficult.
Right at the beginning, I remember we had a problem
when an article from a judge was approved and then
Malcolm phoned to say, no, we are not going to publish
it. Then I had to get us out of the situation.
And the judge was very upset. And you remember some
of the fights we had to deal with?

FS: Yes, there is quite a bit of that where we need to grit our
teeth every now and then, but that would probably
entail similar sorts of things, I suppose, as with De Rebus
that you were used to.

HM: Ja. You find it; this crops up. Or people would object to
something that was published.

FS: And you’ve also got to deal with expectations and with
representations made and people feel upset and so on.

HM: That’s right. I had a very nasty experience with this latest
edition also on the advertising front. And of course, it is
very frustrating when contributions come in too late, or
at the last minute, giving me sleepless nights.

FS: Ja, and what are the most pleasing or satisfying aspects
of, or were to you personally?

HM: The publication of a faultless journal, on time.
FS: Especially given the challenges with the fact that most of

the contributors were people that one had to chase and
you had to manage with a degree of difficulty.

HM: Yes, with some repeat offenders!
FS: Hennie, this was wonderful, thank you. A

Farewell dinner: Frank Snyckers SC, deputy chair of the Advocate editorial
committee, staged a farewell function for Hennie Mellet at a Johannesburg res-
taurant. The dinner was attended by members and former members of the com-
mittee. In this photo from left to right are Mahlape Sello, Willem van der Linde SC,
a former chair of the GCB and the editorial committee, and Marilena Ioannou.


