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IF David Gordon
didn’t exist

we’d probably
have to invent

him. He joined the Bar in 1964 and this
year celebrates 50 years of uninterrupted
practice. For as long as any of us can
remember he has been a benchmark of
intellectual rigour, consummate court
presence and sartorial elegance.

David’s wit combined with a fierce
intellect have given rise to a wealth of
tales of epic one-liners and withering
put-downs. Those who know him will
testify to the fact that, while there is not a
mean bone in his body, should it be war-
ranted, a riposte from David can be de-
vastating. One such incident (which I
suspected to be apocryphal but has been
confirmed by the man himself) occurred
when David was appearing in a trial.
During the short adjournment a frank
exchange occurred between himself and
his opponent. David expressed a forth-
right and sincerely held opinion as to his
opponent’s character and resemblance to
a barnyard animal. Aggrieved by com-
parison the gentleman accused him of
defamation. ‘No it’s not,’ said David
calmly, and called over a constable who
happened to be waiting outside court.
After he had advised the undoubtedly
bemused constable that what he was
about to say was said with malice and
intention to belittle, he repeated his opin-
ion and turning to his stunned opponent
he remarked, ‘now THAT’S defamation.’

David was born in Zimbabwe and
moved to Cape Town as a young child.
He was educated at SACS, Durban Prepa-
ratory School and then Durban High
School. He completed his degrees at
University of Natal, Durban, and later at
Harvard. He joined the Bar in 1964 and
took silk on 3 April 1978.

His first chambers were in West Walk
in the centre of town. 50 years later he
occupies chambers on the13th Floor of
The Marine with sumptuous panoramic
views of the Durban harbour. Walking

into his chambers one is immediately
struck by the fact that these are the cham-
bers of an advocate with a busy and
dynamic practice. He said this about his
practice: ‘There have been very few
mornings in my life when I am not ex-
cited by the thought of going to my
chambers or going to court. I consider
myself very lucky to enjoy my profes-
sion.’

A career that has spanned five decades
of tumultuous political and social history
allows for a perspective on the profound
changes to our society and our profession
rarely afforded to anyone. The Bar at
which he practises today is almost entirely
unrecognisable from the one he joined in
1964. He remarked that ‘when I started
there were no women advocates. Today
we have many and I honestly believe
that they have made a considerable con-
tribution to the Bar and the Bench.’ He
further noted, as a source of pride, that
the expansion of the Bar to include per-
sons of colour began ahead of its political
time and afforded afforded everyone an
opportunity to teach, and to learn, from
each other. Colleagues speak warmly of
his generosity and how working with
him (no matter how bad or good the
specific case) was always a pleasure.

THE usual question about advice for
young advocates was met with a wry

smile. In the finest tradition, he passed
on three pieces of advice given to him
and one all of his own:
1 Take two vacations a year preferably

overseas or in another province (pace
Judge David Friedman)

2 If you’re going to be difficult you
better make sure that you are right
(pace The Judge Milne)

3 Always remember that a woman is
somebody’s daughter and can be
another man’s sister.

THE challenge in writing about
someone like David is how to distil

the essence of the man and his practice
into a few paragraphs. The solution pre-
sented itself (to me) in the form of the
Proust Questionnaire, a series of questions
based on a late Victorian parlour game.
The questionnaire is named after Marcel
Proust who completed it as a teenager:

• What is your greatest fear?
I feel discomfort at the thought of
relying upon a case in argument
where my research has been so
lacking that I did not find out that the
decision had failed on appeal or not
been followed by some other im-
portant court.

• What is your current state of mind?
I hope that I will be able to practise
for as long as I am able and fortuna-
tely I remain in good physical and
mental health.

• What is your favourite occupation?
Following sport, in particular
English Premier League football,
and reading.

• What historical figure do you most
identify with?
There is no historical figure that I
identify with. I think of myself as an
ordinary person and I’m sure that’s
how I wish to be remembered. There
are no coat tails that I hang on to
although as I sit here I am still deeply
grieved by the passing of my friend
Douglas Shaw QC.

• Which living person do you most admire?
What’s Brad Pitt’s wife’s name? Ah
yes, Angelina Jolie and Mrs Clooney.

• Who is your favourite fictional hero?
The main character in any
Dan Winslow book.

• Who are your real life heroes?
Barack Obama.

• What is your most treasured posses-
sion?
My Kindle.

• When and where were you happiest?
As a child I had a very happy life and
as an advocate I have really enjoyed
my professional life.

• What is your most obvious characte-
ristic?
My bald head.

• What is the trait you most deplore in
yourself?
Every day I read the New York Times,
The Chicago Tribune and The Daily Beast
which can sometimes delay, by some
hours, my getting down to work.
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• What is the trait you most deplore in
others?
There is nothing about anybody that
I deplore.

• What is your greatest extravagance?
Clothes.

• What is your favourite journey?
In some ways my favourite journeys
were two. When driving to Pieterma-
ritzburg, particularly as a young prac-
titioner, I enjoyed thinking about the
argument I was about to deliver and
how logical, ordered and irresistible it
was. Then the actual argument would
be delivered which sometimes turned
out to be fractured, all over the place
and leaking badly from either judicial
questions or my opponent’s out-
standing reply. Driving back from
Pietermaritzburg I would construct a

RICHARD Salmon SC recently took on the
 role of Judge Turpin in a production of

Sweeney Todd (The Demon Barber of Fleet Street)
which ran from 9–24 August at the Elizabeth
Sneddon Theatre at the University of KwaZulu-
Natal. Set in the murky shadows of 19th Centu-
ry Fleet Street, it tells the tale of Sweeney, a
lowly barber banished to the penal colonies of
Australia by the evil Judge Turpin. He returns
and wreaks his bloody revenge killing his
customers who are then turned into meat pies
by his cheerfully psychopathic landlady Mrs
Lovett.

The cast played to full houses and countless
standing ovations throughout the run. Richard
studied and then lectured in music at the Uni-
versity of KwaZulu-Natal. One of his enduring
interests was singing and he was one of the
founder members of National Performing Arts
Council. He studied singing abroad in Germany
and performed widely in South Africa before
deciding to join the Bar. Your correspondent
had to suppress the urge to wave to him like a
mum at a school concert when he first ap-
peared on stage. However the vehemence
with which he delivered the lines ‘It is perhaps
remiss of me to close the court so early, but
the stench of those miserable wretches at the
Bar was so offensive to my nostrils that I fear-
ed my eagerness for fresher air might well
impede the soundness of my judgment’ did
sting a bit.

new argument which had an answer
to everything that was challenged
during delivery which of course I am
never able to deliver.

• Which words or phrases do you most
over-use?
To men ‘my boy’ to women ‘my
darling’ and to animals ‘my babies.’

• If you could change one thing about
yourself, what would it be?
Acquire a full grown head of silver
hair.

• What do you consider your greatest
achievement?
Being a member of the Durban Bar.

• What do you value most in your friends?
Sharing.

• If you were to die and come back as a
person or an animal what do you think it
would be?
An elephant or a shark – for a long life.

• If you could choose an object to come
back as, what would you choose?
A thousand dollar bill.

• What is your motto in life?
Je reviens.

• Who has been the greatest influence
on you?
Douglas Shaw QC.

David is indeed the living epitome of the
old adage ‘Choose a job you love, and
you will never have to work a day in
your life.’ A warm and hearty congratu-
lations from all of your colleagues for
achieving this outstanding milestone.
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