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Dr Henry Lever SC
We were all invited to a special tea at our
Bar the other day. Now tea together is a
rare occurrence at our Bar, but the occa-
sion was an auspicious one. Henry was
celebrating his 83rd birthday.

Not too many octogenarians are in
active practice at the Bar, so the thought
occurred to write a little something about
the man and his experiences. The sugges-
tion was met with a nod and a referral to
his curriculum vitae which he provided.
The document was quite out of date (by
ten or so years), but it was a start.

Henry Lever was born in Johannes-
burg in September 1930. He lived in Berea
and commuted to school by tram, daily,
on a one penny ticket. Soccer was played
on the streets of Hillbrow and was hardly
interrupted by the occasional passing car.
Remember, this is the early forties …

After matriculating in the late forties,
Henry enrolled at the University of the
Witwatersrand where he obtained his BA
(Psychology and Sociology majors) in
1952, his Honours (Sociology) in 1953, his
LLB in 1958, his MA in 1962 and lastly his
PhD (his thesis was on ‘Social distance’
among various groups of white high
school students) in 1964.

Henry started work whilst studying
for the LLB degree, initially in the Johan-
nesburg Magistrates’ courts until 1958
when he articled with Godfrey Rabin,
later becoming a professional assistant in
that firm until 1963.

Henry then embarked on an ‘acade-
mic interlude’ for the next 17 years. Ap-
pointed initially as a lecturer in sociology
at his alma mater, he was duly appointed
full professor in the seventies and de-
livered his inaugural lecture entitled
‘Applied Sociology’ in 1972. During his
tenure at Wits he traveled a bit and was
Visiting Professor of Sociology at Colum-
bia University, New York, in 1975. In 1978
Henry and his family left for Israel. There
he again held teaching posts as professor
in his fields of study at both Ben Gurion
University of the Negev, Beersheba, and
the University of Haifa. Henry learnt to
speak Hebrew (you have to) and eventu-

ally, I am told, his students complemented
him on his proficiency (ie they could
understand him at last).

In 1980 however, Henry decided to
return to southern Africa. If I understand
Henry correctly, this choice had some-
thing to do with late night hooting taxi
drivers (worse than ours), an extremely
high cost of living, coupled with an erra-
tic pay cheque (both as to date of receipt
and variable amounts), and the attitudes
of certain theatre goers who refused to
make way for others (like Henry) when
he had to pass by on the way to the aisle.
In short, Henry eventually threw citrus
at the taxis (under cover of darkness),
learnt to live with the oddities of Israeli
commerce (you order a yellow car which
you are told later is only available in
white and when you go to collect, lo,
only a yellow one is now available …),
and stomped unashamedly on the un-
moving theatre-goers feet.

During this period Henry wrote five
academic books covering various aspects
of his field, published 49 articles in both
locally and internationally accredited
academic journals (including the British
Journal of Sociology) and presented papers
at no fewer than seven academic confe-
rences in South Africa, Mozambique,
Lesotho, the USA and Israel. I also see

from his (outdated) CV that his list of
publications stands at 68 in total and
includes further articles on legal matters
in this journal (Consultus), the South
African Law Journal (4), and the Compa-
rative and International Law Journal.

Back in Africa, Henry returned to
practice as an attorney, first in Botswana
and then in Mafikeng until 1985. Then,
not really happy as an attorney (although
extremely successful), he decided to join
the fledgling Bar in the old Bophutha-
tswana, which he did on 22 July 1985.
Henry has now been at this Bar for just
under 30 years. He also practises in Bo-
tswana.

President Mandela signed Henry’s
Letters Patent on 19 October 1995.

Whilst at our Bar Henry has been our
Council chairman twice – that is, for two
periods of about seven years each – and
has served as an acting judge on no fewer
than six occasions in this Division and the
Northern Cape.

He has also acted as a judge in Bot-
swana.

And so Henry methodically continues
to practise his chosen profession. He
hardly ever misses a day and is often
found here over the weekend as well.

When I asked him how he did it, PhD
and all, he merely said it was thanks to
his PhT. On enquiry, this was explained
by the PhT herself – his wife of 60 years,
Tina. ‘PhT,’ said Tina, ‘stands for Pushed
Him Through.’ Behind every successful
man …

And so there you have it.  A man of
the sort Eric Morris may have had in
mind when he wrote Technique in Litiga-
tion so many years ago when discussing
qualifications for the practice of law.

‘I believe”, wrote Morris, ‘in literature
and languages, in poetry and philosophy
and in an understanding of humanity,
whether it be gleaned from history, an-
thropology, sociology, psychology or
just plain metaphysics of ethics.’ (Morris
Technique: Chapter 2).

See you at Chambers tomorrow,
Henry.
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