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In memoriam: Bar pays tribute to 
Elize van den Heever 
Craig Watt-Pringle SC, vice chair, General Council of the Bar of South Africa, read this obituary 
at her memorial service in Johannesburg on 19 August 2015. In it the GCB mourned its late 
Executive Officer’s untimely death 

Elize van den Heever*, right up to her sad and untimely 
passing, occupied a pivotal position in what we advocates 

like to think of as the more glamorous branch of the legal pro-
fession, that of Executive Officer of the General Council of the 
Bar of South Africa, the GCB, which is the federation of con-
stituent Bars. You might say that Elize was the head shepherd 
of over two and a half thousand advocates. And as anyone who 
has dealt with advocates will know, the expression “herding 
cats” was coined with them in mind. 

It is my privilege to pay tribute to Elize van den Heever, in 
my capacity as the representative of the GCB, in place of our 
chairman, Jeremy Muller SC, who deeply regrets that he is un-
able to do so in person.

Elize was originally employed by the GCB in 1985 as the profes-
sional assistant to the then Secretary, Daan Joubert. In 1995 she 
was promoted to Acting Secretary and then in 1996 she was 
appointed Secretary, as the position was then known.

Over the past two decades, one of Elize’s most important 
tasks was to co-ordinate and oversee the annual pupillage ex-
aminations under the auspices of the National Bar Examination 
Board (NBEB). This was no mean task, as no less than five ex-

ams have to be written simultaneously by over 200 pupil advo-
cates in locations dotted around the country, from Cape Town 
to Pretoria. But Elize’s task started well before that. She had to 
obtain draft examination papers from busy advocates who were 
constantly under court imposed deadlines and invariably had 
to ask Elize to extend her deadlines; after these draft papers 
had been amended and approved by the NBEB, Elize translated 
each one into Afrikaans, made copies and despatched them to 
the various examination centres under strict security. 

After each exam she had to get the exam scripts to the ex-
aminers for marking and then ensure that the marks came in in 
time for the judge moderators to moderate the marks. 

The next task was to collate the marks and advise the pupils 
whether they had qualified for oral exams, also conducted at 
different centres around the country and involving judges and 
senior advocates as oral examiners. The logistics involved were 
truly daunting, but Elize, despite the erratic co-operation of 
the advocates involved, somehow managed the task as if to the 
manner born. Elize had a calm and gentle, but firm way about 
her, which served her well in this stressful position. 

I was from the late 1990s, and for the next ten years, a legal 
writing examiner, which meant that I had to submit examina-
tion papers to Elize and afterwards mark the exam scripts. At 
the [appropriate] time of year I would invariably receive a call 
from Elize. 

‘Hello Craig. Elize van den Heever from the GCB’ – as if I didn’t 
know. Then we usually spoke in Afrikaans to one another. 
‘Waneer kry ek my vraestelle Craig?’ Dit was soos die oud dae toe 
my pa destyds vir my gevra het of ek my skoolprojek al voltooi 
het. Toe moes ek vir Elize vra vir nog ‘n paar dae. Maar Elize 
was nie gister gebore nie. Ek glo dat haar sperdatum altyd ‘n 
paar ekstra dae ingebou het vir die advokate wat nooit betyds 
hulle werk kon doen nie. En so het ek nog ‘n paar dae gekry en 
Elize het gekry wat sy nodig gehad het.

Retired Judge Phillip Levinsohn, who served on the NBEB 
from 1991, recalled in a recent email to the GCB chairman how 
Elize’s appointment came about following the resignation of 
the then Secretary of the GCB, with whom Elize was working 
as his PA:

“I distinctly recall that Elize coordinated that year’s examinations in 
a most efficient manner. I was prompted to write to the then chairman 
of the GCB (I think it was Malcolm Wallis SC) recommending that 
the GCB seriously consider appointing Elize as the permanent secre-
tary. She was appointed – and […] the rest is history. The GCB never 
looked back - she was a tower of strength in the organisation and will 
be sorely missed. 
My condolences go out to her family in this hour of grief.”

Late GCB EO Elize van den Heever
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Judge Malcolm Wallis, a previous chairman of the GCB, and 
presently a judge of the Supreme Court of Appeal, has sent 
through similar sentiments, praising Elize not only for her effi-
ciency and superb managerial skills, but also for her gentleness 
and calmness in stressful times. In his tribute [which was pub-
lished in the Service brochure], he wrote:

“Elise was not a lawyer by training. But she absorbed and reflected the 
ethos of the Bar. 
[…]
By the end of her term of office I suspect that she knew more about the 
Bar and its workings and the people who made up the Bar than most 
advocates. She was fiercely loyal and committed to what we were try-
ing to do.
[…]
When an old and highly respected advocate or judge dies, it is often 
said of them by their colleagues and friends in the profession that in 
every fibre of their being they were a Bar person, someone who epito-
mised the best of what this profession of ours can be. To Elize’s family 
and friends I say that to the advocates of South Africa she was a Bar 
person, and that is high praise indeed.”

Archie Findlay SC, the current convener of the NBEB who has 
had a great deal to do with Elize over the past two decades, 
wrote as follows:

“I have had the privilege of working with Elize for almost 20 years 
[…]. During that time I quickly learnt of her remarkable efficiency, 
ability to plan and execute whatever she was called upon to do. […] 
She could organise and set up whatever had to be done, whether the 
examination, a symposium or NBEB Board meetings and annual 
budgets. She had among her many talents a great ability to locate past 
information.”

Archie recalled how on one occasion Elize found correspond-
ence dating more than 12 years back, at his request. He went on 
to say:

“Not only was she a remarkable and exceptional secretary to the NBEB 
but she always maintained her composure even under the most press-
ing and trying circumstances. She was always friendly and courteous 
whatever the occasion. There is a good deal more I could say in praise 
of her and her role in the NBEB. I feel, however, that the best descrip-
tion that I can give is that it is said that ‘no-one is irreplaceable’ but if 
ever there was an exception to that rule it was Elize.”

The current President of the Supreme Court of Appeal in Blo-
emfontein, Judge Lex Mpati, also a judge moderator of the 
NBEB, wrote as follows:

“Having been one of the moderators for the past, approximately, 18 
years I associate myself with almost all the sentiments expressed by 
Archie and Wilf about Elize. She was always friendly and ready to 
assist in whatever way. My family and I express our heartfelt condo-
lences to her family.”

Ahditya Kissoon Singh SC, former leader of the KwaZulu-
Natal Bar, wrote as follows:

“I knew Elize for about 20 years as well and worked and interacted 
with her on a regular basis over that period not only for NBEB mat-
ters, but also for KZN Bar and GCB matters.
Her willingness to assist and her guidance on issues at times were just 
two of her attributes which will stay in my memory.
[…]
I was deeply saddened to hear of her illness and now of her passing on.
Deepest condolences are extended to her family and her many friends.
Go well, Elize. You will be sorely missed.”

A past deputy chairman of the GCB, Johan Gautschi SC, wrote 
as follows:

“I interacted with her regularly over many years as the Johannesburg 
Bar representative on the GCB and her assistance was invaluable 
during my two-year stint as vice-chairman of the GCB in the late 90s. 
Even before she took over from Daan Joubert, it was really Elize who 
‘ran the show’ – always managing the GCB Secretariat with superb 
efficiency. She was an outstanding secretary, very diligent, never 
flustered, always friendly and courteous and had a remarkable ability 
to find whatever documents were (so often) needed. She was indeed the 
institutional memory of the GCB and she will be sorely missed by all.”

Similar tributes were received from other judges and from the 
past chairmen and executive members of the GCB, including 
Judge Wilfred Thring, Judge JP Daffue, Peter Hodes SC, Jeremy 
Gauntlett SC, Gerrit Pretorius SC, Phillip Zilwa SC, Norman 
Arendse SC, Marius Swanepoel SC, Rajesh Choudree SC, R 
Pabayachee SC, Vuyani Kunju, Mathabela Shishuba, and many 
others. Unfortunately, I do not have time to read them all but 
these have been passed on to Elize’s family.

In conclusion, the current chair of the GCB, Jeremy Muller 
SC, has asked me to add this:

“GCB chairs come and go. For 30 years Elize was the constant and, in 
many ways, the embodiment of the GCB. The flood of tributes to Elize 
that have poured in from past chairs of the GCB and others who knew 
and worked with her over the years, speaks volumes about the special 
person she was. I am grateful that I was able to share their experience 
of Elize, if only for a short time. I am saddened that her untimely 
passing meant that I did not have the chance to get to know her better. 
Until recently, I was not even aware that we shared a birthday. What I 
can vouch for, however, is her unquestioned loyalty, and her legendary 
efficiency and diligence. More than that, I shall remember her as a 
thoroughly nice person, and a gentle lady. I shall miss her.”

We will indeed miss Elize. Not only for her professional ability 
and passion for her job, but for the person that she was. The 
tributes to which I have made reference speak not only of an 
admiration for Elize as a valuable servant of the profession, but 
of a warm affection for a wonderful person who in my own 
experience also had a twinkle in her eye and was able to see 
the funny side of often stressful situations. Although I knew for 
some time that Elize was ill, she maintained her dignity, never 
complained, demonstrated tremendous courage and soldiered 
on almost to the very end. I know that I will miss her.

I extend the condolences of the GCB and its executive to 
Tanya, Danelle and Charmaine and to all of her family and 
friends.

##In his report to the GCB Executive, Watt-Pringle SC noted 
that members of the late EO’s family were grateful for the 
tribute and for the presence of a number of GCB and Bar rep-
resentatives, amongst whom were Willem van der Linde SC, 
Johan Gautschi SC, Judge Roland Sutherland, Abraham Louw 
SC, Anthea Platt, Jenny Cane SC, Brahm du Plessis SC , Desi-
ree Lundstrom and Asifa Saldulker. Judge Hali Saldulker sent 
a very warm and eloquent email which was read out by the 
dominee.

*Elise van den Heever, 29 November 1953 – 7 August 2015. 
Although her registered first name was Elise, she preferred 
to be called Elize, by which name she was known among her 
colleagues. - Editor A


