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Like most of my fellow-pupils, on being notified that I had been
accepted as part of the 2013 pupillage intake, I began imagining
all the weird and wonderful things that would take place this
year.

Having obtained an undergraduate LLB degree – however
inadequate it is now perceived to be by practitioners and aca-
demics of old – one can hardly argue that you walk into the
pupillage programme as a blank canvas devoid of all substantive
knowledge of the law.

Pupillage is not an advanced ‘make-up’ session for all the
classes you missed at university. By no stretch of the imagination
is it a school, nor a tertiary institution. From the very outset, the
old adage that advocates are presumed to know the law is given
effect to. All you can do is to consume book after book voraciously
– hopefully to live up to this belief.

The nature of advocacy is such that tomorrow your colleague
and neighbour could be your opponent – or the acting judge
presiding over your matter. The same colleague could be the
advocate who falls out of a matter you come to inherit. Or, she
could be the practitioner to whom you refer to an attorney who
is unable to brief you due to your unavailability. It’s undeniable
that a basic understanding of the law, of ethical conduct and
reliability are the minimum qualities necessary from this col-
league.

I have convinced myself that pupillage is a tool to ensure
that every lawyer admitted as a member of the Society of Advocates
meets these minimum standards before they’re unleashed on
the public. Its importance can’t be overstated and it’s in the
interests of every advocate that no-one slips through the cracks.
This, however, should not be taken to mean that pupils enter
the programme and emerge at the end as equals.

Being admitted to pupillage is not a reflection of one’s edu-
cational pedigree. Those selected represent a pool of products
from a variety of sources: previously-disadvantaged universities,
distance-learning institutions, elite South African and interna-
tional universities. All pledge their lives to this particular calling.
They are individuals with varying levels of exposure, experience,
privilege, drive, and intelligence. Whatever the combination of
these qualities, after pupillage every successful candidate will be
equally entitled to practice.

Pupillage is a year of being mentored by those against whom
in time you’ll compete. I might take it one step further: it’s twelve
months’ worth of unfettered access to the inner workings of the
practices of practitioners – with their consent and with the benefit
of their advice. How else can a junior aspire to anything more
than what they then are, if they have no idea what possibilities
the Bar holds?

In this environment, I have also come to appreciate that
there’s no magic behind the arguments counsel advanced in
the reported cases we came to know and cite as authorities:
good counsel are a product of painstaking preparation and
hard work.

I chose to immerse myself in every matter – big or small – of
which I caught wind. This was the only approach that made
sense to me. Pupillage is about putting yourself in the midst of
all the confusion and accepting that you don’t have all the
answers. I must caution, however, that if you intend to seek
answers to any questions of law from more senior members, do
some groundwork first, since the failure to do so will leave a dim
first impression you can’t easily undo.

The pupillage experience is not only yours, but also that of
your mentor. Being a practitioner tasked with guiding you toward
the path of competence, your performance equally becomes a
reflection of his or her ability. Mentors are practitioners who
share their space, time and resources with you – for no con-
sideration at all. In fact, the biggest lesson I learnt from my
mentor and the other counsel who invested in my development
so selflessly is the importance of generosity.

Pupillage should, however, not be an excuse to forget, neglect
or undermine other relationships – romantic and otherwise. If
you have loved ones, grow with them and remain involved in
their lives. Nothing is harder than reassuring someone you’ve
ignored for a year that you’re still the same person she depended
upon – after a year of change and self-development. You surely
aren’t working as hard as you are to remain the same, so strive
to maintain a balance.

There are stories which are recited amongst colleagues, some
embellished and others urban legend. Don’t take any lesson for
granted. Enjoy the whisky and, as a wise appellate judge once
advised a fledgling counsel: Remember never to miss an op-
portunity to take a toilet break.
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* Chauke successfully completed his pupillage with Adrian Botha at Group 1
at the Johannesburg Bar, of which group he has now taken up membership.
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