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Cape
Alisdair Sholto-Douglas SC 

FORMER GCB CHAIRMAN 
APPOINTED QUEEN’S 
COUNSEL

Jeremy Gauntlett SC has been elevat-
ed by the Queen on the recommen-
dation of the Lord Chancellor to the 
ranks of practising Queen’s Counsel.

The investiture took place in West-
minster Hall at the Palace of Westmin-
ster in February.

Gauntlett, a former Chairman of 
the General Council of the Bar, prac-
tises from chambers in Cape Town, 
Johannesburg and also (for the past 
three years) at Brick  Court, London 
(the former chambers of Sir Sidney 
Kentridge QC KCMG.

SHORT CURRICULUM VITAE
Jeremy Gauntlett SC QC
•	 Member	of	Cape,	Johannesburg	and	London	

Bars. Senior Counsel and Queen’s Counsel, 
and a Bencher of the Middle Temple.

•	 Has	served	as	chairman	of	Cape	Bar	Council	
(two terms), the General Council of the Bar of 
South Africa, a founding vice-president of the 
Bar for the International Criminal Court and 
past Council Member of the IBA. 

•	 Also	served	from	1996-2006	as	a	member	of	
SA Law Reform Commission and Judge of Ap-
peal of Kingdom of Lesotho from 1996-2010. 

•	 Appointed	 to	 the	 Financial	Markets	 Tribunal	
of Dubai and to the Shanghai International 
Arbitration Court in 2014.

•	 Practising	 at	 Brick	Court	Chambers,	 London	
and (from chambers in both Cape Town and 
Johannesburg). 

•	 Born	 and	went	 to	 school	 in	 Zimbabwe.	 Beit	
Scholar, University of Stellenbosch and Rhodes 
Scholar, University of Oxford. Awarded Harvard 
Graduate Fellowship. Elected to Visiting Fel-
lowship, New College, Oxford, to honorary 
professorship at University of Stellenbosch 
and as a Distinguished Fellow of the Bingham 
Centre, London.

•	 Elected	by	Convocation	of	University	of	Cape	
Town to five successive terms as member of 
Council; founding member of UCT Council 
Exco. 

•	 Chancellor	to	the	Archbishop	of	Cape	Town,	
Archbishop Thabo Makhoba.

INTERVIEW WITH JEREMY GAUNTLETT
by Alasdair Sholto-Douglas SC

to work coming in and then, at a certain 
stage, the clerks and others said, well, 
what about putting more of a foot down 
in London.

The silk process over there – how does that 
work compared to ours?
It’s a mixture, I suppose, of taps on the 
shoulder that it’s time, and then a really 
far more arduous process than South Afri-
ca. A first step is a 63-page written interro-
gation that has to be filled in listing clients, 
instructing solicitors, judges, in categories 
which offer a really interesting multiple 
set of lighthouse-bearings on a particular 
candidate. It is completely confidential, 
which unfortunately then liberates clients, 
judges and solicitors to say that “she is 
bright but lazy” or words to this effect. But 
it’s really rigorous. That is the initial stage. 
There is then a screening. There are about 
300 applications annually for silk, which 
is cut down to about 150. Then there is a 
set of interviews, which are also rigorous, 
conducted by an independent QC ap-
pointments body. The interesting balance 
is they find an eminent public servant 

You are a member of Brick Court Chambers. 
What is Brick Court Chambers?
It a set of chambers in the English style. 
It comprises about 55 barristers, 15 clerks 
and 10 support staff. It works on the 
English model, which is partly that the 
work comes on the basis of the repute of 
the chambers, partly the clerks actively 
procure the work, and partly that the 
work will come to individuals (‘you eat 
what you kill’, as it was explained to me). 
In terms of its profile, it’s one of the top 
commercial cum public law sets. So there 
is an interesting amalgam: there are some 
members who are pretty exclusively com-
mercial and others who are pretty exclu-
sively judicial review or human rights 
work.

How long have you been a member?
I have been a door tenant for about 10 
years and a full tenant now for 4 years. 

And did you find that the door tenancy 
worked in terms of getting briefs?
Yes, it did, and it does for quite a lot of 
people. For me, it certainly helped. It led 
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at the English bar?
What I have done is to try to create periods 
of time when I am there and periods of 
time that I am here. it is really quite a lot to 
do with weather, I find life in London very 
hard between the end of November and 
the end of February, and I love the sea and 
the mountain here. So my practice is delib-
erately split. 

You still very much have a practice in South 
Africa. You are still a member of the Cape 
Bar and the Johannesburg Bar, and you still 
appear fairly regularly. So, that would not 
go unnoticed, I imagine?
No, it is interesting because I have been 
briefed to do things in Zambia and Tanza-
nia. Also Mozambique and even Liberia. I 
have always done a lot of work in Namibia 
and Botswana. There is a considerable de-
gree of interest in Africa and African work 
and some of the sets of chambers are well 
poised to deal with that. 

Would you then be briefed by English solici-
tors?
Yes. This is for me a really fascinating 
insight into how hard the English judges 
and practitioners work to preserve the 
hallmark of English quality in litigation, 
judgments, speed and quality. It really 
attracts a great deal of work: truly glo-
bal. There is a trust which is reposed in 
these outside lawyers and judges which 
litigants don’t have in their own systems. 

When it goes to big African work, I think 
at times there is the approach that it may 
cost an arm and a leg, but it’s the place 
to go to for a fireproof result as regards 
expertise, lack of corruption and fair pro-
cedure. 

Are there other South African silks at the bar 
in London?

Yes. There are. I can think of six off-
hand, but they are all people who left 
generally pretty early after taking silk 
here and who, save in one instance 
I know of, have not done any work 
outside London, whereas my feeling is 
that this is my home. What I am doing 
is a more globalised arrangement, very 
much related to opportunity and my 
own time of life.

One of those is Sir Sydney Kentridge? Is 
he also at Brick Court Chambers? Was 
he head of chambers?
He is indeed a member. He was never 
head of chambers. They would have 
loved him to be head of chambers but 
he was certainly, together with Jonath-
an Sumption, the great dominant force 
and intellect. Still involved, 94 now, 
not practising but very involved in the 
chambers itself, doesn’t miss occasions, 
and still has this astonishing undimin-
ished intellect. He came to the investi-
ture lunch. The investiture ceremony 
itself is moving ritual. It starts off with 

a breakfast in chambers where, with the 
considerable assistance of the clerks, you 
slip into the silk stockings and the patent 
leather buckled shoes. One has the feel-
ing of what Colin Firth must have done to 
look like Darcy. There are knee breeches, 
which have to be buckled in a particular 
way, braces obviously, rather clumsy old 
style court coat which is a swallow coat, a 
rosette which is buttoned on the back out-
side the gown, and a kind of ruff. It’s really 
the court dress of Charles I. What is really 
appropriate about it is that it’s held in 
Westminster Hall, which was built in 1099, 
the steps coming into it from the House of 
Lords. It is held in the first week of Febru-
ary. It is so cold one is grateful (one thinks 
initially) for the gloves you hold until you 
realise that you are not allowed to put 
them on. The Lord Chancellor processes 
in from the House of Lords and it feels 
at times a little bit like school prizegiving 
with dutiful family members sitting frozen 
through all this while you go through the 
ritual, briefly glad to have this wig. You do 

who usually has a legal background to 
chair the process to sit in panels with top 
silks and other eminent persons drawn 
from outside the immediate environment 
of the bar. They conduct quite a gruelling 
interview where they drill down to certain 
areas to say “do you really have sufficient 
experience for this…” or “we are picking 
up this ….” in a way which is protective of 
their sources. But clearly, they are very 
well -informed. The process extends 
from the sifting which takes place until 
about September, then there are inter-
views in October, November, and then 
a decision is taken early January. 

Obviously, the scale of the undertaking 
is far greater, but what strikes me as 
something that is clearly different is the 
anonymity of the source, which allows 
people to speak freely without being 
questioned, whereas here we take the 
view that audi trumps everything. 
Interesting you say that because an-
other dimension of it is that in the 63-
page set of interrogatories, which takes 
days to deal with, you are asked to 
specify what you regard as important 
work that you have done in the last 3 
years. So far more than I think in South 
Africa, there is no patience with the 
idea that silk is a matter of acquisitive 
prescription: ‘I really deserve a long 
conduct good service medal’. They are 
looking to see that you still, as it were, 
are there. What I think is enormously bet-
ter than here are two things : one is the 
anonymity you put your finger on, and the 
other is that it’s a spread of checks, so what 
your colleagues say is a good reference, but 
it should not be the only one.

What encouraged you to apply for silk?
The “nudge” I suppose. Two things, be-
ing nudged, and secondly, it does mean a 
lot there in terms of certification of work, 
because of course in South Africa, there are 
clients who would say “I want a silk”. In 
England, you will not have the same prev-
alence here that a number of practitioners 
simply take their practices up with them 
into their silk. There is a big step-up. The 
hallmark really matters, 

Do they have a junior counsel rule?
Its attenuated, but fundamentally in prac-
tice you will at least have one junior. 

Would you have been seen – over the last 
four years – as being a full-time practitioner 
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feel like a cross between Donald Trump and a pantomime 
horse. Anyway, after that, you get taken back by Daimler 
by tradition for a lunch and then you have to process to the 
Royal Courts of Justice where each new silk has to come in 
and bow in a series of complicated rotations. But that’s what 
it is, a bit of fun in that way but also a very moving ceremo-
ny in terms of the continuity. Every time we think we should 
abolish some things, one needs to think that the rituals are 
good for us.

What do you feel the standard of advocacy in our courts is like 
compared to that of the English courts at your level of prac-
tice?
I think it’s far more disciplined and far more subtle. I give 
you one example. In the Supreme Court, a colleague return-
ing to a point and Lord Neuberger presiding and saying 
very quietly “yes, I think we have that”. Immediately un-
derstood as “stop it, don’t repeat yourself”. It is that kind of 
level, which is a kind of glacial courtesy, that is very effec-
tive. I think it is also far more disciplined in terms of the un-
derstanding of both oral and written argument. You have 
three different opportunities in argument, the one is in 
your skeleton (which truly must be a skeleton and not suf-
fer from obesity), secondly, in your oral argument, which 
really has to be a focussed distillation and, of course finally, 
if you have the opportunity, in a reply. Each is unique. 
There is too much judicial indulgence, if you like, at times 
in South Africa in allowing people to start to tell the court 
at some considerable length at the beginning who the ap-
plicant is and who the respondent is and that there was a 
contract. That would be stopped very suddenly in England. 
No waffle from the Bench, or lack of preparation, either.

What are your intentions for the future? Is the judiciary there 
more receptive than the judiciary here?
It is, in the sense that there are currently 120 unfilled vacan-
cies in the High Court! For me personally, no. I have my 
life, and I would not think I am up for that now. The old 
otium cum dignitate is not there and when I see court of 
appeal judges in London working as hard as they do on an 
absolute treadmill producing top quality work, not always 
appreciated, I am not encouraged. I am grateful to the JSC 
in shaping my life: they took the gamble, I take the risk. 

Finally, on a lighter note, do you get to keep the kit? 
On the full-bottom horse hair wig, which fetchingly or 
otherwise sits on your shoulders, I always think that you 
look like something out of Macbeth Scene One, but most 
counsel, unless those who have a slightly theatrical bent, 
don’t want to have this enormous wig tin sitting on a shelf 
somewhere. So, that you don’t buy. The coat – most peo-
ple in fact I think all people – either rent or borrow. Your 
gown is your gown, your ordinary waistcoat of course you 
have anyway, and then you buy various 
things like the ruff, the rosette and the 
buckled shoes. Any offers? A
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