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LESSONS 

 

• Anticipate hurdles in the client’s case.  

 

The commonest method of doing this is to assess the merits of the case 

early on.  

 

But it doesn’t stop there. I should also think of hurdles that may pop-up 

throughout the course of the brief – from the drafting of pleadings, to the 

taking of evidence at trial to enforcing the court’s orders.  

 

And these hurdles may strengthen or diminish depending on the moves 

made by the opponent, the tribunal’s take on these moves and the nature 

of the evidence. 

 

Experience does indeed bring the mental tools needed for anticipation.  

 

But even then, they are tools that are available only if one is determined 

to use that experience to advantage.  

 

• Quality service matters more than quality work. 

 

This should be the takeaway of any course readying students for legal 

practice.  

 

No amount of legal knowledge, forensic advocacy or incisive drafting can 

substitute for quality service. 

 

The steps needed for a quality service however are dull, monotonous and 

unsexy. Answer emails timeously, meet deadlines to clients, have good 

bedside manners, keep clients updated; and the list goes on.  

 

Playboy-centrefold-material, they are not. 

 

And that is precisely why they are forgettable. 

 

• Have your own clients.  

 

The ‘why’ is easy: Because it buys me freedom.  

 

It stops deadlines being imposed on me, I don’t have to be at the beck-and-

call of a rainmaker, and I don’t need to compromise to accommodate 

others. 

 

The ‘how’ is difficult: By stepping out of the shadows. By truly knowing my 

stuff. By taking risks. By making the effort. By being willing to look like a 

fool. 
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All far easier said than done. But Nietzsche said: He who has a why to live 

can bear almost any how. 

 

I also read somewhere: The person who merely gets work done will always 

be at the mercy of the person who brings work in. 

 

• Have a career plan. 

 

The point here is to think about my career – the areas of law that I intend 

to practice in, the team that I might like to have, the systems and routines 

that I might like to develop, the skills that I would like to acquire. 

 

Keep it flexible. And bin it, if it stops making sense. But have one and 

schedule time to revise it. Ask myself: what’s wrong with this plan? 

 

I read somewhere else: Have a plan to take the king from your first move. 

Change the plan with every move, if need be. But have a plan from the 

get-go.   

 

This applies to legal practice, as much as it applies to chess – I think.  

 

• So what can I do to secure my fees? 

 

An obvious method would be to seek some sort of deposit. Then set-off the 

fees against the deposit. And seek a further deposit for further work. 

 

But I find this difficult to do, as I am only now building my own practice.  

 

Asian clients in particular – I think – don’t like to discuss money up-front. 

So seeking a deposit can sometimes mean not landing the work.  

 

It is also important to realise that payment may not always be in the form 

of fees. Some clients impart so much knowledge that that alone makes-up 

for monetary payment. 

 

And sometimes the opportunity to move-up the ladder, is payment enough. 

 

• Always move-up the ladder. At least try to. 

 

This is tricky to do.  

 

To pitch myself as being able to do something that I’ve not actually done. 

To move away from the bog-standard work of a junior lawyer to something 

challenging, new and taxing. To move out of my comfort-zone.  

 

So why do it? 

 

It is perhaps the only way of stopping practice from turning into a chore.  
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Don’t do this and it is merely more of the same – research, drafting, 

marketing, committee-work and the occasional bouts of advocacy. Dullness 

sets in.  

 

The only real change is a move into the unknown. To do something than 

I’ve not done before. To move up the ladder. 

 

• Always work in a team.  

 

My aim with teamwork is to have two heads on a brief. Not so much to 

impart lessons or to gain wisdom. 

 

Two heads on a brief will – if done correctly – spark discussions, turn 

problems around and shake them all about. All very helpful in 

anticipating hurdles and planning strategy.  

 

It also helps that someone carries the baton when I am unavailable. 

 

The impartation of knowledge and opportunities to learn are added 

bonuses.  

 

• Teach anyone who will listen everything I know.  

 

Nothing challenges knowledge like teaching. An innocuous question may 

upset years of received wisdom.  

 

Questions that start with the phrase ‘But why …’ are golden opportunities. 

 

Einstein said “If you can’t explain it simply, you don’t understand it well 

enough.”   

 

The reluctance to teach stems from the time that it takes, time being a 

precious commodity in practice. Always quicker to get a job done myself 

than to coach someone else to do it.  

 

But teaching someone today, buys me time tomorrow.  

 

I think this is good time management.  

 

Plus, I’ve got to repay my debt to the profession somehow.  

 

And what if one day the student outperforms the teacher? See: Climbing 

the ladder.  

 

• Manage time well. 
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This job is timelines – file the affidavit in 14 days, lodge the appeal in one 

month, prepare the trial documents in six weeks. 

 

Failure to stick to the timeline is usually only excused with good reason. 

 

So diarise the timeline. And set up reminders along the way. 

 

Also think of the scheduling of the work – is this a three-man job, rather 

than a two-man one? Do we need someone senior to lead the team or 

perhaps a junior to help with the groundwork? 

 

Another aspect of time management is prioritising when pieces of work get 

done. This is especially tricky when another’s input is needed on a piece of 

work. Or when the freshest hours are spent away from the desk.   

 

• Life revolves around court and opposing counsel. So honour them and 

enjoy their company. 

 

Help the court. This goes beyond merely honouring it, I think. This may 

also go beyond the ethical rules in any law or convention at the Bar.  

 

But when I do this, life at the sharp-end in front of the Judge is easy. So 

keep the court informed of developments, never short-change court 

officials and (at least try to) be competent. 

 

Honour the opposing counsel. This may not be easy to do. But give people 

the benefit of the doubt. And often things will play out well.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


