Speech by Patrick Holloway in honour of Russell MacWilliam SC, Maritime Law Association of South Africa honouree, MLA annual Conference Dinner, Saturday 6 September 2026, Cape Town
 
Good evening, Ladies and Gentlemen.
A special welcome to our honoured guest Russell MacWilliam and his wife, Beverely
MLA Presidents, Andre October and Anisa Govender
past Presidents present - Michael Wragge, Andrew Robinson, Gavin Fitzmaurice, Lisa Mills
and members of the MLA EXCO.
*
It is a real pleasure to say a few words about Russell MacWilliam.
*
There is a particular challenge in speaking about someone who has spent more than four decades at the Bar, eventually you run out of adjectives -
Accomplished. Distinguished. Experienced. Respected. Learned. 
However, I would like to highlight - a perfectionist. Tenacious. Thorough. Wise.
*
Despite Russell's career having been particularly interesting, his CV is wonderfully understated.
Born in Springs.
St Martin's High School.
BCom LLB at Wits.
Articles.
Attorney at Bowens.
A year at Herbert Smith in London.
Then, and this is the point where most legal CVs become considerably less interesting, Russell spent a year cycling around Europe, which included hitching a ride on a sailing yacht (with his bicycle) from Turkey to Israel, to get around travel restrictions to imposed on those who carry the green passport.
One has to imagine what sort of legal problem requires you to cycle from London to Israel.  I think there is more to that story. 
The more I have discovered about Russell, the more I think the cycling tour was not some random episode in an otherwise conventional legal career.
There has always been another Russell.
The Russell who, before the Bar and before maritime law, had a passion for the outdoors, and still does.
It transpires that, like most people new to the bush, he started by not knowing very much. Not that his problems when bush camping have gone away. As we well know, as prepared as one can be, problems always arise on hard core adventure holidays, especially I believe if you are a Toyota disciple, as Russell is. 
Russell once described himself as having grown up, in large measure, a "city slicker". His father apparently had no intention of ever camping again after the Second World War, until the family discovered that getting into the Kruger meant camping and with that experience Russell developed a passion for the bush.
Then, when he was 21 and in his third year at Wits, he played inter-faculty rugby for Commerce.
John Varty was playing for Arts.
They met afterwards for a drink at the Devonshire Pub in Braamfontein.
And over that beer, John apparently heard enough about Russell's passion for the bush to invite him to come and help at Londolozi over December 1973, when John intended to start operating Londolozi full time. Photographs of Russell from that time hang on the wall of what has since become one of the world’s leading game lodges.
Russell accepted.
And, by his own account, it changed his life.
*
Russell says he arrived at Londolozi with very little to offer a sensible game-lodge operator. 
Amongst his companions were:
· Peter Norton, who was studying zoology and whose father owned a Land Rover.
· Mackie, who could fix Land Rovers.
· Dave Lawrence, who could play the guitar and sing.
And Russell?
Russell says he did his best to keep out of trouble and not make a nuisance of himself, not that that ploy necessarily worked
On one occasion he apparently found himself on the back of a Land Rover trying to identify birds, before, to his embarrassment, he discovered that an ex-ranger with five years in the Rhodesian National Parks Department was also on board.
Then John sent him out on a game walk carrying a rifle.
Russell's own assessment was that he wasn't entirely sure what use he would have been in a crisis.
Fortunately, John had sent backup along. 
And then there was another story, which involved two teenage girls, a waterhole and one of their shoes. Russell and John thought it would be funny to sail one of the girl's shoes across the water.
The girl did not.
There were tears.
Russell's own conclusion, many years later, was that his contribution to Londolozi was worth less than the cost of feeding him.
His companions at that time may have been grateful that he eventually found the Bar.
*
That said, and having been regaled with his stories, I appreciate that Russell's interest extends rather beyond the courtroom. 
From the time he was charged by an elephant in Moremi, to he and Beverely sustaining frozen feet while crossing a raging stream in Alaska, to climbing mountains and conquering canoe marathons. Then there is the rather amusing story about having his “trusted” Toyota Land Cruiser rescued from Chobe on a low bed and, more recently, how every conceivable problem manifested itself with Beverley’s maybe not so trusty Bushwakka trailer.
Had maritime law not worked out for him, I am sure there was a career for him in something adventurous to do with the wilderness areas, preferably involving the environment, wildlife and a reasonable degree of personal risk. I am somewhat surprised that he has not taken up a second, post law career, which would allow him the freedom of enjoying more time in the outdoors.
*
And I don’t think these are just a collection of good stories. They say something about Russell. 
There has always been a slightly unusual adventurous streak there.
A willingness to do things differently.
A curiosity about things outside the obvious and off the beaten path.
An openness to go somewhere without being entirely sure how he was going to get there and what he was going to do when he got there.
One such story he tells involved his family of five arriving in Paris on bicycles, after spending a month cycling around France, in the days before cell phones and digital maps. Another was of his family cycling from Prague to Budapest through Slovenia.
But even those stories pale somewhat when you consider the 11,000 odd kilometres he rode on his bicycle, across Europe after finishing his stint at Herbert Smith.
So perhaps the pattern was there all along. Russell was never particularly inclined to take the most direct route.
And perhaps that was all useful preparation for a career in maritime law.
*
Russell returned to South Africa, worked as an attorney in Cape Town, did pupillage, was admitted as an advocate in 1982, and has been at the Cape Bar ever since.
He took silk in November 2000.
He has acted as a judge.
He has been admitted to practise in Namibia and Lesotho.
And, over all those years, he has built a practice in maritime, insurance and commercial law that has made him one of the people whose names form the landscape of South African maritime law.
*
I was given a copy of Russell's list of reported cases up to August 2000.
It is a fascinating document.
Also, frankly, a formidable one.
There are 36 reported judgments on it up to the year 2000.
And what struck me was how accurately it captures maritime litigation.
You start with an arrest or attachment.
Then you need security.
Then somebody wants additional security.
Somebody wants countersecurity.
Somebody wants early discovery.
Wants to set aside the arrest.
Then there is an appeal.
And so on
And eventually the Sheriff of Cape Town appears and says, in effect: "Could somebody please deal with this ship? It has been under arrest for an extended period, and I have other things to do."
And Russell was very much in the middle of it.
*
As Russell describes it himself, his first big shipping matter in which he was briefed, initially with Selikson SC and then Mitchell SC, was Weissglass v Savonnerie Establishment in 1992.  It became a leading case on several Admiralty law points.
And from there the list becomes increasingly maritime.
Bocimar.
The Snow Delta.
The Tao Men.
The Zlatni Piasatzi.
The Catamaran TNT.
The Ocean King.
The Rizcun Trader.
The Argun.
And more recently, with Andre Bowley and me, the Tarik 111.

At some point you realise that Russell has spent far more time thinking about vessels under arrest, and one must add - on the opposite side of a court room to Michael Wragge - than most maritime lawyers have spent sailing on the sea.

And then there is the Snow Delta.
Three reported matters.
One concerning the attachment of a time charterer's rights in the vessel.
Another concerning the effect of leave to appeal on that attachment.
And then a full bench appeal.
Three cases arising from one vessel.
That isn't litigation.
That's a relationship.

The Rizcun Trader is similarly impressive.
Security for costs.
Early discovery.
Counter-security for costs.
Three separate reported matters.
It is almost a three-course meal.

Then there is Shipping Corporation of India v Evdomon Corporation.
Russell came into that appeal at a late stage, challenged reasoning that everyone in the court a quo had apparently accepted, and successfully persuaded the appeal court that the reasoning was wrong, or that the case had to be distinguished.
*
It is this that is a truly special quality of Russell’s. 
He has never seemed particularly interested in the safety of consensus. As I mentioned, he walks the untrodden path.
And that is a valuable quality in an advocate.
Because the job is not to look around the courtroom and work out what everyone else thinks.
The job is to work out what you think the law requires and then have the courage to stand up and argue it. To bring the court along the path with you.
Sometimes that means you are right.
Sometimes it means you are wrong. Russell seldom is.
And sometimes, it means you are sufficiently irritating in your resolve that someone must write a judgment explaining why you are wrong.
Russell, who once told me he is not scared of anything except elephants, has always had the courage to do this and has been doing it for a very long time.
*
There is another thing that struck me when I looked through the case list.
The list of leading silks he had the benefit of working with is striking,
Russell was led by Selikson SC. 
By Mitchell SC.
Hoberman SC.
Gauntlett SC.
Hodes SC.
By CY Louw SC.
And then, over time, he became one of the leading silks, from whom others could, and would, learn.
That, I would suggest, is a much more important contribution, than the number of reported cases attached to your name.
Because reported judgments are what we leave behind on paper.
People are what we leave behind in practice.
Russell has shaped the thinking of many of us who have had the privilege of being ferociously cross examined by him as instructing attorney, or junior counsel, 
(which as an aside is one of the reasons I appoint Andre Bowley as junior counsel to him in matters I brief him on, so that Andre, rather than I can be subjected to the rapid-fire, never-ending sequence of hard questions Russell invariably asks of those he works with)
Definitely not an experience one would want to endure after a heavy night out!
*
There is also something particularly astute about Russell's contribution to maritime law.
Maritime law is multidisciplinary:
it blends commercial law, insurance law, procedural, international, and property law. 
It traverses jurisdiction, insolvency, security, and sometimes a very large ship in a very inconvenient, or for us maritime lawyers, a most convenient, place.
You need to understand the law.
But you also need to understand the business.
You need to know what the vessel is doing, where it is, who owns it, who chartered it, insured it, arrested it, who wants it released, and who is paying for all of this.
And if you don't understand the commercial reality, you can win the legal argument and still lose the case.
Russell has always understood that, and his practice embodies that understanding.
His work has not simply been about abstract points of Admiralty law divorced from their practical application.
It has been about making the law work, when real ships, real businesses, and real money are at stake.
It is his ability to fuse his incisive legal thinking, with an ear on the ground approach, that makes Russell’s skillset so distinctive.
It is also, I suspect, why people trust Russell with the most complex cases.
*
There is a tendency at events like this to make someone's career sound almost impossibly smooth.
Everything becomes inevitable.
They were brilliant from the beginning.
They were destined for silk.
Every case was important.
Every decision was strategic.
I don't believe any of that.
And Russell's CV does not suggest it either.
*
It is rather refreshingly ordinary in places:
He went to university.
He did articles.
Became an attorney.
Worked in London.
Went cycling.
Came back.
Did pupillage.
Joined the Bar.
And most importantly, he was saved from himself by his gorgeous wife, Beverley!
*
And then he just kept turning up.
That may be the most impressive thing.
Forty-four years in practice is not achieved by brilliance alone.
It requires stamina, and there is little doubt that the disciplined way in which he strives to stay physically fit and strong, has been a reflection of that ability.
It requires adaptability and grit.
It requires a tolerance for other people's nonsense and lack of understanding.
And, above all, it requires sustaining one’s commitment and care for the work.
*
And perhaps that is where I will end.
Because tonight we are recognising Russell for his contribution to maritime law.
And there is plenty to recognise.
The interesting and complex points of Admiralty law he has grappled with in argument, recorded in judgments, in his years at the Bar and in courtrooms
dealing with ships, owners, charterers, insurers, banks, sheriffs and an impressive number of people, who all thought they were entitled to security.
But I think his contribution is bigger than that.
*
Russell belongs to a generation of lawyers, who helped build the body of maritime jurisprudence and practice, that we now take for granted. A foundation, which we in this room, have the benefit of.
He was there when important areas of South African Admiralty law were being fought over in the courts.
He contributed to the cases that became the authorities we cite.
Quietly.
Persistently.
That is a proper contribution.
And it is one that deserves to be acknowledged by the people who understand just how difficult it is to make a lasting contribution to a specialist area of law.
*
So, Russell, on behalf of the Maritime Law Association of South Africa, and personally, it is a privilege to say thank you.
Thank you for the debates.
For the arguments.
For sharing your wisdom with us.
For being the example, by venturing beyond the trodden path, and in doing so, creating a new one for others to follow.
Thank you for the contribution you have made to maritime law in this country.
And thank you, most of all, for being part of the profession in the way that matters, by being one of the people whose involvement has shaped the very fabric of the practice around you and the people in it.
*
There is a rather nice final entry in your old case list.
It is Sheriff of Cape Town v MT "Argun", her owners and all persons interested in her.
The issue was interim relief, arising from the unfortunate position in which the Sheriff finds himself when vessels spend extended periods under arrest.
I think there is probably a lesson in that.
Even the Sheriff eventually needed someone to come and sort things out.
Fortunately, Russell was there.
And, as he has done for the last 44 years, he had a view.
Thank you, Russell.
And congratulations.

