
The Hon Sir Richard Plender 

Sir Richard Plender was one of the finest specialists at the Bar in international and EU law, 

and at the same time felt a deep conviction that he should make his skills available to 

anyone who needed them. Mervyn Bennun, a South African lawyer who was instrumental 

in setting up a legal wing for the African National Congress reacted to Sir Richard's death as 

follows: "What a man, what a distinctive character, what rock-solid honesty, what strength, 

what brilliance, what a depth to jurisprudence and human rights he brought, what love and 

warmth and collegiality and humour, and in our anti-apartheid struggle what a comrade." 

Sir Richard had met Mr Ben nun as well as Albert Olomo, both of whom were involved in the 

ANC, when teaching at Exeter University in 1974. They had many discussions, in particular 

on the importance and content of human rights law, which helped to craft ANC policies to 

accelerate the end of apartheid. When Nelson Mandela became President of South Africa, 

Sir Richard remained in touch with his South African friends and readily acted as a sounding 

board for legal and constitutional questions which arose during the early years of the 

Mandela Government. 

Born the youngest son of George and Louise Pl ender, he was also the grandson of Adolf and 

Adele Pfeffer, Viennese emigres to London in the early 1900s who had been befriended by 

William, later Lord, Plender, a prominent London accountant. When Adolf wanted to 

anglicise his name in 1913, he took his friend's surname. Adolf Pfeffer was Jewish and his 

Austrian family was later to perish in the infamous concentration camp at Theresienstadt. 

This was critical background to the younger Plender's later legal studies. Born in 1945 just 

after the end of the Second World War, his family soon moved to New York where his father 

had obtained a position in a stock broking company on Wall Street. Living in the New World 

and experiencing the potential of great opportunities free from the aftermath of World War 

II ignited a lifelong fascination with America. The family returned to London after five years 

and Sir Richard completed his primary education in South London. His intellectual potential 

led to a London County Council scholarship from his primary school to Dulwich College 

where he thrived, particularly in debating. 



At the age of 16, he was awarded an Open Exhibition to read English at Queen's College, 

Cambridge but, due to his youth, was recommended to delay his studies for a year. He 

undertook voluntary service overseas and was allocated £100, a hatchet, a length of rope, a 

Land Rover, and 100 convicts in order to build a road from an outpost in the Zambian 

copper belt to an established settlement some 100 miles away, which they successfully 

achieved in 8 months. Gifted with an ear for languages, he quickly picked up Chilala, one of 

the main languages of Zambia, from his team - his powers of recall were such that, decades 

later, he was able to put Zambian litigants before him at ease by unexpectedly addressing 

them in their native tongue in court. Sight of the poverty he encountered on voluntary 

service never left him. After a year of studying English under lecturers who included FR 

Leavis and EM Forster and following a challenging conversation with his father, he changed 

to law for Part II of the Tripos, completed an LLM at Cambridge, an LLM and JD at the 

University of Illinois, and, at 25, wrote a doctoral thesis at the University of Sheffield which 

was subsequently published as International Migration Law, a book which was to become a 

standard reference work in the field. 

Teaching posts at Exeter University and King's College London followed and he was 

subsequently the director of the Centre for European Law at King's in 1988-1991. He 

maintained a lifelong affinity with young people starting out in their careers for whom he 

always found the time to advise and mentor. Alongside academia, he worked part-time as 

the Legal Adviser to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees where he met Patricia (Patsy) 

Ward, whom he later married. At the same time, he found a seat in the chambers of Louis 

Blom-Cooper QC at 1 Goldsmith Buildings where he was able to combine the early years of 

practice at the Bar with his academic pursuits. In 1980 he moved to the European Court of 

Justice in Luxembourg to join the cabinet of the UK Advocate General as a legal secretary 

(referenda ire), writing drafts first of Sir Jean Pierre Warner's and later Sir Gordon Slynn's 

opinions. Returning to King's in 1983, he also acquired appointments at Universite de Paris 

II, Robinson College, Cambridge, and City University, London; as Leverhulme Fellow at Yale 

Law School, as British Academy Fellow at the Soviet Academy of Sciences in 1985; as 

Specialist Legal Adviser to the States of Jersey from 1989, and, later, as Visiting Professor at 

the University of Groningen, Netherlands. In 1987-8, he was Director of Studies and then 

Director of Research at the Hague Academy. He subsequently lectured at the Academy in 
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