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Every lawyer, engaged in litigation, wants to ensure that his or her client makes a good impression on the decision-maker, whether judge, magistrate, tribunal member or arbitrator.  Rushing to court, it is not unusual to give the client (or an important witness) wise counsel. "Listen to the question".  "Just answer the question".  "Don't over-elaborate".  "Basically, it is best to keep your answers short - we don't want to irritate or bore the judge".  "The more you say, the more ammunition you give for cross examination".  "If you realise that you have made a mistake, admit it.  Don't just press on defending the indefensible.  Everyone makes mistakes".

In these more irreligious times the importance of the oath may have declined for some decision-makers.  But not all.  I would always tell my clients and witnesses, to look the decision-maker in the eye as the oath or affirmation was being taken.  And every lawyer should know a basic rule: never move or let your witnesses move about or talk whilst the oath or affirmation is being administered.  If you are moving in the court room, stop, stand still and wait in silence until the oath or affirmation is taken.  Some decision-makers are sticklers on these things.  I learnt these lessons as an articled clerk and never forgot them.  

And as a young advocate, I learnt the basic rule that if all other advocates have left the bar table and the judge or other decision-maker is still on the bench, it is a courtesy, bordering on duty, to go to the table and sit there until the court adjourns or you are excused.  No matter how busy you are and needed elsewhere, this is a gesture of fundamental respect for the institution.  Observe it, and your courtesy may be remembered for a time.  Ignore it and your rudeness may be recalled forever.  
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