His Honour Professor Derek Halbert – “A Man For All Seasons”.
His Honour Derek Halbert was one of the dying breed of barristers and judges comfortable in a wide variety of different legal disciplines. Known for his considerable intellect; at the Bar he had a significant practice, both prosecuting and defending in heavy criminal cases – often leading junior colleagues. However, he was also extremely knowledgeable in other areas of law – particularly those requiring understanding of technology and scientific matters – and could always be relied on to provide his own knowledge, when representing parties in civil cases requiring such expertise – often knowing as much as, if not more than, the experts called on behalf of the parties! 
Although he had a very fine intellect, he never used this to, in any way, belittle those who appeared in front of him and was regarded as a fair advocate and, when appointed, a kindly, patient and fair Judge.
Derek Halbert was born on 25 March 1948 in the South of England. His family moved to Cheshire in 1957. Educated at the King’s School in Chester, he studied law at Selwyn College, Cambridge, from 1967 – achieving his honours degree in 1970 and an MA in Law in 1974. 
While at Cambridge he displayed a talent as a cox – coxing his college eight with considerable success – using an innate talent for organisation and preparation (something which would be a hallmark of his later legal practice).
Although Derek was, rightly, considered as someone who conformed to normal and reasonable rules of society, he had an excellent sense of humour – and wasn’t above pulling pranks on friends and others. While he was at Selwyn, in the middle of the night, one of the rowing shoes from the Selwyn College eight mysteriously appeared on the spire of Selwyn College Hall – an incredible feat at any time of the day, but particularly during the hours of darkness – and which would have taken considerable preplanning, enterprise and nerve. This could only have been done by a smaller and agile undergraduate, with access to the college eight rowing shoes. Because this, clearly, would have ruled out the college rowers – it only left the cox as the obvious candidate. How Derek managed this incredible feat is still a mystery, as he never explained how he did it!
He was called to the Bar at Inner Temple in 1971. Impressively, he came fourth in the Bar exams for that cohort. Having been sworn in as a member of the Wales and Chester Circuit, from 1971 he practiced from Chambers in Whitefriars, in Chester, before Chambers moved to Sedan House.  At the time of Derek’s practice his fellow members of Chambers included Emlyn (later Lord) Hooson QC, Eifion (later Judge) Roberts QC, Martin (later Lord) Thomas QC and Alex (later Lord) Carlile QC. Other fellow members of chambers included Elgan Edwards (subsequently the Honorary Recorder of Chester), Robin (later Mr Justice) Spencer and Derek’s very good friend, Michael Farmer QC (subsequently the Designated Family Judge for North Wales). 
Even in this stellar line-up, Derek Halbert was extremely highly regarded – and had a busy and lucrative all-round common law practice. Whatever Derek did, he did incredibly well, being well known for his detailed preparation in every case he conducted. He would never have been satisfied with “second best”.
Law wasn’t his only strength . He was particularly knowledgeable in the sciences and, notwithstanding his busy practice, and devoted family life, he studied for and achieved a BA Honours Degree in Technology, with the Open University, in 1984.
Following the appointment of Elgan Edwards to the Circuit Bench in 1989, Derek succeeded him as Head of Chambers at Sedan House, remaining in this position until his own appointment in 1995. He was both enthusiastic and kindly as Head of Chambers, and always found time when fellow members of Chambers – and indeed other members of the Bar – sought out his advice.
Having been appointed as a Recorder 1991, it wasn’t long before Derek went on the Circuit Bench. He never applied for silk. His devotion to his wife Heather and their two children, Sarah and Elizabeth meant that he would never have contemplated a silk’s life “in a suitcase”. Instead, he achieved the fullest satisfaction from dispensing justice in Cheshire and North Wales and, at the same time, surveying his kingdom from the height of his family home on Hope Mountain, in North Wales, with its glorious views across the Cheshire plain. 
As Derek and Heather’s children grew up, he and Heather increasingly spent time holidaying in exotic places, abroad – including holidays with particular interests – seeing the important sites of countries and cities throughout the world – a special pleasure to each of them. Until his illness of Parkinson’s took, towards the end of his time as a Circuit Judge, Derek and Heather also enjoyed sport – including tennis and, unusually, ice skating. Derek would attend a local ice rink, late at night, when most of the public had gone home – to practice on the ice – something which very few of his contemporaries would have been aware!
Derek Halbert sat as a Circuit Judge from 1995 until his retirement in 2015 – initially sitting, principally, in the Crown Courts in Cheshire and North Wales – being particularly suited to trying cases requiring an ability to master substantial details. However, his talent for dealing with civil cases was recognised and he was, firstly, appointed as the Designated Civil Judge for North Wales on the Wales and Chester Circuit and, from 2007, as the Designated Civil Judge for Cheshire on the Northern Circuit – until his retirement in 2015. As the DCJ for Cheshire he not only dealt with heavy civil cases – but also found time to sit in the Family jurisdiction as well.
It is not possible, in this obituary, to recount stories of Derek’s time on the Circuit Bench. Suffice it to say he was highly regarded by all who came across him; be they lawyers or the parties in front of him. He was worshipped by his court staff at the Civil Justice Centre in Chester – who were well represented at his eulogy, at Chester Crown Court, even though it was eight years since he had retired as a judge.
At his funeral his daughters Sarah and Elizabeth spoke lovingly and impressively – in a manner which he would undoubtedly have been proud of – of his many positive qualities as a husband and father. One story of his life in court, provided by his family, summed up Derek’s kindly and humane character. His family described how, when he came home at the end of a court day, it wasn’t his everyday work, dealing with difficult civil matters, which provided him with most satisfaction but, rather, when sitting in the Family Court, dealing with adoption cases – giving youngsters a chance of a new life with a new family – that he most enjoyed. He would always come home, beaming, afterwards!
Throughout his career he generously gave a significant amount of time to allow school children and students to do work experience with him, as mini pupils and marshals, often helping them in arranging work experience in solicitors’ offices and local chambers.  He also spent a lot of time helping younger aspiring lawyers, providing advice and support and writing references.
His work with the University of Chester – encouraging students in the Law School – resulted in him receiving a well-deserved Honorary Doctorate in Laws, in 2012.
Following his retirement in 2015 Derek continued to help young persons who aspired to practising in the law, particularly at the University of Chester – including publishing a book on advocacy with a member of the Law School. The foreword was penned by the, then, Lord Chief Justice, Lord Thomas of Cwmgiedd – who travelled from London to Chester especially to be present at its launch. 
He was so well valued by the University that, when his illness of Parkinson’s meant that he could no longer drive, the University arranged for a taxi to bring him from his home on Hope Mountain, on a regular basis, to help at Chester. His continuing significant work and benefit to the University was marked with the appointment of an Honorary Professorship in Law, awarded just before the pandemic – something which gave him particular pride and pleasure.
Derek’s sudden death came as a huge shock. Only some months earlier he had attended the opening of the new Law School at the University of Chester – at the Wheeler Building, annexed to the back of the Crown Court at Chester. He was delighted to receive an honourable mention at the opening ceremony – attended by the Vice Chancellor, the High Sheriff of Cheshire, the MP for Chester and many guests, including a considerable number of judges, lecturers and, importantly to him, students.
Although he hadn’t been well for many years; after his retirement, he bore his illness with patience and grace. Derek was always upbeat, sociable and wonderful to be with. He will be remembered with huge affection by the legal community throughout the North-West. He was truly a “Man for All Seasons”. He will be sadly missed.
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