JACK PRICE KC

Jack Price died on 26th February 2024 at the age of 85.  He had been retired from practice for nearly 25 years.  He had taken silk in 1980.  So there are many members of the circuit today who never saw him in action.  It is their loss.
For those of us who did know him, both as a junior and in silk, and as a friend, the memory is still vivid.  He was that sort of man, striking and athletic, who always looked as if he had just come in from the tennis court or golf course or some other sunny place.  And he probably had.  He was a fine and accomplished sportsman.  He had been a triallist at Liverpool FC in the Shankly era, he was a county level tennis player who never appeared to run but was always in the right place, and he remained a fine golfer and snooker player to the end.  
Two of his pupils have been in touch with their memories of Jack as a junior in 60 King St.  John Hand recalls that it was the senior clerk who ran everything in chambers, and it was the clerk who allocated Jack to be John’s pupil master in 1971.  Jack was developing a fine civil practice, though never as large as that of his closest friend and roommate Christopher Rose.  Jack was never jealous of Christopher’s success, but delighted in it.   John Hand thinks back to his time in pupillage with Jack as one of his most exciting times at the Bar.
The mid to late 70s, after the senior clerk had suddenly died and Christopher Rose had departed on taking silk, were a difficult time for chambers, with busy criminal practitioners moving elsewhere.  But Jack took over as head of chambers, recruited an excellent new clerk and steadied the ship.  His civil practice was by now large and demanding.   After a day in court, and after a conference in some difficult case and perhaps a drink in a favourite wine bar, he would go home to dinner then dictate pleadings late into the night, driving back to court in the morning, shaving with his electric razor as he went.
This was the period when Caroline Swift was in pupillage with him.  She and John both speak of the way Jack encouraged his pupils to watch and learn from the leading silks of the day, Patrick Russell, George Carman and of course Christopher.  But they also speak of his kindness and consideration.  One day Caroline, in her first week on her feet, was attending Jack as his pupil as he was negotiating a case at Crown Square, and she was unexpectedly sent off to Salford Magistrates’ Court to defend a breathalyser case.   On arrival she could find no papers and no instructing solicitors, and had to find a public phone to ring them.  As she did so she heard Jack’s voice behind her; he had settled his case and followed her to Salford to assist her.  That, she says, was typical of his kindness, generosity and understanding.
My own memory goes back to 1965/66 when I was circuit junior, and mess took place twice a week in Manchester or in Liverpool, in whichever city the assize judges were sitting.  Jack was a regular attender, often accompanied by Christopher Rose and Rodney Pritchard.  Rhys Davies speaks of Jack’s dashing and debonair manner, very good company as long as you didn’t try to keep up with him – particularly at mess.  
I got to know him better when I joined Byrom St Chambers in 1983.  Jack had arrived three years earlier.  He was a rarity in those chambers in having an almost entirely criminal practice, but as the years passed my own practice moved in a similar direction.  I appeared in a number of trials alongside him, prosecuting or co-defending.   Jack would spend the first day or two of a long trial organising and re-arranging the numerous box files of papers to his satisfaction; but once that was done, he settled into the trial and was formidable.
Rhys Davies was in more of those trials than I was; whichever long criminal trial he was involved in, he says, Jack was there.  Jack had a wonderful knack of representing the character most likely to slide under the radar and be acquitted.  And his deadliest weapon was often humour.   At the funeral Peter Birkett spoke of a long fraud trial linked to the one-time Deputy Chief Constable John Stalker, part of which was based on the allegedly fraudulent overvaluation of a parcel of land.  The land happened to be the home of a colony of great crested newts.  Jack thought the case against his client, the surveyor who had valued the land, was spurious and contrived, and the best defence was ridicule.   So he introduced the newts into each cross-examination at every opportunity, to the discomfiture of the prosecution but the enjoyment of everyone else, and the jury could hardly wait to find his client not Guilty.
With his criminal practice, Jack was not seen much in chambers.  Notionally he shared Christopher Rose’s room at the top of the house, but that meant a small desk in the corner which he hardly ever used.   He seldom climbed the stairs; he rarely got beyond the clerks’ room where his briefs awaited him, or more often were delivered to him at home.   But when it came to chambers dinners or other social occasions, he was the life and soul of the party.
Jack sat for many years as a Recorder, but never wanted to be a full-time judge.    He enjoyed the freedom, the camaraderie of the bar and its robing-rooms, and did not want to be tied down.  Peter Birkett once asked him on the golf course why he hadn’t taken judicial office and he replied “Do you know how little annual holiday judges get?  Only 12 weeks”.
Jack enjoyed a long, happy and active retirement, devoted to his family and many friends.  The Circuit has lost another of its real characters.
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