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Perhaps the biggest challenge I have is maintaining a balance between my 

work commitments and family responsibilities. I have at times asked a lot of 

my family. I consciously attempt to be accessible and present in every mo-

ment I am at home. I think scholarship is, in many respects, a selfi sh pursuit. 

Th erefore, I am humbled daily by the selfl essness and support I nevertheless 

receive from my family.

My message to the youth is to keep dreaming. A dream knows no limitations 

and, with application, we can eventually become what we dream.
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Heather Wilmot
Profession and passion go hand-in-hand! 

I found my niche in life but it took some serious soul searching to arrive at 

my destination. 

I was born in Louis Trichardt in November 1982 to a father who was a civil 

engineer and a mother who was a teacher with exceptional multi-tasking 

abilities. I learned from an early age to embrace travel and diff erent destina-

tions. Before the age of eight I had lived in Louis Trichardt, Paul Pietersburg, 

Melmoth, Mossel Bay and Johannesburg, thanks to my father’s vocation, 

which exposed my family to many remote areas where roads, mines and sites 

were being developed.

Travel was a constant, but good-quality time with my family and provided a 

nurturing and stable environment from an early age. Although my father 

worked incredibly long hours and often travelled, he ensured that the time 

he spent with us was signifi cant. My older sister and I were blessed to have 

our mother spend a great deal of time with us while we were growing up. Al-

though both my parents were strict and set clear boundaries, they were kind 

and encouraged plenty of time outdoors, exploring and playing with our dogs. 

TV time was very limited and playing dress-up in my mother’s evening gowns 

became a favourite pastime, as did learning to sew and knit.

After attending a dual-medium public primary school in Mossel Bay, I com-

pleted my primary and higher education in Edenvale in Johannesburg. I wasn’t 

very involved in school and mostly fl ew under the radar. Although I achieved 

relatively high grades and participated in a number of sports, I didn’t really 

excel in anything. I did enjoy Art, however, and was awarded the most creative 

student prize in Matric.

During this period I spent a great deal of time trying to fi gure out where I 

fi tted in and who I was, which is a common dilemma facing teenagers today. 

PROFESSION
 AND PASSION GO

HAND-IN-HAND
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It was only during my time at university that I learned to accept myself for 

who I am. Th roughout my high school career I tried to mimic other people 

and spent a lot of energy copying their interests and strengths, as opposed to 

developing my own. It was only at university that I found myself fi nally doing 

something that I enjoyed and accepted that I was good at it.

I found it extremely diffi  cult to identify a fi eld that attracted me or identify 

a career that I wanted to pursue. During Grade 11, my parents took me to a 

vocational psychologist. At the time, I thought I wanted to study architecture 

but thanks to good career guidance I realised I had a poor perception of depth, 

which would not have stood me in good stead. Today I am very grateful to 

the vocational psychologist who pointed me in the direction of law and 

steered me away from a fi eld that interested me but for which I did not have 

the necessary aptitude. 

I attended the University of the Witwatersrand where I studied a Bachelor of 

Law (LLB). Here I fully grew into my own and thoroughly enjoyed my studies. 

Realising I had something that others didn’t and which created an avenue 

for fi nancial independence was incredibly rewarding. However, I do regret not 

studying an undergraduate degree prior to the LLB, which I believe would 

have provided me with a broader base.

I fell into practising aviation law by chance. While completing my articles 

at Norton Rose South Africa, I spent six months with an attorney who spe-

cialised in aviation insurance. Th e fi eld of aviation is very technical and de-

manding, and the more I researched, the more I discovered that law provides 

the perfect vessel for the very analytical way in which I think, while also cater-

ing for my creative side in the need to think out of the box and develop inno-

vative solutions for my clients.

I have focused exclusively on aviation law for almost six years now and still 

learn something new every day. It is a fi eld of law that is innovative, always 

adapting to the ever-changing aviation market. A good example of this is the 

exclusive forms of security that have been created to cater for the mobile na-

ture of aircraft. Aviation law has a solid international grounding but can cater 
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for vastly diff erent local laws. It is incredibly excit-

ing to be involved in the development of aviation 

law in Africa. It is a unique market with unique 

challenges and while the legal systems in place in 

Europe and Asia are informative, the challenging 

part is moulding those systems to suit our dynamic 

continent.

On a philosophical level, I fi rmly believe that a 

well-designed air-transport network will widen 

markets, off er a more diversifi ed export base, im-

prove production efficiency, and open up new 

tourism destinations, which will encourage greater 

foreign investment into Africa with an opportunity 

to set in motion a cycle of economic growth. By be-

ing aware of the challenges facing the aviation 

industry and off ering appropriate solutions to my 

clients, I can contribute to the industry as a whole.

I am extremely proud of the fact that I have contributed largely to Norton 

Rose South Africa having grown its aviation expertise to a full service off ering 

in a relatively short time.

When I am asked what drives me and where I see myself in a few years from 

now, I can say confi dently that I am constantly fulfi lled and challenged on a 

daily basis, which is not something many people can say. I earn a living doing 

something I excel at and am passionate about. I do not consider what I do as 

a job but rather a profession that is very much a part of who I am.

My approach is not only to assist when someone seeks my advice but to 

assume an active role in educating those in the industry, communicating with 

various industry bodies and keeping an eye on trends and developments 

in the global aviation industry. Th e enormous benefi t posed by aviation is 

not going to realise itself – it requires the full commitment of the industry as 

a whole.
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Growing up, I didn’t have a role model as such but was infl uenced by hard 

workers such as my father and multi-taskers such as my mother. Profession-

ally, I am fortunate to have had incredible mentors such as Maria Philippides 

and Pierre Naudé, both directors at my fi rm. Maria’s ability to run and develop 

a successful practice while being actively involved in the lives of her three 

boys has created a poised platform for my professional world. Pierre empha-

sised the importance of balancing self and family with one’s profession, which 

is quite a feat but vitally important.

I have been incredibly inspired by what I have been able to achieve in the 

short eight years post-university. My advice to young people starting out in 

the world and feeling overwhelmed by the vast array of career choices out 

there is to identify your strengths and interests and be open to others helping 

you to do so. Don’t blindly follow others or try to be something or someone 

you are not. Keep your values in check and ensure that you align these values 

with what you do on a daily basis. Don’t shy away from diff erentiating your-

self and following a diff erent path and be conscious of the need to convert 

your strengths into a living.

Th is advice has stood me in good stead and has allowed me to spread my 

wings and make my mark as a woman in a very challenging male-dominated 

industry. I was selected as a leading aviation lawyer by � e International Who’s 

Who of Aviation Lawyers 2012. 
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