Remembering a True Christmas Spirit “Harry Birrell”

Dear Friends 
  
With Christmas fast approaching I wanted to share with you the memory and spirit of Harry. 
  
To those of you who did not know Harry Birrell, he was an extraordinary man who shared his life generously with many. Harry died suddenly at his home in Bushman's Rivermouth, South Africa on 18th September 2003. Harry was 75 years old. 
  
Harry had devoted the whole of his life to teaching youngsters in South Africa. In the late 50's he co-founded a school in Pretoria, St Alban's, which today is one of the leading schools in the Transvaal. He then he returned to St Andrew's college in the Eastern Cape in the 60's to teach for over quarter of a century. 
  
As a young man Harry was a wonderful sportsman. He played provincial cricket and rugby in South Africa, and whilst a student at Oxford won cricket and rugby blues in sides which included sporting greats such as Colin Cowdrey. Harry was also an innovator. Whilst at Oxford it  was a young Birrell who suggested that the hooker rather than a winger should throw the ball in to the line out. If you are a rugby follower you will realise that this positional change caught on universally! 
  
It was perhaps Harry's lively creative mind and his love of people that made him such a wonderful teacher, family man and friend. It would be wrong to portray Harry as some kind of Saint, however it was his huge human qualities which were and still are inspirational, and which I would like to share with you at this special time of year:- 
  
Harry looked for the best in people. He was accutely aware that people were by definition different and we all have strengths and weaknesses. He was also aware that a person's confidence was a sacred part of their make up, and should be protected, nurtured and treated with care. That is why Harry took so much time to search for someone's talent, whether it was running fast, painting, singing, writing, and would encourage the development of that talent, to whatever level it could reach. 
  
Harry was competitive and encouraged competition in others. On the sports field it was important to win and he expected his team mates or the teams he coached to give their all. It was a matter of trust. However, maybe of a bygone age, for Harry competition could only be enjoyed and respected with sportsmanship. Having beaten or been beaten by the opposition, friendships should be made. One of Harry's prized possessions was a mounted cricket ball he was given by the Kingswood college staff room for his services  to cricket on his retirement. Kingswood was the local arch rival school to St Andrew's and that gift from the "opposition" meant alot to Harry. 
  
Harry was fiercely loyal. If Harry was a friend of your's it was for the long haul. He wouldn't drop you even if you had messed up. He was aware of humans' imperfections and was reluctant to pass judgment. Harry was a great believer in people's character. He felt strongly about giving people a chance, you should never right someone off. Adi, Harry's son, told me recently that as a father he knew that he could always go to Harry with a problem, whatever you might have done, firm in the knowledge that Harry would fight your corner. Harry's loyalty to family, pupils and friends was total. 
  
Harry was a communicator. He dealt his friends in. If someone had a talent he would delight in showing that person's talent to his friends. He kept in touch with people. Nick Mallet, the former South African rugby team coach who was a former pupil of Harry's remembers receiving a letter from Harry offering advice and encouragement(not having seen him for over 10 years) when his position in the South African Rugby Union had become untenable and Nick was forced out. It was the letters that Nick received when leaving this prestigous position rather than the ones he received on gaining the position which were the important ones. Harry encouraged people to speak their minds and talk straight and not to be penalised for doing so. There was no room for politicking in Harry's life. 
  
Harry had a tremendous sense of fun, life was to be enjoyed. He loved bringing people together and seeing people enjoying each others company. He loved comraderie. Although not musically trained he would bring out his mouth organ at the end of an evening and entertain his friends around the camp fire on his regular fishing trips to Klipbaai on the wild coast. He also had a wonderful singing voice and one of my long lasting memories of Harry was at the close of a dinner held at Oxford ten years ago for Harry and his old university pals, the men, led by Harry ( who were all in their 70's) dusting off the years and singing in beautiful harmony calypsos to their wives they'd learnt in Oxford 45 years earlier. 
  
Harry's trade mark was his smile and his watery pale blue eyes. 
  
Harry leaves a widow Sylvia, who has herself devoted her life to education spending the last 10 years of her career as vice principal of the DSG, South Africa's leading girls school, a son Adi, a chip off the old block who pioneered cricket development in South Africa's townships in the mid eighties where he occupied the unique position of being a white man whose weapons were a bat and ball, his armour a pair of pads and his method of communication a smile, a beloved daughter Debbie, 6 grand children  and friends young and old around the world (Sylvia received over 250 letters of condolences after Harry's death). He also leaves a legacy, a small charity started by his younger friends five years ago to provide a top education to girls and boys of character who otherwise would not gain that start in life. 
  
I for one will being thinking of Harry this Christmas, happy that I knew him and enjoyed his friendship, hopeful that his spirit lives on. 
  
Wishing you a very Happy Christmas,  Stephen Sparrow (Chairman of the HBST)
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