Address given by Alan Dowding at the Memorial Service for Harry Birrell in Lincoln College Chapel, Oxford on 20th March 2004.
A verse by Rudyard Kipling which, in a different context, might have been written for Harry:





It ain’t the individual





Nor the army as a whole




But the everlasting team-work





Of every bloomin’ soul

It’s a heart-felt privilege for me to speak to family and friends about my old pal, fellow colonial and cricket team-mate Harry, here in his much loved Oxford College, the seat in his day not only of learning but also great traditions of sporting excellence and sporting fun. It was the time of the older student: most people had done National Service, or like Harry, graduated from another university. And so there was this appealing mix of maturity and, well, undergraduate immaturity. As well as the array of games paraphernalia, guitars and calypsos were the order of the day—and night. Lines like: ‘With those two little pals of mine’ and ‘Lot’s wife became condiment’ rang round the quad. The college bounded with great characters and Harry was one of them.

Harry was a fine opening or No 3 batsman, great judge of a run and speedy between wickets (more a Jack Russell than a Greyhound), crafty off-spin bowler and tigerish in the field—always with one eye on the batsman and one on the captain, anticipating the next move. He had of course been Captain himself of pretty well every team her had played in. He was in every way a saint on the field, (although never in danger of being sanctified off the field). Nor did he, as a former Dean of Peterhouse in the other place once say about someone else, “luxuriate in his emotions”. With Harry you got it straight, usually with the Birrell grin. His cricket and rugby team-work I knew well. But what of other activities that some schoolmasters think are the greatest team games of all—the big stage productions and the orchestra? Well he would not have made a great Hamlet (possibly a Falstaff?), but the Birrell and Boyce song – and – dance act would certainly had rivalled Flannagan and Allen in their day, and I hear that he stood out as 1st mouth-organ in the Bushman’s River Philharmonic. In short, Harry was the quintessential team man. And no doubt the young he taught over so many years learnt from him the rationale of all team-games. As in life, you learn to be generous in victory and gracious in defeat.
An illustration not unfamiliar to some of those here today. Wisden doesn’t record where exactly Harry was fielding at Lords at 5.55pm on the 7th July in the final session of his first 3-day University Cricket Match. Wisden does record that the 8th Cambridge wicket fell at that time with 52 runs still needed and 35 minutes to bat out time. A tense situation. Now, everyone who has played at Lords knows that to get from the dressing- rooms down the stairs through the Long Room, down steps and through the wicket gate on to the ground in the two minutes allowed is not easy – more like 2 stops on one of Henry Blofeld’s red London buses. So some tolerance is expected. But when after what seemed to Harry like 10 minutes the Cambridge no. 10 – the Captain no less—had still not appeared, suspicions of time-wasting arose and slow hand-clapping started in the crowded Tavern. That much respected umpire at the bowler’s end, Frank Chester, gazed skyward, did one or two of his well-known pirouettes and looked across at the fielding Captain at mid-off as if to say “do you wish to ask me something?” Of course no question was asked it would not have been cricket.
At last the batting Captain emerged to renewed noise from the Tavern and advanced slowly towards the striker’s end. But hang on a minute: in his haste to be on time as it were he had failed to lace his left boot properly and this had to be attended to as he reached the short fine leg area. Another few yards and the right boot got a similar redress and then of course each wayward pad.

Now, at the non striker’s end the not-out batsman was one of the openers; he had watched 8 wickets fall around him, and having himself been dropped early on, had patiently grafted his 70 odd runs in the 4 hours he had been at the wicket. While the slow handclapping continued, he appeared to be taking no notice of his Captain’s obvious tactics; instead he had busied himself with prodding the pitch, a few practice swings and generally minding his own business.

At long last the Tavern quietened down, the new batsman took careful guard, adjusting each batting-glove, play was resumed and the over completed.

I’ve been reading Claire Tomalin on Samuel Pepys, and what happened next would on its time have been entered in the great man’s Diaries as treason of the foulest kind, the perpetuator to be hung drawn and quartered. Now on strike, the once patient grafter, an intelligent chap by all accounts and an Exhibitioner at a decent Cambridge College (no oxymoron there), had clearly not got the message: he proceeded to thump the bowling to all parts. Three 4s came off the next over, and thereafter with blows to all parts of the bat, over the heads of the once threatening close-catch fielders--- he went on to reach his century and beyond and, single-handedly, to secure a famous victory for his side (if not for his captain) with one minute to spare.
Words like shock or, dare I say it, counselling were not in cricketers’ vocabulary in those days, nor I hope are they now. Instead you held your head high, applauded the centurion match-winner and, passing through the wicket gate for the last time, together you climbed the stairs to a silent dressing room. There, the losing captain stood looking out on an empty field of play when he felt an arm around his shoulders, and heard in is left ear a voice straight from the Veldt: “Bad luck skipper; you did your best but it was not meant to be. And it is only a game.” It was of course Harry at his most thoughtful and team-man best. What a moment and what a memory. But only a game? Harry knew as well as any one of us that it was a matter of life and death. Think of Rorke’s Drift, the Alamo and last year’s Boat Race and you’re barely off the mark!  But what a warm hearted gracious gesture. Sadly there was no correspondingly generous reaction from the winning captain.
Every generation has its hallmark, its gold-standard of quality. In Harry’s day this came into play when the Oxford term was over, the examiners had been satisfied, and off the team went to play the counties on their own grounds before arriving at Lords for the contest against the old foe. This was the time when you really found out about your colleagues – not just whether they could play Jim Laker on a turning wicket at the Oval or run out Peter Richardson with a direct hit from cover point at Worcester or bowl 20 overs on the trot up-hill against the wind with David Sheppard at Hove. No, you found out if they were a nuisance at midnight, if they walked or talked in their sleep or snored, if they read a decent paper over breakfast and were on time for the transport. So selection was a key issue. And the criterion became and remained: would you go on tour with him? I can’t remember whether Harry snored (he was often a nuisance after midnight) or what paper he read over breakfast but his name would always be at the top of the team-sheet: yes, we would all go on tour with him.
And if, God willing, we all go on tour again up there, out we will go through the pearly wicket gate, with the bearded elderly attendant giving us the nod, and on to the Elysian Fields; there to do battle again against the ancient foe --- perhaps to win generously this time but if not to lose graciously.

Until then, I see you Harry.

