“Harry” 20.3.04
I first met Harry on a playing field at St Andrew’s College in Grahamstown in January 1990.  Harry had learnt on the Grahamstown grape vine that a young man from Oxford had arrived to join the staff as a student tutor and decided to seek me out.  At the end of my under 14 A coaching session with the school boys running off to shower before the start of late afternoon classes (there was no stretching down back then) this silver haired athletic man, with watery blue eyes and a wonderful smile came sauntering over to me and grabbed my hand and elbow in a warm embrace and greeted me with his infectious grin “You must be Sparrow, my name’s Harry Birrell, 
welcome”. That was the start of a wonderful friendship.

During that year at St Andrew’s college, whether it was being entertained by Harry and Sylvia at their lovely Grahamstown home, Lincoln Lodge, or story telling in front of the open fire at the fishing shack at Klipbai or enjoying 1ST XV post match analysis, intermingled with impromptu scrimmaging practice with an ice bucket in the St Andrew’s college pub, I got to know Harry well.
Harry loved people.  As far as Harry was concerned life was people and people were life.  As a school master Harry was all about encouragement, understanding and providing youngsters with an environment where they could develop their talents.  He was a superb coach of both cricket and rugby.  The ST Andrew’s college cricket sides were some of the best school boy sides in South Africa.  They were meticulously coached and encouraged to play with flare.  It was about the team, not the individual and the boys winning for each other and not themselves that mattered.  No wonder as both Alan Dowding and Dennis Silk will know from taking Radley school boy sides to South Africa that Harry’s sides were always difficult to beat.  Harry however was not a man who only had interest for the school boy “galacticos”.  Many an evening after prep he would be seen with the C or D team players offering them encouragement and support delighting in their development and progress and their personal achievements.
Harry was a communicator.  Friends of mine who were taught by Harry talk with great fondness of his classes.  The school time table might have referred to his lessons as geography, however Harry taught life.  The first year students, or puppies as Harry affectionately referred to them, would be give advice on how to select a wife.  “Don’t  get married to the most beautiful woman as you will get ever Tom, Dick and Harry chasing her”, he would say. With Harry choosing Sylvia as his wife you can clearly see that this was advice he did not take himself!  He was aware of peoples sensitivities and had a huge protective streak..  He looked for the “little guy”. It was as a housemaster that Harry differentiated himself from his fellow housemasters and introduced Harry’s half hour after prayers where anybody, from new boy, (on of Harry’s puppies) to prefect could talk about any issue which might  be affecting someone individually or a group collectively, or discuss international topical issues in open forum.  What an educationalist, what a humanitarian.
Harry had a great sense of fun, you could perhaps describe him as sometimes mischievous.  I was staying over Christmas in Colarado with an old pupil of Harry’s, David de la Harpe, who told me the story of how a secret club was formed amongst the boys who had been caned six times in one go; the six stripes club.  This club had decided that its members needed an end of year photograph, however all other school clubs have a master sat in the middle of the team photograph to provide the appropriate gravitas.  Not wanting the six stripes club to lack the status and kudos of other school societies Mr Birrell was invited to sit in the photograph.  You won’t be surprised that a photograph still exists of the six stripe club with a Mr HB Birrell grinning broadly in the middle with 2 canes crossed, hockey club style, at his feet.
Pom Pom Fellow Smith probably doesn’t want to be reminded of the time on an Oxford rugby tour to Ireland Pom Pom mistakenly assumed the affectionate caresses of his leg were coming from a pretty Dublin girl he was sitting next to at the bar.  Ardour aroused, Pom Pom duly took the plunge and went to kiss the pretty girl, to be somewhat taken aback by a slap.  It was only a number of years later that Harry finally admitted to Pom Pom that the caresses to his leg had not come from the pretty Dubliner, but from one HB Birrell who was crouched under Pom Pom’s stool with the rest of the Oxford team spectating enthusiastically from the back of the bar.

Friends and family were enormously important to Harry.  Harry believed  that your character was moulded by the friends you chose. If you didn’t know Harry you will be able to paint a picture of the man from his peer group some of whom you will meet over lunch.  You will note that his circle of friends weren’t made exclusively up of his team mates but also were made up of members of the opposition, the light blue brigade.  There was no one more competitive on the playing field, however Harry delighted in the friendships made amongst the opposition.  It is lovely to see both Noel Estcourt and Dennis Silk from Cambridge sides that Harry played against here today.
One man who needs special mention and who was important to Harry’s life who sadly died a year before Harry and is represented by his widow Doreen here today is Warne Boyce.  Warne  and Harry first knew each other as school boys competing against each other on the sports field; Warne went to St Andrew’s local arch rival school Kingswood.  They went to Rhodes University together and then to Oxford playing in the same rugby side and sharing digs.  Harry no doubt owes the development of his competitive, but fair, strong, but gentle side from time to time he spent With Warne, who indeed was the personification of these qualities, manly
 qualities which make real men.

Harry adored his family.  I remember staying with the Birrells one Christmas and watching Harry spend many hours playing with his darling grand daughters.  Harry could make a young girl reciting her nativity play lines to her grandfather in the garden of Bushman’s river mouth feel as if she was performing the lead role at a packed Broadway theatre.

He was proud of his children’s spouses, delighted in his daughter in law Susan’s high powered career and couldn’t ask for a better man than Murray Loggie to marry his prized possession daughter Debbie, who is now the mother of four beautiful girls.  His son Adi made his father enormously proud through his achievements in both playing and coaching cricket.  A chip off the old block it was a young Adrian Birrell in  his mid twenties 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 a ball, his armour a pair of pads and his method of communication a Birrell smile.
In fact the real making of Harry was his wife Sylvia.  Harry made no secret of the fact that his happiness and success in life came from his friend, lover and coach Sylvia.  She provided the patience, support, encouragement and love that Harry would then be able to pass to others.  It is probably an interesting question to ponder whether Sylvia during her teaching career at DSG, culminating in being vice principal for the last ten years of her career, or whether Harry during his 25 years of teaching at St Andrew’s college  gave the greater number of youngsters a fantastic start in life.  I know that together they touched and launched thousands of young peoples lives.

Many things made Harry special.  Harry was over 40 years older than me yet he was still one of my closest friends.  He understood the young and he understood the old.  Harry loved people.

To plagiarise the words of an old Oxford don, JR Tolkien, whose Lord of the Rings trilogy has been recently popularised by Los Angeles’ Universal studios.  In the final film King Theoden’s daughter is at her wits ends when witnessing her father killed in the heroic battle of the Pelennor fields to relieve the city of Minas Tirith.  However in his dying breaths Theoden comforts and encourages Eowyn with the words “Eowuyn my child do not despair, my body may be broken but my spirit lives on”
Harry’s body may be broken, however his spirit lives on, and I for one continue to draw inspiration from him.

Stephen Sparrow.
