Speech by Group Captain Michael Norris at the Diamond Jubilee Ball 

30 September 2006

· Michael grew up in Gaping Lane immediately outside ground entrance 

· Hitchin Boys Grammar School from 1955 to 1962. 

· Played for the Colts from 1959-61; Captain in 1961.

· Blueharts 1st XI from 1961-65 and 1973-74. Captain “A” XI same season and Chairman Social Committee. 

· Lifelong interest in Blueharts, kept in contact through mates in Hitchin such as Mick Whitmore.

· Joined RAF in 1965 and flew Shackletons and Nimrods. 

· Commanded RAF detachment of Nimrods based on Ascension Island during Falklands War and decorated with Queen’s Commendation for Valuable Service in the Air.

· Commanded Rescue Co-ordination Centre Plymouth, responsible for UK rescue effort in response to the Air India and Herald of Free Enterprise disasters: received MBE for the latter. 

· Chief of Operations for NATOs Northern European Headquarters in Stavanger. 

· Retired from RAF in 1999 with career total 6000 flying hours

· Worked for Foreign and Commonwealth Office in Sarajevo until 2001. 

· Now lives in Cornwall and is a defence consultant working in Qatar, Pakistan and Libya.

I am honoured tonight to be speaking at this great occasion to celebrate the Blueharts 60th Anniversary. I was an active Bluehart for too short a time for my liking but the RAF claimed most of my time and I have been forced to participate vicariously, as many of us do, through newspaper columns and contacts with mates in Hitchin. I think that I speak for all when I say once a Bluehart always a Bluehart and I think it worth dwelling briefly on what Blueharts gives each one of us: the opportunities to develop friendships, to interact and become part of a team, to develop a strong sense of belonging and sense of purpose: a commitment to including others, and a family and social focus. I miss all of this but most keenly I miss the friendship and joshing that are part of being an active member. When Freddie Bowker spoke at the 21st Anniversary dinner he expressed the hope that we would build the future on the same fundamentals of friendliness, boldness and action used by our founding members. Clearly, you will not wish me to bang on for too long but obviously I must do the occasion justice. I will, therefore, with your indulgence show that Blueharts has indeed done what Freddie asked and built on the heritage of our early pioneers.

I’m delighted that we have with us tonight 4 of our founder members and I’m pleased to say that I played regularly with all 4: Peter Thomas was a wartime pilot in the Fleet Air Arm and is well known to all of us having a distinguished record as a player, representing Hertfordshire and the East as well as being a 1st team regular for many years –well into the 1960’s. Peter has held all of the club executive positions and including 2 stints as President. He retired from the Ground Limited Board only a couple of years ago and is truly the link between the founders and the club of today. Fittingly he was dubbed Blueharts player of the Century at the turn of the century and as we chatted a few days ago observed that he would still be playing if he hadn’t been dropped as he passed his 65th! (of course from tomorrow Alasdair Darling has made this kind of ageism illegal) He is with Pat tonight.  Keith Crockford was in the RAF as the war drew to a close. He played for Hertfordshire and the East and was still playing 1st XI hockey into the mid-60s; Derek Deans has travelled up from Devon where I’m quite sure he pursues the hunting, shooting and fishing that he has enjoyed all his life. Derek, of course, played hockey in the early days and in addition provided expertise to develop the new Lucas Lane pitches and he is with Georgie tonight.  Hugh Russell was a dashing forward in his time and his healthy complexion may owe something to the beneficial affect of sticking ones arms as far as possible into unmentionable places in the pursuit of best veterinary practise. He is with Gill. All 4 have held principal club positions and played distinguished roles, on and off the field, in the Club’s 60 years of progress. In addition, Denys Carnill who is out of the country and brother Dick who is indisposed send their very best wishes and want us to know that they are thinking of us tonight. 

I will start at the beginning of 60 years that has seen Blueharts survive 11 Prime Ministers, and 7 Major Wars - you will by now have read the notes on your menu so I can gloss over much detail but up to the Second World War the Old Boys played scratch games and there was no formally constituted club and with the onset of war games ceased. During the War recent leavers such as Dick Carnill and Peter Russell were able to organise games against many local forces and works teams under the name of “North Herts”. At the Old Boys game in March 1945 there was a suggestion to form an Old Boys’ team.  Now, I know from personal experience that caution should be exercised when choosing a team name: in the ‘60s Nutter, Murphy and I decided to call a touring side the Blue Tits. On checking into our Birmingham hotel Marlene, or whatever the hotel receptionist’s name was, expressed surprise to see men as she was expecting a ladies team. Similarly, Pat Russell wrote that the name Matpieradskis after school founders Mattocke, Pierson, Radcliffe and Skinner was mooted (fortunately kicked into touch), and his suggestion of the name Blueharts was received with as much enthusiasm as a pail of cold water. He cheerfully notes nothing better came up so: that was that: and Blueharts it is. 

I think that I should stress that our club was born through the drive and enthusiasm of a few individuals at a time when the country was exhausted after nearly 6 years of war and during one of the coldest winters on record. Pat Russell’s determination to be involved at the outset is illustrated by him, then a Lancaster bomber pilot, getting release from a 1000 bomber raid to play in that 1945 Old Boys’ match.

Dick Carnill, Geoff Grant, Keith Guyton, Jimmy Rivett, Pat, Peter and David Russell and Peter Thomas met in May 1946 and set in motion the process of forming a club to be called “Blueharts”. They roped in Freddie Bowker to be the first Chairman to temper the ardour of the 21 year old enthusiasts and all Old Boys were invited to attend an inaugural General Meeting on 28 September 1946. I think that the mood of the meeting can be summed up as “no bullshit lets play hockey”. Blueharts played their first game that day, losing to Bedford Town 3-4 Peter Thomas scoring twice thus becoming the scorer of Blueharts first ever goal.

A generous £20 gift (worth roughly £400 at today’s rate) from the Old Boys Association provided flotation funding and enthusiasm for the club was such that the membership soon reached 40: all this despite there being no permanent home pitch. Subscriptions were an extravagant 2/6 (30P) and a vote of thanks was made to Hugh Chamberlain for donating 1 clothing coupon to make up the total of 15 required to buy 3 club shirts. “Home” from 1946-48 was King George’s Playing Fields, Hitchin that Denys Carnill remembers for the smell of rotting cabbage wafting from nearby fields, and from 1950 to 52 Offley where water for post-match ablutions was heated over a paraffin stove and teas served in the Red Lion (many present will have happy memories of lunches in later years at the Red Lion during the Vauxhall 6s). Other pitches were hired, on an ad hoc basis and Blueharts became as famous for travelling to matches in formation on their Triumph 500 Speed Twins motorbikes as for their prowess on the field. The finances were supported by very profitable dances arranged at the Cherry Tree Welwyn GC – until the pub’s management recognised a business opportunity and kicked us out. With no clubhouse, committee meetings were held in Russell’s Tannery Boardroom or the Copper Kettle Café in Bancroft, the unofficial HQ.

It was obvious that a permanent home was required and after some hard but fair negotiating Blueharts became joint tenants with the Cricket Club at Lucas Lane in 1953 with the first two pitches being levelled and produced from scrubland beside the cricket field donated by the Moss family – I well remember this because bang went my personal cowboys and Indians playground. This was a major self-help effort by all club members with assistance from many friends under the direction of Geoff Grant, Peter Thomas and Derek Deans keeping costs down to £200 or so. (There were occasional tensions between our leaders, notably Derek Deans’ opposition to sewerage being spread on the new grass – he was right it did smell a lot and it did kill the grass!). As an example of the ingenuity and commitment from well wishers, the school geography master, Gabby Parker, formed himself into a limited company to import the beech hedges from Belgium that still form the boundary between the pitches and road. Stone clearing parties were routinely formed up and dates for these can be found listed in fixture cards from those days. 

The implementation of those two pitches, with the joint tenancy of the cricket club, was a landmark event in the development of Blueharts as a top level hockey club and probably ensured the club’s survival. The pavilion became the focus of club activities and we could now stage multiple home fixtures and entertain our opponents after the game in proper Blueharts style. In addition, the bar began to make useful funds.  At this time Reg Thirnbeck (father of Roger of whom more in a minute) and Sonny Furr (father of goalkeeper Barry) volunteered their time and business expertise. As a result the bar became a real money spinner, with Sonny (a local bookie) providing a fruit machine and working hard on improving the pitches, and Reg becoming the volunteer barman and Blueharts most vocal and biased supporter.

The club grew to 4 Saturday and 2 Sunday sides but recruiting new players was a problem with not enough "old" boys joining the Club. In 1957, Roger Thirnbeck attended a meeting at Barry and Wendy Cooke's house to propose that the Club support a team consisting of eight boys from the school and, three senior Club members. The senior players had to have two attributes: one a good knowledge of the game and two they had a car so that the team could get to away games. As an aside, I can remember Colts travelling to a game in the back of Ray Chenerey’s hearse causing quite a stir on arrival at Harpenden Hockey Club. Brian Hull then an impressionable 15 year old playing in the first ever Colts side, a "practice match" against the Sunday 'B' Team, well remembers Michael Hill shooting for goal from the halfway line and rattling the cross bar (that was a Micky Hill thing). 

Roger Thirnbeck was our first Colts captain in 1958, followed by Mick Whitmore in 1959 and I captained them in 1960 but the 1961-62 Colts squad of 25 boys under John Cotton drew the hockey world’s attention by winning 18 and drawing 1 of their 19 games. I think that we can say with confidence that over the years the Colts did achieve the objective of selling the Blueharts to schoolboys some of whom later joined the Club as players. 

In those days, there were no leagues to form the framework of the hockey fixture list. We played friendlies, although the games against the likes of St Albans and Bury St Edmunds definitely had a competitive edge and were anything but friendly. The glue that held it all together was the relationship between clubs. We travelled, throughout the East of England typically leaving Hitchin at midday for games in places like Ipswich, Norwich, Bury St Edmunds and so on – we’d play the games, have a few beers with the opposition, stop on the way home and make the pub just in time for a couple before closing time and then do the same again on Sunday – no wonder that our love lives were a bit slow taking off. We forged strong friendships with our opponents so we got to know the likes of Harold Crystal, Mick Reed, Alan Hills, Roger Dennis, Peter Ball, and many others often known just as “Shag”.

By 1966 we regularly fielded 6 teams on Saturday with 3 on Sundays, and joint developments with the Cricket Club led to an improved pavilion and producing a new first team pitch with a good degree of self-help under the guidance of the same wise men as before. Once again, working parties picked up the thousands of stones that lay on the surface.  The Sunday games presented the opportunity for football and rugby players, and those who worked on Saturday to have a game and, of course, swelled the membership. There was a time when the Sunday “A” XI was at least as strong as the 1st XI and the “Bees” under the Generalship of Brian Leadley and John Bridges were strong on the field and formidable after the match. We regularly attended Easter hockey festivals including Weston-super-Mare and Clacton. All of these activities presented networking opportunities and brought Blueharts name to the fore within the hockey world. Mind you, I’m not sure that the activities that followed our games against Indian Gymkhana were strictly networking as much Scottish wine was consumed to patch up the scars of combat and cement Anglo-Indian relations.

The club continued to be successful but competition from other clubs and the increasing trend for old boys to leave the area reduced the intake of members.  The debate about whether to drop the former pupil requirement was given impetus by the evolving league system and, after a civilised debate that had lasted for many years the club finally voted to go open in January 1977; another landmark event 

The honours board reflects high standards on the field. East League runner-up in 1976-77 and champion in 1977-78.  The following year we drew national attention by reaching the semi-finals of the National Cup.  Various regional indoor hockey tournaments were also won.  In this period a steady influx of new members allowed up to 7 Saturday teams to be fielded. Through to the turn of the century the first team continued to perform well in the East League: Champions in 1994/95 and 2000/2001 with promotion to the National League. The competitive nature of the leagues is such that the Club has been up and down a bit but we can reflect with satisfaction on strong performances over the years. 

A long overdue extension to the club came with the formation of a ladies section in 1986.  The main driving force and captain for the next 8 years was Judy Devereaux daughter of Peter Russell: Judy played at international level.  Her brother Paul was then in the men’s first team, further exemplifying the club’s strong family traditions – one can point to, inter alia, the Brooker, Guyton and Russell dynasties. The Ladies too have been very successful, East Super League Champions in 91/92, winning promotion in the following year, and National Cup semi-finalists also in 1992, while making a full contribution to Blueharts life bringing with them all of those ladylike qualities; sophistication, refinement and culture (and some sopranos at last) that the club so clearly lacked! This was the third landmark event in the past 60 years.

We were delighted by the 1988 Seoul Olympic Gold Medal success and David Whittaker’s leading role in this great achievement. However, there were far reaching consequences with the introduction of Leagues at most levels and, in particular, of artificial surfaces bringing radical structural changes to the game and to the Club’s social life.  We have been fortunate to have the use of the Malcolm Hunt Memorial pitch at the School and owe Mick Whitmore, David Garvie and school parents a vote of thanks for their prescient initiative. The knock on effect is a reduction in the use of the clubhouse with a consequent loss in bar takings. Fund raising has always been a challenge and the drop in bar takings is a problem with the principal cash cow now being the Bonfire Night bash. This started out in the early years as a low-key affair at Keith Crockford’s house, graduated to a Club event at the Club and from 1973 onwards was opened to the public as a major “all hands to the pumps” fund raiser. One common theme until recent years was Peter Thomas and a team of like minded pyromaniacs setting off the fireworks one of whom, the doughty Radish, now has ignition.

I that it is appropriate to single out some Blueharts that have made their mark on a wider field: Denys Carnill an original Bluehart won honours at every level of the game culminating in representing GB at 3 Olympic Games; captaining the side in 1952 where GB won Bronze and in 1956 where they narrowly missed out. David Whittaker too played for England, captained GB and received deserved national acclamation with the award of an OBE for coaching the side that won Gold in the Seoul Olympics. Bernie Cotton is another England and Olympic Bluehart who also managed both the national and Olympic sides and has now moved on to the post of Olympic performance manager (where he’ll have to keep Sir Clive in line) and more recently Dominic Camelleri played for England. Geoff Powell, Brian Griffiths and Mick Whitmore played for Wales, Tony Hull played for England as an under-23 and Canada as a full international, and also at under-23 level, John Cotton for Scotland and Stefan Port for England. There was an occasion in June 1975 in Toronto where Tony Hull turned out for Canada and David Whittaker and Bernie Cotton for GB – a proud day for Blueharts as well as the boys.

For many years Blueharts was supported by a band of faithful, uncomplaining and hard working group of women – the Tea Ladies. This was a group of wives and girlfriends who gave up their weekends to make the famous Blueharts teas, including the hallmark brown bread banana sandwiches. Our appreciation was manifold extending to running a Tea Ladies Dinner, quite an event where the ladies every wish was attended to by a team of servile husbands and boyfriends. We should not forget either the support given by our other halves as we leave to enjoy an afternoon’s hockey. As in all departments of life, nothing would have worked without our ladies so I can honestly say that we owe them everything and tonight is an opportunity to show our appreciation. Please rise to toast The Ladies.

Another group of essential volunteers were the much abused umpires. In the early days, probably until the early-60s each club provided its own umpires per eleven. For many years we were well served by, amongst others, Arthur Bunce, Geoff Grant and Robert Nourse; and the late Malcolm Froy who died from cancer at a tragically young age. They were wonderful and were ultra reliable despite much undeserved abuse and advice from (mainly) Blueharts wingers and in those days had to work without the benefit of cards. Now, of course, we have wonderful competent and qualified card carrying officials and God bless them because without them there would be no hockey.

Blueharts has been extremely well served over the years by its committee members, officers, captains, coaches, chairmen and presidents. Throughout our 60 year lifespan a tireless group of excellent men and women have given their time and expertise for the good of the club. I look around this gathering and see many who have made enormous contributions to the club: we are deeply indebted to you. 

We have been through good times and have shared high achievement and happy experiences but inevitably, we have also known great sadness. I will mention one or two of the great clubmen and friends that we have lost over the years but there are too many to mention them all and I am sure that we all have a dear friend or loved one in our mind and in our hearts but I think that we can take comfort in the knowledge that they are now playing on the Elysian Fields. 

Freddie Bowker and Jimmy Rivett our first chairman and secretary both providers of sage advice and moderation from the outset. 

Geoff Grant, a founder member, was well known to most of us and he gave wonderful and lasting service to the Club.

Pat Russell was our first captain and to those of us old enough to remember him, a warm and wonderful friend. 

Peter Deans, Ray Denne, Eggie Lester, Peter Russell and Tony Russell, also originals, great servants to the Club, lovely men and brilliant players; 

Malcolm Hunt, died very young playing the game that he loved – I saw Malcolm score 4 goals in an England trial; he should have won a cap – he too served in many club positions and was a great Bluehart; 

John Clements died a hero’s death rescuing his pupils from a hotel fire and was awarded a posthumous George Cross; 

Les Davey, one of my mentors, captained the 3rd XI for many years– bespectacled, bald, not particularly athletic, Clerk of the Hitchin Rural Council, he scorned all modern gadgets using an English stick to the end and was a fully paid up and lethal member of the “they shall not pass” brigade; donated the “Clubman of the Year Trophy”.

John Sampson, treasurer for 25 years, amazingly fast on and off the pitch, truly a great Bluehart; 

And earlier this year we lost two of our best in John Bridges and Mick Whitmore both great servants to this club and like all of our absent Blueharts good friends, greatly missed. Tonight we have again enjoyed Mick's exceptional generosity and consideration. Please be upstanding to drink to absent friends.

The future is bright. The club is blessed with a group of talented and motivated people. Mike Baxter continues his sterling work with mini-hockey; the natural successor to the production line provided by the Colts and I think that we owe him our appreciation. 

This season Malcolm Miller will coach the 1st & 2nd XIs and we have a good group of players to carry the club through this and the following seasons. The Ladies are looking forward to a good season. 

Most important membership is healthy and the supporting teams are in good fettle: it is inevitable that the "stars" get the limelight but we all know that depth of playing strength with healthy numbers of supporting members is key to success and the future development of the club. 

From the initial Band of Brothers through the past 60 years to the current club members the overwhelming priorities remain to play hockey as well as possible, to enjoy doing it and to run the Club based on the Bowker principles of friendliness, boldness and action for the long-term good. There have been set backs with an occasional crisis but the club has gained strength from going open and through introducing the Ladies section. Much new talent has joined the Club (not only the girls we have recruited some male talent too!) and overall we have prospered. 

Going forward, there is good reason for confidence. Neil Donald and Tony Sampson, with Nick Buckland and Claire Bennett lead an extremely competent team and I know will maintain and build on the egalitarian values and the standards that have seen us through the past 60 years to meet the challenges that lie ahead - I know that they can rely on your support. Oliver Hammond and Nikki Baxter with the other team captains will undoubtedly maintain the highest playing standards and do their best on the field. We can rest assured that the Blueharts legacy is in good hands and they can rely on our wholehearted support, whether from near or from afar.

I’ve got 2 messages from down under:

First from David Whitmore:

"Hi everyone,
Here are a few words to my fellow drunken friends and family.
I am sorry for not being there but I'll be there in spirit or drinking spirits down under!?
I want to make a toast on behalf of myself, my wife Kath and the bump... 
.......to absent friends and family.
Happy 60th Anniversary everyone!"

Next from Paul Norris:

"Good day everyone,

I’m thinking of you as I sit with my dog and cat here in Perth.

Happy 60th Anniversary everyone!"

 I now will ask you now to rise and drink a toast to the Blueharts. We drink to the first 60 years and look forward to the next 60 of friendliness, boldness and action – the Blueharts.

PAGE  
1

