NOV 11th 2010

RICHARD PROBERT EULOGY

By Geoffrey Probert

May my words be pleasing in your eyes Lord.
My father particularly asked that any service of thanksgiving be held here in the place he worshipped for the great majority of his 88 years- as his father & his fathers’ father had done before him. And I should begin by thanking all those who in multiple ways have contributed to this service & all that surrounds it. My family are so grateful. I should also thank all of you for braving the elements to be here to celebrate his life & especially those who have travelled from afar & most especially those veterans for whom such an expedition  is a daunting challenge. It has been an inappropriately inclement day on which to remember such a sunny personality. But he would be very touched to see so many of you here from so many strands in his life.  

Grandifather –as a three year old Charles Tozer christened him which then became his familial title- will be gazing down on his beloved tribe with his three children: nine of his ten grandchildren & four of his thirteen great grandchildren present. My dear Ma his companion & soul mate cannot be with us today but was at his funeral & is absolutely indissolubly here in all our thoughts, words & prayers. It is the one tragedy in an otherwise blessed life that her illness would deprive him of her full companionship in the last years of their 65 years together & it was a measure of Richard Probert that a man noted for his managerial rather than domestic competence could turn his hand to cooking & caring for she who had formerly cooked & cared for him. He never wavered one inch in his selfless & devoted care for my mother and to his last day still talked with delight of their first meeting. Theirs was truly a great love & he died holding her hand.
Thinking of managerial competence I remember my mother relating her irritation about an incident that occurred when he retired - she thought it was high time he learned to shop so she dropped him at the cash & carry in Sudbury with a list as long as her arm, only to return an hour later to see the unmistakeable profile of the Colonel sitting in the manager’s office sipping tea whilst the manager himself could be seen in the distance coolie style with a huge push-me pull-you trolley collecting the required mountain of items.
However I rush ahead of myself in the chronology of his life. Born on primrose day April 19th 1922 he was christened Richard Harlackenden Carwardine after his forbears who were the squires of Earls Colne –five miles south of here- from the late 16thc when an earlier Richard Harlackenden then agent of the de Veres Earls of Oxford bought the estate from the spendthrift 17th Earl. The 18th c descendants of the Harlackendens’ at Earls Colne were Carwardines who twice married the Proberts & Richard inherited both family names. Names that were to prove tongue twisters to many a foreign customs post but ones he was inordinately proud to have.
His father Oliver was a delightful but absent minded soldier inventor & artist who was then - in the 1920’s & 30’s - engaged in a campaign of attrition with the War Office to get acceptance of his ideas to modernise the rifling & sighting of the artillery he had fired throughout the Great War. A struggle he was eventually to win, & every piece of British medium artillery was to then carry the Probert site in the Second War. As such Oliver was not much focussed on parenthood & famously allowed the infant Richard to slip below the waterline of the bath whilst Nanny briefly left the room as he undistractedly read the Journal of Applied Physics. Indeed Oliver & his beautiful & fashionable but rather undomesticated wife Ruby were not what today would be called ‘hands on’ parents & effectively delegated Richard’s upbringing to his formidable & much loved grandmothers- Granny Pro at Bevills & Granny Flo at Eagle House Wimbledon. In the background there were the fatherly figures of White the handyman at Bevills & Bunkle the chauffeur at Eagle House. 
At the age of 7 he was sent off to St Aubyns a preparatory school on the south coast housed in ageing buildings with negligible heating that Ruby described as unfit for human habitation.
However it was in fact an exemplary school that laid the foundations of the self discipline, patriotism & integrity that were to be his hallmarks. It was a school whence myself & my son Tom were to follow. From St Aubyns he went to Eton somewhere near the bottom of the school but he was in fact just a late developer & by the time he left he had a place at Trinity College Cambridge  & the signs of a first rate mind & of a strong technical bent were evident.
But he was never to take up his place at Cambridge as Herr Hitler had intervened. By chance my father had photographed Adolf in 1937 at Berchtesgarten whilst on a family holiday & he used to ruefully observe that he could have saved the world a lot of trouble if he –then in the Eton Shooting Eight- had been armed with something more potent than a Brownie camera. 
In his last half at Eton he was a day one Local Defence Force Volunteer in May 1940 & immediately assumed the position of despatch rider of the local Colonel by the simple artifice of persuading an indulgent grandmother to send his BSA motorbike & his grandfather’s Boer War revolver from Bevills down to Eton. Sadly the BSA was short lived after a night exercise resulted in a collision with a shorthorn bullock on Dorney Common. 

Soon after he volunteered for the Royal Artillery & was sent to Edinburgh University on a 6 month engineering course where he matriculated with the number 49 to the number 784,479 that his granddaughter Rebecca has today. He had only been in Edinburgh weeks when his Australian chum Quentin Stanham fell off his motorbike, happily leaving a vacancy at a party at Belgrave Place which my father took up – having on the advice of his friends first called ahead before accepting to check that no dancing was involved as like all Proberts he was a dancefloor dyslexic. At the party he met & fell in love with a 17 year old Elisabeth Sinclair who was to become his adored wife & lifelong companion. 
Shortly thereafter Richard was commissioned & selected by the 13th RHA –the Honourable Artillery Company - & had a frustrating three year wait as they were on/off for going to North Africa. However the time training was well spent as their regiment was to be part of the outstanding 11th Armoured Division under the 35 year old General Pip Roberts which was to acquit itself with pre-eminent distinction in Normandy & beyond. By June 1944 he was in the role of Regimental Survey Officer & landed on D.Day + 6 in a motorised Sexton 25 pounder. He was believed lost in his first action when the Sexton was discovered covered with blood. But this proved in fact to be the impact of shelling on several gallons of Heinz tomato ketchup which his crew had purloined from the US Navy on the crossing & had strapped to the side of the vehicle in glass bottles. 
A period of thoroughly unamusing action in Goodwood, Epsom & Bluecoat until the noose of the Falaise gap was near closed & the dash across France to Antwerp in six days followed. It was in Antwerp that a local Boy Scout invited him back to lunch with his mother a rather horrified Mme de Moor whose family were the heads of the Resistance in the town & who had three daughters under the age of 22. The de Moor family were to become lifetime friends. After further unpleasant fighting in Holland he was invalided out with jaundice & he took advantage of being on British soil to marry my mother on April 25th 1945.
After the war he stayed on in the army in various increasingly technical roles & by 1956 he was one of the two youngest Lt Colonels in the British Army & was running a course on the rudiments of nuclear warfare at Shrivenham. In 1957 he was part of the British mission supervising the Maralinga nuclear trials in the Australian desert – with a Security Clearance Certificate Numbered 1 which tickled him pink. One night time he repaired to dinner with his old chum Colonel Nicholson & made a spur of the moment decision to take his suitcase of papers with him. When they returned they found their hotel room had been ransacked by what were assumed to be Soviet spies.

But soon thereafter he made the momentous decision that his military career must be sacrificed to the needs of the family estate which was in somewhat dire straits under his father Oliver’s romantic & unbusinesslike control- Oliver used to say ‘Probert Pigs Pays Prodigious’ but they didn’t. 
To keep the family finances in order he simultaneously took up a role with BXL a plastics company in Maningtree & was almost immediately appointed Managing Director of their Bexford subsidiary & thus began a successful eighteen year stint as an industrial leader. On his watch Bexford -which made the base of photographic film - was one of only a handful of companies to have the honour of winning the Queens Award for Industry four times, & he was rightly proud that it was their film the astronauts used on the first landing on the moon in 1969.
In title he retired in 1976 but in fact he now entered a third & most fruitful era of his life as a local landowner & servant of Suffolk life. 
In this era he served in 1978 as Master of the Ironmongers on whose Court he had sat for many years: as a very active High Sheriff of Suffolk in 1980 & thereafter as President of the Suffolk CLA, the Dedham Vale, Suffolk Acre & several others. He was on the Court of the University of Essex for thirty years. He served on the Diocesan & Deanery Synods & was a Lay Canon of St Edmundsbury cathedral from 1984 to 1991. In 1983 he was made a Deputy Lieutenant of Suffolk.
If all of this talks of a man of some distinction & possibly grandeur nothing could be further from the truth as he was in essence a family man & a man of this village. He loved this valley & did much to make it more beautiful with all his planting & works of restoration. He did a fantastic job in dragging Bevills out of the 19th century after his father was finally persuaded aged 85 to retire to Wharf Cottage beside the church here. And he lovingly cared for St Stephens Chapel where now he lies admiring one of the best views in England. 
In fact Richard or the Colonel as he was more commonly known was an intimate part of Bures life for 50 years. On the PCC 1962-97, Chairman then President of the local branch of the British Legion for 33 years & Chairman & then President of the Village Hall from 1960-2005. He was passionate about the Village Hall behind whose building he had been the driving force in 1960 & for many years he would – as a fundraiser for the Hall- prevail upon one celebrity or another to open the annual fete & he would motor them down with him in his 1928 Rolls Goshawk– most famously Jane Asher who in 1965  was then a 19 year old model & heartthrob of Paul McCartney- not that the name McCartney would have necessarily meant much to the Colonel.
Outside the village, the army, & the church he had a plethora of interests. He loved poking about in Suffolk churches, was deeply interested by family history – quite unbeknownst to me he was a Fellow of the Society of Antiquarians- & loved the rich family heritage of impedimenta. Few who saw it will ever forget his elegant & relaxed tour de force performance a few years ago on the Antiques Roadshow with my sister Camilla when he talked about the 18th & 19thc toys gifted to him by the beloved grandmothers which he embroidered with such a wealth of anecdote that he completely took over the show.
He was a diligent farmer, who in the summer months would rush back from his daytime job & leap into his mustard coloured mini pick up to see what was happening in the harvest or whatever else Dennis & John had been up to. And as befits a technical man he was all over the agricultural machinery on the place. 
He was a keen shooting man & like most shooting man was also a keen conservationist & was proud that the estate won the first Suffolk Wildlife Conservation Cup in 1981. He was passionate about his forestry- clearing & replanting over a thousand trees after the disastrous gales of 1986. 
But above all he loved walking- a passion he passed on to all his progeny & he & my mother must have walked near every footpath in Suffolk. Indeed amongst my first memories were climbing a hill in Scotland Probert family style. At the front with the Ordnance Survey map strode the Colonel followed by my mother at the dog trot hauling the bulk of the picnic, then Camilla & Anne with rugs & other bits of the picnic & finally at the rear myself carrying a small fold up seat: on reaching the summit the ladies laid out the rugs & the picnic, I unfolded the seat, the Colonel sat in it & then produced from his knapsack an ancient wartime gas cylinder cooker on which he proceeded to make scrambled egg for one & all.
He also loved to travel - preferably off the beaten track & preferably in the sun & many a holiday was spent driving further & further south in pursuit of it. Morocco being a particular favourite for him but not for my poor mother –who hated heights- being dragged back & forward over the hairpin bends of the Tizni Test. He was quintessentially English & a mildly hypochrondriac traveller so he would face the challenges of the abroad & foreign food & drains – or dregnoss as he called them- armed with a haversack of pills, a bottle of sherry, a case of essential British rations – marmalade, marmite & the like- & an ingenious one cup coffee heater. In France he felt compelled to speak a tortured version of Franglais delivered with great confidence & wherever he was he had an unnerving habit of turning up the drive of any chateau that took his fancy, confident that his language skills & charm would soften the heart of the most suspicious chatelaine.

But what of the man behind the achievements & the interests? Whether it was nature or his army training one must first note that my father was a man of consummate even breathtaking efficiency with an encyclopediac filing system comparable to MI5. Everything was labelled – papers, clothes, pipes, drains, electrics, trees- & everything was in good order. I cannot recall a moment in the last fifteen years where he was not ready to greet me of a Saturday morning with a clipboard of helpful suggestions of the things I might like to think of doing about the place & of cuttings of articles on new ways to avoid the dread hand of the Chancellor.

He was a handsome man & held himself with the bearing of an ex military man. Always well turned out –albeit often in clothing from one or two generations earlier- on high days with a rose in his button hole, in the summer always wearing a straw hat with his Eton Shooting Eight ribbon & in the winter to shoot in an immaculate plus four suit with garters made for him by his daughter Anne with the Probert coat of arms. On the rare occasions he could be roused to play tennis or any other form of sport he favoured a pair of brown plimsoles whose toes had long since gone to be replaced by a quarter of a tennis ball, glued & matched with brown ink. And like all his footwear they were of notable length with size 12 & half feet – great for walking but a cause of some amazement to the owner of a small Italian shoe shop in the Abruzzi who was so amazed by the size of the Colonel’s feet that he summoned his whole family from his house at the back of the shop to wonder at the giant pedometers.

To the last he had a wonderful memory, a fund of anecdotes that reached across his life & a great sense of fun- only weeks ago greeting a mildly ailing neighbour in the Doctor’s surgery with the cry of ‘Come to see the Pill Machine, Dawson?’ 
He also had his own individual language full of words -Probertisms we call them - that are corruptions of normal language arrived at by associative logic- either invented by himself or passed on to him by his father Oliver who too had a grand wit. An example would be when a surprised guest at lunch was asked to pass the Bill- the Bill being short for Kaiser Bill or by association Kase German for cheese. Cheese which might also be referred to as an Adge from the French Adjouter which he quite wrongly believed meant adjust as in palate adjuster. 
Other favourites of mine are Prendergast a term used to warn one that ones conversation might be overheard by the subject of it – in his case a not unlikely circumstance as he was always fascinated by others in a hotel dining room & given to comment about their peculiarities. Prendergast –in case it is not self evident being a corruption of the French prenez garde; 
And Abbers as a statement of farewell. Being an abbreviation of the country Abyssinia or “I’ll be seeing you”. A limited number of copies of the Memorial Edition of Probertisms are available for devotees of the genre at Bevills later.

The family have received so many letters of comfort which talk with admiration & affection of his air of calm & contentment, his unfailing courtesy, his exemplary values, his decisiveness, his conspicuous wisdom, his good sense & shrewdness, his modesty, his sense of fun & the twinkle in the eye. 
They talk of him as the very best of British deference, manners, rectitude & charm & of his strong sense of Christian belief, duty & of service. 
Of how he was always generous & ready with his counsel offering a gentle steer with his characteristic preface of ‘I think you will find that’..& right he always was. They write of a lovely man & a gentleman to his fingertips.  But above all it is that voice- faintly nasal but calm & authoritative -& the warmth of his welcoming smile that drew one in that is again & again the indelible memory. 

They also talk of a man of distinction with a modest stamp of achievement. And of the keen mind, originality, amused tolerance & unusual powers of perception that lay behind the outward demeanour of a conventional country Colonel. His wholly unexpected treatise on the subject of love at his Diamond wedding being cited as but one example. 
Finally I hope God will forgive a shooting story set on this exact day 
24 years ago when his errant son was in charge of executing a complex series of manoeuvres called the partridge drive. Not a partridge had been seen in years but it was a de rigeur part of the day. Imagine my surprise when not one but two coveys were found & miraculously turned over the Chapel belts behind which the senior guns awaited. But not a shot was heard because it was in fact the Eleventh Hour of the Eleventh day of the Eleventh month & the Colonel & his line of guns were standing ramrod straight, hats off in silent salute.
So now it is our turn to salute you Dad & to say farewell. You really were a man of many parts & a very special person. For me you were father & friend, guardian & guide. As your cousin & best man said ‘none of us will be able to hold a candle to you’.  We were lucky to have you so long & will miss you beyond all compare for your wisdom, your decency, your humanity & for the example you set. You verily were one of Nature’s Gentlemen. 
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