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Fellow former Harrisonians, I am very honoured to have the privilege to address you tonight.  The pleasure it brings is great but not to be compared with what I felt in attending this great school.
When I was a little boy, the teachers at the small school in Chalky Mount, St. Andrew and my parents told me that I should aim to go to Harrison College when I did the “screening” test - what is now the common Entrance Examination.  I seem to recall hearing back then that only three boys from the Chalky Mount area had ever been to Harrison College – one was my cousin though he was no longer living in Chalky Mount when he went to Harrison College, and two were from the nearby plantation though they had not been born there.  Chalky Mount was to our minds a very poor village.  Nonetheless, they told me that I could go to Harrison College where the brightest boys in the island went and that they knew I could do well in that group.  That expression of hope and faith in me was uplifting and it gave me something to dream about and a vision to form in my mind.  It helped greatly too that I somewhat knew the three boys who had gone before me to Harrison College; the dream and the vision did not seem unachievable.
Is there not a calling to answer for those of us in this Society as well as other former Harrisonians to prompt our current generation of students at the school to dream visions of what they might become and where they might go?  I believe that the call is there but we refuse to hear it.  Do we not have a duty to let the current students get to know us so they may better form that vision and feel that the dream can be realised?  The duty is there but we neglect it.
Back in the late fifties and early sixties, living conditions were harsh for most of us.  Easternmost of the villages in St. Andrew, Chalky Mount was largely unprotected from the strong wind coming off the Atlantic Ocean, the ground was mainly hard clay, and there was a great deal of soil erosion.  
Our families were field labourers on the plantation and on the many peasant farms.  Some of those same labourers worked as skilled craftsmen when the infrequent, skill-intensive job came along.  Many of these artisans also owned a little land.  Some parents, including mine, did many or all of these in order to make ends meet.   No house apart from the plantation house at Cambridge had running water or electricity.  Most of us had to wait until the sugar cane receipts came in each year from the small plots of land to get some house repairs done, a little at a time.  Yet, within this relatively poor community, we had very few houses that could be called shacks, then or now, even though most of them needed repair in varying degree.  

We all pledged to ourselves that we would work our way out of the poverty and hardship of those days by using the brain and gifts that God had given us.  Our pride in self, village and country was indestructible; our independence, which was sacred, provided the impetus for our industriousness.  Hard work and deprivation did not daunt us. 
These difficulties nurtured in us the ambition to do well at school and helped us to set meaningful goals that we had to realise if we were to get out of the barrenness in which we then lived.  These goals did not belong only to individuals; they were ours collectively – of almost all the youngsters in the village, of our parents, of our adult relatives and family friends, indeed of most of the community.  As I look back on those times, we had tremendous goal congruence within the community.
Of course there were some people in the village who did not share our aspirations, but I always felt that they were in the minority and that there were enough of us with the same direction and focus to provide a critical mass of support for each other.  Those of us who had progressive goals were sufficient that we did not feel overwhelmed by the number of those who seemed to want to, in our view, “self destruct’.
But beyond the poverty, we had a strong support system.  Mine was as follows:
· Both parents and many of my uncles and aunts worked largely from home; 
· In the small close knit village many of us were related to each other;
· I was the last of my family with several other brothers and a sister, all of whom were very achievement oriented in their own way; 
· Several of my friends in the village came from a similar background and shared with me the dream of our families achieving more and more in each generation; 
· We had a thriving 4-H Club and Chalky Mount Old Scholars Association in whose activities most of us participated, and
· We all participated in Sunday School and vacation bible classes which were as much a network of social clubs as they provided religious instruction. 
I was not the only Harrisonian in those days to come from such circumstances and I recall all of this since so many of us who went to Harrison College in the sixties and came out of somewhat similar circumstances.  We were the beginning of the generation to enjoy free secondary education introduced on a mass scale.  Before that time, many of us would not have been able to come to Harrison College for we were mostly too poor to pay the fees and there were not enough scholarships for all of us.  Fewer yet of us would have emerged as leaders.  
While living conditions in the country now are much better than what existed when we were growing up, we must not for a minute think that many of the current students do not come from very poor families too or are not living in circumstances that may depress and demotivate them or face difficulties in their living circumstances that may make them feel that they cannot achieve much.  We have a duty to be leaders and mentors for all these students by mixing with them at the school; by showing them how our circumstances were often similar to theirs in the impact on us; and by sharing with them how we overcame those circumstances to rise to positions of leadership and influence, based on the achievement and practice of excellence.  It is a duty that I do not feel we are discharging well!
Becoming leaders did not all come from attending Harrison College.  The ideas that some of us could be leaders were implanted in our minds by the people with whom we associated in the villages we came from, particularly by the elderly people and those to whom most of the villagers looked up.   Indeed by the time most of us got to Harrison College we had become little leaders in our own way.  But the teaching and non-teaching staff at Harrison College also in their own way made many of us feel that we could, should and would become leaders in the society
What Harrison College then gave us was a greater set of the tools we needed to succeed.  To me, foremost among those was the feeling that we at the school could succeed in almost anything; that we could compete with the best and win.  We came to know very clearly in the school, where academic performance was a very important part of defining who you were, that your position in a test today could well be worse in the next test in the same subject because everyone around you was very much your equal.  I think we learnt to compete hard at the school even while we cooperated for it seemed to me then that no student wanted to see any other left behind.

My upbringing in the rural setting of Chalky Mount, St. Andrew in the fifties, sixties and early seventies, was reinforced by my experience at Harrison College in the sixties and early seventies.  Out of those experiences, seven characteristics suggest themselves as necessary for development of our youngsters.  These are 

1. a strong sense of independence and self confidence, 

2. the ability to face, endure and overcome hardship, 

3. a capacity and willingness to work hard, smart and long, 

4. the passion to do well and patience to spend the time to prepare oneself,

5. the humility to understand and accept that your brilliance is only equal to that of your peers and so to seek to learn from them even as you provide the opportunity for them to learn from you, 

6. a sense of belonging to and support from a community, and 

7. a strong feeling that one is called to the service of that community.

The lessons that taught me these principles and that embedded them in my psyche were hardly ever formal.  They came through interaction with a wide range of people who, though the specifics of their goals were different, all seemed to have these seven characteristics.
Importantly also, it seemed to me that our stay at Harrison College reinforced in our minds that we were called to lead in some way.  But even as Harrison College was playing its role, we continued to function as integral parts of our village and participated fully in the people - oriented activities that the Community Development Department fostered in the sixties and seventies.  We lived the important lesson that leadership and community involvement were not incompatible; indeed, we that they often complemented each other 
Our worth was reinforced to us at school, at home and within our communities.  Back then, communities were strong and forward looking.  It seemed that the whole country was focussed on moving upward and forward.  We had seen the hard times of the fifties and the sixties - and for some of us, the thirties and forties - and we had no intention of letting those times continue.  For us the ethos was to build up.
Times are a lot different today.  Most of our current students and those of the last twenty to twenty-five years do not understand the difficulty of life that we their parents and grandparents experienced.  Community ties and influences that pointed young people towards excellence have also weakened.  Maybe modern entertainments in the village are not conducive to the kind of frequent personal interactions that took place between community dwellers in the days of my youth.  I do not get the impression that our communities are forming a buttress for our youngsters to support them in their steps to excellence and leadership.  In most areas, whatever the income or class orientation of the families, it appears that the sense of community, where it exists at all, is not to be compared with those communities where families have lived for generations.  There is less of the extended family in the residential areas.  Chances are therefore very high that the community influences that help to embed in children the notions of becoming leaders are very weak, if they exist at all.
I rather suspect too that parents today are spending less time listening to, talking with and motivating their children particularly during the years at secondary school, because of the focus on building careers and wealth and the unhealthy overemphasis on the eleven - plus examination

The notion of economic independence derived from working several jobs during the same week also seems to have disappeared.
What has all this to do with us, former Harrisonians?

I suggest that former Harrisonians can impart the lessons encompassing these principles I have cited to the current generation by interacting far more frequently than we presently do and in an informal “family” approach with the current students. 

As we grew up, the support systems around us were all mutually supporting of us.  But as I indicated, earlier, those support systems are not all there any more, or are not as strong as before, or are not all aligned in the same direction.  As a result, we have to find a proxy system to help us restore the strength of the support for our young generation.  Alumni of the school may in some ways supply such a community of support to our current Harrisonians.
We have to help our country continue to improve itself through assisting our former school in remaining a strong force in this society.  I suggest that we will have most impact in this regard by doing all we can to help the current students of Harrison College realize their full potential in their careers, in leadership positions and in service to their communities and the country.  The reputation of our former school is as much dependent on what we do after we leave school as what we do when we are there.  Through building and maintaining a vibrant community of support for current students throughout the school, we must help our school and its ethos claim top presence of mind among our youngsters.  We must!  

Further, through the interaction of the Harrison College student body with the members of the other student bodies throughout the island, we will also be helping all our young people to be the best they can be as leaders and in service to our country.
I will tell you one last little story.   When I was completing the form used at the time of the eleven plus to indicate preference in secondary schools, all three of my children essentially told me that I could choose any school for them other than their first choice since they had no intentions of going anywhere other than to their first choice school.  Totally enjoying themselves and without any extra lessons, they scored the marks to go to there.  Again while totally enjoying themselves (with our blessing) they succeeded academically and socially, and in their own ways continue to be of considerable service to their peers while attending to their own progress at university and career.  They often asked me to tell them about how I grew up and my days at Harrison College and it took nothing to persuade me to reminisce.  All three of them went to at Harrison College.  
Occasionally, I find myself enthusiastically telling youngsters of the fun I had while at Harrison College and how it helped me to learn to interact, with confidence, with people of all races, classes and levels of income and wealth.  Sometimes I think I have got some of these youngsters to put Harrison College first.  I urge you, then, as former Harrisonians, never to miss the opportunity to claim the minds of our children for Harrison College and for Barbados.  Let us build a much stronger bond with the current students as well as with the immediate past Harrisonians.  Let us work to build up the community of Harrison College.

From those to whom much is given, much is expected.  I consider that we have been given a great deal by Barbados at Harrison College.  We must give back service, pressed down and overflowing, to our school and country.  

To Harrison College and to Barbados!  I thank you and wish you “Good Night.”
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