2.

MY TEACHERS

Michael Kirby*

I owe a great debt to my teachers.  The older I become, the more I think of them and of what I owe them.  Next to my family they have had the biggest influence on my ideas and values.


I think of Miss Pontifex.  She taught me at the North Strathfield Infants School in Sydney as the Second World War was drawing to its close.  Never was a teacher better named.  She inculcated a quest for excellence and a striving for knowledge.  I learned from her about the beginnings of human civilisation around the Tigris and the Euphrates.  Her lessons were vividly in my mind during the recent Iraq War.  She quickened a curiosity about the world and its inhabitants that has never left me.


I think of my teachers at the Summer Hill Opportunity School and at Fort Street Boys' High School which I attended in the 1950s.  It is invidious to mention a particular teacher.  Without exception, they were all outstanding.  One of them, Ron Horan, taught me German.  But he did much more than this.  He put me in a play where I acquired self-confidence.  He encouraged me in debating where I learned the art of persuasion.  For decades he attended school functions and was a tangible link with the continuing history of Fort Street, founded in 1849, the oldest public school in Australia.


Every one of Ron Horan's small German class of 1955 secured a maximum pass in the NSW Leaving Certificate.  He called it annus mirabilis.  But it was only so because of inspired teachers like him.  In my first year as his pupil, he wrote a most perceptive comment on my school report.  "Michael is a good student", he said, "but he needs to become more analytical in thought".  The search for analysis to tame the fires of feelings and emotion is one that continues to this day.  I often spoke to him about that comment, believing as I do that human feelings are an important attribute of respect for the human rights of others.  But feelings alone are not enough.  Analysis, organised thought and dedicated action are necessary to improve the world.  This is what Ron Horan and other great teachers in the public education system taught me.  


Ron Horan died a couple of years back, but not too late to know of the honour to be conferred on him posthumously in the Order of Australia.  Yet for Ron Horan, and countless teachers like him, the real reward lay not in civic honours but in the preparation of their pupils for the quest of life.  Good teaching is not a job.  It is a higher calling.  It maintains its influence thirty and forty years and fifty years on.  Truly it is something spiritual.
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