Tribute celebrating the life of David Hinton 1937-2011:   By his brother Oliver Hinton.

Good morning to you all and thank you for coming here today to celebrate David’s life.  I am David’s younger brother and it is both sad, but also a great privilege to read to you this tribute to his life.  We might feel that David died too young by today’s expectations, and that is indeed true, but at the same time we can take comfort that he had 74 very full and happy years, and that in his lifetime he was able to pursue his hobbies and interests with such energy and to give so much through his work, both paid and voluntary.

So, David was born in Harpenden and was always proud of being a really “local” boy.  He was the eldest of three children and had a sister Kate and younger brother, me.  For the majority of his childhood life he lived with his parents and growing number of siblings in a small 2 bedroom flat in Milton Road in Harpenden, and when Kate, his sister, visited there a few years ago she was astonished at just how small it seemed.  In his mid teens the whole family moved to a large rambling house in Moreton Avenue (also in Harpenden) that the family steadily turned from an old fashioned Edwardian house to a wonderful home.  David luxuriated in his new huge bedroom and rapidly filled it with gadgets, including three huge electronic contraptions that when connected together occasionally produced a TV picture on a green screen the size of a CD.  Many years later when I graduated to the large bedroom, I inherited these contraptions but could never get them to work, I’m ashamed to say.

When David was a small child his mother taught Science in London and he remembered being taken to school at St Georges at a very tender age and not wanting to be left there while she went on to catch the train. However, it was at St Georges School just after the war that he was inspired to start learning the clarinet.  Douggie Dawn was a well known musician and teacher who practised his clarinet sitting on the steps of a Nisson Hut in the St Georges playground. David loved the sounds that he heard and insisted on having lessons with Douggie, eventually becoming a useful amateur player in local orchestras.  David became a pioneer for music playing in the family, with both Kate and myself later following his lead, and many years later Douggie acquiesced to giving me piano lessons, I think in honour of David’s clarinet playing.

After St Georges, David was educated at St Albans School, and it was here that he developed a love of engineering and chemistry.  In fact he started the tradition of Hinton’s becoming the much sought after “Lab Boy” - a kind of very low paid Chemistry Technician which also conveniently avoided almost all sporting activities – many of you will know just how much such avoidance would have suited David.  He went on to University College London to read Chemical Engineering, travelling to London every day on the train. After his BSc he stayed on to do research there and gained his PhD three years later.  I am sure it won’t surprise you to know that his research was incredibly fiddly and involved meticulous measurement of hundreds of small glass rings in a huge tower, and how much area got wet.  Of course, he pursued it relentlessly until successfully completed.  

Coming back to his love of music, it was when playing in the orchestra for Rose Marie being performed in Harpenden that he met his wife to be.  Judy was playing the harp just behind David when the light on her music stand went off, and who should come to the rescue?  David of course, who immediately fixed it.  One thing led to another, as they say, and two years later in 1962 they had their wedding in Gravesend in Kent. 

David then started work at Laporte Chemicals in Luton and for the next 11 years he took on increasingly senior posts at Unilever, Air Products, and finally British Gas in 1973.  During this time he was responsible for the development of new chemical processes and the construction of a number of new plant, all of which involved extensive travel within Europe.  He and Judy spent a happy two years in Rotterdam during this time, and on a recent visit there they were astonished to see that the oxygen and hydrogen plant whose construction he had overseen was still in operation and looking almost exactly the same.

Just around the Rotterdam period, David and Judy had their two wonderful children Liz and Richard, who themselves now have their own children: Immi, Archie, and Flo who live near Worcester, and Chloe who lives mostly with her dad in Harpenden.  Family was tremendously important for David and he has often been at the heart of family events of various sorts.  He was hugely supportive of our mother as she grew to be a fine old age in the Edwardian house, and Kate will say more about his continued interest in our grandparents and their heritage.  Liz and Richard of course have many wonderful memories of fun they had together; David loved to include them in everything they did, and Liz can remember even now being given a large wad of duraglit so she could help polish the metal frame of the pram shortly before Richard was born.  One of the early family events that I recall very clearly involved David and Judy driving our parents and me to Czechoslovakia and back on a joint holiday.  During this trip David began to show his interest in wine – we had to stop at vineyards as we drove through Germany to check them out.  His children, Liz and Richard, will now testify resoundingly that this compulsion to buy cases of wine at source, and stack out the car almost beyond capacity, became a notorious activity on all their holidays to France especially – and good for him we might say!  In fact, his love of wine also extended to food and the family would often try out the various regional specialities they visited – but on the other hand when it came to cooking David demonstrated one of his few weaknesses: he could be relied on to turn even fish fingers into burnt sticks!

One of my own recollections from his early jobs involved his developing processes for freeze-drying peas.  It was at this time, conveniently, that our parents finally succumbed to purchasing a very small fridge to supplement an old but wonderfully large and cool larder.  The small fridge of course had an even smaller freezing compartment which was immediately stuffed full of frozen pea samples from David’s experimental processes.  They were very good, I’m glad to say, but there was a lot of them!

Towards the latter part of his career with British Gas he moved away from project management and turned his hand instead to IT systems – designing new network processes for them.  It was these new skills that became in such demand after he retired in 1995. From that date until the moment he so sadly died two weeks ago he put his skills to use with the Retired Employees Association for British Gas, with the Probus Secundus Club, Probus Noord in Antwerp, the Citizens Advice Bureau, the Harpenden History Society, and of course NAMIR – the Association of Musical Instrument Repairers that both David and Judy had a big hand in creating.  David contributed a wide range of skills to all these organisations, as Membership Secretary, Treasurer, Chairman, CAB Adviser, and through it all as the creator and manager of a vast range of web sites for many of these organisations.  He loved his involvement in all of these bodies, not least because of all of the new friends that he made and the feeling of belonging to Harpenden again that this gave him after a long and busy professional career.

NAMIR and musical instrument repair remained a major interest throughout David’s retirement years.  It all started as part of the retirement package from British Gas – one day a week at Merton College in South London to learn the skills.  He started by using lathes and other intricate machinery to make a clarinet and a flute and over a number of years he learned how to repair a whole range of musical instruments.  It was not long before he had set up a fully equipped workshop at home, and he had gained a reputation for his skills.  Byron Road then saw a regular trickle of visitors from Harpenden Musicale and elsewhere pleading for help with their broken instruments.  Of course, he constructed his own web site to advertise his skills.

Throughout his life David approached matters in a determined and organised way which some of us can only envy.  Just a few weeks ago, on their way to visiting daughter Liz and family in Worcester they saw some dining chairs in Buckingham Garden Centre that they liked, and David immediately turned them upside down to get the name and brand.  However, on the web they found there were several chairs of that brand and couldn’t tell which they were.  Undaunted, David borrowed one of Liz’s tape measures so he could size them up precisely on the return journey and order the right ones as soon as he got home.  I was sitting in one of those chairs just a few hours ago.

It is often said that as we grow older, and especially men, we either become more difficult and critical – the grumpy old man – or we become softer, more tolerant, and more caring for others.  David was most decidedly in the latter category.  He was enormously generous to those around him, both those close and those in the various organisations he supported for so long. He valued his family tremendously, whether they were close relations or more distant; and he was a very loving, and much loved, man who everyone wanted to be around.  He had a wonderfully rich life, and he has left us all with very many happy memories that we shall cherish.
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