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From The Radleian Magazine 1975

John Birkhead
Radley 1953-1975

John Birkhead, who died on the 6th of April at the tragically early age of 45, taught at
Radley from 1953 to 1975. He was born and educated in Yorkshire and completed his
national service in the Royal Navy.

In 1953 at the age of 23 he was appointed by Warden Wilkes and began his first teaching
post where he remained during the term of office of Warden Milligan and finally worked
under Warden Silk.

Throughout his adult life at Radley he was alert, active and interested in every facet of
college life. He was always eager to learn as well as teach. He strove to teach
craftsmanship to the highest level possible and imbue the student with a sense of creativity
and an imaginative approach to every problem undertaken. Skills must run hand in hand
with creativity. The botched job was anathema to him. At times he could be maddening to
work with, stubborn and demanding and yet a positive energetic source of stimulation.

His early career in close association with Chris Ellis was packed with varied activities
including carpentry, sailing, geometric drawing and working in all aspects of drama in the
Old Gym. These were very important formative years during which he contributed
considerably to the building of the theatre in the Old Gym as well as designing and making
the dining room furniture for Common Room. Again he was learning as well as teaching.
He learned to design and paint sets, direct lighting and produced an excellent '‘Beggar's
Opera' in conjunction with Donald Paine and St. Helen's School. It was an ambitious plan
which with boundless energy he successfully accomplished. At that period he was inspired
by the work he had been doing with Michael Meredith on his production of 'Ross' and had
made himself adept at handling any problems that might arise in the theatre, from
properties to lighting, while constantly sharpening his creative ability and aesthetic
sensibility. In 1966 after thirteen years of living in the mansion he felt restless, gained
permission to move out and found a cottage on the Gloucestershire and Oxfordshire
border. He was happy there and by 17 he had met and married Margaret Ralston, the only
daughter of Brigadier and Mrs. A. G. Ralston, and a talented artist and designer in her own
right.

From that time he gained new confidence, energy and a more positive direction. He
became a member of the Rural District Council at Witney, Oxfordshire, and successfully
served the community on various committees, mainly those in housing and finance. At the
same time he worked doggedly to establish the Design Department at Radley which he
believed was of greater educational value than the role taken by the workshops previously.
This meant the development of an entirely new system of teaching and examining. The
department was established with the help of Mr. C. Rowe-Evans of the Oxford Local
Examination Board. Once established, he initiated the Independent Schools Design
Association and was elected its first president.

He gave Margaret support in creating the West Oxfordshire Arts Association, was its
Chairman and helped build the organization to one of some three hundred members
during its first two years. He is survived by Margaret together with his two sons Alexander
and Sebastian.

Charlie Mussett
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