
I have been asked to supply a written copy of the eulogy I
delivered at Noel Durkin’s funeral on 27th July 2026 and I am
happy to do so.  It should be remembered that this is a eulogy,
not an obituary, there being stylistic differences between
writing which is intended to be read and writing which is
intended to be heard, so the two can not be compared.

Lawrence McNulty

“I’d like to say a few words on behalf of Noel’s friends at
Mortlake.

But before I do I would like to extend our condolences to
Noel’s family and other friends present today.

Noel Durkin, Noelie or Noelie Noel as he was sometime
affectionately called, was a member of Mortlake rowing club
for nearly 50 years, during which time anyone who was a
member of the club would have known him.  It was my
privilege to know him for 30 of those years.  There are many
here today that knew him for significantly longer than that.
The club and more importantly the people in it were a big
part of his life and he was a huge figure in the club.  The club
will be a different and poorer place without him.

He came to us in 1978 from Cygnet rowing club where he had
been part of an 8 that won the senior C pennant in 1977, in
the main head of the river.  For those unfamiliar with rowing
at that time, that was a significant athletic achievement,
involving, 3 training sessions a day.  An even greater
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achievement for a man of Noels physical stature and
demonstrated that he never lacked for guts and determination.

It is clear that Noel is fondly remembered at Cygnet not only
for his rowing achievement but also his willingness to roll up
his sleeves and muck in to maintain the club.  Records show
that in that period, with others, he was involved in
maintaining the trailer, painting the changing rooms and
maintaining the showers.

When he joined Mortlake he brought all those characteristics
with him and over the years applied himself to many practical
repairs around the club, without being asked and never
seeking praise.  

Noel jumped in to Mortlake life with both feet or it might be
more accurate to say he was pushed.  In the early years many
of his contemporaries had young families and the club used to
run a Christmas party for the children, which required people
to play the part of Santa and his helper elf.  Noel was
volunteered to be the elf despite his reservations, and after
giving him a couple of whiskies they put a pixie hat on his
head, poured him into a pair of green tights and sent him out
to meet the children.

It’s probably advisable not to dwell too much on that image.
A greater measure of the man is that some of the children at
those parties over 30 years ago are here today to pay their
respects.

It wasn’t long before Noel stood for and was elected to the
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club’s committee where he served for the rest of his life.  At
various times he occupied 3 of the 4 most time consuming
jobs within the club, that of bar steward, secretary and
captain, sometimes doing more than one of those jobs at the
same time.  For those services and others he was made a vice
president of the club.

Noel was captain for three years between 1992 and 1994
during which time he decided to develop the international
profile of the club, by accepting an invitation to visit France
from Caen rowing club to attend a regatta at Rouen. 
Following the regatta there was a prize giving held in Rouen
town hall and much to Noel’s surprise he was called on to
make a speech as club captain.  Having little knowledge of
French, Noel took some advice on what to say from a couple
of French members we had at the time.  

Unfortunately Noel was so nervous that after a couple of
sentences the speech degenerated into speaking English to
them using a French accent.  Apparently things became tense,
as Noel set about butchering their language and things could
have gone either way.  Fortunately they decided it was a
deliberate ploy by Noel to entertain them and they carried
him out shoulder high to cheers all round and we have
maintained good relations with Caen ever since.

By his 40s Noel had effectively stopped rowing but he
continued to pay full membership to support the club and if
anything his involvement with the club became greater,

The purchase of our boat house at the turn of the century
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entailed a significant rise in running costs and for a while
there were doubts as to whether the club’s income could
support the additional expense.  Once again Noel stepped up
and ran outside events at the club, being first in and last out
often well after midnight.  Once again he gained the respect
of those who staffed the events with him, working by his side. 
The many thousands of pounds raised went a long way to
stabilizing the clubs finances.

Many people observed that Noel’s reward from those events
was in seeing other people having a good time as a result of
work he had done, whilst he stayed in the background.  

A number of people encouraged Noel to stand for President of
the club, but he always declined, because that wasn’t the sort
of profile he wanted.

In addition to his work for the club, for many years and up to
his passing he was secretary to the Barnes and Mortlake
Regatta, which again was a very time consuming job
involving the coordination of hundreds of entries.  This he did
to ensure that future generations had regattas to go to where
they could race and develop a passion for the sport.

Most recently he assisted Nicky Dale in providing occasional
lunches at the club for some of the senior members who might
have difficulty preparing anything of substance for
themselves.

Noel made many close friends at Mortlake, too numerous to
mention.  He had an impish sense of humor, leading some to
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refer to him as Smirkin Durkin.  It wasn’t all rowing, there
were motor bike holidays, canal boat holidays, trips to
Ireland and France amongst others.  If people needed help he
was always ready to lend a hand.

Noel sometimes said to me that he regarded the club as an
extension of his home. If that is right he didn’t really live
alone, he was cohabiting with about a hundred others.

The fact he was discovered so soon after he passed
demonstrates how important he was in the daily life of the
club.

I would be presenting a distorted picture if I didn’t say Noel
could be difficult at times.  But he was also one of the most
loved members of the club.  I think the explanation for that is
he was never difficult for his own benefit or self glorification. 
When I looked back through my notes for this address the
consistent picture is of a shy man who liked helping others.

The sport of rowing is unforgiving.  Wealth, occupation
family connections count for nothing, the only respect is
earned respect.  Noel earned his respect a hundred times over
and he is and will be greatly missed.”
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