
 

 

First year dinner speech 2013 

 

This is a wonderful moment in the academic year for everyone at Somerville, 

and a very special time for all of you who have just joined this most welcoming 

of colleges.  I shall say a few words in a moment about Somerville’s great 

traditions and aspirations, in which you now share; but first let’s take a minute 

to thank the kitchen and pantry staff who have provided this beautiful dinner. 

Dave Simpson and Richard Vowells, Gabriela Konrad and Sandy Jin run the 

Catering Department, with their great team of wait staff.  Paul Fraemohs, 

Trevor Forbes and their colleagues are in charge of the kitchens.  We all share 

an ambition to make Somerville known for the best college food in Oxford.  So 

please help us to do that.  Let us all know what you like and don’t like, and 

meanwhile, give a round of applause to all the staff who have worked so hard 

for tonight’s meal. 

 *** 

It is a real joy to welcome all of you here tonight.   You are joining one of the 

oldest universities in the world, and it is also by universal consent one of the 

greatest.  The University of Oxford is unfailingly ranked in the top ten in the 

world, generally the top five or six, with quite a few departments ranked as 

absolutely the best – the Medical School to name just one.  It expects the very 

best from its academic faculty, and it demands the very best from its students 

too. 

It is easy to think of Oxford not only as a beacon of excellence, but also as a 

place redolent of privilege, the university that produces more heads of state 

world-wide, more British prime ministers and cabinet ministers than any other, 

more leading scientists and academics in all fields, and more celebrities of 

every kind than even Somerville’s winning University Challenge team would be 

able to name.  The national press regularly represents this university as being 

exclusive or even stuck-up. 



 

 

Well, it *is* a privilege to be here, one that I feel myself every day, as I try to 

live up to the honour of being Principal of this great college, and one that I felt 

when I was a Somerville student myself, reading History and then doing a D. 

Phil on the history of reform movements.  But Oxford’s privileges have been 

hard won.  And far from being stuck-up, you will find that at Somerville, and 

right across the university, your fellow students and the academics who teach 

you are far too open-minded, curious and tolerant to waste time looking down 

on anybody.  Also quite busy having fun. 

The high standing of Oxford today rests on the extraordinary gifts and hard 

work of our academic faculty, including the men and women who will be your 

tutors here at Somerville. Their prize-winning research, in libraries and 

laboratories across the University and in the field all over the world, makes 

them experts of a high order; and as your tutors, lecturers or graduate 

supervisors and mentors, they will share some of that expertise with you.  They 

include, you will find, people who are rewriting the history of different parts of 

the world, providing new standards for the understanding of literature and 

languages, or working on different forms of law; people working on cures for 

some of the world’s most resistant diseases (malaria, Parkinson’s, muscular 

dystrophy), people who are up-ending the standard interpretations of human 

behaviour and philosophy, from the ancient past to the fractured and war-torn 

present, people discovering previously unknown species of animal life, people 

exploring the heavens and the oceans. Their work will change the world, as 

some of *you* will go on to do in your turn, and all of them are changing the 

way the world is seen and understood.  You could not ask to be taught by a 

more talented or more dedicated group of people. 

Meanwhile, the peaceful environment in which you will spend your next few 

years of study, has been built here by scores of generations of philanthropists 

and dedicated scholars who sought to change the world in their own time.  

More than 800 years of time. They created and nurtured this university for 

those most able to benefit from the education that Oxford offers.  The earliest 

colleges of the University, now enshrined in medieval quads and gothic 



libraries and chapels, time honoured and seemingly immutable, were founded 

by visionary benefactors to give an education to those who had the intellectual 

ability but not the financial means to travel to other great centres of learning, 

or to employ private tutors.    

Somerville College, founded in 1879, was one of two colleges founded in that 

year (the other being Lady Margaret Hall) to open up an Oxford education to 

that one-half of the population who had been excluded from it until then: that 

is, to women.   This college grew from a great (even if by then rather 

diminished) Oxford tradition of including the excluded, and renewed it. We 

pioneered the University’s greatest social and educational advance of all.  Our 

founders were a group of progressive men and women who wanted to open 

the benefits of an Oxford education to *all* those who could make the most of 

it.  They insisted not only that their women students should receive the best 

that Oxford could offer (and the university at large was rather slow in offering 

it, finally granting Oxford degrees to women only fifty years after Somerville 

was founded).  They also insisted that their students should be admitted from 

all nationalities, all social backgrounds, and without any religious or 

denominational tests: this at a time when most colleges still cleaved to the 

established Church of England, with just a few newer ones serving non-

conformist denominations.  To celebrate the free spirit of the new college, its 

founders gave it the name of Mary Somerville (and there she is, at the end of 

the Hall). 

Mary Somerville herself had been excluded from the world of learning but 

broke into it with sheer determination and talent to become a leading 

mathematician and astronomer, a best-selling scientific writer and the best 

known female scientist of the nineteenth century.  She was admired by Charles 

Darwin and by John Stuart Mill, who invited her to become the iconic first 

signatory of his ground-breaking parliamentary petition for votes for women.   

(And Mill’s step-daughter bequeathed his library to Somerville College later 

on.) As a married woman and mother, she also provided the ultimate disproof 

of the belief that was common then: that in some ways (often demonstrated 

with pseudo-scientific data)women who cultivated their brains could not 

become good parents.  The popularity of that belief no doubt influenced our 

own pioneering founders, when they chose a quiet manor house and its 



gardens, tucked away at a demure distance from the polluting presence of any 

male undergraduates, to found their ground-breaking new institution:  a 

profound social revolution cloaked in the trappings of gentility. 

Now, more than a hundred and thirty years after the first radical steps that 

opened up Oxford to women, Somerville College continues to celebrate its 

pioneering traditions.  Gone is the gentility; and the centre of gravity of the 

University has moved here, to the Radcliffe Observatory Quarter in which 

Somerville has a share, with its brand-new Mathematical Institute and soon to 

be home to the new Blavatnik School of Government.  We built the first new 

buildings on the ROQ, and incidentally as we did so we also became the first of 

the Oxford colleges to provide site-wide wifi.   

You are the twentieth group of first-year students to include both women and 

men at this college.  You are also the one-hundredth group to sit down to 

dinner in this dining hall, which opened a century ago almost to the day, on 4 

October 1913.  And since that time, Somerville has notched up a proud record:  

our alumni include the first woman detective novelist (Dorothy L. Sayers), the 

first British woman to win the Nobel Prize for science (Dorothy Hodgkin), the 

first to become prime minister of India, the world’s largest democracy (Indira 

Gandhi) and the first to become prime minister of the United Kingdom 

(Margaret Thatcher).  We also number among our graduates, both male and 

female, innumerable public spirited people who have travelled to dangerous 

and far-flung parts of the world, who have volunteered in difficult and often 

thankless occupations, and have served their fellow humans with distinction, 

whether as entrepreneurs or volunteers, politicians, creative artists and 

writers.   They have won literary and scientific prizes and prizes for their work 

as entrepreneurs and in careers such as advertising, and they have surged into 

the highest levels of government and the judiciary. 

Somerville today is one of the most international of colleges, and I salute all of 

you who have made the brave decision to come here from numerous different 

countries and cultural backgrounds, many of you opting to pursue your 

university studies in a language that is not your own first language, and far 

from home.  It remains also one of the most socially inclusive of colleges, and 

we work hard to keep it so.  Somerville has a reputation as the happy college:  

we want to keep it that way too.  We have recently renovated our gym, we 



have refurbished the beautiful and extensive library, which is just about the 

best in any Oxford college; there is a new social hub, the Terrace, for the use of 

all students, both postgraduates and undergraduates.  We are providing 

increased support for student academic societies, and if you want to start a 

new society or rejuvenate one, please be our guests.  You will have noticed 

already that the grass is there for walking on.  Here at Somerville, we want you 

to be at home and happy with your own choices.  We know that you will make 

wonderful friendships here, and that many of you will look back on your years 

at Somerville above all with an abiding gratitude for the friends who will 

remain with you for the rest of your lives.   

So I return to the notion of privilege: the great privilege that you have all won 

and earned for yourselves by excelling academically, and by taking on the 

challenges that Oxford offers.  Somerville College is your college now, and like 

your friends, we will always be here for you.  We want you to excel in 

everything you do, be it sport, or drama, or debating, but above all in your 

academic studies.   Somerville’s tutors come right at the top of all Oxford 

tutors in the student satisfaction ratings recorded each year by surveys such as 

the Student Barometer and the National Student Survey.  Your fellow students 

from previous years tell us how much they appreciate the high quality of 

teaching and personal attention they receive here.  Somerville is truly a place 

to excel.  We need now to prove that also in the quality of academic results 

that our students bring in.  We in this great college are providing you with the 

highest quality we can, and we ask you to keep telling us how we can do it 

better.  In turn we ask all of you to do more than justice to yourselves.  Go that 

extra mile, stretch yourselves that much further than you thought you could.  

Make your experience at Oxford one that you, and Somerville, can celebrate 

and will continue to celebrate for the rest of your lives. 

Like your friends, this special, unique college is your college now, and we will 

always be here for you.   You will be proud to be Somervillians, and we know 

you will make us proud of you too. 

 


