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Good evening everyone. I hope that you have all enjoyed this wonderful dinner that Somerville 

College has laid on to welcome you. I want to start by introducing Richard Vowell, who is the Deputy 

Catering and Conference Manager and the Kitchen and Pantry staff, who have all provided this 

wonderful meal. So please give them a round of applause. 

Applause 

 

These are the people on whom we all rely every day for the wonderful food and service that the 

College provides. Thank you very very much indeed. We are all very grateful. It is a lovely dinner. 

 

My name is Alice Prochaska. I am the Principal of Somerville College, I have been the Principal for 

precisely one month, and it is my tremendous pleasure and honour to speak to you tonight to 

welcome my first year of first year students. You have joined a community that is made up of 

academics, administrators and staff, all of whom are dedicated to ensuring that Oxford’s highest 

traditions of learning are carried on in an informal and friendly climate, that provides food for the 

stomach, as well as for the mind. 

 

I have been wondering how to welcome you and I hope you will agree that this meal that we have 

just enjoyed was a good way to do that. One of Somerville’s Fellows tells me that her Principal, 

welcoming her to another college, decided to welcome the first year students by reading out the 

college’s regulations, of which number 8 was : no undergraduate may marry. My own grandmother, 

who studied here at Somerville, some sixty years before I came here as an undergraduate myself, 

had to employ a chaperone when meeting her “intended”, my grandfather.  The lady who sat quietly 

knitting in the corner while they courted in the public room that is now my office, cost her 1/6d or 

7.5 pence in modern money, per hour. Those rules are not in our regulations, though of course we 

do hope that you’ll be too busy studying, and enjoying the many other delights of Oxford, to find 

yourself in the position where you might need to use our excellent nursery. Anyway, you can read 

our regulations for yourselves, should you so desire, and I am not going to read them out to you. 

 

Oxford’s tradition of offering a place of learning and education to scholars from all backgrounds and 

all countries goes back to the earliest days before even the colleges existed, around the beginning of 

the thirteenth century.  Somerville’s tradition of making an Oxford education available to women, 

who had not previously had access to it, goes back 130 years.  

We quickly became known also as the most challenging of the women’s colleges, (standing in this 

company I can boast just a little bit), with the highest academic standards. 



We now continue our traditions with our openness to men and women, students from all 

backgrounds, and many different nationalities. I am delighted to be surrounded by all these different 

nationalities at high table, and our tradition of public service and helping others. This is a tolerant 

and friendly place, and at Somerville, people expect to help each other out. You will make 

friendships here that stand you in good stead throughout your lives, in good times and difficult 

times, and I hope you will turn to each other for support, and also to the College itself, because we 

are always here, ready and willing to help any student who is in difficulties. Never worry about 

asking, don’t hesitate, if you are in need. 

Within that environment, Somerville College can claim some extraordinary people within its lineage. 

So just a few words about our traditions. Among the famous ones is Mary Somerville, whose portrait 

you can see at the end of the Hall, for whom the College is named. She was renowned in the 

nineteenth century as a great mathematician and astronomer, and scientific writer. She was 

accomplished in other ways too. She was also the devoted mother of five children, and no slouch as 

a painter of landscapes, as you will see when you come to visit me in my office.  

There were then the Somerville novelists, of whom the earliest and best known was Dorothy Sayers, 

but we also boast Iris Murdoch, Winifred Holtby, for whom one of the college buildings is named, A S 

Byatt, and many others.  

Amongst the great scientists who have graced Somerville was Dame Janet Vaughan, Principal while I 

was here, doctor and nutritionist, and an amazing woman who presided over the College for more 

than 20 years;  and the first and so far only British woman ever to win a Nobel Prize in science 

Dorothy Hodgkin, for whom another building is named. 

Another former Principal, Daphne Park, who is here on my right, to your left of where I am standing, 

died earlier this year, sadly before I could get to know her. She  was an absolutely extraordinary 

example of the Somerville spirit of enterprise. A spy, she rose very high in the security services, 

always pretending to be other than she was, and served in places like Vietnam and Russia, and in the 

Congo, where she once fought off a band of guerrillas by leaping out of her land rover, raising the 

bonnet and pretending to need help with repairing the car. The guerrillas put down their arms and 

rushed to the assistance of this tubby, middle aged lady, and she survived to tell the tale. She is 

commemorated in many ways, including again in a building in this College. 

 

We have been fortunate in having many successful politicians amongst our alumni. Indira Gandhi 

was our first Prime Minister, and Margaret Thatcher was our second. Shirley Williams the great 

stateswoman is still going strong in the House of Lords, and we also have a recent batch of MPs.  

There are currently 5 Somervillian Members of Parliament, one of whom, the Ghanaian Sam Gyimah, 

came to visit me not very long ago, and I asked him why he supported Somerville so warmly. (He 

does, he is on our Development Board). He told me that he came here with no means, and he was 

about to drop out because of financial need, and the College came to his rescue and helped him out. 

He became a very successful entrepreneur, and now at the age of 33 he is in parliament as MP for 

Surrey East. 



Some of you may have noticed that the College flag is flying at half mast today. It honours a great 

Philosophy Tutor Philippa Foot, whom the Guardian quoted in yesterday’s obituary for her view that 

the word “virtuous” meant well rounded and human. She condemned as moral faults “the kind of 

timidity, conventionality and wilful self-abnegation that may spoil no one’s life but one’s own” and 

she advocated “hope and a readiness to accept good things”. Philippa Foot lived her life according to 

those principles. And among other things, she became a founding member and Trustee and tireless 

volunteer for OXFAM.  I should say that like Mary Somerville she also enjoyed great longevity, dying 

actually on her 90th birthday, which was a landmark she had particularly wished to achieve. So in 

remembering Professor Foot we honour many of the qualities that characterise Somerville: 

academic excellence, adventurousness, a commitment to public service, and it would seem, long life. 

 

You have come to this college to work and study, today and in the future, not just in a place of great 

traditions, but with an amazing group of tutors and professors, the people who work here now.  I 

hope all of them will turn out to be as long lived as Mary Somerville and Philippa Foot. In the 

meantime, your tutors, the people you will get to know on a first name basis, who will help you to 

realise your own highest aspirations, are extraordinary. They are sitting among you, but I am not 

going to spare their blushes. Depending on your chosen subject, you may work with someone who 

expects to create a vaccine that will eradicate malaria, or a professor whose work on food security is 

changing the global cultivation of science, a prize winning endocrinologist or a neuroscientist 

working on cures for Parkinson’s and motor neurone disease. You may find yourselves embarking on 

expeditions to study some of these subjects in far flung places, and I notice that my dinner 

companions ears pricked up when I mentioned travel money. You may have tutorials with a 

professor of English who has published among much else, on the ways in which poets through the 

centuries write from a sense of place, and why that tells us important things about the creative 

impulse. Or with scholars working on the ethics of politics and law, and on international law and 

human rights. You may work with a historian who runs a project to re-imagine democracy in Britain 

and America, or a Latin scholar who recently delivered a sermon in Latin in the University church – 

just as a side show. If you are a musician, you will be taught by a young composer who has had work 

commissioned by the London Symphony Orchestra. Musician or not, you may decide to sing in the 

flourishing Somerville choir, which is about to make its first CD. Mathematicians, physicists, medics, 

biologists and chemists will be taught by leaders in their fields, who work in turn with cutting edge 

scientists and leading philosophers in this college as well as the wider University of Oxford. If your 

bent is for medieval studies you will discover that Somerville has a group of medievalist scholars who 

recently worked across the disciplines of language, history and philosophy to produce an innovative 

publication on the European medieval culture of performance. From all of these remarkable tutors 

and the many I have not had space to mention, you will learn some of the great excitement of 

research and discovery that goes on at a great university. Try asking your tutors about the research 

they are doing: but just don’t tempt them too far from their basic job which is teaching you the 

fundamentals of your subject, teaching you how to work and study, and helping you to make 

exciting discoveries of your own. 

Oxford is a place of great beauty. It is a place of world class distinction. We should be proud of our 

consistent place among the top ten universities in the world, by anyone’s measure offering an 



education that I believe really is second to none. To come to Oxford and study here with the tutorial 

system that this college, like all the colleges, believes in and fosters, is a rare and special privilege. 

 

It is a privilege to live up to. With all the exciting opportunities for social life, the new friendships, the 

wonderful extra curricular possibilities from sports to acting to politics, from music to community 

involvement, we must never forget that all of us, Fellows, and students at all levels, are here to work 

hard and to do justice to ourselves and to the position we find ourselves in. Somerville, this most 

nurturing of colleges, is one where we expect you to enjoy your student years to the utmost. 

Somerville also expects to see you work hard and take your studies seriously. I have the highest 

expectations of you, my first year of first year students. You may or you may not number among 

Somerville’s next Nobel prize winner, although I think one or two the Fellows may beat you to that. I 

may or may not be addressing a high proportion of the UK government cabinet of 2030, or the Bill 

Gates entrepreneur of your generation, or a future Booker prize winner. But I hope and expect that 

every one of you will do justice to your own potential while you are here at Oxford, and that 

Somerville will help you to reach your dreams, and then aspire yet further. We will have done our 

job well if you take from here an ability in small ways and great ways to make the world a better 

place.  So enjoy every moment of it. 


