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Somerville Leavers (address for dinner on 24 June 2011) 
 
It’s great to see you all here.  Some of you will be feeling riotously happy to go 
on to the next stage in your lives, some will be apprehensive, disappointed, or 
simply waiting: waiting for those exam results, or the outcome of an interview 
for a job or an internship, or a grant application….waiting to get a bit of a 
picture of what the future holds for you.  This dinner is just one milestone in 
your exit from Oxford and from Somerville, or if you’re staying on as graduate 
students, it’s still a turning point in your academic career.  And this weekend, 
the last in Oxford for many of you, is only a beginning. 
 
I hope you’ll miss the College, at least a little.  Everyone here is going to miss 
you a lot.   Whether you know where you’re going next or you’re not sure, 
whether you’re leaving the country or staying here in Oxford, or anything in 
between, what will you remember from your Somerville years?  
  
I have spent a fair bit of my first year here as Principal getting to know the 
stories and memories of past generations of Somervillians, and since I have a 
family background with the College (previous convictions, they sometimes call 
it), I arrived with a few inherited memories too.  Like the story of the young 
Edwardian woman who was kneeling down to dry her hair in front of the open 
fireplace in her room, when suddenly it caught fire, which caused great alarm 
and necessitated a radical crop.  (Fire-alarm evacuations are not a totally new 
phenomenon at Somerville.)  Or a somewhat later story, from the 1930s, about 
how students were required to place their beds out in the corridor when 
entertaining gentlemen friends, but despite that constraint at least one future 
politician, who was later to rise high in London local government, was heard 
asking her friends whether they had seen her boyfriend’s mysteriously missing 
socks (the boyfriend in question himself being a future cabinet minister).  So 
there’s another timeless phenomenon of College life.    
 
My own personal memories include a sense of pride that in my day Somerville 
considered itself the most liberal of colleges (that hasn’t changed either); at 
that time partly because we were allowed to sign out keys at the Lodge, so as 
not to tear our clothes on the spiked railings, climbing in after midnight.  I also 
recall the exceptional day when my friends and I trooped in for what we 
thought was an ordinary dinner in Hall, and found bottles of wine and glasses 
on all the tables.  The wine was poured and suddenly, without preamble, our 
Principal Dame Janet Vaughan rose to her feet and toasted “Our first Prime 
Minister”.  Somerville’s first Prime Minister was Indira Gandhi, the first woman 
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to lead the world’s largest democracy.  Since then we have notched up another 
political first, in Margaret Thatcher.  I boasted about Somerville’s prime 
ministerial record recently to my friend the President of Corpus.  “I bet you 
don’t have two prime ministers” I said, tempting fate.  Quick as a flash he 
replied “No, but we do have two Milibands.” 
 
There will be dinners like this going on all over Oxford at this moment, and 
every college of course has its pride and will cherish its special memories.  I 
have found it  moving, during my first year as Principal of Somerville, to learn 
at first hand what this College means to so many of you.  Somerville embodies 
some values that we can all be deeply proud of.    Somerville politicians  
include not just prime ministers and political leaders, but younger politicians 
still making their way, like the new Member of Parliament for Surrey East, Sam 
Giymah, who remembers the help that the College gave him when he was a 
student fallen on hard times, and who now gives back to the College and does 
the best he can in an unpromising climate to ensure that future students will 
be able to afford an Oxford education.   Most Somervillians, like him, 
remember that the College was founded for women at a time when they were 
mainly excluded from higher education, and further, that is was open from the 
start to people from all parts of society, all nations, and any religious belief.  
That tradition carries through, in the coeducational college, to our present-day 
concern to welcome international students and to give financial and other 
forms of support to students in need.  Well over a quarter of Somerville 
students receive financial help from the university and the college together.  
Nearly one-fifth of our undergraduates come from outside the UK, not to 
mention the 59% of our graduate students who do.  The figures for financial 
help and international undergraduates surpass the Oxford average, and 
underscore Somerville’s tradition of openness. 
 
Somerville, of course, has high-achieving graduates to boast of in almost every 
field.   The strong tradition of writers continues, in the footsteps of great 
names like Rose Macaulay, Vera Brittain, Winifred Holtby, Dorothy L. Sayers, 
Iris Murdoch, AS Byatt and many others.  I was reading just the other day Vera 
Brittain’s tribute to the encouragement that Rose Macaulay gave her: one 
younger Somervillian writing out of the blue to ask the established, successful 
one for advice, and finding it given unstintingly and repeatedly, until at last 
after many drafts, a publisher accepted Vera’s first manuscript.    Similar 
stories might be told of the college’s scientists, stretching back to the days of 
our great Nobel prize-winner Dorothy Hodgkin and beyond.  There are 
innumerable stories of Professor Hodgkin’s deep kindness to students and 
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young researchers, including the many from overseas who found a haven in 
the Hodgkin household at lonely times and when they needed help.   
 
Dorothy Hodgkin, I should add, also embodied the public-spirited cussedness 
that we recognise as Somervillian (members of the awkward squad, one 
alumna asserted of us all collectively at our recent commemoration service.)  
In Dorothy’s case, she used her Nobel-fueled fame to campaign all over the 
world for nuclear disarmament.  And one day she traveled with the then 
Principal Daphne Park (another fully paid-up member of the awkward squad) 
to tackle her former pupil in her home at Chequers, on the subject of 
rapprochement with the Soviet Union.   Margaret Thatcher listened 
respectfully for an hour to her former chemistry tutor.  I guess only history will 
judge which of them got the better of the argument on international politics. 
 
Some of you, like recent graduates I have met at graduation lunches and 
elsewhere, will have come to Somerville in order to study with particular 
tutors.  And many of you will have discovered when you got here, that you 
were being taught by people who are world leaders in their field.  How exciting 
is it to know that your tutor may be coming up with a cure for Alzheimer’s or 
Parkinson’s Disease, solving the problem of the spread of malaria, or this very 
week addressing the United Nations on the urgent crisis facing the oceans of 
the world.  Your tutors are mainly too modest to let you know, but there has 
been a positive rash of prizes and huge awards lately for their research, and 
several have also won prizes for their teaching. 
 
So let me conclude with just a few words about what I hope the College has 
done for you and what you may expect in the future from us.  First of all, I 
hope you will leave here with a strong sense of what excellence means.  Your 
tutors will have imparted in you, sometimes to your great delight and 
occasionally with what may seem dragon-like insistence, how important it is to 
work hard and do your best.  Do justice to yourselves, wherever you are and 
whatever your occupation.  Never allow yourselves to be satisfied with second 
best, in your own work or in what surrounds you.  Somerville and your tutors 
would expect nothing less. 
 
And secondly, you are all Somervillians.  You are members of a community 
with great traditions.  This great College is your college.  We, the Fellows and 
the Principal and all the staff, and our successors, are here for you and always 
will be.  The Somerville Association is your association, and its members, like 
Beth, Max and Verity who have joined us tonight, will greet you with the 
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openness and friendship that you yourselves extend to your friends here in the 
College.  Come back and see us.  Stay in touch with us.  Join our Facebook 
community.  Tweet us or email us with news of your accomplishments.  Turn to 
us when you need references, advice or support with future travels, career 
moves, or just thoughts on academic matters.  Send your high-aspiring friends 
and relations to Somerville, and in due course, even your children.  When you 
get to be prime minister, please ask your private office to ensure that the 
Somerville students get free wine.  Above all, stay in touch with your own 
friends, cherish them and the memory of the years you have spent with them 
here; and cherish, freshly and in all that you do, the knowledge of the values 
and the traditions that you share. 
 
 
 
 


