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Speech by the Principal of Somerville for ROQ opening 
 
[Welcome to all and thanks for coming.]   

 
These magnificent buildings signal a new epoch for Somerville, and for the 
University.   
 
Somerville College enjoyed at one time a rather marginal existence at Oxford.   
The women who joined Somerville and Lady Margaret Hall in 1879 were the 
first to enter any portals at the University of Oxford as students and they were 
here, for the most part, on sufferance.  If there was the slightest danger of a 
young Somervillian being the only female to attend any particular lecture, she 
had to be chaperoned, and heaven forbid that she should enter the libraries or 
laboratories where young gentlemen students might be distracted by her 
presence.  Our site in a respectable manor house with extensive gardens 
alongside the hospital was perhaps rather close to St Giles and not very distant 
from that magnificent assertion of ecclesiastical masculinity, Keble. But it still 
could be seen as suitably protective for these innocent flowers of English 
womanhood to pursue their studies, if they must, without greatly endangering 
their own virtue or that of Oxford’s male undergraduates. 
 
It would have been hard to imagine then the many ways that Somervillians 
would make their mark on the world.   To be sure Mary Somerville, the 
renowned scientist and writer for whom the hall was named, was the first 
signatory on John Stuart Mill’s petition to Parliament for votes for women in 
1868. Eventually too, the great philosopher’s personal library collection would 
end up in the building that the College erected as its own library in a rebuke to 
the University’s exclusions.  But how preposterous would it have seemed even 
to dream that one day the first female Prime Minister of India would be an 
alumna of Somerville, and then, in the College’s centenary year, the first 
female Prime Minister of the United Kingdom.   
 
Today Somerville is a college for women and men.  We like to think that in this 
incarnation we continue with our tradition of defying convention and including 
the excluded.  We can boast a string of firsts and distinctions: not just prime 
ministers and leading politicians and lawyers, but a  whole “school” of well-
known novelists, the first British woman to win a Nobel prize for science, and 
winners of prizes too numerous to name in fields from literature to 
entrepreneurship.  One thing we certainly are not, these days, is marginal. 
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It may have been lucky, though, that our library modestly turned its plain brick, 
windowless back on the bustling realities of the Radcliffe Infirmary, for once 
the hospital itself departed to a far more expansive site on the edge of the city, 
the University faced a dilemma.   Colleges and university buildings had 
proliferated along the Woodstock and Banbury Roads.  The site we now know 
as the Radcliffe Observatory Quarter (or ROQ) was not on the margins but at 
the centre of the University’s expansion.  And there, facing across the ten acres 
of exciting potential that this site offers to the University of Oxford, was 
Somerville’s plain backside. 
 
What could be done about that? The transformation we see here at once 
beautifies the southern outlook for the whole Radcliffe Observatory Quarter, 
and provides  Somerville with  an unmatched opportunity to expand the 
College’s provision for our students.    
 
In the College’s honorable tradition of establishing firsts, these two buildings 
are the first to be completed on the new Radcliffe Observatory Quarter.  It is a 
landmark for the University, inaugurating the site of its greatest expansion for 
decades.  And it is a landmark for Somerville.   These two new buildings place 
the College at the heart of the University.   
 
Our handsome new East and West blocks also introduce a new era for 
Somerville, far from the margins and right at the centre of Oxford’s academic 
life.  They will be our first to incorporate en-suite bathrooms for each of the 
sixty-eight rooms; and they bring our accommodation capacity to the point 
where almost all our students will be able to live in College for the whole of 
their undergraduate course.   The student experience at Somerville will 
become that much more collegial.  The new rooms also in effect provide sixty-
eight bursaries each year to Somerville students who otherwise would have to 
pay for nearly a full year’s rent at Oxford commercial prices.  And this supports 
in turn the University of Oxford’s aim to be the most affordable university in 
England, at a time when all prospective students face the prospect of 
shouldering larger debts than ever before.  As I think you will agree when you 
tour the buildings, they are as handsome inside as they are outside, with 
spacious rooms and beautiful craftsmanship. 
 
I would like to thank many people for their part in this achievement, and above 
all our donors.  I will come to them in a moment, but starting with Somerville’s 
own leadership:  it was the vision and determination of my predecessor Dame 
Fiona Caldicott, working with then Vice-Chancellor John Hood that made a 
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reality of the plan to build on a long thin sliver of land on the southern edge of 
the ROQ .  Helen Morton, our Treasurer, has worked untiringly and brought to 
bear her financial expertise, and knowledge of engineering.  She commands 
the deep respect of everyone involved in this project.  Her staff, especially 
Kevin McEneaney and Steve Johnson, have done a wonderful job. Carol 
Reynolds, Somerville’s Domestic Bursar, with her staff led by head of 
housekeeping Teresa Walsh, has fitted out the rooms and Carol has now 
started marketing them for conference business in the vacations.  Julie Hage, 
Director of Development, Liz Cooke Secretary of the Somerville Association and 
their colleagues persuasively shared the vision for this project with donors 
great and small, and – not least -- prepared today’s event.  Beyond Somerville, 
the contractors Laing O’Rourke have done us proud.  Our architect, who is also 
coordinator for the whole ROQ site, Niall McLaughlin, and his colleagues Bev 
Dockray and Simon Bishop have been a dream to work with.   The same is true 
of PDCM the project managers, especially Richard Todd and Guy Graham.  
Within the University we are indebted to the Pro-Vice Chancellors for Planning, 
first Tony Monaco and now his successor William James, and to Mike Wigg and 
his colleagues.  
 
I turn finally to our munificent donors. You are the focus of today’s event.  
Without you, these buildings would not have been possible.  The response of 
our alumni and friends to the ROQ building appeal has been overwhelming. 
We are tremendously grateful to the more than 1100 supporters who have 
made a difference and helped us exceed our £2 million fundraising target.  A 
magnificent sum of £2.7 million has been raised in philanthropic support and 
this is an extraordinary achievement.  
 
All gifts will be honoured on the donor wall in the building here behind me, 
and I cannot name all 1100 supporters individually in this speech. But I will 
mention some benefactors who have made a particularly momentous 
difference: 

 Our distinguished Development Board members have played a defining 
role in the success of the appeal, and a special thank you goes to our two 
consecutive Chairmen Harriet Maunsell and Clara Freeman. 

 The great benefactors who had faith in us at an early stage and gave 
generously: Miss Shanaz Batmanghelidj, the Binks Trust, The Clara and 
Michael Freeman Charitable Foundation, Niels Kroner, Jean and Ray 
Mickey, Nicola and Gavin Ralston, the Robinson family and The Wolfson 
Foundation. 
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 AEE Renewables, led by Jurgen Doering,  has generously donated 39 
Photo Voltaic panels for the new buildings and this cutting edge 
technology will contribute to a 20% reduction of annual energy use 

 Other benefactors include: The Year of 1959, The Year of 1960, Paul 
Brand, Paddy Crossley, Lynn Haight, Vicky Maltby, Nadine Majaro and 
Roger Pilgrim, Harriet Maunsell, Hilary Newiss, Sybella Stanley, Vivien 
Tyrell, Trudy Watt, and Rosamund Williams 

 Our creative  Somerville volunteers, Sian Thomas Marshall and Katie 
Thomas, who designed the “Make your Mark” campaign and made the 
building appeal famous in fundraising circles 
 

 You have brought to Somerville a quality in our built environment that we 
seek in everything we do.  With this development, the College moves decisively 
to the thriving centre of the University.  And we celebrate here two buildings 
that truly do justice to the quality of Somerville and Somervillians at their best.  
I thank all of you with all my heart, for making it possible. 
 
And now, before the Chancellor speaks, we are going to hear a short 
composition. Etude Concrete, that has been created specially for this occasion 
by Somerville music students Athena Corcoran-Tadd, David Hughes and James 
Percival, all of whom have studied composition with our Lecturer in Music, 
Martin Suckling.  Martin also composed the musical fanfare that will follow 
after the Chancellor has cut the ribbon.  The note in your packs describes what 
you are about to hear. 
 
 
 


