
Dr Alice Prochaska 
First Year Dinner Speech 

7 October 2011 
 
This dinner is our opportunity to give you a formal and special welcome to Somerville.  On 
behalf of all the Fellows and other senior members of the College who are here seated 
among you, and from myself, a very warm Welcome. 
 
It is the last in a series of welcomes throughout the week.  I want to add also a quick note of 
apology to those of your friends who may not be here because this dinner falls on Yom 
Kippur.  Please pass on to them my sincere regrets that the needs of the University and 
College calendar made it impossible for us to avoid this clash, this year.   
 
It’s wonderful to see you all, and I hope you have all enjoyed this lovely dinner.  First, let me 
invite you to thank our catering and kitchen staff for all the work they have put in to make 
this evening a success and during the week, with the barbecue on Wednesday and a 
succession of lunches, teas, suppers and breakfasts. 
 
****** 
One reason for the congested calendar this week is that we wanted to celebrate in style the 
great step forward that Somerville College has taken by opening its new buildings on the 
Radcliffe Observatory site.   These are the ten acres where the University of Oxford plans its 
greatest expansion for many decades.   The grotesque outsize drill-like object you can see 
through the gates is creating the foundations for the new Mathematical Institute building.  
To the east the surreal block wrapped in white facing on to Woodstock Road is the old 
Radcliffe Infirmary where the Humanities departments will soon be installed, moving in due 
course to another building with underground libraries that is planned on the site. Eventually 
the Infirmary building will house the University’s central administration.  And, separated 
from Somerville’s new West building by just the width of a pedestrian street, the renowned 
architects Herzog and de Meuron are designing the home for Oxford’s new Blavatnik School 
of Management.  These are just some of the plans that will make the Radcliffe Observatory 
Quarter the hub of the University of Oxford in the twenty-first century.  Somerville has 
inaugurated the new site, with the first buildings to open.  It really is a landmark for both 
the College and the University. 
 
I hope you’re all well installed in your own new rooms around the College.  It may be a while 
before you get to live in the new West or East buildings, which means that shared 
bathrooms and a few conversations unintentionally shared through thin walls will become 
facts of life.  Just remember, you can always say it wasn’t you but a friend from a less 
civilised college who took someone else’s milk from the fridge, dropped their soaking wet 
towel on the floor or left the banana skin in a strategic spot.   (Just recently, I think we’ve 
been a bit unfair to Christchurch.)  And the compensation for not living in East or West is 
that you’re also losing the opportunity to build up a personal expertise in the characteristics 
of earth movers and giant cranes. 
 
Somerville, as you can see, is pretty much at the centre of everything that matters in Oxford.  
But it wasn’t always thus.   Somerville and Lady Margaret Hall, both opened in 1879, were 



the first to offer an Oxford education to women, who had been debarred from higher 
education anywhere in Britain until the mid nineteenth century.  Our founders were taking a 
radical step.  Only a decade earlier, the philosopher John Stuart Mill had introduced the first 
petition for women’s suffrage in the House of Commons, with the renowned and by then 
very venerable astronomer, mathematician and science writer Mary Somerville, known as 
“the queen of science”, the first signatory at the head of the petition.    
 
Far from believing that women should have the right to vote, most Victorians believed that 
too much education would impair women’s ability to become mothers.    Even enlightened 
opinion in Oxford worried about the distracting effect of young women being present in 
lectures, libraries or laboratories where they could only venture, if at all, carefully 
chaperoned.  Not to mention the distressing possibility that the young women themselves 
might be stared at or molested by audacious young men.  So the founders of LMH set up 
their young ladies in rural seclusion beyond the University Parks, and the just slightly bolder 
founders of Somerville purchased a manor house and its grounds at the end of St Giles, 
bounded by the hospital and tucked away from the main road behind a row of shops and a 
brewery.   
 
Somervillians quickly proved to be good at breaking down barriers.   The first woman to 
study law at Oxford was Cornelia Sorabji, who came to Somerville in 1889 thanks to a 
scholarship raised specially for her by the first Principal, Madeleine Shaw Lefevre.  She went 
on to become the first woman to practice law in India, and a campaigner for the rights of 
women in purdah.  Since those early days, the College has maintained a healthy tradition of 
firsts: the first woman prime minister of India, Indira Gandhi; the first woman prime minister 
of the United Kingdom, Margaret Thatcher; and the first British woman to win a Nobel Prize 
for science, Dorothy Hodgkin, who was also Margaret Thatcher’s chemistry tutor.  Professor 
Hodgkin went on to help found the international campaign against  nuclear weapons, 
known as Operation Pugwash. Dame Janet Vaughan, the distinguished haematologist and 
nutritionist who served as Principal of Somerville for 22 years, was the first doctor to enter 
Belsen concentration camp after the Second World War.  Daphne Park, Principal in the 
1980s, was the first woman to rise as high as she did in the Security Services, where she 
became known to some as “the queen of spies”. In more recent times, I believe Sam 
Gyimah, who is one of the college’s  five currently serving Members of Parliament, may be 
the first MP of Ghanaian origin in this country. 
 
It is notable that Margaret Thatcher, Daphne Park and Sam Gyimah all benefited from 
scholarships and financial aid without which they probably could not have continued their 
studies here, or indeed might not have come to Oxford at all.  Somerville, true to its 
founding traditions in its present-day incarnation as a college for women and men, remains 
a place where the excluded can expect to be included; a college of international diversity 
and broad tolerance.   This is a place where you can be yourself. 
 
That brings me back to you.  You have joined a college where nearly 20% of the 
undergraduates and 60 % of the postgraduate students come from outside the United 
Kingdom. (We even have a few Scots!) You will find societies either in college or in the wider 
university or both, that cater for your own first language group, or your special cultural 
interests. We have great music facilities and a splendid choir. And of course there is no 



shortage of sports clubs; let me put in a special plug for the Somerville boat club and 
football teams.  Somerville promotes ideals that value public service, whatever primary 
career you may eventually progress to.  And that is reflected in the JCR’s keen involvement 
in charities and support groups.  All of you will have met already some of your fellow 
students who are established Somervillians, helping you move into your rooms, helping you 
last year during the anxious process of Admissions interviews, and standing ready for you 
now as college parents, peer-to-peer mentors and more.  Very soon you yourselves will be 
adopting those sorts of roles, participating in voluntary activities in Oxford and beyond. 
 
Most important of all: all of you, whether graduate students or undergraduates, have come 
to this ancient and excellent university to study.  You are here to work, first, and then also 
to have a rich and wonderful experience and form lifelong friendships.  You are here to do 
justice to yourselves as first-rate students, and as rounded human beings; to attain results 
that will give you the best possible range of choices in your future lives.   
 
Your tutors (and in the case of graduates, College advisers)understand the subjects you have 
come here to study from a background of close personal research.  They are high-level 
experts who love their subject disciplines.  Many of the Fellows and Tutors sitting here in 
Hall with you now have high international reputations, and others are building up those 
reputations.  Somerville Fellows are in the news often for winning prizes, and huge grants 
for pioneering research.  The research culture of Somerville supports the teaching culture.  
A love of learning at every level is what makes us all tick.  So listen to your tutors, turn to 
them for advice when you need it, and above all do the work they ask of you and turn it in 
on time!  They know what they are talking about, and your success is their goal. 
 
I hope this opening week of your time here has whetted your appetite to know more and 
get involved in many facets of the College’s life.  Now you are all Somervillians, you always 
will be.  This great college with its great traditions and its open, forward-looking values, is 
your college.   
 
 
 


