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Sometimes when you meet a person only in late old age, it is difficult to form 
an impression of what they must have been like in their prime.  Not so with 
Patricia Norman.  Even though she was already in her nineties when I first met 
her, as the new Principal of Somerville College visiting an alumna who had 
promised to give us a legacy, she was a delight to meet, and very clearly a 
person of stature, integrity and good fun.  She still enjoyed her life, and partly 
thanks to the careful and loving ministrations of her carers, particularly I 
believe in most recent times, Sister Margaret and Sister Irene, she was out and 
about: very much alert to the world around her and interested in everything, 
from current politics to finding out about the life of the College where she had 
been an undergraduate more than seventy years earlier.   
 
By the time I met her, she had given up the regular wine-buying excursions to 
Paris, but only very recently.  She came to lunch in my flat, which by a happy 
coincidence is in Ashley Gardens close to hers; and she, my colleague Liz Cooke 
and I had a lively time.  I was pleased to find that the French wine I had chosen 
so carefully met with Patricia’s approval.  She noted that the table was lacking 
a pepper mill, and the next time I saw her she had a small package for me:  a 
little pair of silver pepper and salt mills.  Patricia was clearly not only kind, 
thoughtful and generous, but also very business-like.  She took great pains to 
get the wording of her will exactly right, so that the College could use it to 
support the teaching of humanities subjects; and also carefully avoiding any 
vagueness that might provide a loophole for the taxman.  It was no surprise to 
find that all her papers and effects were left in good order, even though her 
last illness came upon her so suddenly, with the fall that sent her into hospital. 
 
Sister Irene has said: “Patricia was a lonely only child and so was her mum. As a 
result she lived a simple and private life, with only a few trusted friends. She 
missed her husband dearly as he was her only true companion.” It is hardly 
surprising therefore that we have had difficulty, between us, in piecing 
together the elements of a biography.  But let me give here what little I know. 
 
Patricia Margaret Norman was born in 1920, and educated at St Albans High 
School, a girls’ day school.  She won a place at the then all-women’s Somerville 
College Oxford to read French and Italian, quite an academic achievement in 
those days, as it still is.  She received a bursary to help make her studies at 
Oxford affordable, so her parents clearly were not well off.   At Somerville 
when she arrived, as no doubt the shy and very private person sister Irene later 



came to know, it was right at the beginning of the war and she found herself in 
formidable company.  One of her tutors was Enid Starkie, the redoubtable, 
charismatic and very controversial scholar of Rimbaud and friend of Andre′ 
Gide.  Enid Starkie has been described as speaking French with a pronounced 
Irish accent; heaven knows what Patricia made of that.  But I suspect she 
coped well.  Her fellow students too had a certain e′lan.  Iris Murdoch had 
arrived at Somerville just one year earlier, and her close friend the philosopher 
Philippa Foot was in Patricia’s year.  Other undergraduates who were in her 
year or overlapped with her included several other academic stars:  the 
mathematician Anne Cobbe and the Italian scholar Christina Roaf, both of 
whom went on, like Philippa Foot and novelist Iris Murdoch, to distinguished 
careers as Oxford college Fellows.  There was also Jean Adams (later 
McDowall)who won a first class in French and Italian and a university prize, and 
went on to teach at University College London before emigrating to Canada 
with her husband.  She and Patricia must have shared tutorials for most of 
their time at Oxford.   
 
Not everything about the college was so mind-stretching, though.  Patricia told 
Liz and me the story of how the Somerville women, Fellows and tutors as well 
as undergraduate students, were all marshalled to help with the war effort.  
The particular effort chosen by the Principal, Helen Darbishire, was knitting 
squares that were to be sewn together to make blankets for the troops.  Miss 
Darbishire was totally exasperated by the inept efforts of her vice-principal 
Vera Farnell, who couldn’t knit for toffee, and produced shapes that were 
anything but square.  Another piece of war effort was provided by digging up 
the college’s gardens, creating a water reservoir on the front lawn and digging 
for victory.  Patricia didn’t say whether she personally grew carrots or 
cabbages, but I do seem to remember a mordant comment on the dreadful 
college food.  
 
Equipped with a rigorous training in languages and much natural aptitude, 
Patricia went on from Oxford in 1942 to work as one of the vitally important 
group of code-breakers at Bletchley Park.  For decades after the war the work 
at Bletchley Park was a closely guarded secret and she did not speak much 
about this part of her life, to my knowledge, but presumably she stayed there 
until the end of the war in 1945.  She then needed to find a longer-term career, 
and she ended up on the staff of the University of London Examinations 
Department.  On one visit, I did try to bring her out on this subject, but she was 
not expansive.  I can only say that the University of London Examinations 
Department was not just any administrative department; it was the nerve-



centre for establishing standards of higher education throughout the 
Commonwealth.    Many new universities in the former colonies were 
established as offshoots of the University of London before and during the 
1950s and 1960s; and hundreds of thousands of Commonwealth citizens –
including future leaders of their independent countries, especially in East 
Africa and the Caribbean--gained degrees whose quality was guaranteed by 
the University.  With typical reticence, Patricia made light of the immense 
value of this work, which occupied most of her career. 
 
It was at some point in the late forties or early fifties that Patricia met and fell 
in love with the Czech writer, critic, poet and broadcaster Karel Brusak.  They 
remained together for the rest of his life.  Karel, who died in 2004, was a 
distinguished member of the BBC’s World Service, the leading figure of the 
Czech service, and both an important critic of modern Czech culture and a 
notable contributor to it.  He and Patricia enjoyed a rich cultural life together 
and they especially loved travelling to various parts of Europe.  When I asked 
her about Karel, she said simply “We were VERY happy”.  The flat in Ashley 
Gardens still contains Karel’s books in Czech, both his own writing and 
translations and his working books, and several framed photographs which 
Patricia kept beside her bed and in the study he had used. 
 
When, ten years ago, a Somerville student telephoned Patricia during our 
annual fund-raising “telethon”, she greeted him kindly and struck him as a 
really nice woman.  She spoke about her travels around the world, her trips to 
France and more recently to Northern Spain, having learnt Spanish in 
retirement. She said she was spending a lot of time going to exhibitions and 
museums, and then in her early eighties, was still quite active.  She was keen to 
help Somerville, especially because, as she described, the college had helped 
her as a young student when she needed financial assistance.  And from that 
point onwards she stayed in touch although, to my great regret, we never got 
her back to Oxford to revisit her old haunts.   It will be our pleasure and our 
obligation to ensure that she is remembered fondly and with gratitude at 
Somerville. 
 
Alice Prochaska 
9 September 2013 
 
 


