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Our thanks as ever, to everyone 
who has contributed to the 
Hertford Magazine, including Sophie 
Carp, Frances Wheare, and the 
Development Team. You will notice 
some mentions of the Donor Report, 
which is sent with this Magazine 
to those who have opted in to 
fundraising materials. You can review 
and change your contact preferences 
online or by contacting the 
Development Office: development.
office@hertford.ox.ac.uk

EDITOR’S 
NOTE
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At the end of another hectic academic year 
at Hertford, I have the difficult task of trying 
to pluck out some highlights amid so much 

that has been extraordinary.
Our speaker series for 2023 focuses on the 

peace processes of the future. The conflicts in 
Ukraine and the Middle East are a sad reminder 
of why these themes are so important. Students, 
staff, academics, alumni and the local community 
have looked at challenges such as peace with the 
planet, peace with our ancestors, even our DNA. 
To help us we have been joined by delegations 
from South Africa, Northern Ireland and the COP 
climate talks; former leading international figures 
such as Cathy Ashton and Valerie Amos; former 
Prime Ministers, Ambassadors, peacekeepers, 
and National Security Advisors; best-selling writers 
such as Peter Frankopan; architects of the Good 
Friday Agreement (marking the 25th anniversary of 
that landmark achievement; and journalists such as 
Lyse Doucet and Krishnan Guru-Murthy, who have 
covered the conflicts close up. 

I have learned a huge amount and been 
heartened to see our partners for the series – the 
new Oxford Diplomacy Society – grow to 2,000 
students. In Michaelmas 2023, we tackle Big 
Tech, the Sustainable Development Goals, and 
how to make peace with ourselves. We conclude 
by looking ahead to the future of peacekeeping 
through the lens of women in conflict. Thank you to 
everybody who has taken part so far.

Our next speaker series will align with our two 
anniversaries: 150 years since the refoundation 
of Hertford, and 50 years since the college was 
one of the first traditionally male colleges to admit 
female students. As the first Principal to have been 
born since that watershed moment, I’m constantly 
reminded of what that has meant for us: the upward 

Tom Fletcher, 
writes:

PRINCIPALS 
REVIEW: 2022-23

trajectory of this college in that period 
is unimaginable without them. But I’m 
also conscious of the women who tell 
me their stories of how we could have 
done more, or of the obstacles they had 
to work too hard to make us dismantle. 
We cannot be complacent or take for 
granted the pioneers who made us 
better. Over the next 18 months, we’ll 
hear from many – across disciplines and 
fields – who are ensuring that women’s 
voices are heard.

As ever, we have had plenty of visitors 
beyond the speaker series. Many joined 
us for the brilliant Hertford Festival in July 
– read more about this fantastic event 
in the Development Director’s report 
on p60. Hollywood dust was briefly 
sprinkled at various points by Emma 
Watson, Hugh Grant, Ralph Fiennes and 
Kyle MacLachlan, the latter making the 
most of our Hertford Festival bouncy 
castle. And Peter Mandelson recalled 
being grilled at interview by Roger van 
Noorden, in a college that smelt, in those 
days, of cabbage. 

HERTFORD 2030
We are now well into the plans to deliver 
the Hertford 2030 aspirations set by 
students, academics, staff, and alumni 
in 2021. Last year, I gave an update on 
the four key pillars at the heart of our 
aspirations, and I’m delighted to do the 
same now.

At the heart of this project is excellent 
teaching and research. You will have 
seen from my bulletins the phenomenal 
breadth of research being led by our 
academics. There is too much to list here, 
but you can read later in this Magazine 
of the prizes that have been stacking 
up. It is heartening to see much of this 
research connect with the effort to be a 
frontline for a better society. On climate, 
for example, we hosted the top 30 chief 
sustainability officers to connect our 
academics with the urgent challenges 
they face. On the teaching side, we must 
continue to be aware of the opportunities 
and the threats ahead – and technology 
like Chat GPT is both – but not dazzled 
by them; aware of the competition but 

 PRINCIPAL’S REVIEW

6 | Hertford College magazine | 2022-23 2022-23 | Hertford College magazine | 7   



not defined by it. Technological change 
will alter why, what, and how we learn, 
and how we assess our learning. But 
artificial intelligence only strengthens the 
case for the Oxford tutorial.

Our second aspiration is to be a 
pioneer on access and sustainability. 
In the 2022-23 academic year, we 
launched several full scholarships for 
graduate students from less represented 
countries and displaced communities, 
with more on the way. These students 
are enriching the academic community. 
Meanwhile, we will expand our outreach 
and access work in the UK with a new 
access plan led by Senior Tutor Claire 
Vallance and the Academic Office, 
building on the effort over recent 
decades to find students based on 
potential, not polish; on where they are 
going, not where their have been. Bursar 
Jamie Clark led an overhaul of our 
student support, with the aim of further 
reducing financial barriers to studying 

here, and you can read more about this 
in the enclosed Donor Report.

On the sustainability front, Jamie 
and Domestic Bursar James Hill are 
leading our efforts to decarbonise our 
estate, supported energetically by staff 
and students. This year we built on the 
Greenhouse Gas Emissions Baseline 
report with a survey of our different 
college properties in order to develop 
a workable plan for the future. All our 
current members came together in 
Michaelmas Term to reduce our use of 
gas and electric, resulting in savings of 
up to 20%. Again, you can find more 
detail on this in the Donor Report.

Next, Hertford 2030 aims to prepare 
students for life, work, and citizenship. 
As part of the effort to build this sense 
of a community of learners, we launched 
a college/student charter to set out our 
commitments to excellent teaching, 
welfare, food, and accommodation; to 
sustainability, diversity, equality, and 

free speech; and to financial support 
where it is needed. We’re asking 
students for curiosity; a commitment to 
learning; independence and autonomy; 
an understanding that this is a small, 
close-knit community; and an openness 
to debate, challenge and feedback. 
This includes respect for the rights of 
others to express views with which we 
may disagree. Our world is becoming 
increasingly polarised, discourse 
increasingly binary. We want to create 
a space for courteous disagreement, 
while also encouraging a curiosity about 
others’ points of view. My Head, Hand 
and Hertford course on life skills – now in 
its third year – helps underpin this effort. 
Thank you to alumni who are supporting 
mentoring and coaching initiatives, both 
through this programme and HertNet.

For all of us – students, tutors, staff, 
and alumni, this is most importantly an 
opportunity to be part of an extraordinary 
place with an extraordinary story. We 

don’t expect perfection from each 
other: being a student (and a human) is 
a journey of discovery, and it is fine to 
make some mistakes along the way. Our 
hope is that our new students also feel 
that this is a great place for them – that 
they look out for and support each other; 
develop a passion for learning; make 
the most of the opportunities here; and 
leave better prepared. We want them 
to feel that Hertford is a positive part of 
their story, as it is for so many of us.  

And finally, Hertford 2030 aims to 
underpin all this work with excellent 
people and facilities. Pro-Principal and 
Fellow Librarian and Archivist, Professor 
Emma Smith, has been leading the 
effort to ensure that we have a library 
that matches our ambitions, and we are 
grateful to all of our alumni and friends 
who have supported this project. On 
the people side, we have created two 
new roles: Director of Music and Student 
Welfare Lead, ensuring that these vital 

PRINCIPAL’S REVIEW  PRINCIPAL’S REVIEW
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Professor Patrick Roche, Tutorial Fellow 
in Physics and Investment Bursar, 
retired from Hertford College and the 

Department of Physics on September 30, 2023. 
Pat has been part of the Hertford firmament 
since his appointment as a Fellow and a 
University Lecturer in Astrophysics in 1996. As 
Neil Tanner’s successor, Pat had rather oversize 
shoes to fill. He more than rose to the challenge, 
serving as Senior Member of the Boat Club for 
25 years and ensuring that Hertford maintained 
the traditions of egalitarianism and openness 
that were sparked by the Tanner Scheme’s 
opening of the gates of Oxford to students from 
all backgrounds. Whether in the form of one of 
his deservedly famous off-the-cuff, standing-
on-the-table speeches in Hall at the termly 
Physics Tanner Dinners (which somehow always 
managed to touch on both current affairs and 
the latest advances in astronomy), his forthright 
questioning of visiting speakers, or as a voice 
of moderation in Governing Body or Treasury 
Committee, Pat’s words and good sense have 
been invaluable to Hertford, and he will be much 
missed as he embarks on new adventures in 
retirement.

Pat’s path to Oxford was less direct than many 
of his contemporaries. After leaving school, 
he spent a year as an engineering technician 
working on semiconductor manufacturing at 
Texas Instruments in Bedford. Deciding that 
materials physics was not to his taste, he went 
to University College, London where he earned 
a BSc in Astronomy in 1976. He stayed on for a 
PhD in the same subject, awarded in 1982 for 
developing an infrared spectrometer and using 
it to study dust in planetary nebulae – in plain 
terms, investigating how planets are born by 
looking at the invisible radiation they emit. Pat’s 

Professor Sid 
Parameswaran,  
writes:

PAT ROCHE love for travel was evident even then, 
with his doctoral work taking him to 
observatories in Hawaii, California, 
Australia, and the Canary Islands. As 
a young scientist, Pat continued this 
penchant for bouncing around the 
world, with extended periods as a 
postdoctoral researcher in Australia 
and the UK before joining the Royal 
Observatory in Edinburgh in 1986 as a 
Senior Researcher. He finally came to 
Oxford in 1989, originally on a two-year 
secondment to work on a proposal 
for the UK “large telescope” project 
– a proposal that was approved and 
led to what became known as the 
Gemini Observatory. Fortunately for us, 
Oxford’s astrophysicists knew a good 
thing when they saw it, and appointed 
Pat to a permanent post, jointly with 
Hertford, in 1996. 

Pat rose through the academic ranks 
swiftly and was promoted to Reader 
in 2000 and then to full Professor in 
2005, while establishing his reputation 
as an authority on the interstellar 
medium and star formation, building 
and using novel instrumentation 
to probe the infrared signatures of 
cosmic dust. Apart from his own 
research, Pat also has a gift for solving 
thorny administrative problems and 
has become one of the select group 
of scientists that the UK and global 
astronomy community turns to when 
times are especially challenging. In a 
variety of roles, he helped manage 
the UK’s withdrawal from a range 
of global astronomy projects, using 
his consummate diplomatic skill and 
his not-inconsiderable powers of 
persuasion – not to mention his ever-
present sense of humor – to ensure 
that the reputation and prospects 
for UK science remained strong. Over 
the course of his career, he has been 
elected to a range of key positions in 

the Astronomy community – including 
chairing the board of the Atacama 
Large Millimetre/Submillimetre 
Array (ALMA), and a three-year term 
as President of the Council of the 
European Southern Observatory (ESO), 
which oversees the strategic direction 
of the world’s foremost observatory 
with a €200million annual budget.

Throughout his career, Pat has kept 
up an active schedule of lectures, 
particularly to graduate students, 
and has given tutorials on a range of 
topics, playing a particularly crucial 
role in guiding the delicate transition 
of Hertford first-years as they grapple 
with their first University-level physics 
classes. Pat’s service to Hertford has 
been similarly exemplary, including a 
four-year stint as Tutor for Graduates, 
and over a decade as Investments 
Bursar, steering the college’s finances 

As  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t 
a p p ro a c h a b l e  m e m b e r s 

o f  b o t h  t h e  Phys i c s 
d e p a r t m e n t  a n d  t h e 

c o l l e ge,  Pa t  i s  b e l ove d 
by  h i s  st u d e n t s
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over an extraordinarily difficult time 
that encompassed the aftermath of 
the 2008 global financial crisis, the 
impact of austerity, Brexit, the Covid 
pandemic, and the cost-of-living 
crisis. His time as Senior Member of 
the Boat Club was equally eventful, as 
it coincided with the opening of the 
refurbished boathouse and included 
an arson attack and the subsequent 
replacement of the smoke- and heat-
damaged boats in 2005. In a fitting 
end to his tenure at the helm of the 
HCBC, 2023 was a successful rowing 
season across all boats, and saw two 
new inscriptions chalked on the college 
walls to record the award of blades to 
the Men’s first boat in Torpids in Hilary 
term (who thereby entered the first 
Division), and to the Men’s second boat 
in Summer Eights in Trinity.

As one of the most approachable 
members of both the Physics 
department and the college, Pat is 
beloved by his students, and has been 
a mentor to many younger fellows and 
JRFs. Several of his former tutees came 
to the Physics subject reunion earlier 
this year to help celebrate his final 
year, and more still filled out an online 
book of memories about Pat, ranging 
from late-night trips to the Purple 
Turtle (alas, now closed) to stories of 
motorcycle-riding and shared Pangos 
in the college bar. Other tales of Pat 

shared at his departmental retirement 
dinner – attended by several current 
and former astrophysics graduate 
students – paint a portrait of someone 
whose infectious enthusiasm and 
supportive nature has touched many 
lives.

Speaking on a personal note, Pat 
has been extraordinarily kind and 
supportive in my six years at Hertford, 
and it is with not a little trepidation 
that I look ahead to leading Hertford 
physics without him. Fortunately, 
he has been persuaded to stay on 
for a little longer and help guide the 
college through the challenges of 
the Estates Strategy which he helped 
to spearhead. Three weeks into his 
retirement, he seems to be as frequent 
a lunch partner as he was before it, and 
I’m reassured that I can seek his advice 
(and rely on him for Tanner dinner 
speeches) for what I hope is years to 
come. We will have more to say on 
Pat’s successor in a future edition of 
this Magazine but rest assured that his 
tradition of excellence in astrophysics 
will be in good hands as he spends 
more time with his wonderful family: 
Anna, Rosy, and Tom. In the words of 
one of our recent students: “It’s about 
time Pat took a well-earned break 
from his astronomy trips to Hawaii and 
Chile and finally relaxed!”

HERTFORD HIGHLIGHTS
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Those of us lucky enough to have been 
Tony Wilson’s teaching colleagues have 
witnessed –  in spades, and over decades 

– his genuine care and commitment for his 
undergraduates, whom he interviewed, inducted, 
tutored, befriended, and professionally cared for 
over generations of students. After graduation, 
many would return as friends to visit for years, 
and Tony will long be cherished by all who passed 
through his tutelage. 

In what is perhaps a rather unconventional 
reflection of his commitment to teaching, we 
learned one day that Tony was heading off to 
Venice for a few weeks to develop and write 
his new lecture course for first-year students in 
electricity. His view was clear: that the course 
would be higher quality and more efficiently 
prepared if the writing were to take place in the 
sunshine, on the decking of a Venetian island. 
By coincidence, a colleague happened to be in 
Venice on holiday about the same time, and 
comparisons of their respective hotels were 
made. It was amusing to note a little displeasure 
on Tony’s part to find that he rated his hotel 
to be somewhat less superior than that of his 
colleague. It wasn’t an occurrence that arose 
again.  However, once the new electricity 
course was delivered the following term, the 
recently introduced student reviews came in 
and are appropriately summarised by one of the 
comments made: “Tony rocks!”. Indeed he does, 
though we might express it a little differently. 

Tony graduated from Pembroke College in 1976 
and was awarded his DPhil in 1979. Following a 
Senior Scholarship at Christ Church, he secured 
a JRF at Brasenose and subsequently spent two 
years at Bell Labs in the USA. In 1984, he was 
elected as a University Lecturer in Engineering 
Science and a fellow of Hertford as part of 

Fionn Dunne and 
Christopher 
Tyerman, write:

TONY WILSON the New Blood scheme, instituted 
to mitigate the ravages of Thatcher 
university cuts. A Readership and 
personal chair followed. 

His research established the theory 
and practice of scanning optical 
microscopy, particularly related to 
confocal microscopy. The latter involves 
serially imaging planar sections in order 
to build up three-dimensional images, 
which were incredibly important and 
useful in biomedical imaging. In 1978 
he, Colin Sheppard, and colleagues 
developed a confocal set-up with laser 
illumination, as well as stage scanning. 
The laser illumination allowed high 
resolution sectional images, which had 
not been achievable previously with 
insufficiently bright light sources. It 
was then possible to record a through-
focus series of thin, high resolution 
images from which three-dimensional 
images could be created. 

During his JRF at Brasenose, Tony 
(with Sheppard) set up the spin-out 
Oxford Optoelectronics Ltd and the 
first laser scanning microscope was 
sold in 1982. This began to allow high-
resolution characterisation of materials 
and biomedical imaging. Later, building 
on an idea from researchers in Prague 
and Yale called tandem scanning 
microscopy, a perforated spinning disk 
was employed prior to the microscope 
aperture in order to generate multiple 
emission pin-holes through which 
confocal images could be obtained. 
A further innovation used white light 
excitation sources with a patterned 
spinning disc and a defined geometrical 
grid, and projected the light pattern 
onto the specimen to generate optical 
sectioning. A key paper1 presenting 
confocal microscopy with white light 
sources was published in Nature in 
1996. 

These collective developments 

facilitated much brighter images 
and better resolution. New light 
demodulation computational 
processing enabled optical sections 
to be obtained from raw data images, 
and, with new disc designs and optical 
architectures, led to optimised optical 
sectioning. Further improvement in 
resolution resulted from adaptive 
aberration correction which was 
published2 in the Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences in 2002. 

The development of the theory 
and subsequent practical innovations 
ultimately led Tony and collaborators 
to the formation of Aurox in 2004 to 
deliver a commercial spinning disc 
confocal microscope, subsequently 
distributed by Carl Zeiss and Andor 
Technology. Aurox was recognised with 
the Queen’s Award for Enterprise and 
Innovation in 2012, and the company’s 

To ny  d i s p l ays 
h i s  o r i g i n s  a s  a 

Yo r ks h i re m a n  f ro m 
h i s  c r i c ket  to  h i s 

s o m et i m e s  awkwa rd ly 
i n d e p e n d e n t  l o g i c 

a n d  o p i n i o n s .
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turnover was in the millions. Little 
wonder that rumours would be heard 
around college that Tony was himself a 
millionaire. 

Tony also won the Institute of Physics’ 
Innovation Award in 2012 for his work in 
confocal imaging. In fact, he went on to 
be awarded many other prizes for his 
research. Naturally, as an internationally 
leading scientist, he served in a 
range of professional roles including 
President of the Royal Microscopical 
Society, where he remains an Honorary 
Fellow; he was General Editor of the 
Journal of Microscopy, and a Thousand 
Talents Professor at Harbin Institute 
of Technology; he was elected Fellow 
of the Royal Academy of Engineering 
(2008); and served as Master of the 
Worshipful Company of Scientific 
Instrument Makers. It came as no 
surprise to hear David Cameron, while 
Prime Minister, speaking on television 
about UK science and technology and 
referring to “my friend Tony Wilson”. 
Why wouldn’t he?  Because Tony was 
(and will remain) that sort of colleague, 
and a friend to us all. 

Tony displays his origins as a 
Yorkshireman from his cricket to his 
sometimes awkwardly independent 
logic and opinions. A devotee 
of crosswords, with a sensitive 

appreciation of academic and 
academics’ absurdity, he politely 
explodes the pompous, superficial, 
meretricious and tendentious, his 
metier the convivial discussion, not 
the grandstand. In Hertford he has 
undertaken a wide range of college 
tasks, regularly serving as a sceptical 
member on key committees as well 
as memorably standing in as Bursar 
during an interregnum. More than 
once he has proved himself an adept 
player at appointments poker between 
the college and the department. 
Despite his international standing and 
global itineraries, for almost forty years, 
Tony has eschewed the glamour of high 
preferment elsewhere and remained 
a college man, finding quiet pleasure 
as well as humour and, inevitably, 
occasional frustration in its sociable 
traditions. He ended as Senior Fellow, 
the last fellow to have been a member 
of the Governing Body under Geoffrey 
Warnock. 

We have worked in multiple 
universities over many years. Looking 
back and reflecting on our time 
at Hertford, and particularly our 
interactions and camaraderie with 
Tony, it was the most inspiring and fun 
time. We are privileged and grateful to 
have been his friends and colleagues.

1.	 Efficient real-time confocal microscopy with white light sources. Nature, 383, 804-806, 1996.
2.	 Adaptive aberration correction in a confocal microscope. PNAS, 99(9), 5788-5792, 2002. 
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The first Fellow I met in the quad after 
we appointed Mia as Chaplain inquired 
whether we had been successful. “Yes!” I 

replied triumphantly. “She was the outstanding 
candidate. She will be great with the students, run 
the chapel with flair, get on well not only with our 
Christian community but all faith, will be liked by 
fellows and staff alike, and personifies the best 
of that Church of England inclusive culture.” I 
paused. “There is only one thing,” I added, trying 
to be ironic. “She genuinely believes in God.” “Ah,” 
he replied. “Chaplains tend to. That’s how they 
come.”

But few pull it off like Mia. After nine years in 
Oxford, amidst its dense network of churches 
and college chapels, alongside fierce atheism and 
agnosticism, I learned over my Principalship that 
not all chaplains manage to convey that belief, or 
even have it. It is ever harder in a secular society, 
where even atheists come to chapel to enjoy the 
musical pageantry of the service, to sort out the 
boundaries between who has faith and who is just 
taking pleasure in coming together communally. 
It was always a matter of surprise to me that our 
own Professor Peter Millican – one of the leading 
scholars of the philosopher and atheist David 
Hume, and an atheist himself – could sing the 
hymns in chapel with such lusty enthusiasm. “Ah,” 
Peter would smile: “such great music.” 

Mia never turned a hair. For her it was all part 
of God’s design. Under her watch, even though 
she herself took a self-denying ordinance on 
singing the liturgy, a succession of organ scholars 
and choirs took the music and singing in chapel 
to amazing heights. She shared around the 
readings. She took care that her prayers had 
meaning for us all. She worked hard at getting 
intriguing speakers to preach every Sunday, 
only occasionally allowing herself to offer her 

Will Hutton writes:

MIA SMITH reflections on faith. When she did, she 
always had a good angle, and if your 
thoughts strayed (as mine tend to in 
chapel) some arresting phrase, biblical 
reference or line of argument would 
suddenly bring you back to contemplate 
the mystery of life and the probability 
(if not certainty) of there being divine 
purpose. Even a sceptic like me was 
made for a moment to think they 
were part of something bigger, with 
rock-solid moral foundations. Chapel 
became a vibrant part of Hertford, 
often surprisingly crowded on a 
Sunday evening, which – if you are the 
Principal doubling up as the “ordinand 
of the peculiar” (the Church of England 
delegates the administration of the 
Hertford chapel to the Principal) – is 
pretty gratifying.

It did not end there. She was an 
indefatigable member of the welfare 
team, and I hope the tradition of 
chaplain involvement continues. 
A good number of students are 
Christians who actively welcome the 
intervention of the chaplain, and even 
those who are not are thankful in times 
of need for the integrity, kindness 
and humanity that a chaplain like Mia 
brings. When a student was suffering 
from some personal crisis, Mia was on 
hand, and they were intensely grateful. 
It was inevitable that she would be the 
first college officer to go down with 
Covid, selflessly helping and offering 
invaluable support to the first isolating 
sufferers. 

And there is so much more: 
conducting marriage ceremonies 
and funerals; organising the Shrove 
Tuesday race around the quad with a 
pancake (I was always last); working 
with the network of parishes of which 
the college is patron; ensuring that the 
fabric of the chapel, including its organ, 
was fit for purpose; bringing Oxford’s 

trans community together. She even 
managed to make the gauntlet of the 
annual MacBride sermon on the role 
of messianic prophesy (!) in religious 
life fun – a full English breakfast, the 
“messianic” sermon itself, and then 
madeira and fruit cake afterwards as 
reward, as John MacBride (a nineteenth 
century Magdalen Hall-cum-Hertford 
College Principal) had thoughtfully 
instructed.   

Towards the end of my Principalship, 
she began to joke that I had become her 
bishop, knowing full well that was the 
last thing she needed. She is the classic, 
highly driven self-starter who earned 
love and respect all round Oxford. The 
chapel is at once the college’s Pascal’s 
bet and source of Christian fellowship, 
and it needs someone very special 
to make that alchemy work. Mia was 
that someone. Hertford was lucky, 
and grateful, to have had her as our 
chaplain. I wish her only good fortune 
as she continues her personal quest.
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One dreary afternoon in late February, 
1993, I was called into the office of my 
boss and mentor, Quentin Thomas. We 

were located in The Old Admiralty Building, which 
housed the London branch of the Northern 
Ireland Office, and which was a quirky building 
with high ceilings and confusing double corridors. 
The summons sounded if not urgent, then quite 
pressing, although Quentin was and is the least 
flappable person I knew.  

Quentin proceeded to brief me on two things 
which were, at the time, Top Secret, and known 
only to a handful of people. They have since 
become the subject of several excellent books, 
and many of the key documents have been 
published. 

First, a message had just been received which 
said: “The conflict is over, but we need your 
advice on how to bring it to an end.” This was 
thought to have come from Martin McGuinness, 
the Chief Negotiator of Sinn Féin. Secondly, 
one of the reasons why the British Government 
believed this message really had come from 
Martin McGuinness was that it had been received 
via an established and very secret channel of 
communication between Republicans and the 
British Government which had existed since the 
early 1970s, and which had been used during the 
IRA ceasefire of 1975 and the hunger strikes of 
1980-81. 

Quentin said my immediate task was to draft a 
holding reply and then a substantive reply to this 
message, under tasking from him and Sir John 
Chilcot, and the political direction of The Prime 
Minister, John Major, and the Northern Ireland 

David Cooke, 
Academic Visitor 
(2022-23) writes:

MY WAR
IS OVER

Secretary, Patrick Mayhew. So began 
one of the most exciting years in my 
career. 

I had been seconded to the 
Northern Ireland Office in the Autumn 
of 1990, and I would return to The 
Home Office in late December 1993, 
to become Director of Asylum. For 
most of my secondment I had believed 
that the only game in town was the 
three-stranded Brooke/Mayhew Talks, 
which had been suspended in the 
summer of 1992, but only after they had 
assembled many of the building blocks 
which would become The Good Friday 
Agreement of 1998.

But now I knew that another, larger 
paradigm was in play, which also 
envisaged the potential inclusion of 
Sinn Féin and the Loyalist political 
parties in the peace process, and, 
crucially, an end to violence. I think 
I had already sensed that there was 
potential for the focus to be widened 
in this way. Now I had my confirmation. 

But was the message genuine? 
Quentin and I most certainly believed 
so at the time. Among other things, it 
was consistent with a number of things 
which Martin McGuinness and Gerry 
Adams had been saying in speeches 
since 1990. It could also be viewed as 
a response to Peter Brooke’s words 
in his Whitbread Speech in late 1990, 
that the British government had “no 
selfish strategic or economic interest in 
Northern Ireland.” 

But would Martin McGuinness have 
used the language in the message? I 
had long conversations with him after 
I returned to the Northern Ireland 
Office in late 2002, although I did not 
reveal my role in 1993. But I got a sense 
of how he would speak about things. 
He would, I think, have spoken of “the 
war”, not “the conflict”. And he would 
not have said he was seeking our 

“advice”. I still believe, however, that 
the message incorporated a genuine 
approach by Republicans to the British 
government, perhaps in a deliberately 
crafted, deniable form. 

At this point, it is important to 
understand that there were three other 
sentences in the message. It went on: 
“We wish to have an unannounced 
ceasefire in order to hold a dialogue 
leading to peace. We cannot announce 
such a move as it will lead to confusion 
for the Volunteers because the press 
will interpret it as a surrender. We 
cannot meet the Secretary of State’s 
public renunciation of violence, but 
it would be given privately as long as 
we were sure that we were not being 
tricked.” (This last point was a reference 
to a second important speech, by 
Patrick Mayhew, in Coleraine in late 
1992.) 

If that sounds like something 
drafted by a small committee, then 
that’s because I think it probably was. 
These were the people involved in 
the operation of the communication 
channel, or “The Link”, as we called it. 
There is a rational scheme in these 
sentences, and it would have been 
incredibly dangerous and unwise for 
any outsider just to have invented it. 
It would also have been foolish for the 
British Government to ignore it. 

Behind the four sentences of the 
February message lay a conundrum 
- intricate, deadly, but potentially 
solvable. 

What Republicans wanted was an 
unannounced ceasefire, dialogue 
with the British government, and 
then, perhaps, a lasting peace. From 
the British Government’s point of 
view, there were several things 
wrong with this. An unannounced 
ceasefire would inevitably and quickly 
become public. More important, 
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the Republican scheme effectively 
involved negotiation under the duress 
of a threatened return to violence. 
The British Government could never 
agree to this. In any case, the British 
Government insisted that any overall 
settlement should be negotiated 
between all the qualified parties, 
and not just two of them. No just or 
stable settlement could be negotiated 
if either nationalists or unionists were 
excluded. The Irish government would 
also need, as our partners, to be fully 
involved. 

Moreover, it is important to 
understand that the situation in early 
1993 was worse than that. Republicans 
were still pursuing a dual strategy 
of violence and electoral politics, 
sometimes known as the ballot box 
and the armalite. They had been doing 
so ever since The Hunger Strikes. 

This exchange of messages, therefore, 
wasn’t and couldn’t be a negotiation. 
It was an exercise in clarifying the 
conditions for a negotiation. In the 
meantime, the reality of violence posed 
a recurring threat to the exploration 
of conditions. We made this point 
repeatedly in the messages. 

The full exchange of messages, which 
lasted on and off for most of 1993, can 
now be read, in versions published by 
the British government in November 
1993 and Sinn Féin in early 1994. The Sinn 
Féin version includes much additional 
(and extraneous) material, and the 
designation of certain messages as 
“bogus”. Nevertheless, a central core of 
undisputed messages suffices to show 
that genuine mutual clarification of 
positions took place. 

But, while it happened, the deaths 
continued. It is understandable but 
blinkered to fixate on the awful 
personal suffering of the victims, 
and their families, of the Warrington 

bombings in March 1993, which were 
in that year the most high-profile 
outside Northern Ireland. There were 
many other victims, mostly in Northern 
Ireland, but also in Great Britain. But 
Warrington alone could easily have 
derailed the process. In my view, John 
Major and Patrick Mayhew showed 
great courage and statesmanship in 
continuing it. 

The Irish government showed 
comparable qualities. They had 
not been briefed on the messages 
or the link, but were working on a 
parallel initiative, under which the 
two governments would make a Joint 
Declaration leading to Republican and 
Loyalist ceasefires. At the end of 1993, 
Republicans switched to this initiative 
alone, and the resulting Downing 
Street Declaration of December 1993 

did indeed eventually lead to ceasefires 
in the summer of 1994. These were 
breached in 1996 and restored in 1997. 

Wise after these outcomes, 
some writers have dismissed the 
messages and the link as a waste 
of time, or worse. It is certainly true 
that there were flaws. Just after the 
government published the messages, 
it subsequently had to publish several 
transcription corrections. This was 
embarrassing, but the errors were not 
substantive, and resulted only from the 
extreme difficulty of producing over a 
single weekend in Belfast a clear record 
from disparate materials. 

More significantly, the link proved not 
to have been entirely transparent, and 
there was some freelancing without 
authority, including an assertion made 
face to face by a British intelligence 
officer to Martin McGuinness and Gerry 
Kelly that “Ireland will be as one.” This we 
would never have authorised because 
it left out the crucial requirement for 
the consent of the people of Northern 
Ireland to such a constitutional change. 

The most compelling justification for 
the messages episode is this. It provided 
much the clearest indication thus far 
that Republicans were contemplating 
– and indeed, it is now thought, 
had taken a conditional decision to 
implement – a short ceasefire to pave 
the way for a lasting peace. 

Of course, the question of how to 
achieve a lasting peace without pre-
empting all-party negotiations on a 
substantive overall settlement would 
remain a live one, and is one of the 

reasons why the first half of 1994 was 
such a difficult period in the peace 
process. But by then I was down in 
Croydon, dealing with the asylum 
backlog. And some key issues, called 
“acts of completion” by Tony Blair, 
remained unresolved for several years 
even after The Good Friday Agreement. 

Because I was Patrick Mayhew’s 
Private Secretary in 1981-2, John Chilcot 
gave me the job in late November 1993 
of breaking the news to the Northern 
Ireland Secretary that the messages 
had leaked. It was just the two of us 
in Winston Churchill’s old room, plus 
a Private Secretary sitting behind me 
out of sight. When I told him, Patrick 
Mayhew, a big man, hit his coffee table 
with considerable force, causing the 
china to jump and rattle, and said, “I 
shall have to resign.” 

“I don’t think you will, Patrick,” I 
replied, with the callow confidence of 
relative youth. I had some justification, 
since I had consciously, under Quentin’s 
guidance, drafted all the government’s 
messages to be strictly compatible 
with its public statements. But it was 
a difficult weekend. I drafted Patrick 
Mayhew’s statement to the House of 
Commons. He delivered it, and fielded 
questions, with great skill. Dr Paisley 
got himself ejected from the House. 
That was a help. 

And the title of this article? “My war is 
over” is something Martin McGuinness 
himself said on TV in 2002. He knew 
what he was saying. He understood the 
art of allusion – in a way that Hertford’s 
own Emma Smith might approve of. 

W h a t  Re p u b l i c a n s 
wa n te d  wa s  a n 

u n a n n o u n c e d 
c e a s e fi re,  d i a l o g u e 

wi t h  t h e  Br i t i s h 
G ove r n m e n t ,  a n d 

t h e n ,  p e r h a p s ,  a 
l a st i n g  p e a c e. 
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If Socrates was the wisest person in Ancient 
Greece, then large language models must 
be the most foolish systems in the modern 

world.
In his Apology, Plato tells the story of how 

Socrates’s friend Chaerephon goes to visit the 
oracle at Delphi. Chaerephon asks the oracle 
whether there is anyone wiser than Socrates. The 
priestess responds that there isn’t: Socrates is the 
wisest of them all.

At first, Socrates seems puzzled. How could he 
be the wisest, when there were so many other 
people who were well known for their knowledge 
and wisdom, and yet Socrates claims that he 
lacks both?

He makes it his mission to solve the mystery. He 
goes around interrogating a series of politicians, 
poets, and artisans (as philosophers do). And 
what does he find? Socrates’ investigation reveals 
that those who claim to have knowledge either 
do not really know what they think they know, 
or else know far less than they proclaim to know.

Socrates is the wisest, then, because he is 
aware of the limits of his own knowledge. He 
doesn’t think he knows more than he does, and 
he doesn’t claim to know more than he does.

How does that compare with large language 
models like ChatGPT4?

In contrast to Socrates, large language models 
don’t know what they don’t know. These systems 
are not built to be truth-tracking. They are not 
based on empirical evidence or logic. They make 
statistical guesses that are very often wrong.

Large language models don’t inform users that 
they are making statistical guesses. They present 
incorrect guesses with the same confidence as 

Professor Carissa 
Véliz writes:

WHAT SOCRATES CAN 
TEACH US ABOUT AI

they present facts. Whatever you ask, 
they will come up with a convincing 
response, and it’s never, “I don’t know,” 
even though it should be. If you ask 
ChatGPT about current events, it will 
remind you that it only has access to 
information up to September 2021 
and it can’t browse the internet. For 
almost any other kind of question, it 
will venture a response that will often 
mix facts with confabulations. 

The philosopher Harry Frankfurt 
famously argued that bullshit is 
speech that is typically persuasive but 
is detached from a concern with the 
truth. Large language models are the 
ultimate bullshitters because they are 
designed to be plausible (and therefore 
convincing) with no regard for the 
truth. Bullshit doesn’t need to be false. 
Sometimes bullshitters describe things 
as they are, but if they are not aiming 
for the truth, what they say is still 
bullshit.

And bullshit is dangerous, warned 
Frankfurt. Bullshit is a greater threat 
to the truth than lies. The person 
who lies thinks she knows what the 
truth is, and is therefore concerned 
with the truth. She can be challenged 
and held accountable; her agenda 
can be inferred. The truth-teller and 
the liar play on opposite sides of 
the same game, as Frankfurt puts 
it. The bullshitter pays no attention 
to the game. Truth doesn’t even get 
confronted; it gets ignored; it becomes 
irrelevant.

Bullshit is more dangerous the more 
persuasive it is, and large language 
models are persuasive by design on 
two counts. First, they have analysed 
enormous amounts of text, which 
allows them to make a statistical 
guess as to what is a likely appropriate 
response to the prompt given. In 
other words, it mimics the patterns 

that it has picked up in the texts it 
has gone through. Second, these 
systems are refined through a process 
of reinforcement learning from human 
feedback (RLHF). The reward model 
has been trained directly from human 
feedback. Humans taught it what kinds 
of responses they prefer. Through 
numerous iterations, the system 
learns how to satisfy human beings’ 
preferences, thereby becoming more 
and more persuasive.

As the proliferation of fake news has 
taught us, human beings don’t always 
prefer truth. Falsity is often much more 
attractive than bland truths. We like 
good, exciting stories much more than 
we like truth. Large language models 
are analogous to a nightmare student, 
professor, or journalist; someone who, 
instead of acknowledging the limits 
of their knowledge, try to wing it by 
bullshitting you.

T h e  p h i l o s o p h e r 
Ha r r y  Fra n kfu r t 

fa m o u s ly  a r g u e d  t h a t 
b u l l s h i t  i s  s p e e c h  t h a t 
i s  t yp i c a l ly  p e r s u a s ive 

b u t  i s  d et a c h e d  f ro m 
a  c o n c e r n  wi t h  t h e 

t r u t h
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Plato’s Apology suggests that 
we should build AI to be more like 
Socrates and less like bullshitters. We 
shouldn’t expect tech companies to 
design ethically out of their own good 
will. Silicon Valley is well known for its 
bullshitting abilities, and companies 
can even feel compelled to bullshit to 
stay competitive in that environment. 
That companies working in a corporate 
bullshitting environment create 
bullshitting products should hardly 
be surprising. One of the things that 

the past two decades have taught us 
is that tech needs as much regulation 
as any other industry, and no industry 
can regulate itself. We regulate food, 
drugs, telecommunications, finance, 
transport; why wouldn’t tech be next?

Plato leaves us with a final warning. 
One of the lessons of his work is 
to beware the flaws of democracy. 
Athenian democracy killed Socrates. 
It condemned its most committed 
citizen, its most valuable teacher, 
while it allowed sophists – the 

bullshitters of that time-to thrive. Our 
democracies seem likewise vulnerable 
to bullshitters. In the recent past, we 
have made them prime ministers and 
presidents. And now we are fuelling 
the power of large language models, 
considering using them in all walks of 
life—even in contexts like journalism, 
politics, and medicine, in which truth is 
vital to the health of our institutions. Is 
that wise?

O n e  o f  t h e  t h i n g s  t h a t 
t h e  p a st  t wo  d e c a d e s 

h ave  t a u g h t  u s  i s  t h a t 
te c h  n e e d s  a s  m u c h 

re g u l a t i o n  a s  a ny 
o t h e r  i n d u st r y,  a n d  n o 

i n d u st r y  c a n  re g u l a te 
i t s e l f.
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BOOKS

The Green Lady
Sally Bayley, College Lecturer in English 
for Visiting Students 

The final part of a trilogy exploring a 
child’s escape into literature, the Green 
Lady continues her journey from reader 
to writer with the help of folklore and 
the laws of nature. Part novel, part 
memoir, it explores the traditions of 
Virginia Woolf’s Orlando as an imagined 
biography which urgently understands 
the need for a space of one’s own in 
which to thrive. As one of the book’s 
several foster children, Bayley reminds 
us that families and homes can be 
found and built within literature and 
the arts as well as nature’s green 
spaces.

Sally also hosts the podcast A 
Reading Life, A Writing Life, which 
shows how literature and connection 
to nature can console and give courage 
and insight, even in the most difficult 
times. 

Privacy
Co-edited by Professor Carissa Veliz, 
Tutorial Fellow in Philosophy 

Privacy is a thought-provoking 
collection of philosophical essays 
on privacy, offering deep insights 
into the nature of privacy, its value, 
and the consequences of its loss. 
Bringing together both classic and 
contemporary work, this timely volume 
explores the theories, issues, debates, 
and applications of the philosophical 
study of privacy. The essays address 
concealment and exposure, the 

HERTFORD IN 
THE MEDIA 

liberal value of privacy, privacy in 
social media, privacy rights and public 
information, privacy and the limits 
of law, and more. Privacy is a must-
read anthology for philosophers, 
psychologists, sociologists, and 
advanced undergraduate and graduate 
students taking courses on digital 
and applied ethics, philosophy, media 
studies, communications, computer 
science, engineering, and sociology.

Twice as Hard
Jasmin Brown (MPhil in History of 
Science, Medicine and Technology, 2018)

 No real account of black women 
physicians in the US exists, and 
what little mention is made of these 
women in existing histories is often 
insubstantial or altogether incorrect. In 
this work of extensive research, Jasmine 
Brown offers a rich new perspective, 
penning the long-erased stories of nine 
pioneering black women physicians 
beginning in 1860, when a black woman 
first entered medical school. Brown 
tells the stories of these doctors from 
the perspective of a black woman in 
medicine. What she uncovers about 

these women’s struggles, their need 
to work twice as hard and be twice as 
good, and their ultimate success serves 
as instruction and inspiration for new 
generations considering a career in 
medicine or science.

The Map of Leaves
Yarrow Townsend (English and Modern 
Languages, 2009)  

Orla has lived on her own since Ma 
died, with only her beloved garden for 
company. When sickness comes and 
nature is blamed, Orla knows she must 
find a cure.

Armed with her mother’s book of 
plants and remedies, she steals away on 
a river boat with two other stowaways, 
Idris and Ariana.

Soon the trio must navigate the 
rapids of the Inkwater to a poisonous 
place from which they may never 
return...
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After Clarice: Reading 
Lispector’s Legacy in the 
Twenty-First Century
Co-edited by Claire Williams, College 
Lecturer in Portuguese 

Forty years after her death, Clarice 
Lispector’s startling oeuvre continues 
to fascinate readers and scholars. 
After Clarice brings together scholars, 
authors, artists, and translators 
working in a wide range of languages 
and disciplines to address Lispector’s 
place, as a Brazilian writer, in twenty-
first century configurations of world 
literature. It aims to evaluate the 
fluctuations and swerves in Lispector’s 
critical fortunes, focusing on the 
way her works have been reread 
and transformed in other languages, 
genres, and media.

RADIO/PODCASTS
Tom Fletcher, Principal 
(History, 1994)
The Battle for Liberal Democracy
In this podcast series, Tom Fletcher 
examines what future historians may 
well regard as the most fundamental 
issue of the 2020s: the complex, multi-
faceted and far-reaching international 
contest between liberal democracy 
and its enemies. Tom draws on his own 
experiences in countries as diverse as 
Lebanon, Kenya and France to reveal 
how this battle has developed since the 
end of the Cold War. And in conversation 
with people he encountered along the 
way – people who rose to the very 
top – he examines the state of liberal 
democracy, ask where it succeeds and 
where it fails, and make the case for its 
urgent renewal. 

Professor Emma Smith, 
Professor of Shakespeare 
Studies and Fellow Librarian 
and Archivist
Taking Issue with Shakespeare
Might Shakespeare help resolve some 
challenging contemporary issues? To 
mark the 400th anniversary of the 
publication of Shakespeare’s First 
Folio, five major public figures have 
a conversation with Emma Smith. 
Across the episodes, Emma talks 
with senior British statesman Gordon 
Brown and Chair of the RSC Baroness 
Shriti Vadera on populism and Julius 
Caesar; Secretary of State Michael 
Gove on inequality, the “levelling up” 
agenda and King Lear; writer Will Self 
on toxic masculinity and Hamlet; actor 
Fiona Shaw on post-Covid decisions to 
move from city to countryside and As 
You Like It; and Mercy Muroki, former 
broadcaster and Policy Fellow to the 

Minister for Women and Equalities on 
whether the monarchy can unite the 
nation and Richard II.

Oxford Sparks featuring Dr Beth 
Mortimer, Tutorial Fellow in Biology
Not everyone is the biggest fan of 
spiders…we know that. They might not 
be the first thing that springs to mind 
when it comes to romance, either! But, 
you’ve got to admit, when it comes to 
engineering, they’re pretty incredible. 
Capable of making up to seven types 
of silk, and able to sense vibrations 
through thousands of ‘ears’ on their legs, 
there’s a lot we can learn from spiders 
when it comes to new materials and 
sensor technologies. Beth Mortimer 
joined this episode of Oxford Sparks on 
their Valentine’s episode to talk about 
how spider mating rituals could help us 
become better engineers.

Riding Unicorns featuring Riya Grover 
(Economics and Management, 2006)
Riding Unicorns is a podcast focused 
on venture capital and growth startups. 
Riya joined James Pringle and Hector 
Mason in this episode to talk about the 
company she co-founded, Sequence, 
which helps B2B companies design 
and iterate on billing and payment 
flows so they can stay focused on their 
mission. Riya shares tips for facilitating 
merger and acquisition, the inspiration 
for her company, Sequence, her views 
on building enterprise products, and 
much more.

AntiSocial and Newscast featuring 
Adam Fleming (Geography, 1998)
Each week on AntiSocial, Adam Fleming 
takes on a topic that’s generating 
conflict on social media, blogs, talks 
shows and phone-ins, and helps 
listeners work out what the arguments 
are really about. Fleming is also one 

of the hosts of Newscast, the BBC’s 
flagship daily news podcast, which 
dives into the day’s big stories so you’re 
never out of your depth. 

TED TALKS
Two Hertfordians gave TED talks in 
the 2022-23 academic year. Tutorial 
Fellow in Medicine, Professor Vlad 
Vyazovskiy, explored the profound 
implications of human hibernation 
at TEDxLimassol – from emergency 
medicine and longevity to long-
distance space travel and surviving 
environmental disasters. Have we, 
humans, lost the capacity to hibernate, 
or did we simply forget how to do it?

Principal Tom Fletcher spoke at 
TEDxStormont, on the anniversary of 
the Good Friday agreement, taking us 
behind the curtain of diplomacy and 
sharing a humanifesto for a renewal of 
society.
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There are two tonally opposite stories 
you can tell about modern journalism. 
One is of an industry on its knees, gutted 

by a collapse in advertising revenue, battered 
by accusations of “fake news”, and reduced to 
pushing clickbait to survive. In the other, while 
those challenges remain very real, it’s also 
an industry staffed by persistent people who 
doggedly pursue impactful stories – sometimes 
putting themselves in danger to do so.

Critically, it is also a service that is trusted by 
far more people than pessimists may believe. “I 
started telling students that journalism is in an 
existential crisis, and journalism as we know it 
is going to live or die in your generation,” Lyse 
Doucet told those of us who attended her panel 
discussion with Krishnan Guru-Murthy for the 
2023 John Donne Lecture. “Then the Ukraine war 
came along, and our audience fingers figures 
went through the roof. Because suddenly, when 
it mattered, people came back to the BBC.”

Hertford’s strong record of producing high-
profile journalists was not a decisive factor in 
my decision to apply to the college. But for an 
aspiring reporter with no connections who 
wanted to break into a notoriously competitive 
industry, knowing I would be following in the 
footsteps of Guru-Murthy, Fiona Bruce, Oliver 
Bullough, and many other journalists I admired 
helped push the college to the forefront of my 
mind. Over the course of my degree, I was lucky 
enough to meet and learn from all three of these 
journalists, along with dozens of others.

While Oxford, and the proximity it grants you 
to top journalists, is rightly no longer the chummy 
conveyor belt to Fleet Street it once was, the 

Charlie Hancock 
(Human Sciences, 
2020), writes:

REFLECTIONS ON THE 
JOHN DONNE LECTURE

university remains an excellent proving 
ground for reporters of the future. 
Writing for, and eventually becoming 
Editor-in-Chief of Cherwell allowed 
me to develop to a level that meant 
I could hit the ground running when 
interning in a fast-paced newsroom, 
and even land a coveted journalism job 
for graduation.

Guru-Murthy arrived at Oxford with 
a foot already in the media world, 
having started working for the BBC in 
his gap year and continuing to work as 
a journalist part-time while studying. 
“Then at the end of my second year 
my tutor said you’re going to fail your 
degree; you’ve got to stop. So I did, 
I resigned,” he said. “Then literally 
the week before my third year I was 
approached by the BBC’s children’s 
news programme, Newsround. They 
said you can join us working your 
vacations and then come full time 
when you leave after finals, so I did 
that.”

For Doucet, despite having known 
from a young age she wanted to be a 
journalist, reporting on national news 
in her native Canada was unappealing. 
So, after graduating with a master’s in 
international relations, she was sent 
to volunteer in the Ivory Coast just as 
the BBC was establishing its first West 
Africa office. 

Decades later, the news industry has 
changed dramatically. The industry has 
become more diverse which, as Doucet 
pointed out, means newsrooms are 
better able to interrogate situations 
from various points of view. 

The attitudes of journalists and 
editors towards their viewers have also 
changed. The internet meant people 
who wanted to complain no longer 
had to pick up the phone or write a 
letter, puncturing the “tremendous 
arrogance” Guru-Murthy said shaped 

their coverage. They could no longer 
hand down “tablets of truth” to 
viewers, who could now call them out 
in real time online. But despite these 
developments, “what we do hasn’t 
really changed,” he said. “We find out 
what happened, and we tell people, 
and we question people in power, or we 
reveal things. The basic fundamentals 
and values of journalism are essentially 
the same.

Doucet and Guru-Murthy were 
speaking months before Hamas 
massacred Israeli civilians, and 
thousands of Gazans were killed 
in Israeli air strokes. But the war in 
Ukraine, the story that drove viewers 
back to television news, was already 
fading from the headlines. Audiences 
were already reaching a form of crisis 
fatigue, leaving little space for caring 
about Sudan and Yemen. “Of course, 

T h e  i n d u st r y  h a s 
b e c o m e  m o re  d ive r s e 

wh i c h ,  a s  D o u c et 
p o i n te d  o u t ,  m e a n s 

n ews ro o m s  a re  b et te r 
a b l e  to  i n te r ro ga te 

s i t u a t i o n s  f ro m 
va r i o u s  p o i n t s  o f  vi ew.
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HERT
FORD
YEARwe would say that you should have space 

in your heart and in your mind to care 
about something else, and most people 
do […] But it’s been a really trying time for 
people in these past four or five years,” 
Doucet said. Another crisis always feels 
like it’s looming on the horizon.

A particularly exciting development 
in journalism is the rise of open-source 
intelligence – OSINT – which exploded 
to mainstream attention after the 
invasion of Ukraine. The founder of 
Bellingcat, Eliot Higgins, suggested that 
this method of scraping the internet for 
publicly available information like flight 
data or footage and images captured 
and shared on social media by ordinary 
people, and cross-referencing it with 
maps and the knowledge of experts 

could replace the traditional foreign 
correspondent. Both speakers contested 
this, while acknowledging the ground-
breaking work of groups like Bellingcat 
and BBC Verify. “You can’t replace the 
testimony of people on the ground,” 
Guru-Murthy said. “When Lyse goes off 
to horrible, dangerous places and talks 
to victims about that experience, that’s 
irreplaceable.”

“And trust,” Doucet concurred. “Trust 
in who’s telling the story. I would like to 
believe that still matters.

Charlie Hancock is Opinion Editor at the 
Moscow Times.
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A second event is a reunion drinks 
party at the Oxford & Cambridge Club 
in Spring 2024, specifically for those 
in the JCR and MCR who are leaving 
the college this summer. It will not 
be necessary to be a member of the 
Society to attend but we will of course 
be encouraging students attending on 
the night to join up if they have not 
already done so. We want to show 
young alumni that the Society exists 
and is thinking of them.

And our annual summer event 
in college will, in 2024, be a black 
tie dinner, open not only to Society 
members but also to all Hertfordians. 
Guests will be very welcome.

The Committee held its end of year 
meeting in November 2022, at the 
Oxford & Cambridge Club. There was 
a wide-ranging discussion of how 
to make the Society more attractive 
to younger alumni. A proposal on 
which we are now acting was to offer 
a reduced subscription to Hertford 
graduates for up to three years after 
going down, rather than for just one 
year as at present. It was also reported 
that we had made our usual financial 
contributions to the JCR and MCR 
to support their respective Freshers’ 
Weeks; and that our longstanding 
support of the college cat, currently 
Simpkin IV, was continuing.

In February 2023 the Committee 
met at the RAF Club, the first time we 
have met there. Those attending the 
Annual Committee Dinner afterwards 
in the club included former President 
of the Society Roger Westbrook CMG, 
Vice-President Anthony Swing and 
President of the JCR Tanya Ranadive.

And, in March, the Society and MCR 
held a highly enjoyable cheese and 
wine party in the Octagon. We very 
much hope this will become a regular 
event.

How is the Society doing in terms of 
membership? In November 2022 we 
had 238 members. The latest figure is 
around 300, an appreciable increase. 
This is probably down in part to our 
introducing the differential pricing 
policy for the House of Lords tea. It 
made a number of Hertfordians aware 
that they were not members of the 
Society resulting in their applying to 
join. But probably a more important 
factor is that Genista Astell in the 
Development Office has been diligently 
chasing up those who had not renewed 
their membership in recent years. It 
costs £25 a year to belong to the Society. 
The recent increase in membership 
increases our income, giving us more 
money to support small scale but 
significant college projects and needs, 
a key element of what we do.

Some of these we identify ourselves; 
others are suggested to us by the 
college as good causes which fall within 

The annual lunches and dinners in College 
constitute the core social programme of 
the Hertford Society and they are very 

welcome. But we have been spreading our 
wings a little and are starting to offer and plan 
additional social events – for the enjoyment 
of our members and, we hope, as a way of 
attracting new ones.

In October 2022 the Society held what I 
am only slightly exaggerating in calling its 
wildly successful tea in the House of Lords, 
hosted by our President, Lord Pannick. Some 
100 people attended – members and non-
members – the maximum number that could 
be accommodated. The tea was a delight, as was 
the opportunity to talk afterwards on the Lords’ 
terrace and visit the House of Lords shop. The 
Development Office provided invaluable help in 
making the event happen.

One innovation for this event was the 
introduction of cheaper tickets for members of 
the Society. Those who were not members had 
to pay for the full price tickets. This differential 
pricing policy was agreed to be a success and 
the Committee has decided to extend it to 
future Society events, where appropriate.

At the time of writing, a number of exciting 
social events are in the calendar. The first is a 
lunch at the Reform Club in September 2023. 
The event will start with two talks. One will 
be by Philip Mould OBE, the art dealer, gallery 
owner and co-presenter of the BBC’s Fake or 
Fortune? The second will be by Grant Ford, a fine 
art specialist. Lunch will be prefaced by a talk by 
our own Professor Emma Smith, Tutorial Fellow 
in English and Fellow Librarian and Archivist, and 
followed by tours of the Reform and its garden.

Barry Lester, 
Chairman of the 
Society, writes:

HERTFORD 
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the remit of the Society. One such 
request in February 2023 was that we 
contribute £2,000 towards the cost of 
urgent work to treat and preserve 30 
historic Buttery books in the archive 
suffering damage from mould. The 
aim is for books to be in a condition 
to be safely moved as part of the 
archive decant, in preparation for the 
renovation of the college library.

The Committee readily agreed that 
this project, helping to restore and 
preserve historic college records, is just 
the kind of one the Society would want 
to support.

A second project was suggested 
by the Committee. The stone war 
memorial on the outside of the Chapel 
commemorating those Hertford 

to join – £10 a year (for up to three 
years) for JCR and MCR members and 
graduates in their first three years after 
going down; and £25 a year for other 

men who fell in the Second World 
War had become weathered and the 
names hard to read. We thought it 
very important that the memorial be 
restored and suggested to the college 
that the Society fund the cleaning of 
the stonework and the retouching of 
letters where necessary. The Bursar 
Jamie Clark with admirable speed 
arranged for this work to be carried 
out by an experienced stonemason 
who had previously worked for several 
other colleges, Blenheim Palace and 
the National Trust. The memorial is 
once again in good condition, the red 
Latin inscription retouched and the 
names sharp and clear.

Here is a link to the Society’s pages 
on the College website enabling you 

Hertford members. Or contact our 
Membership Secretary Chris Mockler 
at chris.mockler@talk21.com
www.hertford.ox.ac.uk/society

T h e  m e m o r i a l  i s 
o n c e  a ga i n  i n  go o d 
c o n d i t i o n ,  t h e  re d 

L a t i n  i n s c r i p t i o n 
reto u c h e d  a n d  t h e 

n a m e s  s h a r p  a n d 
c l e a r.

Members of the Hertford Society Committee 
enjoying Afternoon Tea at the House of Lords
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team, Kathryn Boast, who took up the 
role of Faculty Outreach Manager for 
the Faculty of Natural, Mathematical, 
and Engineering Sciences at King’s 
College London this past spring. We 
look forward to appointing a new STEM 
Outreach Officer very shortly. 

Since the start of 2023, we have 
also said goodbye to our former 
colleagues Anna Matthews (Admissions 
Officer), Billy Jackson (Academic & 
Admissions Assistant), and Kim Jones 
(Academic Projects Officer), and we 
have welcomed Alfie Deere-Hall 
(Admissions Officer) and Kitty Parker 
(Academic & Admissions Assistant). I 
have invested in a supply of superglue 
to keep anyone else from leaving! 
While we were very sad to see our 
former colleagues go, it has been an 
absolute delight to have Alfie and 
Kitty join the team, and students and 
colleagues alike can always be assured 
of a friendly welcome when popping by 
the Academic Office. 

Amidst all of this upheaval, some 
things have remained constant: first, 
the team’s dedication to supporting 
the prospective, current, and former 
students of the college, and second, 
the college’s warm, friendly, inclusive 
ethos, which makes it a particularly 
special place to work, live, and study. 
From providing subject allowances 
for undergraduate enrichment 
activities – like the popular pizza 
and discussion sessions run by the 
Politics teaching team, or a trip to 
the opera for the Music students – to 
the Thanksgiving dinner organised for 
the Visiting Students, complete with 
turkey-themed décor provided by the 
Catering & Events team, the college 
takes great care to ensure its students 
are looked after while they undertake 
their demanding studies. We continue 
to explore ways in which we can further 

support our students, whether they 
are undergraduates, postgraduates, or 
visiting students.

Similarly, the Senior Tutor, Prof. Claire 
Vallance, and I are keen to support 
the professional development of 
our academic staff, from lecturers to 
Fellows. While part of this of course 
means giving them time and resource 
to pursue the cutting-edge research for 
which they are famous, it also means 
organising continuous development 
training in teaching-related skills, 
working with students with disabilities, 
recognising signs of welfare concerns in 
students, and providing fora in which 
various aspects of academic careers 
can be discussed. Hertford’s holistic 
approach to its staff and students is 
emblematic of its reputation for being 
a progressive, thoughtful, and dynamic 
community, and I feel very lucky to be 
a part of it. 

What a year it’s been for the Academic 
Office! Last August, the college bid 
a very fond farewell to my superb 

predecessor, Lynn Featherstone, whose nearly 
six years of excellent leadership in managing the 
Academic Office, Admissions & Outreach, and 
Visiting Student teams helped the college thrive 
in innumerable ways – and, it must be said, left 
me rather enormous shoes to fill while she adjusts 
to life as Wadham’s Senior Tutor. Our excellent 
Academic Services Manager, Julia Howe, not only 
stepped up to the plate and was Acting Registrar 
on top of her usual (and very busy) role in the 
gap between Lynn’s departure and my arrival – 
at one of the busiest times of the year, no less 
– but she has continued to be a key resource and 
fount of knowledge for all things Hertford while 
I’ve been learning my way around the place. Julia 
is also the team’s Chief Dreamies Supplier to 
Simpkin, carefully ensuring he has a wide range of 
treats available each day, as well as Chief Biscuit 
Supplier to the human members of the Academic 
Office team. Both roles are of course vital for 
keeping cranky grumps to a minimum!

Along with our wonderful Academic Officer 
(Graduate Students and Visiting Students), 
Emma Budd, Julia has helped to provide a 
sense of continuity while welcoming all the new 
members of the Academic Office and Admissions 
& Outreach Teams. I joined the College in 
November, having previously worked in a similar 
roles at two other Oxford colleges since 2011. 
My arrival was swiftly followed by the arrival of 
Lucy Stevens, our first-ever full-time Outreach 
Officer. In addition to providing us with much-
valued extra resource in expanding our outreach 
initiatives, Lucy has been covering the work of 
the STEM Outreach Officer role since we bid a 
fond farewell to another beloved member of the 

Registrar Megan 
Roper writes:
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the former category, we have refurbished 
and expanded the Lodge, refurbished 
and upgraded Holywell student 
accommodation as well as around 25% 
of the total student housing, relocated 
and expanded the Academic Office, and 
Bursary areas, replaced the substation 
and associated power networks (critical 
for an eventual switch away from gas), 
established new IT infrastructure, and 
“remediated” many of our long-standing 
maintenance concerns. In the latter, 
we are continuing to develop plans for 
connecting OB and NB quads, to include 
the provision of lift access to key areas, as 
well as working steadily through our end-
to-end redecoration and upgrade plans.

 The Sports Grounds in Marston straddle 
both. Over the last eighteen months we 
have established a working partnership 
with our neighbours at Marston, Exeter 
College, and embarked on a programme 
of improvement and regeneration for 
our sports facilities. We have made good 
progress here, with the grounds now 
offering the full range of turf sports once 
again, with well-maintained pitches and 
fields. We are now considering options 
for a major investment in the area to add 
further facilities, in partnership with the 
local community and with third party 
sports providers. Our vison, supported 
by both Governing Bodies, is to develop 
a site that not only provides excellent 
facilities for our students, but also offers 
benefits for local residents and Oxford 
more generally. We are firm in our view 
that pursuing such collective benefit is 
not only right, but will also offer the best 
chance of developing and maintaining a 
high-standard, secure and vibrant sports 
and recreation area.

Plans tend of course to represent a 
view from a fixed point, but in reality 
our needs, day to day challenges 
and opportunities, shift and change 
constantly. So much of our estates 
work has been in response to that too 

– although always consistent with the 
broad themes of the strategy we set 
back at the start. We have acquired three 
new properties, including a small hotel. 
The most recent acquisition will become 
additional student accommodation, but 
requires a complete refit. We shall take 
the opportunity to explore how we can 
do this in a sustainable way, making use 
of new technologies, to establish a low 
“footprint” building. We hope this will 
then provide a model for how we can 
convert the many similar properties we 
have, to help us achieve our sustainability 
targets. 

We have also undertaken significant 
work, particularly on main site, in 
anticipation of the Library work. We have 
relocated the JCR to the ground floor of 
the Octagon, including installation of a 
new kitchen and WC. For the MCR we 
are refitting the first floor, and creating/
expanding second floor facilities. The 
Gym, previously the Bop Cellar, is now 
becoming a Games Room/social space 
annex to the bar. What was the JCR 
in Holywell has been converted to a 
temporary library – and we shall also 
have an additional reading room in South 
Oxford at Warnock. At the same time 
we had the usual range of un-planned 
works, including the need to completely 
rebuild the bank behind Warnock House. 

All in all, we have been exceptionally 
busy on the estates front over the last 
year – and will be for some time to come. 
That does of course have an impact at 
times – on the teams that are undertaking 
the work, and on college members who 
are living with constant change. But by 
looking back at what we have achieved, I 
hope we can recognise the positive shift 
that we have been able to make, and the 
benefits that has brought. The last five 
years, through that lens, have already 
seen major change. The next five will see 
significantly more.

When I wrote this time last year, I was 
expecting that by now I would be 
looking out over a building site in OB. 

That has not quite started yet, as we are putting 
the finishing touches to the design for new Library. 
This will be the most complex estates works the 
college has ever undertaken, and we need to make 
sure we get it spot on – which I am confident we 
shall. We are working with our construction partners, 
architect, planners, and a host of consultants to do 
just that.

We are also making significant progress on other 
key parts of our Estates Strategy, and I thought it 
might be a useful time to take stock on the plan 
that we set out around five years ago, and record 
where we have got to.

Aside from a new Library, the other major 
estates investment we have been focusing on is 
the Winchester Road project. This would create 
a new Graduate “hub” on our North Oxford 
site, with new accommodation, nestling within 
and complimenting the existing Victorian villa 
collection, to house over 120 graduates. As well as 
generously proportioned ensuite study bedrooms, 
the plan includes a number of mezzanine flats, and 
central social facilities. Developing in this area has 
always been a challenge, and it has taken several 
years of work with local planners to arrive at a final 
scheme design. We have had the added complexity 
that the proposed development would deliver not 
only for Hertford, but for two other colleges, and 
a University department at the same time – and 
has therefore been a joint project. I’m delighted 
to report that earlier this summer we received 
planning approval. With that achieved, we shall now 
set about planning for development.

There were plenty of other elements to the Estates 
Strategy too – most of which have either been 
completed, or are in various stages of planning. In 

Bursar Jamie Clark 
writes:

THE BURSARY
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