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Madam Mayor, your worships, distinguished guests, ladies and gentleman.  I am

very honoured indeed that after I spoke at Roger Berry’s inaugural banquet one

year ago you have invited me back to propose the toast to you and to the

council of the city of Worcester.

I’d like to start by paying my own personal tribute to you, and your consort,

Madam Mayor.  The charities you have chosen for your year of office – MAGGS

Day Centre and the ASHA Women’s Centre – reflect very much what a caring

and compassionate person you are, always willing to help people less fortunate

than the rest of us.  They are both very good causes, doing wonderful work for

disadvantaged people in Worcester.

You, Madam Mayor, have brought a powerful portfolio of experience to

Worcester City Council.  I believe I am right in saying that you were the first

woman to hold the position of production manager at the Wedgwood Group.

You then changed careers and spent ten years as an English lecturer at

Worcester College of Technology, followed by eight years as project manager

with the Young Women’s Christian Association, running a women’s centre in

Worcester where you worked with young women, many from the Asian

community.

You are a great supporter of the arts, so as a director of Worcester Live, I was

delighted to read your blog about our recent production:

“Worcester Repertory Company triumphed again with Shakespeare at the

Commandery. They gave us the funniest version of the Tempest I have ever

seen. Congratulations to Chris Jaeger and the whole team!  I certainly plan to

see the Merchant of Venice at the Cathedral in October.”

I’d also like to say something about your consort, Phil Carney.  Whilst your

mayoralty brings so many benefits to the people and city of Worcester, I suspect

there may be one unfortunate downside.  The first time I met Phil, he was not

dressed as he is this evening; no, he looked magnificent in the station master’s
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uniform of the GWR: God’s Wonderful Railway, as we aficionados call it – my

father worked on the Great Western in Birmingham immediately after the left

school, many, many years ago.

Phil is a volunteer on the magnificent Severn Railway Valley, where his work is

hugely appreciated, and I believe Madam Mayor that you are a shareholder.  I

do hope Phil’s official duties as mayor’s consort this year will not deprive the

railway of his services altogether.

I know, Madam Mayor that you describe yourself and Phil as green commuters,

with five bikes in the garage and no car. Your idea of a great time is reading a

crime novel whilst travelling on a steam train.  Sounds pretty good to me.

As many of you know, I am passionate about railways, and determined to see

them do well.  That applies equally to heritage lines such as the Severn Valley –

I am president of the Heritage Railway Association – and the national system as

well.  I am determined that we get faster services from Worcester to London on

the Cotswold Line, so that people are tempted out of their cars, and don’t drive

to Birmingham International or Warwick Parkway to get on trains to London.

Whilst on railways, may I say a very big thank you to everyone – particularly

you and Phil, Madam Mayor - who came to my lecture at the Hive on 5 July, at

which I talked about my book Holding The line – How Britain’s Were Saved,

and for your kind words on your Mayor’s blog.  With the help of the sales we

achieved that night, the first print run is almost exhausted, although I do have a

few copies left if anyone wants one.

What a huge success the Hive is proving to be!  In June, just before its first

birthday, the one millionth book issue was recorded, when a mature university

student from the city borrowed “Why Love Matters: How Affection Shapes a

Baby’s Brain.”  As many of you will know, the Hive has already won a huge

range of awards – for its architecture, its sustainability, and for leadership and

community benefit.

The Hive shows how much the University of Worcester has benefited the city,

the county and indeed the region.  The other great iconic building is the Arena,

which opened in the last year, and is becoming busier day by day.  It has

already staged the national netball super league finals and international
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wheelchair basketball matches between Great Britain, Canada, Spain and

Germany.

A couple of weeks ago, Vice Chancellor David Green headed to Frankfurt to

receive the flag for the European Wheelchair Basketball Championships in 2015

which will take place at the Arena. 

My association with the University of Worcester means a great deal to me, and I

am honoured to have been asked to take over as President of the College of

Fellows when John Yelland retires in November.

Applications to study at Worcester are at a record high and double the national

increase.  This is due, in part, to the University’s record on employability, with

19 out of 20 students in employment within 6 months of graduation.

Worcester has now won, or been nominated for, no fewer than 44 awards

including Best Contribution by a University to the Local Community (The

Guardian) and Outstanding Library Team (Times Higher).  It’s on course to

achieve a surplus of more than £3 million, on a turnover which now exceeds £70

million – what a boost this gives to the economy of the city.

Writing to the Vice Chancellor, one of my fellow fellows, Peter Williams, the

former head of the Quality Assurance Agency, said this:

“It is very reassuring to hear your upbeat account of the University’s

achievements and prospects.  At a time like this, when everyone in HE is jittery

and worse, it is refreshing to get an optimistic view of the future.

“Every time I take a train from Malvern via Foregate Street, I am astonished at

how much has been done both to create a University presence within the city

and to improve the physical environment of that area.

“I have little doubt that a guide book to Worcester printed in 2063 (if such things

exist then) will urge its readers to come and see how the early 21st century

succeeded in putting back the heart into Worcester after the sad depredations of

a half-century earlier.”

Speaking about the imaginative use of old buildings, I congratulate the City

Council on obtaining a wedding licence for the Guildhall.  The news came
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through just a few days before the Queen gave royal assent to the Couples

(Same Sex) Marriage Bill, a measure which passed through the House of Lords

with even greater majorities than it achieved in the House of Commons.  Both

Robin Walker and I were on the same side.

I suspect though that Robin didn’t get the same email as I did, from a

gentleman who thanked me for voting for the bill, and then added:

“Additionally, if you know of any male aristocrat that would like to marry me,

much appreciated”.  I haven’t been able to oblige, but I do look forward to

seeing the first same-sex marriage ceremony taking place in the Guildhall.

Finally, Madam Mayor, I would like to commend the commitment that you – and

your two immediate predecessors – have made to ensure that Worcester

commemorates the centenary of World War One in thoughtful and appropriate

ways.  I am honoured to serve on the excellent group you chair, and on the

government’s national advisory board, which was set up last year by the DCMS

Secretary of State, Maria Miller.

Attending those meetings makes me realise how far ahead of the game

Worcester has been in thinking about this very important and poignant

anniversary – particularly our brilliant heritage lottery application which has

been masterminded by Adrian Gregson.  We shall hear a lot more about this

over the next 13 months.
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Returning to your many accomplishments, madam mayor, I am not sure there

are too many people in Worcester who know that you are a respected expert on

American literature, particularly the novels of Henry James and the poetry of

Ezra Pound.  So I conclude with a quote from Pound’s work which is particularly

apposite as I am sure it applies to you:

“Genius...is the capacity to see ten things where the ordinary man sees one.”

I am delighted to propose a toast to Her Worship the Mayor, and the Council of

the City of Worcester.


