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Merry Christmas

A Seasonal Message from the SMCS President
Canon Elizabeth Fisher writes,
At the recent reunion, I was honoured to be elected President of the Society to succeed
Liz Manning. I was at Mary’s from 1965-8 reading Theology. As I look back on my years
at Mary’s I have many happy recollections: several whom I still count among my closest
friends were contemporaries in college. Durham has always had a special place in my
heart (as it has for so many graduates) and this is one reason why I have retired to the
North East.
Most of my career has been involved in education, more particularly in teaching men and
women training for ordained and lay ministry in the Church of England. I have lived and
worked in Lincoln, Durham and Birmingham. I retired from St John’s College, Nottingham
in 2009. Meanwhile, in a voluntary role, I have represented the C of E at diocesan, national and international level, having spent 20 years as a member of the General Synod,
the Church’s governing body, in which I was one of the team who chaired Synod debates. I have worked for the unity of Christian Churches; for 10 years I was vice-chair of
the C of E’s Council of Christian Unity. Currently, I am moderator of a European Commission called Churches in Dialogue, based in Geneva. This role takes me to some far-away
places. Next year I will be returning to Armenia for a second time.
My husband, Peter (a Chad’s man) and I have 2 grown up sons, and 3 grandchildren. We
moved back to the north-east last year, and are enjoying the opportunities retirement affords of indulging in the riches of the north-east - fell walking, music and theatre, as well
as catching up on old friends.
I have already had the opportunity to address the Freshers about SMCS, and I look forward to working with Simon, the Principal, and the committee members, new and continuing, as we further develop the role of the Society for the benefit of members and current students. Having gained so much from the College as a student, I would like to think
that I can now contribute in a small way to its life and future.
If you have any bright ideas about the Society
and its work, please don’t hesitate to contact
me.

A Seasonal Message from the Principal
It is a great pleasure to write in the St Mary’s College Society Newsletter for the first time
as Principal. Having formally started in the role at the end of September 2011, one of my
first tasks was to meet members of the Society at the Reunion Weekend in College. It
was a privilege to spend time with alumni from across the decades and to hear about the
ways in which St Mary’s has shaped their lives and how, in return, they have helped the
College to develop. The Reunion weekend was closely followed by the arrival of our new
first year students who have graced the College with their enthusiasm, creativity and energy throughout the term. I am left feeling, already, a deep sense of pride about our College and a commitment to taking the College forward into the next part of its history.
As you will already know, as Principal I have been fortunate to inherit a College which is
in excellent shape. Our student group this year has the highest average ‘A Level’ results
when compared to all other Durham colleges. We were also top of the league table of
college sports at the end of the last academic year. Our College chapel choir has just
produced a wonderful music CD and, at the time of writing, we have held an arts weekend which has showcased the very considerable talents of our current students. I could
go on to give other examples, but hope that these few will serve as indicators of our continuing success as a close and supportive College community.
I hope during my time as Principal to meet as many members of the St Mary’s College
Society as possible through our official events and reunions, as well as through informal
contacts with you. For those of you who are interested, we have launched new Facebook
and Twitter feeds on our website (http://www.dur.ac.uk/st-marys.college/) where you can
sign up to keep up-to-date with the many and varied events occurring in College. However, I would be delighted to hear from your directly and to meet you if you are able to
visit us here in Durham. Our door is always open to you.
I know that the work of the Society makes a practical and significant difference to our students. Thank you for your part in this. I would particularly like the express my gratitude to
the Committee of the Society for all they do to support the College and particularly to
Cannon Elizabeth Fisher, who has recently been appointed as the Chair of the Committee and with whom I am really looking forward to working.
Finally, may I take this opportunity to wish you all the very best for the forthcoming
Christmas and New Year period. I hope that this Newsletter finds you in good health.
With very best wishes and greeting from your College

Professor Simon Hackett

Principal, St Mary’s College.

A Seasonal Message from the Chaplain
In the hubbub of Michaelmas term, it feels as if the year has only just started. And yet it is
already time (at least for me and the choir) to begin preparing for the Carol Service. For
so many, Christmas is a stressful time: trying to find the ‘right’ gifts for friends and family,
which is never easy but is much harder when so many are struggling to make ends meet
without such extra expenditures; making arrangements to see family or friends, or wondering how to fill the ‘festive season’ on one’s own; extra food preparation, etc, etc. Many
of us have some ideal of Christmas which means that we have to be happy, have to
decorate our homes, have to create (the illusion of?) happy relationships. And when
these internal demands don’t match our outer reality, it is a hard time of year.
It may not be very comforting to know, but that experience is not light years away from
the story that lies behind our celebrations. A young couple, wife heavily pregnant, have to
travel miles in bad conditions (at least I picture the donkey as not being a comfortable
ride) because of some silly census. When they get to this place there is not a single room
available for them. So giving birth in a smelly barn (just think of the hygiene!) is all that is
left to Mary, and the only people who think it special are the shepherds sent by the angels. (And where did they sleep?) Of course as the story goes on, the Holy Family have
to escape a murderous tyrant and become – like so many today – refugees in a foreign
land.
So this year, as you make your preparations, I hope you will have a new freedom to celebrate in ways that are really good for you, rather than labouring under the stress of trying
to create the ‘perfect’ Christmas, which was only ever an illusion anyway. And I hope it
will be a time of discovering again the joy, peace, and love that are at the heart of the
story that God became human in that tiny baby, born in a cattle stall and laid to sleep in a
feeding trough.
And if you are anywhere close to Durham, I hope will join us for our Carol Service on
Monday 12 December at 7.30pm in the Cathedral.
With my best wishes for a very happy Christmas,
Jenny Moberley

Unwrapping Christmas: Is Christmas crackers?
It’s that time of year again. You know the season has officially begun once the stepladder
to the loft is prised out of the shed. The only thing left to do is unpack the dusty baubles,
the dog-eared remainders of last year’s wrapping paper and faulty fairy lights from cardboard boxes. What springs to mind when we hear the word ‘Christmas’? Mulled wine and
mince pies, last-minute shopping, pine needles stuck in the carpet, pink noses and
fogged-up glasses, avoiding looking at the bank balance, Christmas specials of nearly
everything blasting out of the telly. We’ll do well to have our mind on anything.
Fast forward a few days to the local school’s nativity play. Teachers whisper lines to nailbitingly anxious children from behind tinsel-covered curtains whilst a nervous audience of
parents hope that it won’t be their child who cracks under the pressure of the highly coveted role of ‘Shepherd number 6’. Surprisingly slick or adorably awkward, nativity plays
are always memorable. More importantly, though, whether it’s a traditional retelling or a
politically correct rehash of the original, the power of the Biblical account is easily lost.
Most of us were probably far closer to the true meaning of Christmas when we had flannels tied round our heads in feeble attempts to resemble shepherds. Now you're older
and it's all booze, bills and begrudging visits to relatives. Let’s bring Christmas back to its
roots. The real Christmas - when the manger cradled the baby Jesus, Saviour of the
world, and where a bright star really shone.
Imagine that you were one of the shepherds out in the fields. Just sheep watching, nothing out of the ordinary. Now imagine your shock and terror at the appearance of an
“angel of the Lord”. But the angel has come to bring “good news of a great joy that will be
for all the people...a Saviour, who is Christ the Lord” (Luke chapter 2 verses 8-20). We all
make sure we’re in good enough voice to belt out ‘Sing choirs of angels, sing in exultation, sing all ye citizens of Heaven above’ (followed by the screaming descant, naturally).
But how many of us ever think about who these angels are glorifying? Is Jesus just for
religious, children, certain families? Just for Christmas? Well, the angel’s answer is everyone.
The cries against the ‘commercialisation of Christmas’ have become a classic message
from the pulpit in recent years. And you might agree that the multicoloured lights and
waving Santas are in fact hideous, but is there a deeper significance to this appeal? It’s
undeniable that without the Biblical Christmas, there’s not a lot left - apart from an excuse
to exchange presents. The traditional Christmas story won't be going away soon; indeed,
this is the ideal time of year to be engaging with a narrative which has formed the basis
of millions of peoples’ lives. It’s a compelling account, so why not investigate it further.
This is exactly the step that the former Chicago Tribune legal editor Lee Strobel took, as
he questioned Christian scholars with tough, point-blank questions: How reliable is the
New Testament? Does evidence for Jesus exist outside the Bible? Is there any reason to
believe the resurrection was an actual historical event? He shares how his search
brought him to this conclusion: Jesus of Nazareth really is the Son of God.
This might be reminding you of award-winning Tony Jordan’s (scriptwriter for EastEnders, Hustle, Life on Mars) highly popular BBC1 ‘The Nativity’ series last year. This
powerful portrayal of the events leading up to Jesus’ birth involved significant research by
Jordan and serious engagement with the evidence, which led him to say, “the only thing I
know for sure is that the words I read as coming from Jesus Christ are the most truthful
thing I have ever heard.” In the Biblical accounts of Jesus’ birth, the disciples are asking if

we want to know God for ourselves. They’re not offering a mystical path to enlightenment
- they’re saying they met Jesus, saw, touched, heard and lived with him. They are making the introductions. Now it’s your turn to put the historical evidence to scrutiny. Will you
unwrap the greatest gift of all, this Christmas?
See Lee Strobel’s The Case for Christmas (Zondervan) for a concise account of what it’s
all about.
By Harriet Beckham

St Mary’s College Chapel Choir CD
It is with great pride and pleasure that we announce the release of the Choir’s CD, ‘Ave
Maria’. With 45 minutes of music ranging from plainsong to some of the great examples
of English and continental church music, the recording is a tribute to the talent and hard
work of our choir, and all who have been involved in making it. Priced at only £7, the CD
makes a lovely Christmas present and a lasting memento of our College. To order your
copy, please contact Rebecca Topping: rebecca.topping@durham.ac.uk.

Visiting Tohoku Six Months On
We have all heard the figures – 15,550 dead, 5344 missing, 5688 injured and around half
a million people displaced with more than 100,000 houses destroyed. But it is difficult to
imagine what that means in reality for the people behind the statistics. Discovering how
the damage has been cleared and how homes, lives and livelihoods are being rebuilt, six
months after the destruction wreaked by the tsunami of 11 March was the object of my
visit to some of the devastated areas in the three affected prefectures, in the context of
deciding the framework for funds which have been donated for the recovery of the region.
The victims have received at least one part of the compensation due to them, mostly
from money donated to the Japan Red Cross within Japan and each of the 50,000 temporary housing units, which have so far been constructed on every spare piece of flat
land, including school playgrounds, car parks, spare land in industrial estates, has been
equipped with electrical items from donations from Red Cross/Red Crescent Societies in
117 countries.
A massive effort has gone into the clearing up operation, lead by the Self Defence Forces
who have now withdrawn. In the most easy-to-clear, that is most devastated areas, battered cars are piled high in neat rows and streets have been cleared of debris which has
been divided into what can be burned and what must be dumped. It is estimated that
there is about 25 million tons of this debris and rubble to clear and that it could take up to
three years to move it. In some smaller towns the task has hardly begun, awaiting owners’ decisions on what to do with their property. As was explained to me ‘it may not seem
much, but everything belongs to and means something to someone’. Nothing but a few
strongly constructed concrete buildings has been left standing on the flat river plains of
towns like Rikuzen Takata and Minami Sanriku, where there are neither high rugged cliffs
nor manmade harbours along the coastline to provide protection.
Each prefecture of Japan has made a support link with a damaged town and other government authorities have made different links through their own networks. One massive
element of support has been the despatch to the area of well over half a million volunteers, solicited through local authorities, companies and voluntary organisations. In some
of the volunteer centres, which are mostly run by the local Social Welfare Councils, any
volunteer will be accepted for general clearing work. In other places, volunteers must register ahead as the space and connecting capacity is more limited, or risk being turned
away, many of them there will therefore offer specific skills.
Many local level groups and organisations are active, but their own experience is limited.
A large number of NPOs (Non-Profit Organisations) therefore are supported by secondees from national charities, many based in Tokyo or Kobe, or international NGOs (NonGovernmental Organisations) from outside. Previously, a high degree of dependency on
government in these remoter areas has been a feature of the local NPOs, expecting most
of their funding to be provided by the state.
Since March many organisations have been born but they have limited experience and
no certainty of financial support for their survival, when the initial post-crisis funding sup-

port, and help of volunteers, dries up. This emergency support often comes with strings
attached. There is evidence that donors arrive with their own funding agenda, which has
the effect in some cases of exploiting the local people for the sake of donors’ wishes – a
classic development pitfall. What seems most to be needed is the expertise to empower
and strengthen existing NPOs and to help others to start and to build. The lack of intermediary, network organisations is a feature of the Japanese NPO sector nationally, but
especially in this area.
Much of the effort of NPOs in all the areas is focused on community building in temporary
housing estates, since communities have been destroyed totally. There is an emptiness,
people do not know their neighbours and cannot find out where their formers neighbours
have been evacuated – government will not give out information, because of data protection legislation. Often temporary housing is far from town and people are physically distant from their abandoned homes, schools and places of work which makes the taking of
decisions about their own futures the harder. This is exacerbated by uncertainty about
whether destroyed communities will be rebuilt in the same area and whether insurance
payouts will be sufficient. There is also a major difficulty in finding leaders who will initiate and coordinate any activities.
For those in Fukushima evacuated from the nuclear exclusion zone, the real problem is
not the physical damage; it is the impact of the nuclear plant. The main sources of employment were fishing and farming. Now the fishing boats are not allowed out. No one
outside the prefecture will eat food grown in Fukushima. The beautiful valleys were filled
with rice fields just turning colour. But who will buy Fukushima rice? One punchy older
community leader in Miyagi told me that depression was rife; but he was critical: “The
Japanese have become spoilt; they have become used to being spoon fed; they have got
to be shaken up; they cannot just sit there full of self-pity.” He explained that evacuees
had had everything done for them in the evacuation centres. Now they have been
moved into temporary housing and are just sitting in their own rooms, not communicating,
just bemoaning the fact that there is no future. The very stoicism which has been so admired by commentators is also now in some cases sowing the seed of destruction. Others talked of a growing number of suicides and an increase in domestic violence as families are cooped up and frustrations explode. But I also met some wonderful people who
were getting on with their lives and, most importantly, people who were building up the
lives of those around them.
Phillida Purvis

Phillida Purvis (St Mary’s 1975 – 1978) founded Links Japan in 1998, after leaving the
Foreign Office, to promote sharing between the voluntary and social sectors in the UK
and Japan on responses to challenges faced by both our societies and also works with
Japanese NGOs, social enterprises and communities in developing countries.
And NPOs are Non-Profit Organisations (it is a Law to Promote the Activities of Not for
Profit Organisations in Japan which regulates them which is why they are referred to as
NPOs).

Carol Singing and Jailbreaks
All through the Michaelmas Term of 1965, my second year at St Mary’s, Durham was
buzzing with the presence of 3 of the men convicted of the Great Train Robbery, that infamously violent attack on the Euston-bound mail train in Buckinghamshire in August
1963. Since the summer, the three had been housed in the brand new E Wing of HMP
Durham, and both press and authorities were convinced a jail break would be planned –
after all, most of the £2.6 million had never been found. One of the tabloids’ wilder suggestions involved tanks with nuclear weapons driving down Hallgarth Street – as if!
In those days, St Mary’s Christmas dinner was held on the last Thursday of term, everyone in evening dresses. After the meal, we would wrap up in something distinctly
warmer, and sally forth for some carol singing. The route was up to Grey, across to Aidan’s, along South Street, down into the Market Place, up Saddler Street and the Bailey,
calling in at the Peninsula colleges, and home to St Mary’s over Prebends Bridge. At
every college we would swell our numbers, so we are talking several hundred students.
The highlight of the exercise was the Market Place, where a lone policeman in a police
box in the centre controlled the traffic up and down Claypath, Silver Street and Saddler
Street. Having serenaded him with a few choice carols, we would continue our trek up
Saddler Street. That was what we had done in 1964, as had apparently been done for
many years before.
But in 1965, something was different. All started normally enough. With a superb dinner
inside us, a huge number of muffled girls set off, singing loudly, for Grey. Grey, Aidan’s,
sundry staff houses in South Street. All as normal. Then we spotted it. A police car
coming up South Street behind us. Being well brought-up citizens, we crowded onto the
pavement to let it past, but it didn’t seem interested in overtaking. It followed us along
the street, stopping when we stopped to serenade yet another lecturer, starting off again
when we continued. When we reached the Market Place and fanned out into our grand
circle, last year’s jolly, smiling policeman had been replaced by a much grimmer colleague. The police car stopped, a policeman emerged, telling us we could sing a quick
chorus of “We wish you a merry Christmas” then must go on our way. Puzzled, we dutifully did as we were told. As we started straggling up Saddler Street, the police car appeared again at our backs, pressing us ever faster, herding us up into the Bailey. All attempts to call at the Bailey colleges or Castle were blocked, for a second police car had
appeared from nowhere, in front of us. We had to be content with singing loudly all along
the Bailey as we hurried by.
Disappointment at having our traditions interfered with was mingled with excitement, for it
was pretty obvious why we had this attentive escort. It wouldn’t have taken a genius to
discover that on a certain Thursday in December the streets of Durham would be blocked
by several hundred carol-singing students; maybe the police even had actual intelligence
of a planned jailbreak. Whatever, this interference was undoubtedly linked to those nefarious denizens of E Wing. It was all amazingly good-humoured – when we eventually
reached Prebends, the lead police car pulled aside to let us past. As the last student entered the bridge, the 4 policemen all got out of their cars and, with a chorused “Merry

Christmas!” waved us on our way.
We’ll never know if anything really was afoot –the robbers were still tucked up in their
cells next morning. Who knows what villainy was foiled that night? Several hundred students might have been arrested as accessories before the fact!
Revd Shelagh Jones (Buchanan, 1964-68)

Christmas - Forties and Fifties Festivities.
Extracts from the SMCS Newsletter
Christmas in the War!
1941 “Many old traditions have been kept up. The Christmas Carol Service was
a great success and we had a most enjoyable dinner and choir party.”
Christmas after the War!
1945 “When the College reassembled for the Michaelmas Term this year the war
had ended….At Christmas the Carol Service was given in the Galilee Chapel of
the Cathedral, and the beauty of the surroundings was much appreciated.”
1947 “The college choir again practised enthusiastically, and a Christmas Carol
service was held in the college chapel, with a more informal kind of service. Soon
afterwards, we enjoyed a sumptuous Christmas dinner, in a fairyland dining-room,
and afterwards, accompanied by some members of the men’s colleges, many of
us went carol-singing, to collect for Dr. Barnardo’s Homes. The Freshers have
shown a praiseworthy interest in the work of St. Mary’s Home.”
Christmas Carols!
1950 “The Bursar and the kitchen staff provided an excellent Christmas Dinner on
the last Thursday of term, after which the majority of the College with a large
number of friends went Carol Singing. We started off in the Close, made the
usual tour of the Bailey, sang one verse of a carol to the policeman on duty in the
Market Square and then continued up South Street to finish our singing at the
White Gates tired but happy, with our collection in aid of the British Empire Leprosy Relief Association.”
Last Christmas in the old St. Mary’s buildings on the peninsula!
1951 “At the end of the Michaelmas term, the nine-lesson Carol Service was held
in the church of St. Mary-le-Bow. The Choir was augmented by male voices, the
organist was a Chadsman, and our Chaplain, the Rev. R.P. McDermott,
conducted the service. Two Polish carols, and a setting of ‘Balulalow’ by a former
Hatfield student, added contrast to the music, and the service was much
appreciated by all who attended it. The collection taken was given to St. Mary-leBow, where extensive repairs were necessary.
“For the Christmas dinner, we welcomed eleven guests in addition to the 95 students and members of the Senior Common Room. Thus the dining room was full
to capacity, and we greatly admired the Bursars and Cook for their success in
overcoming the difficulties of arranging the meal and the dining hall, and the

maids for their speed and dexterity in very crowded conditions. Many more
people joined us at the Carol singing afterwards. The usual round of visits was
paid, not omitting the policeman, and a goodly sum was collected for the Durham
County and Tees-side Old People’s Welfare Club.”
First Christmas in the newly built St. Mary’s College!
1952 “Our Carol Service this year was very successful. It was proposed at first to
hold it in the Hall, but the J.C.R. was unanimous in wishing to hold it in St. Maryle-Bow. It was felt firstly that a church is the most suitable place for a Carol
Service, and secondly that it would be good to continue in the old tradition. The
mixed choir was larger than usual, and this year we were pleased to have our
own organist, a second year student. More people went carol singing after
Christmas Dinner than ever before, but an obliging Cuthbertsman who played a
recorder and the Senior Woman who conducted with a torch, ensured that
everybody was singing more or less in time and in tune. We did not, of course,
forget to entertain the policeman in the market-square with all seven verses of
‘Angels from the Realms of Glory’!
“Christmas Dinner itself was as wonderful as ever and we gave the Bursar and
the Cook a very hearty three cheers.”
Christmas traditions continue!
1953 “Our Christmas festivities were as successful as ever. First, the Carol
Service, held again in St. Mary-le-Bow; this year the mixed choir numbered over
thirty (including sixteen men’s voices) and the experiment was made of placing
them in the gallery instead of the choirstalls. A record number of students trooped
forth to sing carols after Christmas dinner. The vast procession sang remarkably
well when one considers that those at the back were scarcely within earshot of the
front ranks. Christmas dinner itself was a splendid affair. With its crimson
curtains the hall decorated and candle-lit, was looking at its very best; evening
dress was worn, and added to the atmosphere. The fare lived up to its
surroundings, and although owing to the unrelenting shyness of our Cook and
Bursars we were forced to cheer them ‘in absentia’, we were truly appreciative of
their efforts.”
1954 “The gaiety of the evening was enhanced by the artistic decorations, and the
evening dresses looked so charming in the candle-lit hall. Afterwards everyone
entered into the carol singing with great gusto, and to add to the premature
Yuletide atmosphere many of us carried home-made lanterns.”
1955 “The choir recorded three items and many of us now have our own record of
them. Evening dress was again worn for the Christmas Dinner, adding charm and
colour to the gaily decorated, candlelit hall.”
Quotations from ‘Reports from the Junior Common Room’ in St. Mary’s College Newsletters of
1942, 1945/46, 1947/48, 1950/51, 1951/52, 1952/53, 1953/54, 1954/55, 1955/56.

