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Ladies and gentlemen, Fellows and guests 

What a wonderful honour this is - I can’t quite believe 

that it is me standing here nor that it is 40 years since I 

started at Cambridge as an undergraduate in that 

momentous year 1968. But there is something rather 

pleasing about thinking back and celebrating 1968 in 

2008, especially the significant social changes that have 

occurred over these four decades and in particular in 

women’s status.  

When I went up to Newnham in 1968, women undergraduates at that time 

were less than ten per cent of the student body. Forty years later they are now 

about half of all undergraduates and women are now much better represented 

in our discipline, at all levels. I am proud to part of that long tradition of 

Cambridge-educated women.  I owe a great deal to Newnham, and especially 

to two women geography fellows, Jean Mitchell and Lucy Adrian, both 

historical geographers – the first admitted me to Newnham, the second taught 

me for three years and has become a friend since then.  

 Before Cambridge I was taught at a girls’ grammar school in Stockport, 

Cheshire by a fearsome but stimulating teacher – Miss Selway.  But lest you 

think this is a tale only about women, let me assure that it isn’t. At school a 

new young Welsh man, Keith Davies, just graduated from Aberystwyth, took 

over from Miss Selway part way through my school career and was a 

revelation. He not only encouraged me to try for Cambridge but it was thanks 

to him I wasn’t too scared by the statistical turn Cambridge had taken by the 

time I arrived. At Cambridge, I was also taught by Brian Robson and David 

Keeble whose work I greatly admire and who between them turned me into 

the urban economic geographer I am today. 

I am fortunate too to have been a student and a member of staff at a range of 

other universities  – at UCL as a graduate student , then at University of Kent, 



the Open University, Cambridge, LSE, back to UCL and now to Oxford – at each 

institution I have had wonderful colleagues and fantastic students: its invidious 

to single out a few for mention but I particularly want to acknowledge a trio 

now at Queen Mary to whom I owe a lot: - Jane Wills, Bronwen Parry and 

David Pinder: all of whom were at Cambridge at the same time as me. And 

since this seems to be turning into my Oscar moment, I also want to thank my 

husband, Chris McDowell, without whom etc. 

One of the wonderful things about getting older is the pleasure of looking 

back. I now have students whom I have taught at a number of UK universities, 

as well as in Canada the US and NZ. Like me many of them work on the 

changing labour market, and in particular on the ways in which men and 

women’s lives have changed in recent decades. I remember Laurie Taylor once 

writing in New Society that academic work is as much akin to pleasure as to 

work and he wished he could have someone outside his university office 

throwing half crowns in a bucket so he knew he was earning. I feel the same: 

to be able to research and write about working lives, about professional 

women in merchant banking, about boys then the age of my son, about 

women migrants born at the same time as my mother, about migrant workers 

and now most recently about women strikes at Grunwick in 1976 and Gate 

Gourmet in 2005/6 has been a delight. To have been able to do this at the 

same time as the huge flourishing of feminist scholarship that has occurred in 

the social sciences since the 1960s, has been even better. To have been part of 

the development of feminist perspectives in geography has been a privilege, 

seeing the shift from that rational economic man who dominated spatial 

analysis in the 1960s to analyses of gender divisions of labour, embodied work, 

emotions and affective relations at present. There can be no greater honour 

than to have had my work on these topics recognised by the Royal 

Geographical Society. 

Finally, I just want to say how proud I am to be a geographer. I believe its 

diversity and relevance makes it perhaps the most significant subject for the 

new millennium. Among the great issues facing us are climate change, 

globalisation, the food, energy and the financial crises and international 

migration: geographers have something valuable to say on each topic. I salute 

the RGS, the President, and the director Rita Gardner for their sterling work in 

making sure that geographers’ voices get heard. 


