In Memoriam
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Dedication of the Patio, 8th May 2005

Vernon Armitage ex Principal of Hild Bede

It seems as though it was only yesterday that Adam and I sat on the other side of the Bede lawns talking about the Pelaw Trust, the College Trust founded in order to try to guarantee the College a measure of autonomy in its planning and, in particular, to improve facilities for students and accommodation generally and to allow the College to participate in the academic work of the University, perhaps by creating Fellowships.  Yet that was over ten years ago and most of our dreams were unfulfilled, but one remains and that was to improve the Caedmon Hall and the patio in particular, an aim that was dear to Adam, and so it is appropriate that we should meet today to dedicate the Patio in memory of Adam.


Adam came up to Hild-Bede in October 1991 and it was on the 4th April 1992 that the Lord Mayor of London came to the Castle to talk about his ideas for a project to be fostered during his year of office. He was anxious to further collaboration between universities and local communities and, in particular, to encourage students to contribute to teaching in local schools and other voluntary teaching and to promote and develop community service in general.


There were already a number of projects in Durham that encouraged service to the community; so the Lord Mayor found a rich tradition of service in the local community, especially at Hild-Bede, and I believe he was greatly encouraged by the impressive traditions nurtured by Durham.


DSU had helped to organize that meeting and it was supported by Peter Collins, the Pro-Vice Chancellor, and I was invited because I was the City Liaison Officer and because of the Hild-Bede tradition of community service, of which more later.


From the time of his arrival in Durham, Adam sought to offer himself to work of that kind and to DUCK.  After SCA was formally founded, he devoted his exceptional gifts to promoting its work and it is no exaggeration to say that SCA in its present form owes a very great deal to his energy and inspiration and his vision of service and to his gift of working with others and leading by example, to realize that vision.


He pioneered the annual meeting which we now call the ‘oSCArs evening’ and the early ones were held in Hild-Bede.  In his second year he lived in Holly Street and I recall being invited to a party at his house prior to an SCA meeting at the College.  As City Liaison Officer, it was my job to supervise student car parking and I was a bit taken aback by the number of cars in Holly Street when I arrived at Adam’s house.  It turned out that one of them belonged to the Chief Constable and another to the Lord Lieutenant; so that was alright!  I think it was after that evening that the Chief Constable said to me, as he was leaving, that SCA had given him new hope.


Adam played an important part in creating that new hope and it was typical of his charm and his courtesy that he was able so readily to make friends with so many people in the University and the local community and each derived great benefit accordingly, a benefit that has continued, based on the tradition inspired by Adam.


Adam played a huge part in the initial success of SCA, though he would be the first to acknowledge how indebted we all were, and are, to the wonderful students with whom he worked, and who are attracted to voluntary work by the example of people like Adam.


It was about the same time that he orchestrated a superb Poppy Day Appeal (with the best ever poppies) and he served on the Hild-Bede Governing Body (of which the Principal will tell us more) and in many other ways.  He was devoted to DUCK too and it was at a Duck Presentation in the Town Hall (if memory serves me right) that Adam, and others, responded to a challenge to perform press-ups on stage.  Needless to say he did more than anybody.


The Hild-Bede tradition of community service was already established in the two Colleges over 100 years ago in connection with Scouts and Girl Guides groups and the NSPCC and continued through work including teaching at the Prison, physical training courses, music classes, play groups and camps for boys and the unemployed and other examples.  In the 1970’s St Hild’s and Bede collaborated in the Bede Christian Action Group, which was, in many respects a forerunner of SCA (and Bede played a large part in the work for RAG in the 1960’s – the forerunner of DUCK).


The ‘Depression Years’ of the twenties and thirties stimulated a dramatic response in community service and one of the treasured memories of those years is of Bede College visits to mining villages to take part in sporting activities within the local communities.


The Ashington Colleries Magazine of the nineteen-thirties recalls such a visit and pays eloquent tribute to the student guests from Bede: “we see them again, the Happy Family.”


That is what the College is for now, as it was then, and much of that vision is due to Adam Thurston, whose memorial we are dedicating today, and whose example will continue to inspire our students; it may truly be said of Adam that, in the University and in the local community: ‘if you seek his memorial look around you.’

Vernon Armitage
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