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Vice-Chancellor’s inauguration 

Inauguration of the third Vice-Chancellor of Middlesex University, 

12 January 2016 

Speech by Professor Tim Blackman   

 

It is the most amazing privilege to be the Vice-Chancellor of Middlesex University, and to 

have this tremendous honour recognised tonight in the company of such distinguished 

guests, the Deputy Lieutenant, the Mayor and Mayoress of the London Borough of Barnet, 

many other senior figures from the worlds of education, business, the arts and sciences, 

sport and public services, and my family and friends.  

It’s also wonderful to have here colleagues from the University’s Schools and Professional 

Services, our students, and our dedicated Governors and Pro-Chancellors. And it’s a very 

special privilege to be here on the stage with Dame Janet, our remarkable Chancellor, with 

Colin, our brilliant Chair of the Governing Board, and with Aman, the best Students’ Union 

president in the country!  

The ceremony today is not about me but about the office of Vice-Chancellor of Middlesex 

University, and the custodianship I have been given of an incredible institution on which the 

future of so many young – and not so young! – lives depends.  

But I am going to say a little bit about my personal journey to Middlesex, not because my 

biography is particularly important but to explain why this great University means so much to 

me. I’ll then come back to who’s really important tonight, and that’s all of you. 
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My journey to here, as an education journey, started at Whitehill Primary School in 

Gravesend, 40 miles away in North Kent. The school’s aim today is to build learners for the 

future, and its ethos is for all children to be happy, helpful and hardworking.  

Mission statements weren’t so much in fashion in the 1960s, but I recognise that aim and 

ethos in my experience all that time ago. I hope I’ve lived up to those ideals, and I owe a 

huge debt to the brilliant and caring teachers who started me off on a learning voyage that 

still continues today. 

I went on from primary school to Southfields Secondary School where, as a middle class boy 

living in a house my mum and dad owned, I made friends with kids from council estates, and 

didn’t think anything of that - until later I realised what an important principle this is of 

comprehensive education, that children from different backgrounds mix together.  

But as a result of Kent County Council’s policy of pupils moving on to different types of 

school after two years of assessment rather than the 11 plus exam, aged 13 I left Southfields 

to go to Gravesend School for Boys, where some of the teachers wore gowns and going to 

university was just the next step on an education escalator.  

However, I got my first insight there of what it meant for this progression not to be taken-for-

granted: in getting to know my one class-mate who wasn’t white, a young Hindu called 

Abhisar – his name means ‘companion’ – who brought home to me what education means 

for an immigrant community. Abhisar loved school, and there was nothing about it he took 

for granted.    

At the last minute, after my ‘A’ levels, I decided to defer my place at Durham University for a 

year, spent a few months working in a London bookshop and then, with the idea planted in 

my head by a next door neighbour who was a customs officer, went off to sea.  

I was a deckhand unclassified, saw a side of life I’d never imagined, and then went off to 

university, finding it a little bemusing to mix with students fresh from school who’d never 

nearly fallen off a ship in a storm, shared meals with fellow workers more often with a 

criminal record than not, sampled the pleasures of Hartlepool’s port area on a Saturday night 

or knew what a bowline, clove hitch or cleat hitch are – sailors among you will know they’re 

types of knot. 



3 
 

The teaching that most inspired me was close to real world practice and global challenges, 

and two of my Geography professors who did just that are here tonight, Alan and Janet 

Townsend. They showed me that education is something you do not something you get. 

One of the most transferrable skills I acquired was not learned in the lecture theatre or lab 

but on County Durham’s housing estates – running adventure play schemes for local kids, 

something I did as a student volunteer, and that leaves me with a huge appreciation of the 

value of co-curricular opportunities at university. 

After graduating, my spirit of adventure unquelled, I went off to Belfast, curious about what 

was happening there during ‘the troubles’, and wanting to make some kind of difference – 

initially running a play scheme and then in community work.  

Two of my guiding lights as I naively navigated Belfast’s community politics, and who 

became great friends, are also here tonight, Rowan Davison and Monica Deasey.  

What became a very important way of working for me – the experience of practice driving 

curiosity - took me back to higher education to research some of the underlying causes of 

housing and urban planning problems.  

Most importantly, I kept my links with Northern Ireland that meant, a few years later, I would 

meet my wife, Roberta, and we’d have our daughter, Maeve, both here tonight as well. 

Maeve, you’re the light of our lives. Roberta, thank you for our gorgeous daughter, for your 

love, inspiration, encouragement, patience. None of this would be possible without you.  

Those early experiences of the power of education, of diversity and of the interplay of 

practice, teaching and research are all reflected in this university, which has brought me to 

London, the huge and always somewhat mysterious metropolis in whose shadow I grew up 

as a Gravesend school boy.  

Great universities are not born great but become great because of their staff and their 

students. The seeds of what they are today can be found in their past. Middlesex grew out of 

mergers between different schools and colleges in North London, and that’s quite a history. 

It begins in 1878 when our founding institution opened, St Katherine’s College, one of 

Britain’s first teacher training colleges, starting our mission of education for professional 

careers and, above all, education based on excellent and inspiring teaching.  
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Then in 1880 our second – and perhaps most iconic – founding institution opened, the 

Hornsey School of Art. In 1968 Hornsey was a hotbed of student radicalism, with its famous 

sit-in that started with what was seen then as an extreme demand: student representation on 

course committees! The college’s students pioneered the principle of students as co-

creators of their education. I’m very proud that today we have a Students’ Union at 

Middlesex that’s continuing to pioneer that principle, and I’m committed to working in 

partnership to deliver it. 

Next in our chronology is the Ediswan Institute, founded in 1901 by Joseph Swan, inventor 

of the electric light bulb, which became the Ponders End Technical Institute and later Enfield 

College of Technology.  

The Ediswan Institute is an important part of our history for two reasons: it pioneered lifelong 

learning, for Swan’s factory workers, and it was a centre of applied research – it was where 

work that led to the invention of the thermionic valve started, the valves used to construct 

Colossus, the world’s first electronic computer that by cracking German codes helped win 

the Second World War. 

Between 1962 and 1970, the Principal of Enfield College, George Brosan, and his deputy 

Eric Robinson, were leading figures in shaping a new concept for higher education that 

became the polytechnic, and Middlesex became a polytechnic in 1973.  

Polytechnics were institutions of higher education not created in the image of Oxford or 

Cambridge but to embrace the needs of their local communities, to teach well and to develop 

applied research specialisms important to their localities.  

They were so successful that in 1992 their separate designation was abolished and 

Middlesex, along with other polytechnics, became a university, confident in its own aims and 

purposes, and with our first Chancellor, Baroness Beryl Platt of Writtle, a distinguished 

woman aeronautics engineer, another mark of our pioneering and progressive institution. 

I’m very conscious, however, that this evening we’re not in Enfield but in the glorious 

surroundings of what was Hendon Technical Institute. Thanks to work for which I can take 

no credit, the university – in London – is now centralised on this one campus and our UK 

home is Hendon in the London Borough of Barnet.  
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So I am delighted and honoured that we have the Mayor of Barnet, Councillor Mark Shooter, 

here tonight. It’s been an absolute pleasure to get to know Mark over the past six months, 

most recently laying bricks together as we topped out Forum North, our next major building 

on the campus opening in the autumn.    

Once, Hendon’s economic role was to supply wood to London’s tradesmen. Barnet literally 

means ‘clearing in the wood made by fire’. The rest is history, a story of development into a 

successful London suburb, now multi-ethnic and multi-faith, and still with the character of a 

network of urban villages: yet with on one side the vibrancy of central London, a few tube 

stops away, and on the other the peace and quiet of the London green belt.  

Today, Hendon no longer exports wood, but with Middlesex University generating almost 

£300m a year for the local economy and nearly 4,000 jobs, we export newly minted 

graduates to professional careers in London and around the world. 

George Brosan and Eric Robinson’s vision for the new polytechnics was that they would be 

relevant to their local communities, but this was not a parochial idea, far from it. International 

students and exchanges were part of the original vision for a community university, a 

‘people’s university’, where study is for a purpose and making tomorrow better a driving 

value, and it’s a vision that’s travelled the world.  

This idea knows no borders, and we have lived up to that at Middlesex with our three 

campuses in Dubai, Mauritius and Malta – our overseas campus directors are here today - 

and with our academic partners across the globe; only yesterday I signed a new agreement 

with the National Academy of Journalism and Communication in Vietnam, and I’m delighted 

that their senior team is also with us this evening.  

I’ve mixed my biography with the values and purposes of our University. I’ll end by still doing 

that. I thanked Roberta my wife for the partnership that’s enabled me to achieve what I’ve 

done, for believing in me and staying with me through thick and thin.  

And that’s the theme of tonight: partnership and standing by each other. I’ve written about 

this in the brochure you have for this event, and I’ve written that with feeling because I 

believe in it and, above all, it’s something that others have done so well here in the past and 

still very much today. 
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Many of our partners are here tonight. On a personal note I’m delighted that they include 

colleagues from The Open University, where I was until July, and Durham University, my 

alma mater and where I worked as a Professor for eight years. 

We can do great things at Middlesex and we do: our award-winning students, our 

accomplished academics, our exceptional professional services. We count among our 

alumni the sculptor Anish Kapoor, fashion designer Vivienne Westwood, actors Dame Helen 

Mirren and Zoe Wanamaker, comedians Johnny Vegas and Alan Carr, musicians Ray 

Davies and Alison Goldfrapp, Tim Campbell, who won the first series of The Apprentice on 

BBC TV, and film director Mike Figgis, to name but a few. 

At our annual staff conference last week I looked back at the past year’s achievements – far 

too many to list now, but they started with the funding outcome of the last national research 

assessment exercise which saw six of the University’s ten subject submissions get into the 

top 25 nationally, a huge achievement, and ended with the outcome of our periodic teaching 

quality assessment by the Quality Assurance Agency, which gave us a clean bill of health 

across the board and singled out for special praise how we teach at Middlesex and how we 

continuously improve the quality of our courses. 

We are reviewing our strategy at the moment, to prepare for the increasingly uncertain and 

competitive environment in which universities now work. Whatever lies ahead, I know that 

we will go from strength to strength if we stay true to one important principle: that our 

students come first. And what amazing students we have; they bring to our campuses a 

vibrancy and diversity that is so full of potential - and in today’s troubled world a real cause 

for optimism about the future.  

Let me say something about diversity. In 2013 the Reverend Jesse Jackson visited us and 

had an audience of our students and staff spellbound as he pointed out to them what is 

really special about Middlesex: that we bring together such diversity and then learn together, 

valuing and using those differences as an inspiration about what’s possible when we cross 

boundaries, pool perspectives and work together.  

Being better together than being apart is what we are about, whether developing the 

teamwork and collaborative skills that our students will need in their professional careers or 
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undertaking research on challenges that need multiple disciplinary perspectives to solve 

them.   

The message I want to leave you with is that we want to work together beyond the University; 

to work with all our various partners and supporters across London, the UK and the world to 

achieve collaboratively what we can’t achieve alone, to make tomorrow better.  

Thank you for your support, our staff, our governors, our students, my Executive, our Deans 

and Heads of our Professional Services, and above all our partners for coming tonight.  

Thank you to everyone who’s worked so hard to organise this evening, to Angela Martyn the 

architect of the whole event and her team, Zara Newman, Lynda Tahri, Sheraine Rowe and 

Joseph Carol, to Phil Cleaver, Rory Hooper, Jodie Ruffle and Meg Osborne for the 

Middlesex medal, to Peter Fribbins and our students for the music this evening and to Lesley 

Main, Louise Kelsey, April Brown and Dave Carey for what’s about to come to next, and 

finally thank you for listening to me. 

… 

I have one more thing to do. Middlesex is one of the top universities in the UK for performing 

arts and you’re now in for a real treat. You can read about it in the brochure – there’s lots to 

read in the brochure so please do – including the fascinating story of this beautiful medal 

and of these gowns we’re wearing. So now, I’m going to introduce the world premier of a 

new movement piece specially created for tonight called ‘Community’, and dedicated to the 

spirit of inclusion and partnership that I have tried to express in words but that you’re now 

going to see expressed so much better in dance and music. 

 

 

  


