Speech of the chairman at the annual dinner of OUSL on 1 June 2005 to introduce Lady Nancy Kenny

Ladies and Gentlemen, distinguished members and guests, welcome to the annual dinner of the Oxford Society of Luxembourg. I welcome in particular Sir. Francis Jacobs, Advocate-General at the European Court of Justice, and Francis Carpenter, chief executive of the European Investment Fund.

I convey the regrets of a key member of our committee. M. Jean-Claude Muller is unable to be here. Without his enthusiasm for the ideas of the association, his connections and his academic brilliance, we would have done far less than we have so far done and are preparing to do.

 Our society was established as an association under Luxembourg law. Formally that event took place on 13 April 2004. That day is not, in other respects, a remarkable day in the calendar. However, in the church calendar, the day commemorates St Hermenegild, martyred by his father, Leovigild, the Aryan heretic king of Spain in the year 586, for having reconverted, by persuasion of his wife Ingondes, to orthodox Catholic Christianity. Our society will not, I hope, be a champion of orthodoxy and its members, I trust, will not suffer such Hermenegild’s fate for maintaining it. Nevertheless, he may be an inspiration to us of fidelity to a principle.

We are a small society. There are a few over 100 Oxonians known to be living in Luxembourg. About two-thirds have been to one event or another and about 40% are active. Only five or six have desired, for different reasons, not be actively involved in the society. With the medium of the internet, it is easy to keep in touch with most of the members. Indeed the danger is the opposite, to flood you with information and thus engender a surfeit.

The small base and small size allows us much freedom and light administration. To quote from an Oxonian business writer, Charles Handy, from his book quirkily entitled “The Empty Raincoat", in turn quoting a well-known American woman business teacher Rosabeth Moss Kanter. “Small units are faster, more focused, more flexible, more friendly and more fun.” In short, there is a principle of the five f’s. When you hear of our plans and activity, please judge them by that principle.

As regards “faster”, since the date of our foundation we have put on ten events since our foundation. Add to that, joint boat race watching and celebrating or commiserating at the Bar ecossaise. Indeed our society is like a boat race crew. After an initial spurt, we shall probably settle down to a sustainable rhythm.

As for “fun”, since the foundation of the association, looked for artistic and historical instruction, and enjoyed music. 

Our first meeting epitomised this enthusiasm. Many years ago, Jean-Claude Muller had seen by chance in a London showroom certain small paintings of William Turner,. The catalogue showed that their subject was unknown. Jean-Claude recognised at once that it was the fortress of Luxembourg. With some effort, he procured that the Luxembourg state privately acquire them. Those painting are now icons of the country. They date from the time that Luxembourg was attached to the Dutch crown but guarded by a Prussian garrison. He told the audience how the painter had executed those exquisite miniature watercolours on the basis of seriously illegal sketches of a military installation, executed in a sketchbook concealed under his frockcoat, with a pencil held by his hand and passing through a hole in the coat pocket. We do not need today to be so secretive in recording our observations of the Luxembourg scene. 

Turner ran a risk to be treated as a spy in the pursuit of his art. In modern times, a writer with inside knowledge of a modern fortified edifice, the European Monetary Union, broke the law, in this case the legal duty of confidentiality, to portray a vision of that construction and to reveal secrets. His action was judged to be prejudicial to the safety of that structure or to staff discipline. I refer to Bernard Connolly, author of "The Rotten Heart of Europe." Whatever wrong Connolly, an Oxford graduate, committed in writing his book, future historians will draw on his materials. 
 Among much else, he pointed to one recurrent theme, which was present in the creation of the EMU and is present today in the recent debate in France over the European Constitutional Treaty, namely the relation between the European Union and "Anglo-Saxon values". Connolly quotes from certain leaders who saw the EMU as a bastion against the encroachment of Anglo-Saxon liberalism. Likewise today, French politicians opposed to that Treaty condemn it as an instrument that opens the gates to Anglo-Saxon influence.
 One perspective missing from Connolly's book is this. He portrays the different aims and ideals of the French and German political leaders, and how by arm-twisting, illusion and double-standards, the two countries were able as partners to create the fabric of the EMU. For him, the stratagems and deceptions that marred the process render it rotten to the core.

That is a false conclusion. Take another great alliance of modern times, the Anglo-American alliance of the Second World War. That alliance was riven by feuds, rivalries and divergent aims and perceptions at least as great as the differences that divided France and Germany in the creation of Monetary Union. That did not prevent those allies achieving their goal or diminish the value of their achievement. But it might have been done much better. And that seems to be true of the European constitution.

It is ironic that these so-called Anglo-Saxon values, which are intrinsic to the concept of the European Union, owed nothing or little to British or American influence and were indeed rejected by Britain in the post-war years. 

These are grave times for Europe. Many of you work for European Union institutions and are concerned for its sound working. Following the result of the French referendum, we may suffer a long pause, and worse. It is not just the French government that has suffered a defeat. If it were so, we could brush it off in the words of King Louis XVI:

« Les français savent gagner les batailles mais ils ne savent pas les perdre, et le moindre échec est pour eux une entière déroute et un malheur presque irrécupérable. »

 Tonight we are not concerned with recovery from a setback but with the values that Oxford epitomises. 
Perhaps, our association may be of a way to bridge the gap in understanding and to promote true “Anglo-Saxon” values. 

Some debates in this field are perennial. Take the problem of free movement of labour. Adam Smith, in the Wealth of Nations, devotes a whole chapter to explaining the harmful effect of restrictions of employment in Europe, which for him includes England but excludes, for this purpose, Scotland. He wrote: 

“The policy of Europe, by obstructing the free circulation of labour and stock both from employment to employment, and from place to place, occasions in some cases a very inconvenient inequality in… their different employments” (The Wealth of Nations, Chapter X Profit and Wages, part II)
Times do not change so much. A common market is not an intuitive good. 

Our aims are broad but simple. They embrace any creative idea that requires collective action, whether for the instruction or entertainment of its members, for friendship and contacts or for serious public causes. Your committee has had many ideas, some farfetched, some achievable. We would welcome those of our members and guests.

We have learnt from Professor Marc Schoelen of the great renaissance château Mansfeld, just across the Alzette from here, and how the street plan and the quiet spacious sense of part of the grund are due to the vestiges of that heroically conceived building.

We have learnt from Janet Morgan of the secret goings-on during the First World War, conducted by a spirited Luxembourg lady of a certain age, under the stern control of a young British army officer in Paris.

The interaction of culture and politics may be our association’s theme. In September, we heard of the cultural circle at Colpach, created by Aline, the wife of the great steel baron Emile Mayrisch, and how well known French and German literary figures explored there, on neutral territory, during the liberal days of the Weimar Republic, embryonic ideas of a European Union. Jean-Claude Muller informed us of those events and Chris Vigar arranged a charming vocal concert recital. It took place in M Mayrisch’s former study.

During Advent, the society promoted a Christmas choral concert, which was followed by a reception kindly offered by Mr James Clark, H.M. Ambassador.

We plan on 3 July a concert of Renaissance music, and much else, at the frescoed rural chapel of Rindschleiden. We hope you will come.

So much for fun. As for focus, we realise that all is not art and history. We have also paid due heed to business. We held a dinner last May in a wine cellar on the banks of the Moselle jointly with the graduates of the Said Business School. Francis Carpenter, chief executive of the European Investment Fund, and an Oxonian, who is present this evening, spoke on that occasion. The EIF is the largest venture capital fund in Europe. The event, thanks in part to his speech and contacts occasioned the creation of a link between the Said school and Luxembourg. Indeed Francis later addressed a group of business students at the Said. 

Next week, Professor Zeger Degraeve, will speak at the EIB on “Decision making for leaders.” Many will think this concerns business but, in fact, it goes wider. As often happens, business techniques work well in other fields. Try them at home! They also apply to non-profit seeking organisations. We hope that some of you will come to that event. 

We shall attempt more in difficult meetings in the next few months. Martin Wolf of the Financial Times, who today wrote an article advising the abandonment of the Constitutional Treaty, will debate globalisation with us, and Tim Lankester, President of CCC and former director of the EIB will speak on the subject of university reforms.

I do not plan to discourse on the two remaining Fs. You may be relieved at that. They are: Friendly and flexible. But just a word on “friendly.”

Many of us know each other well. Our aim is to build on that friendship and to widen it, to bring together individuals who might not otherwise be engaged in collective events and action. We wish to be open to new faces, and to bring into the circle new acquaintances, especially those who might seem at any moment a little excluded from the general camaraderie.

This, ladies and gentlemen, is our programme and our philosophy. 

We count on your participation. To quote from the website of the Nordic branch of the Oxford Society: “The event you search for may be best developed by you. Please help.” Our case is not so desperate, but the plea is the same.

Just as our association includes a large institutional contingent, so may fundamental particle physicists from CERN apparently predominate at the Geneva branch. CERN is a brilliant piece of international collaboration. The physicists work on the large hadron collider, the most expensive piece of scientific apparatus ever constructed. A hadron, Greek scholars will suppose, is a strong or stout particle. The collision of stout particles could be another metaphor for the present crisis in Europe.
I have now great pleasure in introducing Nancy Kenny. Lady Kenny is an American, a Vassar graduate, and secretary of the Oxford Society. She indefatigably travels the world keeping in touch with societies of graduates. She would have come last year but we thought that this was the best occasion for her to visit us, since tonight’s event is our first dinner principally for the benefit of our own members. Lady Kenny is a singer and musician. A few years ago, Nancy Kenny came from the US on a madrigal concert tour, met her future husband on the occasion of a concert at Oxford. He became and has recently retired as Master of Balliol. Once she settled in Oxford, she became engaged in many activities for the good of the university and for the welfare of refugees. From refugees she has moved to caring for Oxford graduates, a curious transition but no doubt such talents are transferable.

Lady Kenny….
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