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CHAPTER SEVEN 

START OF THE THIRD CYCLE 
1986-1992

The air was heavy with impending change as the 1986 Conference drew to a successful
close. The enterprise that had begun less than a decade after the end of World War II
was now 30 years old. One key organizer had been there since the first Conference in
1956 and he was preparing to retire. Another had worked at it since 1972 but was now
in her mid-70s and also wanted to step down. 

Some “new-old” faces were coming aboard and the solution to Prince Philip’s concerns
about succession was also taking shape. 

As he had advised a few years earlier, Edward Guinness had taken retirement from the
brewing industry and from the Council of UK Trustees after 30 years, the last 14 as
Chairman. His replacement was the Duke of Kent, who had joined the Council as a
trustee a couple of years earlier. While the Duke’s experience was limited, he was getting
a new vice-chairman who had plenty to spare; Sir Peter Parker had returned, lending a
sure hand and a reassuring presence in the wake of Guinness’s departure. Sir Peter had
left British Rail three years earlier and had begun the process of turning around the 
troubled Rockware Group. 

Betty Sharp, then aged 76, also prepared for a well-earned retirement. Replacing her 
as secretary to the trustees was Deborah Bull, who had worked with Sharp on the
Conferences in a variety of capacities since 1972.

In reference to Deborah Bull, Sharp wrote Sir Peter on September 12, 1986, that 
“no one is better equipped to take over as secretary to the UK Trustees.” Sharp 
also expressed relief that Sir Peter was returning because “so many major changes 
are happening at once and there needs to be an element of continuity.”

Sharp and Bull each had warnings, however, and each communicated them privately 
to Sir Peter. Sharp advised in a handwritten letter dated September 24, 1986, that the
Treasurer, Sir Anthony Burney, and John Garnett, head of the Industrial Society, 
“have not been seeing eye to eye for the past three or four years.

“John believes that Study Conferences should spring up in response to spontaneous
desires of people at the grass roots to organize them,” Sharp wrote, “whereas Tony
[Burney] says times have changed and ‘ad hoc-ery’ must be replaced by a more 
structured approach.”

Organisation of the Conferences had, in the three decades since Oxford in 1956, 
increasingly become the purview of the UK Trustees rather than the Industrial Society.
The Society continued to provide support and to look after the interim Conferences 
but its influence waned as the power of the trustees grew. A power among those 
powerful trustees was Sir Anthony Burney. 

Born in 1909, Sir Anthony enjoyed a lengthy and prosperous career which began 
when he qualified as a chartered accountant in 1938. After the War, he made partner 
at Binder Hamlin & Co. and his business career continued to flourish. In 1971, he
became Chairman of Debenhams Ltd., whose business he broadened immensely. Nine
years later, at age 71, he retired from Debenhams and became active in a variety of 
charities and worthy causes, including the Commonwealth Study Conferences, where 
his business contacts made him invaluable.

“He was the most remarkable person in extracting money,” Edward Guinness was to recall
in 2005. “He practiced the philosophy that ‘the Lord loveth a cheerful giver.’ And Tony
Burney’s givers, on the whole, were cheerful. He raised a considerable amount of money.”
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There is no evidence that India’s decision to bow out caused the same degree of consternation
this time that it had a decade earlier and there are several reasons for this. First, it was
early enough – barely six months after the close of the 1986 Conference and more than
five years away from 1992 – that there was plenty of time to work around the change.
Second, the Conference organisation this time boasted several battle-hardened old hands
who had done this sort of thing before – repeatedly. And third, Prince Philip himself had
become so expert in these things that on the eve of his 65th birthday he continued to
exercise valuable guidance.

Not everyone was aware of this decision. On April 1, 1987, George Okungu, company
secretary and legal officer of the National Bank of Kenya, and a member in Australia 
the year before, wrote to Sir Eric Neal, who had chaired the Australian Conference, 
with a proposal.

“I seriously take pride in suggesting that the Republic of Kenya, in East Africa, be 
considered for the next Conference,” he advised. “Please consider putting the thought 
of Africa as the next venue in your handing-over deliberations with the organisers.”

Neal dutifully forwarded the note to the Duke of Kent’s private secretary, who passed it
on to Sir Peter with a cover note asking to “discuss this on the telephone when you have
an opportunity.” Sir Peter marked the note “action” and sent it to Sir Anthony along
with a request to “please have a word.” 

In a letter to Sir Peter dated June 16, 1987, Sir Anthony expressed his view that a 
“complete Conference based on Africa” would not be feasible. But he left the door open 
to “the possibility of incorporating one or two African groups in the 1992 Conference.”

Sir Peter broke the news to Okungu in a letter dated July 1, 1987, in which he advised
that “you may not have heard that our President [Prince Philip] has formally agreed to
the proposal that the next Conference be held in the United Kingdom.”

The year 1987 had become a watershed for Conference organisers. For the first time
ever, they managed to free themselves from the quotidian to gaze into the future. At
meetings on November 2 and 3 in London and at Windsor Castle, the two Dukes met
with a group of five senior organisers, including Sir Peter and Sir Anthony, to look
ahead. A discussion paper prepared for the meetings anticipated that the costs of staging
future Conferences would continue to escalate – to £1.25 million in 1992, £1.67 million in
1998 and £2.24 million by 2004. The paper also advised that Conference budgets usually
consist of one-third in-kind contributions and two-thirds cash. 

The meetings resolved that “host countries should assume responsibility for the financing
of their own Conferences.” Claude Taylor, chairman of Air Canada and chair of the
Governor General’s Canadian Study Conference that year, suggested that airline sponsor-
ship could be enlisted to help deal with the travel costs, one of the biggest line items in
Conference budgets. Sir Anthony added that there had been a “favourable reaction” to
the idea from British Airways, whose involvement with the Conferences went all the way
back to 1956 and the BOAC days, and that based on previous experience, “there would
be a similar response from Qantas.”

However, the talk about the future was interrupted when Sir Anthony died unexpectedly
in January 1989 at the age of 79. The passing of this key player caused some uncertainty
but the Council was brought back up to strength when Prince Philip wrote to Edward
Guinness on September 18, 1990, asking him to come out of retirement. “I would be
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If Sir Anthony believed in the Lord’s affection for cheerful givers, he also appeared to
believe that the Lord helps those who help themselves. Deborah Bull communicated
some concerns about this trait to Sir Peter Parker in a note dated October 3, 1986.

“At present, [Sir Anthony] is the link with the Palace and the only other person who 
has had regular contact, Ed Guinness, has now completely withdrawn,” she advised.
“This leaves Tony at present with ‘control’ of that channel. In addition he has taken 
over communication with members via the CSCA and is keen that the trustees cease 
to issue their own newsletter to UK members since he can do that for us. The result 
is that he already has the Commonwealth contacts coming to him, he has the contact
with Prince Philip under his control and will have exclusive contact with UK members. 
If we are not careful this could leave the trustees somewhat isolated and effectively 
controlled by Tony.”

Bull hastened to add that “this may all be very far from Tony’s intentions… The real
danger is that if the trustees become totally dependent on him and the CSCA, and then
he and it cease to function, it will be very difficult to pick up the pieces.”

These tensions ebbed somewhat although they occasionally resurfaced in the memos 
and notes in the years that followed.

Meanwhile, the optimism that had preceded the 1986 Conference – that India’s hosting
of four study groups would serve as a dress rehearsal for a full-blown Conference in
India in 1992 – appeared to lead nowhere.

The first written reference to a venue for the seventh Conference came in a December 9,
1986, note to Sir Peter in which Bull observes that the idea of a meeting of the trustees
“seems to have died on the basis that as it is pretty well accepted the UK will do the
1992 Conference there is no need to meet.”

On December 18, 1986, Sir Richard Buckley, private secretary to the Duke of Kent, 
now chairman of the UK Trustees, wrote to Sir Peter that the Duke “plans to talk 
to Prince Philip about the UK running the 1992 Conference when they see each 
other at Christmas and will then follow this up with a letter.”

Then Minoo Mody, the CEO of Tata Group who had chaired the Indian component of
the 1986 Conference, made it official in a letter dated December 17, 1986. “We have 
for several weighty reasons decided not to host the next main Conference,” Mody wrote,
“because of the staggering costs involved. There are many calls we make on our business
colleagues for money. Currently, we are engaged in re-structuring our central organisation
of chambers of commerce based in New Delhi known as ASSOCHAM. As a part of this
re-structuring, we are approaching the same group of businessmen who supported our
Conference for significant contributions for a greatly expanded central chamber. We felt
that in these circumstances, we could not raise any further money from our friends.
Instead our preference is for a local or regional Conference to make use of the enormous
interest our Conference has created so far – an idea which I am sure you will support.”

By the following spring, Prince Philip had officially agreed that the Conference would 
be held in the UK Sir Peter Parker wrote on March 24, 1987, to the Executive Secretary
of the 1989 UK Intermediate Conference, that “at our last trustees’ meeting it was
announced that Prince Philip has agreed that the UK will be the host to the Conference 
in 1992.”

1992 Conference

Theme: International Issues:
Individual Initiatives

Date: July 10-25, 1992

243 Members from 35 Countries.

The United Kingdom in 1992

Population: 58.1 million

Prime Minister: John Major

Retail Price Index increase: 5.0%

No. 1 Song as Conference 
Opens: Abba-esque (Erasure)

The World in 1992

Population: 5.441 billion

U.S. President George H.W.
Bush and Russian President
Boris Yeltsin proclaim a 
formal end to the Cold War.

Signing of Maastricht Treaty
founding European Union.

U.S. lifts trade sanctions 
against the People’s Republic 
of China.

The first websites make 
their appearance on the 
World Wide Web.

Representatives from 
178 countries meet at 
the Earth Summit in 
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 

Paul Simon is first major 
artist to tour South Africa 
after end of cultural boycott.

Sir Anthony Burney
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Vezera Kandetu, Chairman and Co-Owner of the Namibia Oxygen Company, was a
civil servant in Namibia’s Ministry of Broadcasting when he arrived at Oxford in 1992.
He had first-hand experience of Namibia’s war of independence in the 1980s.

“I was in the group that went to Northern Ireland, and that itself was an experience in
the sense that Northern Ireland was going through political turmoil and there was such
tremendous tension,” Kandetu said in 2005. “When we arrived, there was what was
termed the march of the Orangemen. It was quite an experience for us to observe some
of those things that we thought were only limited to the parts of the world that some of
us came from.”

Kandetu recalled a tour of the notorious Maze Prison, where he remembers being told
inmates came from both sides of the Irish divide. “I recall some of the discussions that
we had. One of my colleagues in the group asked one gentleman - he had apparently
killed a whole family – and this guy was asked the question: ‘If you were to do the same
thing would you do it again today?’

“And he said, ‘Sure, I will definitely do it again.’

“And then he was asked the question, ‘But how do you feel about these guys [from the
other side] being here with you?’

“He replied, ‘Well, they’ve become my friends. That doesn’t mean that I have changed
my thinking about what is happening in Northern Ireland.’ 

“As we were leaving this prison,” Kanedetu recalled, “the prisoners were all first taken
back into their barracks, and they were waving at us as we were leaving. One of them
called out loudly, ‘God bless the Queen.’ And from across the floor, another voice came
out, and it said, ‘And the Pope.’” 

Kandetu’s comments highlight one of the major benefits of the Conference: the opportunity
for people from different countries across the Commonwealth to share experiences, in
this case from two such seemingly disparate places as Namibia and the UK. “I was coming
from a country that had gone through a revolution and ultimately we had resolved our
problems politically in a peaceful fashion. Coming from this background and experience,
I wished I had stayed longer to be able to share even my own experiences about what 
we went through in the hope that it might end up being of any help to the colleagues
who were going through the same or somewhat similar experiences with what we had 
gone through.”

Susila Sithamparam, Chairman of the Industrial Court in Malaysia, recalled her study group’s
tour of an area west of London. “I vividly remember the River Thames and the very stark
memories of meeting the homeless. We went on a soup run and it was very stark.” 

Sithamparam wrote her group’s report in 1992 and nearly 15 years later she observed
that “the education system, the administration of criminal justice, the relationship
between trade unions and their management, welfare, minorities, the role of women – 
all these were identified in 1992, and are still relevant today.
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very pleased if you could see your way to becoming a member of the Council. I doubt
whether there will be more than four Council meetings but I know that your support
and advice would be greatly appreciated. I am therefore sending you this formal invitation
to join the Conference council.”

At the beginning of June 1990, Geoffrey Nolan came aboard as the Executive Director
for 1992. An executive of British Airways, he was set to retire when Sir Colin Marshall,
the airline’s Chief Executive and a member of the Conference Council, suggested he
might like to be considered for the position, which he accepted on his retirement. He
became a full-time employee of the Conference while BA made a considerable contribution
to the costs of the Conference in both cash and kind.

Sir Roland Smith, Chairman of Hepworth, was persuaded in 1990 to take on the role 
of Conference Chairman. However, insiders say it was understood that Sir Peter would
continue to apply his vast experience to organisational requirements.

The opening ceremony, for the third time in 35 years, was at the Sheldonian Theatre in
Oxford University. Members recall a poignant moment when Prince Philip spotted John
Marsh and spontaneously stopped on his way out of the Theatre to greet him and shake
his hand. The irrepressible Marsh, who had been instrumental in the conception and
design of that first Conference 36 years earlier as head of the Industrial Society, and who
had survived rear guard actions in Dunkirk and Singapore and three years in Japanese
prisoner of war camps, was now gravely ill. He lived just long enough to see the seventh
Study Conference close successfully.

Prince Philip, in his opening address to the 243 members from 36 countries, observed
how some things remained the same while others had changed since the first Conference.
He compared this meeting to the landmark UN Conference on Environment and
Development the previous month in Rio de Janeiro.

“Every year there seems to be more and more conferences. The recent ‘World Summit’ 
in Rio must have been about the biggest ever. This series of Commonwealth Study
Conferences is a bit different to the usual. The important word in the title is ‘study’.
There will be no resolutions, no treaties to be signed, no elaborate statements and 
I very much hope, no demonstrations,” he told members. He also reminded them 
of the requirement to keep an open mind.

“I find that when I read any of the many commentaries and analyses of contemporary
life, I get the impression that everyone knows the solutions, but I am left with the feeling
that they have not bothered to identify the problems.”

The study tours lasted for 10 days and new ground was broken with two groups in
Scotland, one entirely in Northern Ireland, and one that started in Kent and then 
moved to northern France to compare the impact of the Channel Tunnel in both areas.
Members remember the “warts-and-all” study tours whose grittiness is comparable 
to the recollections of many who attended Australia in 1986.

Members of Study Group D on tour
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Gawith, the leader of the South Wales study group, recalled another experience that 
left a profound impression on many group members. “It was a trip that we organized
ourselves. We got the police to open up overnight. Instead of going home to bed, we 
all went out with the police force for a night, and we all went off in squad cars. We
experienced a Friday night in Newport, and I went out on a murder group. They 
were searching homes for the body of a child, and that was shocking.”

In summing up the Conference experience, Gawith found she had learned a great deal
about her own country. “It made me realize what a very sheltered life I live and how
much of a microcosm I live in.” 

Ralph Waters, now a New Zealand resident but attending 1992 from Australia, wrote
that “having lived in London for four years a decade before returning to the 1992 UK
conference, I was a bit disappointed to be allocated an East London study tour, but my
initial disappointment could not have been more misjudged. We got to nurse the
Docklands area in its infancy when its survival was not assured – and how clever we
were in our report to say it would be a big success. This part of London is brim full of
history and fascination and we enjoyed the contrasts from Christopher Wren’s best to
Jack the Ripper’s murderous alleys. I have been CEO of a sizable public company for
some years and that confers many privileged experiences but none have matched that 
of Oxford in 1992.” 

Waters no doubt echoed the initial impressions of many members in recalling his first
meeting with the Australian contingent going to the Conference. “I still have the names
of the 23 people and when I look through them today and see what half of that group
has done it just vindicates my first impression of the Conference. We had a day or two
to get to know each other before we flew off to England. Everybody had a couple of
minutes to go round the room and to say who they were and what they did. I think
most people sort of had this feeling that, ‘Good heavens, how did I get in here?’ in 
listening to all the others.

“The Conference was pretty good at pricking the social conscience of lots of young,
enthusiastic people going somewhere in a hurry, as most of us were. We were doing 
pretty well and had our sights set on where we wanted to go. I think as you get a bit
older and see more of the world you might be more inclined to think of social issues.
But, at that age, it wasn’t something that was high on my thinking or a lot others. 
If I had to single out the single most widespread influence on our group it was the 
pricking of their social conscience.”

Paul Wells, a UK member, also observed the transformation of his study group 
colleagues. “Everyone recalls the intensity of the study tour, the early starts and late 
finishes, and the tiredness. That much we all knew beforehand. But the extraordinary
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“The Conference demonstrated that although these issues have a domestic shape, they
are international. The problems people face are similar, it’s only in a different context
that people have different approaches. It goes to show that we have more in common
than differences.” 

Alan Johnson, now Britain’s Secretary of State for Trade and Industry, was an up and
coming union official in 1992. “I was very reluctant to go on this conference,” he
recalled in 2006. “At the time I was an Assistant Secretary with the CWU and had 
been recently elected as General Secretary Designate. Taking two weeks out to go on 
a conference which had no direct bearing on my job was difficult to arrange and I doubt
whether I would have taken up the offer had not my boss, Alan Tuffin (who was my
predecessor as General Secretary of the CWU) been on a Commonwealth Study
Conference in the ’50s.

“I remained apprehensive as I moved into my student lodgings in an Oxford College,
but the opening event demonstrated the scale and diversity of the programme with
mounting excitement at the prospect of the study conference.” 

“We had enormous fun but I think two things stand out,” recalled Johnson. “One was
the visit to Sizewell B which I think had been recently opened. We had an executive with
the nuclear industry (Jeremy Western of Nuclear Electric plc) in our group together with
many people who were fiercely anti-nuclear. I now happen to be the Secretary of State
responsible for energy, about to kick off an Energy Review which could lead to nuclear
new-build in the UK It is still the case that my only experience of a nuclear power station
was during the study tour in 1992. 

“The second memorable moment was the little show we had to give to our fellow 
participants and Prince Philip at the end of the study tour. I still have the video. We all
thought we made the finest presentation but we were probably biased.”

Leslie Bell, Chief Executive Officer of the Ontario Nurses’ Association, had no trouble
remembering the highlights of her study group’s tour in a 2005 interview. “I have the
pictures still up on my wall in my office. There’s one picture up there where we’ve just
come out of a coal mine and we’re standing there just covered with dirt. It was an 
experience that I’m certainly thrilled that I did, but I’d never do it again.” That experience
brought the group closer together, added Bell. “We were in very close quarters and some
people got a little claustrophobic and stuff, given what we were doing, and so it was just
getting each other’s support and holding us together. So it was a great experience.” 

Libby Gawith, Customer Services Director for Southern Water and now a UK Trustee,
also singled out a mine visit as one of her memorable experiences. “We went down a
coal mine in Wales, and we clambered down to the coal face where the miners were
working in appalling conditions. I was lying there crouched down with a miner talking
to him about his work and what it was like, and then he turned around to me and said,
‘Well, what do you do for a living?’ And I said, ‘Well, I work at a sewage treatment
works.’ And he went, ‘Yech! God, that’s disgusting.’ And I thought, I can’t believe it. 
It was all to do with perceptions: he thought my job was disgusting, and there’s no 
way I’d have done his job. That was a moment I have recreated many times in terms 
of the teamwork they have (in the mines). The camaraderie is quite extraordinary.”

Duke of Edinburgh arrives 
at Conference



93

got in front of the Duke he spotted me right away and made a bee-line and he said, 
‘I know where you’re from.’ And everybody laughed because it had been a little bit of 
a joke as to whether we would wear our ‘national costumes’. As I recall the chap from
Ghana had one, full of robes and that sort of thing, and I don’t think he wore it. But I
decided to do it, and I guess mine were the only knees showing in the entire Conference.”

Dodwell observed that the Conference seems to have done a consistently good job of
identifying future leaders. 

“What evolved after the Conference, literally the next year, I ended up being asked to
run for political office in Bermuda, something that I had absolutely no idea of in 1992. 
I won my constituency and my seat and then I was appointed Minister of Tourism. 
I went from the private sector, with little or no political involvement, to running for
office, to winning it and then two years later becoming a Cabinet Minister.”

Abdou Rahman Bah, now Deputy Managing Director of the Gambia Port Authority,
recalled in 2005 how the “the Conference introduced me to the idea of the empowerment
of women. This was a novelty in my part of the world. We were not thinking that
women could be really useful in national development. I left the Conference with a 
different perspective. Women form a large part of the population of the world, they 
contribute significantly to economic development, so why don’t we let them go in and
help out more and give them a lot of clout.”

Like many before him, Rahman Bah left the Conference with insights that he took home
to Gambia. “I have always been an optimist and I can remember saying when I got
back, ‘Listen, there’s a way of doing things. I’ve learnt something at the Commonwealth
study conference. We have access to other people.’ At the Conference, people from 
different backgrounds looked at the industries in Britain and looked at a lot of social 
set-ups and I said, ‘This is the way we are going to do it. If we have a problem in Gambia,
we can call everybody from different backgrounds. They can see things from a different
perspective.’ I use this a lot nowadays in my management role.” 

Darrell Carter, Owner and CEO of Carter Custom Upholstery, echoed the same thought
as Bermuda’s Dodwell. After the Conference, he went on to become Vice-President of
Small and Micro Enterprise in Belize and Deputy Mayor of Belize City. But he also has
fond memories of his travel to the heart of the Commonwealth.

“I’ve always heard about and dreamt about the crème de la crème, and here I was, 
born in the Third World, and I am smack amidst what I call the crème de la crème. 
I got a chance to stay at Oxford University. I had a chance to be in a session where 
both Oxford and Cambridge came together for a particular ceremony at which you 
had the Duke of Edinburgh present. So I was certainly taken to a very higher way of
operating and thinking by just attending the Conference. Because I was walking the 
halls of history, I was walking and touching and breathing the things that I had studied
in school and so that’s what it did to me. I had some of the best scholars as teachers. 
I mean, I could not have paid to have these individuals as my lecturer at any other 
point in time.”
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thing was the way in which people changed as we went through the week. The quiet
became vocal, the confident became uncertain, prejudices were confronted and bonds
were made.”

Fola Adeola, Chairman of Nigeria’s National Pension Commission and a member 
of the Commission for Africa, described his conference experience as “humbling.” 
He gave an example in a 2005 interview. “On one morning, we had breakfast with 
the homeless, and in the afternoon we had lunch in the prison and tea with the bishop.
Then we had dinner with the European Commissioner. Your mind was just going from
one extreme constantly to the other. Nobody was teaching. We were only required, 
as requested by the Duke of Edinburgh, that we should look, we should listen, and 
we should feel. We went through experiences that provided opportunities for those 
three things. I have no doubt in my mind that my fellow group members should be 
leading either their countries or the different organisations they currently work in.”

Parvez Ali, Chief Executive and Managing Director of Al-Ghazi Tractors Ltd. in
Pakistan, anticipated a time of “brain-storming and brain-forming” when he arrived 
at Oxford. For Pakistanis, the Conference was a special time, he recalled in 2005.

“It was very, very significant because Pakistan had left the Commonwealth in 1972, 
and then we had re-entered, and this was the first time after a lapse of 20 years that 
a delegation from Pakistan had been chosen.”

“Initially we had this feeling of people competing because everyone thought that he was
high profile and would be a leader of tomorrow. There was this feeling of competition
between each of us, in making presentations, or trying to edge our way through, or 
trying to show that we know more. But the group interaction really provided an 
opportunity to learn a lot more than we knew.” 

The scope of the Conference left a lasting impression on the Pakistani business executive.
“The whole concept that in a country like Great Britain, which was such a big empire,
you could have derelict societies, you could have people living in abject poverty was 
really an eye opener for us. That you can have slums also in that kind of society; and
you also can have low-cost housing. We saw the decline of the coal mining industry
there. We discussed how a country which had been the world capital of coal had 
almost abandoned the whole thing. These were all great learning experiences which 
left a great impression on us.”

For Ali, a small kindness from his study group was remembered 13 years later. “I still
remember we had a New Zealand gentleman and he gave each of us cuff links in the
shape of a kiwi. I still have those cufflinks with me. So many others have gone, but 
I still have those cufflinks.”

David Dodwell, now a Member of Parliament and resort owner in Bermuda, recalled
how he had a bit of fun with Prince Philip and the notion of national dress. “I wore our
national costume, which is Bermuda shorts and knee socks. And as soon as our group 

Study Group G



95

Phillipson’s group traveled from economically depressed areas of East London, where 
40 immigrant languages can be heard within a square mile, to the suburbs of Essex.
Group O bonded well, and Phillipson found the experience both energizing and draining.
“I didn’t realize at the time that I had a rather narrow background and the Conference
opened my eyes. I’d been fairly successful in my academic and industrial careers. 
If I’m honest, the few months after the conference I felt as if I’d taken a bit of a 
knock, undoubtedly due to the realizing of how narrow and limited my experiences 
and outlook were. I learnt a lot but it took some time to reflect on it and build up 
and turn some of the stresses and strains into strengths… People did see things very, 
very differently based on their experience and backgrounds. And understanding that 
was something very important for me.” 

Jonathan Drori, Director of Culture Online in the UK Department of Culture, Media
and Sport, recalled his initial disappointment upon hearing where his study group would
be traveling. “All these people were going to fantastic, interesting parts of the country.
And (for me) it turned out to be the Black Country, which is sort of the Midlands, 
somewhat impoverished. There’s a light-hearted prejudice about the area as being a bit
backward. And it actually turned out to be very interesting…. I think one of the most
interesting visits that we had was to a secure mental hospital, where we were being 
shepherded around by a warder with a great big bunch of keys. It was only after about
ten minutes or so that we realized — because someone else came and got us — that this
wasn’t actually a warder at all, it was an inmate with a large bunch of keys and acting
the part of someone showing us around. That certainly brought us up short, and made
us think about who are the mad people, and who are the sane ones.”

Drori echoed the sentiments of many members who have participated in conferences 
in their home countries when he looked back on his experience in a 2005 interview. 
“I found it very instructive, because in the course of the work I was doing at the time 
I visited a lot of different sorts of institutions, but the sheer variety and number over 
the course of that period was really very unusual. And seeing those places through the
eyes of people from other cultures and other experiences was really valuable because
they made me see my own country in a different way.”

Harry Roberts, Executive Vice President and Chief Financial Officer for PetroCanada,
toured Scotland with his group. “We started in Hebrides and then we came across the
northern part and then down through Aberdeen and into Edinburgh,” he recalled in
2005. “When we were in the Hebrides, what struck me was the reliance on London to
pay for things, and how they felt it was a right that they had to exist that way. That just
struck me as something that was very different from the way I saw life. The other thing
that sticks out in my mind was our visit to an AIDS hospice in Edinburgh. It really
brought home the significance of the disease and how it impacts peoples’ lives.”

Diversity was a big theme in Roberts’ group. “We had a couple of trade union folks, 
we had government folks, and people like me from industry. We had one fellow in our
group from Uganda who had a different view on life and we got a chance to talk to him
about how aid gets used in the country. He talked about how people come in and build
big hotels and stuff like that. He said, ‘What we really need are tractors and things like
that.’ It’s not something we face in Canada.” 
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Carter recalled Prince Philip visited Belize some years later. “I was seated amongst the
people who were there to welcome him and he went to the ceremony and apparently 
the mayor of Belize told him that one of his Conference members was sitting down
there. He came down and visited me in the stands and I went and spoke with him.” 

Tony North, now a Justice in the Federal Court of Australia, admitted in 2005 to a bit
of cynicism going into the Conference. “It had been billed to me as a personal growth
experience bringing together people from different occupational backgrounds and
national backgrounds. Frankly I was quite skeptical about that aspect of it. I treated it 
as a great occasion to perhaps learn something from coming to the UK and exploring 
the subject, which I think had to do with change. But as for personal growth experience
I thought this really was rather fanciful as a name.

“It turned out to be exactly what it was intended to be. The lessons that I learned from
those times really have remained with me, in terms of listening to other points of view.
How it arose was this: we had a group where it was quite a range of occupations and
nationalities, and right from the beginning I had a really fantastic time. There were some
great participants. We were debriefing one afternoon after the day’s activities and the
question arose: ‘How are things going?’ and I was saying, ‘Well it’s just terrific. It’s, you
know, people are getting on and they’re all learning about each other and about the subject
that we were investigating.’

“One or two of the women exploded and said, ‘Listen, that’s fine for you and you and
you, but we think we’re having a bloody awful time.’ It was very vehement and really
quite confronting and quite unexpected. They were feeling as if their contributions
weren’t valued, that the other people were sort of bulldozing and by-passing them and
not giving them sufficient credence. I think that message came through very clearly. And
those to whom it was directed, including me, all of a sudden realized that there had to
be more space given to those people,” recalled Mr. Justice North in 2005.

“That’s a memory which sticks in my mind. Particularly in the work that I do, listening
is absolutely critical, and trying to be perceptive about what people are saying is critical.
I think that it actually was a big leap forward in my development.”

Alan Johnson, the UK Industry minister, has remained in close touch with his study
group friend Mr. Justice North, who, Johnson laughs, has “gone on to some grand 
and dignified position in the Australian legal hierarchy but who was neither grand 
nor (sometimes) very dignified during our fortnight together.”

Brian Phillipson, now Program Director for Eurofighter GmbH, was a group leader 
in 1992. Like many others in that position before and after, he recalled the wide gulf
between pre-conference preparation and the reality of what came next. “There was 
a huge amount of enthusiasm from all the people you met as you were trying to pull
together the (group) programme. And then you got into the event proper and it was
almost the opposite. You had a programme, you had a bunch of people, but there 
was almost the shock of not knowing how any of it was going to work. 

“I was more used to environments in which things were planned and you had control.
And once this group of people had got together it was a very, very different environment
from what I expected. Extremely stimulating, extremely challenging, but no sense of control.
You might have had a timetable, but the way people operated and interacted was unlike
any of the environments I was used to. For a period it was quite uneasy, really, and I felt
a real loss of the normal frameworks I’d grown up with.” 

Study Group J

Study Group M

Study Group L
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Terry Lister, who has become Bermuda’s Minister of Education and Development, 
provided the following succinct yet dramatic account of the Conference at the close:

“In the last two weeks I have listened attentively to some of the top speakers at the best
plenary session I have ever attended. I have gone down to the face of a Welsh coal mine,
spoken with inmates in a Rule 43 sex offenders prison, eaten school-dinners with primary
school-children (20% of whom were on the “at risk” register). I watched a video about
the Aberfan disaster [of 1966] and then visited the memorial graveyard to see the communal
grave for those 116 children. I have been treated to an impromptu concert from Blaenavon
Male Voice Choir, watched sheet metal steel travelling through a mill at 42 miles per
hour, and met more Councils than I will ever remember. In the evenings, and on our
Mercedes-Benz luxury coach, I have discussed politics, management methods, investment
strategies and methods of governance with another 15 members of the Commonwealth –
and I have even been treated to a night on the beat, from 10 p.m. to 2 a.m., in Newport,
by Gwent Constabulary (three arrests – one a stabbing incident). I enjoyed the best meal
of the study tour in a National Health Hospital – changed days indeed – and generally, 
I survived on buffet meals every two hours, with endless cups of coffee, an overdose of
adrenaline and about four to five hours sleep per night for 16 days. If I ever see cold
meats, coleslaw and potato salad again …! Perhaps you can already tell, but The Duke 
of Edinburgh’s Seventh Commonwealth Study Conference was an experience that will
stay with me forever.”

After it was all over, Prince Philip declared himself satisfied with the Conference, writing
to Sir Peter Parker that “the magic formula certainly seems to have worked again!! 

“However,” the Duke confided, “even after six Conferences I found myself getting 
anxious about the next one.” And once again, he expressed the hope that a developing
country, such as Malaysia, would pick up the torch in 1998.

For Vezera Kandetu, the businessman from Namibia who took his personal war experi-
ences to Northern Ireland, the Conference “magic formula” was certainly alive and well. 

“It was a landmark experience in my life,” he said in 2005. “We were able to look at
industry in the UK, we were able to look at the workers first hand, the things that made
them tick as a country, and we were able to see first hand how they were dealing with
their own contradictions. We learned there’s no cut and dried approach to any problem,
and in the final analysis, there is no monopoly on virtue. Each one teaches the other and
it is only when we can associate in this fashion that we can take this world to some
other place.”
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David Ward was a group chair in 1992 and he remembers the impression his group made
on him. “When you’re sitting there with 15 people and they all come from such a wide
variety of backgrounds and countries, it made me realize how many more aspects there
are to a problem. I’m sure I think about things more broadly now than I did previously.”

Like Harry Roberts, Mark Miceli-Farrugia toured Scotland. He wrote an account of his
experience for the Malta Independent a month after his return to the island. The article
ended with these words:

“Our team’s concluding message is that people and communities are not inevitably at the
mercy of forces beyond their control. As long as people are given free reign, they will
apply their innate intelligence, foresight, and ingenuity to adapt to change. Each member
of our team recommitted himself or herself to serve the community by promoting initiative
and by endorsing the concept of ‘ownership’ at the community level. We are bolstered by
the most precious knowledge that we have acquired during the Commonwealth Conference –
the awareness that, with goodwill and a clear focus, the differences between persons from
diverse cultures can not only be bridged, but can also be capitalised upon for the benefit of
the greater community.”

Similar sentiments came from Philip Chen, CEO of Cathay Pacific Airways, as he looked
back on the 1992 Conference. “It was the most memorable, fruitful and personally
rewarding study conference I have ever attended. Not only did it present a valuable
opportunity to understand Britain from a totally different angle, but also to appreciate
the views of people from a wide range of cultural backgrounds. It allowed us all to 
see issues from different points of view and to understand the underlying aspirations 
and concerns of people from across the world. My experience stimulated a reflection 
of where I come from and the beliefs which I hold – something which I am constantly
impelled to dwell on in my daily life, both business and personal.”

The Seventh Commonwealth Study Conference wrapped up on July 25 with the closing
dinner at Blenheim Palace, home of the Duke and Duchess of Marlborough – and the
ancestral seat of a legendary family.

“I’ve always been a fan of Sir Winston Churchill, I have his books and followed history
and this was an incredibly impressive night,” recalled David Dodwell, the Member of
Parliament from Bermuda. “It was obviously a big night because everybody was there.
There was a military orchestra and they played the national anthem and everybody
stood and it was one of those tingling moments. I am patriotic, but to be in that location,
in that ancestral home, and to be with all those people and to hear the anthem – 
it is also Bermuda’s national anthem – was a moment I won’t forget.”

EXCERPTS FROM A GROUP SECRETARY’S LAMENT,
BY GROUP H SECRETARY BARBARA HANCOX.

We all met in Oxford, one day in July.
Some came by train – some had to fly.
All different backgrounds, all different lives.
Some single, some married, some husbands, some wives.

We were all thrown together (they said it was planned!)
It was all done on purpose (our Gods took a hand).
All races, all cultures, a really good mix
From towns and from cities, and some from the sticks.

We all lived together, at times it was tough.
We all had a turn at feeling quite rough!
We all worked together, we talked and discussed.
The timetable was tight – it was so unjust.

We saw printers and pressmen, the poor and the rich
We heard people talk millions without even a flitch.
We saw people with nothing, saw people with lots,
We drank coffee from cups and drank coffee from pots.

We sailed on the river, we sailed on the lake.
The days were relentless, never a break.
The mornings were early, the nights they were late.
Those Corporate lunches helped put on the weight.

We wore funny hairnets, we wore plastic shoes.
We looked at the Guardian and the Manchester 
Evening News.
We scribbled on flip charts, on tables we wrote,
Pages and pages and pages of notes.

It was hard on the head; it was hard on the feet.
Our brains became scrambled because of the heat.
There were hot rooms, cold rooms, and some in between.
The worst and the best of the North West we have seen.

Laughter was constant, good humour prevailed.
We walked and we rode, we ran and we sailed.
Upstairs and downstairs, elevators and lifts.
Saw people not working, saw people on shifts.

A small band of people; a capsule in time.
We shared our experiences and also our minds.
We lived in a time warp away from our worlds,
Our lives and our families left far behind.

We told what we’d learnt; we told what we’d seen.
Of the people we’d met in the places we’d been.
The way some people thought – we looked through 
their eyes,
It made us thankful for our own lives.

As we all separate to return to our own,
Each mind will be broader – the seeds have been sown.
To each one of you I wish all of life’s best,
Good luck, health and happiness – and huge success.


