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Sylvia Townsend Warner Society AGM 28 June 2026
Chair’s report 
Greetings to our members both long-standing and newly inducted. The Sylvia Townsend Warner Society has had a banner year with the resounding success of our international conference in May, marking the centenary of Lolly Willowes, and the unveiling of Denise Dutton’s statue of Warner in the centre of Dorchester.  
We’re very fortunate to have brilliant new officers to replace those who resigned last year.  Kate MacDonald, who has kindly taken on the demanding role of secretary, has done a great job of organizing her fellow officers along with editing the Newsletter. I owe her a debt of gratitude for helping me get to grips with my new role as Chair.  John Wilkinson as our new treasurer has belied his claims of innumeracy by getting our finances in spic-and-span order.  Peter Swaab as editor has made the Journal of the Sylvia Townsend Warner Society much more than a niche publication but one that attracts the highest level of scholarship.  Hilary Bedder as Membership Secretary has tidied up our confusing records, chasing up defaulters for their annual fees and welcoming twenty new paying members.  Hannah Berry has improved the structure and appearance of the website, making it informative and enticing.  
The annual Sylvia Townsend Warner lecture was delivered in December 2025 by up-and-coming scholar Harriet Baker to great acclaim.  In April Dr Baker joined Peter Swaab and Alex Clark at the Cambridge Literary Festival to talk about Lolly Willowes, an event that attracted a large enthusiastic audience.
Hilary Bedder, John Wilkinson, and I attended the unveiling of STW’s statue in Dorchester in December 2025, which was a joyful occasion that drew a large crowd.  The event helped to raise public awareness of STW’s significance to Dorchester and the wider literary world.  I was pleased to have the opportunity to recite a cat poem from Boxwood which went over a treat with the audience.  Dutton’s statue portrays STW with a cat—apparently modeled on Suzie the Dorchester cat—nuzzling the poet’s ankles.  Some Dorchester residents have apparently complained that the statue doesn’t do justice to Suzie, but it’s a faithful likeness of STW that captures her bookishness and unconventionality.  
The crowning achievement of the year was the conference on Lolly Willowes in UCL, seamlessly organized by Peter Swaab, Kate MacDonald, and Jan Montefiore.  All the talks were enlightening and the speakers lively and engaging; even such distinguished literary stars as Adam Mars-Jones and Philip Henscher established a warm rapport with the audience.  The success of the conference was especially impressive given the heat wave that made the venue stuffy and uncomfortable.  But the talks and discussions were exciting enough to distract us from the weather.  A high point of the conference was Michael Rose’s operatic version of Lolly Willowes, of which we saw video excerpts accompanied by Michael’s enthusiastic commentary.  The proceedings of the conference will make a superb issue of the Journal.  Many thanks to the organizers for all the hard work that made this such a memorable event.  
My fellow officers will be able to comment in more detail on their reports, but my impression is that the Society is flourishing intellectually and financially.  We’re definitely in the black and possibly a little better off than last year.  
Future plans that we should discuss include: (1) the 2027 Sylvia Townsend Warner annual lecture; (2) the Mery Jacob Prize, which was not awarded this year owing to lack of competition; (3) reviving the online reading group; (4) an outing for members, such as the wonderful trip to Norfolk organized last year by Kate MacDonald with her usual imagination and efficiency.
That Sylvia Townsend is finally gaining the recognition she deserves is largely owing to the Society’s activities and the high quality of its Journal.  We should congratulate those officers who have done the heavy lifting, especially Kate MadcDonald, Peter Swaab, Hilary Bedder, Hannah Berry, and our distinguished outgoing Chair, Jan Montefiore.  
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