
Suzy Oakes

We have lived in Romsey Town, Mill Road, Cambridge, for thirty years. Suzy Oakes 
deserves a medal for her tireless work in making the residents of Mill Road feel part 
of one community that they can be proud to live in.

Mill Road is an arterial road divided by the railway bridge into two wards, Petersfield 
and Romsey. Shops line the road on both sides of the bridge. Much of the housing in 
both wards dates from the late 19th century, fringed by 20th century council estates. 

Nearly all the housing in Romsey consists of small terraces originally built for the 
large number of workers on the nearby railway, while Petersfield, which is nearer to 
the city centre, has many terraces but also a significant number of streets with 
substantial Victorian semi detached properties. There has been a belief by many 
Romsey residents that they are the poor relation, with Petersfield having more ‘clout’ 
and getting a better deal from the local authorities.

Both wards have changed significantly since we moved here, with many houses now 
in multiple occupation, leading to a regular change around of tenants which can bring 
vibrancy to the area but which can be unsettling for older residents. This is especially 
so for pensioners and those with young children who are based at home all day and 
who are looking for support and friends amongst neighbours - Romsey has the 
highest turnover of the electoral roll in Cambridge. 

Change is most visible in the number of take away food shops that have replaced 
those selling household staples, by the expansion of Anglia Ruskin University at the 
city end of Mill Road, and by the presence of the main Cambridge Mosque amongst 
the 19th century terraces, filled to capacity every Friday.

The area has huge potential as a place to live, but many residents feared anti social 
behaviour and there was a danger that those who could would leave. 

To try to overcome the fears we have held annual community meetings in Romsey 
(‘Visions of Romsey’) stressing the good things about living here, and giving 
residents a chance to meet each other. These have all been packed and very 
successful.

Through these meetings I met Suzy Oakes. She lived in Petersfield, the ‘other side’ 
of the bridge, but spoke passionately about all the positive factors that made living 
on Mill Road a shared experience for all. Her commitment to the area followed a 
lengthy recovery from a major operation when she had been unable to walk far, and 
in the process had become a regular user of the shops and other facilities on Mill 
Road. She wanted to give something back to the area, and to counter the negative 
press that Mill Road had in the rest of Cambridge. The Mill Road Winter Fair grew 
with her vision to take on board both Romsey and Petersfield, and to give the whole 
street a new sense of identity and renewed pride. Suzy asked me to open one of the 
early Winter Fairs, and it was a pleasure and a privilege to stand in Petersfield with 
colleagues from Romsey opening an event that saw the bridge as a unifying link, not 
a barrier. But the greatest buzz was a sense of working together.



The Winter Fair is like a huge Street Party. People come from all over Cambridge, 
but more importantly it is a chance for local residents from the adjoining streets to 
walk up and down, visit shops or special exhibitions, listen to music,  explore the 
Mosque and the Hindu Temple and the Churches as well as the pubs and cafes. 
People talk to neighbours, or to old friends. They are proud to invite friends from 
elsewhere to join them for the day. This has been a major transformation from the 
period ten years ago when Mill Road had become renowned as a centre for street 
drinking and anti social drinking.

Suzy’s strength has been to take people with her. It is a lot easier line managing staff 
than working with volunteers, which requires a huge range of skills and fortitude. She 
has a clear idea of what she wants to try to do, but doesn’t talk duty or obligation, 
instead she listens and somehow people want to work with her. She once told me 
that only when she was feeling tired did she realise how much effort she put into her 
face muscles, listening to others.  

Communities can only be strengthened when those from one group, or one street, or 
one religion, talk to another and learn trust. In areas like Mill Road the potential for 
neighbours to fear each other is great. What Suzy Oakes has done through strength 
of personality and through the skills that she brought to the task is to bring people 
together. But her greatest contribution is to inspire others, and to create a team who 
are equally committed to looking for the good in people and in our surroundings.

Suzy’s vision has become reality; she has united and transformed a community. The 
Winter Fair has become such a well-established annual fixture that people are 
regularly overheard explaining to friends – in error – that it has existed for hundreds 
of years.

When The Big Society was first mentioned Tamsin Wimhurst, Education Officer for 
Cambridge & County Folk Museum, who had worked with Suzy on the Mill Road 
Cemetery lottery project, said: ‘Suzy Oakes IS the Big Society’. I agree. 
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