Punts, Spires, and Old Stones: Oxford for a Summer


I really hope I don't fall in, I thought to myself. But, standing on the back of a punt (a type of boat which resembles a gondola) and clinging to a  20-foot long pole, I was in a terrific spot for plunging into the coffee-colored water surrounding me and four other friends. Around us, other punts, expertly handled by people who clearly knew what they were doing, slipped smoothly past ours. A trio of ducks spotted the punt I was trying to direct and made a beeline for us. They circled around the punt, quacking in a rather threatening tone as if to say, “Hey you, hand over that bread or we're tipping the punt over!” The sun shone brightly, and in the distance, many high-towered walls and spires poked out of the tops of the trees. 


It was summer of 2002, and I was with 30 other U.S. students taking a month's study abroad course on Western Culture and Christianity at Wycliffe Hall, part of the University of Oxford. Most people assume that Oxford is one gigantic college but that is not true – it is actually a large system containing more than 30 separate colleges and halls. Some compare it to the NFL – a huge entity consisting of separately functioning units, and that is a fairly accurate analogy. 


By this time in my life, I had seven countries under my traveling belt, and international travel was not a novelty. However, Oxford was unique – a splendid and confusing riot of the ancient and modern jammed into one small and teeming city. From 10 feet up to the sky were the spires for which Oxford is known, crumbling masonry, gargoyles leering from every corner, pigeons without number, centuries-old buildings leaning heavily against each other and massive church cathedrals everywhere you turned. Drop your gaze from 10 feet to the ground, and there were ATM machines, youngsters with vividly colored spiky hair, hundreds of bicycles piled in every corner, flashing neon signs and one young man wearing a T-shirt bearing the legend, “I'm smiling because they haven't found the bodies yet.”


Wycliffe Hall was a rambling Victorian building apparently constructed along the scale and concept of Hogwarts because even after a month had passed, I still hadn't figured my way around it. Hallways and bathrooms mysteriously appeared and disappeared at will, previously undiscovered stairwells manifested themselves and one lecture room was never to be found when needed. I shared a tiny, standard college-issue room, complete with a tiny wardrobe and uncomfortable beds, with a fellow student. We also had a third roommate in the form of an owl that lived in the tree outside our room; he perked to life around sunset each evening and commenced hooting in a constant stream of noise that persisted until early morning.  


Our official schedule called for lectures in the morning, small classes in the afternoon and tours on the weekend. For most of us students, our private schedules called for following that grand Oxford tradition of skivving off homework and wandering around the city. Although all of the students in the program were in Oxford to study, there were simply too many delightful distractions to waste much time in the library. 


Not surprisingly, several of us found ourselves at a pub within a few hours of touching down in Oxford. I embarked upon what was proven to be a fruitless quest: learning to like beer. Lord knows I tried, ordering a half pint and choking down about two ounces in roughly a half hour of cautious sips. Thankfully Oxford introduced me to Pims – a drink made from a shot of Pims liquor poured into 16 ounces of Sprite and topped off with a slice of lemon, lime, orange and cucumber. We also discovered hard cider in the Bird and Baby pub, once patronized by C.S. Lewis and Tolkien, and I discovered that an empty stomach and alcohol are two things best not combined.   


  A thousand other distractions beckoned. We climbed the thousand year old Saxon Tower, wandered in and out of numerous churches and browsed endless gift shops. We sneaked into Christ Church College and looked at some of the spots on campus where Harry Potter movies were filmed. We ate endless amounts of Magnum ice cream bars, an insidious concoction of high quality vanilla ice cream and decadently sweet chocolate coating. 


One day, two friends and I decided to try to find the Trout Inn, a 300-year-oldrestaurant/pub that is mentioned in Izzak Walton's 17th-century essay “The Complete Angler”. Armed with nothing more than a vague map and a penchantfor wandering, my friends and I took what must have been the most circuitous route to the inn. Much of it involved stepping around cow patties in a soggy, overgrown field and peering at the sky hoping it wouldn't suddenly start to rain. After about three hours of walking, we finally made it and were greeting by a dark, low-slung inn decorated with pictures of C.S. Lewis and other noted Oxfordian dignitaries. Out in the warm stone courtyard, a perk peacock strutted around. A swift river rushed over a watermill and swirled past the courtyard, filling the air with the pleasant sound of running water.


A day on the river punting was another adventure; no activity is more quintessentially Oxfordian than punting down the river that the rest of England knows as the Thames but Oxford calls the Isis. Punting is basically like handling a gondola – you move the boat about by pushing off the river bed with a long pole and using the pole as a rudder. I tried my hand at this and succeeded in nearly capsizing us five students several times. After narrowly missing smashing the punt into a bridge, the shore and several other punts, I handed the pole over to James who instantly proved to be a much better waterman than I was, and the rest of the day was a lazy lull of sun-soaked resting, the thump of metal against wood and drowsy conversation. We punted out in the country for several hours, stopped at a waterfront pub for tall glasses of Pims, then eventually turned the prow towards home.


But before turning the punt back in to the dock, James took us on a loop of the Isis that wandered along past many different Oxford colleges. That section of the river was a shady, quiet forest of low-hanging trees, comfortable looking towers and high walls snuggled up next to the river. One clearing appeared, and as we floated past, we saw a band of Shakespearian actors performing for an appreciative audience. We stopped for a moment and watched, then went on our way again. However, we had the chance to catch both Much Ado About Nothing and the play Faustus at Trinity College not too long after this.  


Of course, it was not all play at Oxford. For study, we had the choice of seven buildings that  make up Oxford's Bodleian library. It was during those times that I was very thankful to be a student because a lot of Oxford is off-limits to non-students, including the library. I was allowed in only because I was a student and had undergone the hour-long swearing-in ceremony to get a library card. To study, I usually went to the Radcliffe Camera building, a round tower room in the middle of a wide courtyard which was guarded by an older gentleman with granite features. Inside were two stories of high vaulted ceilings, dark wood made slick and shining from years of use, stained glass windows, soft lighting casting dark shadows and the hush and hum of quiet scholarship. Occasionally, I went instead to the Old Library, a wonderful collection of wide stone staircases, big bright rooms with tall windows, darker rooms with dusty tomes hundreds of years old and piles and carts of books everywhere.  


Many more memories crowd my mind when I think of Oxford. There were delicious scones in Queen's Lane Coffee House, with history that dates back to 1654. There were piles of books in the poky and splendid Blackwell's Bookstore. There was the loveliness of the Bridge of Sighs. There was the majesty and gravity of the church bells ringing out from Christ Church College and the sweep of wide, rugged grounds surrounding the college. There were rowers cutting swiftly across the Isis, hundreds of bikers peddling madly through swift traffic and small cars with enormous license plates tooting their horns. There was the smack of cricket balls dancing across the wide green lawns of the University Park. There were a thousand and one things that rush back to attention when I see a gondola or glimpse an old church tower or taste clotted cream on a currant-studded scone. Even after six years, these memories are just as fresh and vivid as they were the day I left.  

