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dennis’ diary 
 
Day 1 
 
It is always the case with these things isn't it? No amount of reading The Student Room forum 
threads, or The Guardian/Telegraph articles really quite captures what Cambridge is like - be it the 
architecture, the town or the people. Most of what you preconceive will be shattered by a decidedly 
different reality, though the reality - at least for me - was far better than I'd imagined. Naturally I am 
not immune to bias; I have a considerable organ of veneration (Sorry.. reading Jane Eyre… I mean it's 
very beautiful here) and my perceptions may be clouded somewhat by a deep sense of gratitude 
(Thank you CUSU!!). But anyhow… 
  
My drive was not long - 90 minutes at the most. I arrived at Wolfson College a few minutes before 
2pm and headed for the Porter's Lodge - colloquially known as the 'plodge' - though I'm not sure 
why that has stuck in my memory. The porters were very friendly and I was given a warm welcome; 
my room was assigned, my car registration was taken and the kind gentleman gave me directions to 
Emmanuel College where an introductory talk was to be held by the CUSU Access Officers at exactly 
2.30pm. 
  
Perhaps it was the unreality of it all - I don't know - but as ironic as it sounds, I recall completely 
forgetting the directions. However, thanks to Google Maps and a bit of perseverance, I made it to 
Emmanuel College with about 10 minutes to spare. 
  
I'm 25 years old, which makes me a 'mature shadow', so I was half-expecting to see lots of folks of 
similar age, but instead, there was a swarm of year 12s. This would, for me, have been a life-
changing opportunity if I'd participated in it at 17, but better late than never! 
  
The CUSU Access Officer, Helena, delivered an introductory talk detailing the activities and events 
that would dominate the next couple of days. Once again we were made to feel very welcome - you 
got this impression that they were very happy for us to be there, which was great! For us though, 
and I hope my fellow shadows share my sentiment; this was an amazing opportunity to experience 
life as a student at this world famous institution. Bring it on! 
  
My fellow mature shadows were great - there were four of us in total; our group consisted of a 
driven set of overachievers who were busily engaged in ferocious self-study, obtaining top marks at 
every turn, and of course, me. It was inspiring to hear their stories and how they were ensuring 
success in their studies, and that motivation-through-osmosis was alone worth the trip, but the 
experience was to be a gift that just kept on giving.  
  
Our mentors arrived at roughly 3.15pm, and we were all introduced and acquainted with one 
another. We took a walk around town to admire the architecture, and I seized this golden 
opportunity to interrogate my poor mentor (sorry Rita) about all sorts of things. She is taking the 



course I am interested in and she gave me a great deal of insight into the reality of studying at 
Cambridge - it's pretty intense. 
  
I made sure of course, to take pictures (though not at many as I'd like as my fingers were numb), so 
the conversation was regularly interrupted by my striking of impromptu poses in front of some 
landmark, or whatever I found worthy of a photo-op.  We eventually got to Wolfson, where I was 
staying and parted ways with plans set in place to meet the next morning, ready for lectures. We 
were to meet two guys who'd kindly given up their time in order to show us around the area, and 
take us to Trinity College for dinner later in the evening. 
 

 
Figure 1: "the conversation was regularly interrupted by my striking of impromptu poses in front of some landmark, or 
whatever I found worthy of a photo-op" 

  
Dinner at Trinity College was great - we even had cake you know - and once more I was up to my old 
habits; taking the golden opportunity to block a medieval looking entrance with a small door - some 
type of hatch/secret entrance to the college - for yet another photo-op. For the students who stayed 
out in the cold for a moment longer whilst waiting for me to pose for my pictures, if you're reading 
this; thank you and sorry :). We then toured the city for a bit and attended a debate at the 
Cambridge Union Society; the motion was 'Space exploration is worth the cost' or something along 
those lines. It was very entertaining and you sometimes forget the sheer gravity of the individuals 
participating in these debates; professors from leading institutions around the world participate in 
debates here, and you even get a chance to talk to them after!  
 
  
After the debate, we toured Trinity once more, and we entered the chapel, where I proceeded to 
pose for more photographs in front of Isaac Newton's marble statue. Following this, I then inquired 
about the whereabouts of Newton's infamous apple tree, hoping for another photo-op, not knowing 
of course, that the famed incident didn't actually happen at Cambridge. With me feeling not-so-



clever, we made our way back to Wolfson College where we relaxed at the bar and spoke to some 
students.  
 
  
I suppose I must take some time to banish some myths about Cambridge, at least Wolfson College. 
Reading publications on Cambridge would lead you to assume that nearly all students here are posh 
and snobbish blah blah or that the institution is grossly elitist. It does make you wonder sometimes, 
if some of the people who write these articles have actually spent time at the University, or base 
their assumptions on the personalities of a few, and in the case of the latter, personalities of which 
Cambridge does not have a monopoly. Granted, a couple of days is not time enough to make the 
most accurate judgement, but that wasn't the case when I was here.  
  
Wolfson was/is very diverse - there were people from all walks of life. A stellar academic record is 
always favourable, but many people we spoke to didn't boast a clean sheet of A*s at GCSE. The 
mature colleges are sympathetic to people whose academics have been affected by various factors, 
and the proof was there too; one of the guys we met left school without GCSEs. Another guy did 
poorly at A-Level and returned to education many years afterwards, and subsequently gained a 
place here. That said, and I'll be unequivocal about this; intelligence was a common denominator - I 
suppose it necessarily has to be. Despite that, they were generally laid back and here's the shocker; 
really rather normal - sort of like you and I. It wasn't what I was expecting. 
  
After many conversations with lots of friendly students, I retired to my room to sleep. The following 
day, I would get to be a Cambridge student for a day! 
  
  

 
Day 2 
  
My mentor didn't start her day until 11am, which suited me fine. I'd brought some work with me (I 
am doing an Access Course), so I took advantage of the free time to make some progress - I was 
inspired by my surroundings, so I have a very good feeling about the essay I wrote here!  
  
I met her at 10:45 and we made our way to the lecture hall. I had a brief chat with some of her 
friends, who I am certain were taken aback by my relentless questioning. Reader, I was on a mission. 
I felt that if those unflattering things people say about Cambridge were true, this was my chance to 
find out, and if some were not prepared to be forthcoming, I'd eventually meet someone blunt 
enough to just 'tell-it-like-it-is'. Encouragingly, no matter how much I expected someone to offer a 
different, not-so-positive perspective, it never came. So enthusiastic was everyone about the 
learning experience, it made me a touch envious - that I'll admit… 
  
Our first lecture was in Social Anthropology. It was delivered in English of course, but while I 
understood the words, I didn't quite get what these words were supposed to mean. I spent the 
initial part of the lecture bewildered, until lecturer mentioned something along the lines of 
'language shapes our view of the world; it is believed by some academics, that a culture cannot 
conceive of something if it doesn't have a word for it - to them it doesn't exist'. This is something I'd 
heard somewhere and sometimes wondered about, but to hear that this subject - which I hadn't yet 
studied - actually analysed that, was too cool. I spent the rest of the lecture futilely trying to 
understand the other material – I vaguely remember it being about the evolution of the term 
'culture' and how different schools of thought in Anthropology, American vs European, had 
approached it; mostly over my head, but my curiosity was piqued. 
  



Following the lecture, we headed back to my mentor's college - Lucy Cavendish - to have lunch. 
More photos were taken, and I tried to look as natural as possible.  

 
Figure 2: Working very hard at Lucy Cavendish. I tried to look as natural as possible. 

 
I met more of her friends and, as you know by now, asked more questions. My mentor was probably 
grateful to be relieved of that burden, albeit temporarily.  
  
Following lunch, we headed back into town to the lecture hall for psychology. This was far more 
accessible, and it spoke about relationships, and what causes them to break down. As an ice-
breaker, the lecture began with a riddle, the answer to which was an indicator of psychopathic 
tendencies; I knew the answer immediately.  
  
After this troubling discovery, the next 50 minutes flew by as the energetic lecturer took us through 
relationships 101 according to psychology research. It was great fun, and I saw psychology in a new 
light (it was not a subject I'd thought about studying before). We then had to rush to a different 
building for my mentor's social anthropology supervision, where a leading expert would discuss her 
essay and challenge her on what she'd written.  
  
Upon arrival, I was introduced to the supervisor, Dr Rostas, and my mentor's colleague. We headed 
upstairs to a room where the supervisions are conducted and began proceedings. It was intense 
stuff; the essay was highlighted at different parts and the supervisor would question certain 
arguments, assumptions and assertions made. I cannot recall of anyone I know ever doing that at 
other universities. This seemed to be an invitation to think (and check that you've actually done the 
work). There was no way anyone could make it through that hour without having read the set 
material and of course, done the essay. My mentor of course, was tenacious and even when given 
what seemed like an impossible question, endeavoured to answer.  
  



It becomes all the more revealing when you find that Cambridge students write an essay every 4 or 5 
days. In any term, which is 8 weeks in length, they get anything from 12 to 14 essays. Time 
management gurus would do well to market their stuff here! 
  
To make you get an idea of the workload and supervision system at Cambridge, just imagine this 
contrived analogy; if brick-laying were a course at Cambridge, you'd be asked to build one or two 
meticulous brick walls of a unique style every four to five days, and once a week, you'd sit with a 
leading brick-laying expert and dismantle your wall in specific sections, brick-by brick, whilst 
explaining why you chose to place that particular brick in precisely that position, and where or how 
else you think it could have been laid to form a stronger/better wall. You'd be challenged with 
various schematic diagrams and photographs of other brick wall variations of the same theme and 
once again debate the merits of various brick-laying configurations in contrast to yours. Once your 
brick walls have literally and figuratively been dismantled, you're given a new type of brick wall to 
build for next week, to do it all over again. Suffice to say, when it’s all said and done, you’d emerge a 
fairly accomplished brick-layer. 
  
After the supervision, my mentor and I parted ways and I thanked her profusely for putting up with 
me. I made my way back to my room at Wolfson College and continued to work on my essay, with 
renewed vigour. In the evening I met with the other shadows in the College common room and we 
played some pool and wound down with the students, who were all very friendly, and easy to talk 
to. I retired to my room once more and packed my stuff, ready to depart the following morning. 
  
I was up early as usual, working on my essay, which I was finally starting to feel pleased with, and 
after a few hours, I got ready and headed for a quick bite to eat. We – my fellow shadows and I -
made our way into town for a chat with the admissions tutor and to bid the Access Team farewell. 
The advantage of being one of 4 mature shadows was that we got assigned a room and had a chance 
to speak with a mature student admissions tutor 1-on-1. I didn't ask many questions this time, 
because most of the shadows asked what I wanted to ask, but it was a reassuringly frank discussion 
about what was expected of prospective students. After about half an hour, we filled feedback 
questionnaires and parted ways - back to the real world. 
 
All in all, this was a fantastic experience - rather wonderfully organised and smoothly coordinated; 
the organisers and mentors did a marvellous job and I cannot thank them enough for their hard 
work in not only making this possible, but in making it as memorable an experience as it was. There 
were no hiccups or issues encountered throughout, and it was thoroughly enjoyable. I think I'll keep 
applying every year for as long as I can get away with it because it was so much fun, or hopefully, 
with the winds of good fortune in my sails, I may one day find myself at Cambridge, volunteering to 
show a prospective student around! 
 
I learned that Cambridge is not for everyone. It immediately struck me that life at Cambridge is 
dominated by academic work, which works well for some, but not necessarily well for others. The 
workload is pretty heavy and if you also want your experience at university to be rich, it would be 
challenging to manage the work alongside other commitments - though not entirely impossible. I 
can see why some people go on this experience and change their minds about applying. I’ll admit 
that I fell in love with the place, and would relish the opportunity to study here – if not undergrad, 
then hopefully postgrad.  
 
Once more, many thanks to the Access Team, my mentors, Cambridge students, Wolfson College 
porters and also to my fellow shadows for a fantastic experience! 


