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Foreword

Beneath Oxford’s dreaming spires are many high walls and imposing gateways. And there’s nothing like a high wall or a closed gate – whether it’s a college or a car factory, a science lab or a sports stadium – for making me wonder what’s happening inside.

The answer, in Oxford’s case, is history. For a small city, Oxford has an awful lot of history. A thousand years of battles and rebellions, debates and discoveries, and a fistful of firsts, from the world’s first museum to the first four-minute mile. And it’s still happening, every day. History is being made.

What’s more, stories are being made up. Oxford has been home or inspiration to hundreds of great storytellers down the centuries. Poets. Playwrights. Novelists. Animators. Filmmakers. Songwriters. Games designers. This is where some of Britain’s best-loved children’s books began, often by stepping into imaginary worlds – Wonderland, Narnia, Middle Earth and Lyra’s Oxford.

If you want to step inside this fascinating city, I suggest exploring with a Blue Badge guide even if, like me, you’ve lived here for years. But if you prefer to adventure alone, I highly recommend you bring this particular guide. Alexandra Jackson’s intriguing and entertaining questions gradually reveal Oxford’s secrets and will hopefully leave you, like Alice in Wonderland, feeling ‘curiouser and curiouser’. Then why not come to The Story Museum and go deeper down the rabbit hole…

Kim Pickin

Founder

The Story Museum, Oxford

www.storymuseum.org.uk

February 2022


Introduction

I love asking questions. Ask anyone who knows me. It’s because I want to know the answers. Really I do! When I was little, my grandmother used to set me quizzes; I’ve loved them ever since. Obviously, there’s the challenge of seeing if you’ve got the right answer, but I’m hoping to provide a bit more than that in this quiz book.

So, you’ll see that the questions are pretty short but the answers are longer, adding a bit more information around the subject. When I am leading tours as a guide, I am interpreting and contextualising what there is to see. So each chapter is themed a bit like a mini tour, with the questions roughly arranged in ascending difficulty. I have tried to touch on as many different aspects of this fascinating city as possible, home of two top-class universities and a lot more besides.

As for the answers, I’ve given what I believe to be the right answer, but – especially with dates – that’s often surprisingly difficult. When dating a building, for example, do you choose when the money was raised, the date when the foundation stone was laid or when everyone moved in? So I apologise if the date I have provided is not exactly the one you had in mind. Suffice it to say, it should be close; any major errors or omissions are entirely down to me, for which I apologise.

So why a quiz book about Oxford? Well, there are several books in this series covering London, Edinburgh and Liverpool, so Oxford seemed a natural additon. Oxford is fascinating on a number of levels. It’s a broadly based, pretty cosmopolitan city in its own right, not only because of the ancient University of Oxford, but also because its manufacturing base has attracted a multicultural workforce. It now also has a second exciting younger university, Oxford Brookes. Then, as so many old buildings still fulfil their original function, a place like Oxford allows one’s imagination to run wild. It’s possible to walk along the same lanes and go through the same entrances as people who’ve had a lasting impact on our world through their ideas or their actions. There is something very special about being able to do this. No need for virtual reality here!

You can easily wander around Oxford on your own, but I would (of course) encourage you to take a tour. And then (of course) I would exhort you to take a tour from a trained guide which, for me (of course), means an Institute of Tourist Guiding accredited Blue Badge tourist guide, or an ITG Green Badge tourist guide. So please consider booking a Blue Badge or Green Badge tour of Oxford. We are all fabulously knowledgeable, properly trained and delightful people (of course), and keen to help you explore this beautiful place. With a guide by your side, there will be someone to explain and interpret all the exciting things you can see. We can show you where groundbreaking events took place, as well as what’s going on in Oxford today. We will enhance your experience and make you want to explore even more. To find a suitable guide, check out britainsbestguides.org or oxfordguildoftourguides.co.uk.

Most importantly, this little book is an invitation to come and enjoy Oxford in person, an all-embracing city which has been at the heart of our country physically, intellectually and spiritually for nearly a millennium. Oscar Wilde said Oxford ‘still remains the most beautiful thing in England, and nowhere else are life and art so exquisitely blended, so perfectly made one’.


About the Author

And now for a bit about me. Like the Elephant’s Child in Rudyard Kipling’s Just So Stories, I am insatiably curious. So, being a Blue Badge tourist guide is a tailor-made job for me. Despite the many examinations required to get a Blue Badge, I am continuing to learn all the time, which is what makes guiding stimulating and interesting. My family know, to their cost, that, when we are out and about, if I see something I can’t immediately place, we have to make a detour to check it out, or do a fast online search. Otherwise I am impossible to live with. As for Oxford, every day I’m learning about new things happening in contemporary Oxford as well as continuing to delve deeply into the archive of this amazing city.

When I was a student at St Anne’s College, University of Oxford, I was not really looking properly at my surroundings, or at least not the bits I now find interesting. So when I became a Blue Badge tourist guide, it was a treat to explore a place that I thought I knew, but had so many more secrets to divulge. In my view, being a guide is more of an art than a science. Yes, you do have to have a lot of random detail at your fingertips, but there is no point knowing lots of information if you can’t contextualise it. Being well informed allows you to be confident and professional and to feel you are at the top of your game, but my aim is to share my discoveries and enthusiasms with others and to allow them to use their own eyes to appreciate and enjoy their surroundings. Most importantly, I want my clients to have an interesting and enjoyable time in Oxford.

So how did I get to be a Blue Badge guide? After reading History at the University of Oxford, I worked as an investment analyst in London before becoming a financial journalist; that was storytelling of a sort, but this is much better. I took a career break to raise four children but when they were mostly off my hands, I leapt at the chance to train as a Blue Badge tourist guide, first for Central Southern England and also for London, both of which areas include Oxford. And then, just when my family thought I was done with exams, I added an Oxford City specialist Green Badge to my armoury. I’m a Windsor and Eton endorsed guide too. So you can see that although Oxford is an especial favourite, I guide a wide area. I’m often asked which is my favourite tour – I find it impossible to choose – although walking through Oxford, explaining its history to someone who has never visited before, remains a most satisfactory experience for me.

Every working day for me is stimulating and challenging. Assignments differ – as do the people, with a wide variety of backgrounds, interests and timescales
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