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COMING UP


Rivers and Roads




It was a dreary morning when the wheels


Rolled over a wide plain oerhung with clouds,


And nothing cheered our way till first we saw


The long-roofed chapel of Kings College lift


Turrets and pinnacles in answering files,


Extended high above a dusky grove.


William Wordsworth
 The Prelude, 1850









A young man stepped forward into the bleached morning light and drew a sword from a sheath at his waist. His mouth, like the sky, was dry. All around him, from the shops, the sheds, and the terra-cotta fields of the arid Indian town, whispers streamed through the dusty streets and settled before the shrine. Up above, the sun stood still, as if bowing to a moment in the passage of youth. While far below, faces peered toward the boy in front of the altar and blushed the shade of baked red earth as they first inhaled the divine perfume of a lamb about to die.


Moving cautiously, the boy gripped the sword around its gilded handle and lifted it slowly to a peak above his head, using both his hands, both his eyes, and the amalgamated strength of the towns congregation. The boy, barely a month past twenty, was royally dressed in a white cotton gown, a scarlet cap, and black canvas slippers. His stringy hair was matted to his brow by a delicate lace of perspiration. Feeling the drip of his anxiety, he steadied his stance, redoubled his grip, and awaited the signal from God.


As far as anyone in town could remember, the sword had never failed to attract the needed signal. A generation earlier, after World War Two, the boys father had used the blade to consecrate his countrys independence; later his older brother had used it to gain good fortune for his marriage; now he was required to use the sword to guarantee safe passage on a voyageone that many others would take that day, but few would observe in its ritual glory. For this son, the second son, was leaving home for a journey that would take him to a higher world, to the world of poets and kings, to the world of England. Rana Patel was going to Cambridge.


For a quarter of an hour he awaited the signalhis arms outstretched, his breath held tight, his face as still as stone. But the message didnt come. The lamb continued to wander about, and Rana began to squirm. Years earlier, his older brother had successfully decapitated the lamb with one blow from the sword and anything less on his part would augur misfortune for the rest of his life.


Then suddenly, when Rana thought he could remain poised no longer, the lamb drooped its head and began to drift, first forward, then back, with the subtle sway of an empty cradle. Beginning with its cloven feet and stretching through its sinewy legs to the hunch of its infant back, the lamb began to shiver, to quake with the force of a tender shrub seized by monsoon winds. Rana knew this was the beacon he sought. Closing his eyes and arching his back like the callow lamb he was destined to slaughter, he pointed the sword toward the heart of the sun, summoned a resolve from the depths of his person, and sliced the blade toward the woolen flesh he would transform into parchment.


When Rana finally opened his eyes, he could see a prayer on the lips of the town and hear the blood that began with a drip, eased into a stream, and flowed inexorably down toward the sea. From this river he had built a bridge. And at that moment, when the whispers began to bask in the glory and Rana began to shine, somewhere on the other side of the sun it began to rain.






A young woman stepped up to the antique sink and turned on the water to hide her distress. Her climbso thoroughseemed about to collapse. True, Peters father, all through the evening, seemed not to notice the remains of her northern accent. His mother, who surely noticed her roots, acted as if she didnt care. But Susanna still knew that they didnt approve. Even though she and Peter would be returning to Cambridge the following day, no degree of educationno change of accent, no bleaching her haircould completely bury her lowly background. And then, after dinner, she made her misstep, excusing herself for a trip to the toilet with the line Ill just go and wash my hands. Peters motherwas it on purpose?had given her directions to the washroom, which, as customary, was removed from the toilet. Eager not to admit her faux pas, Susanna opted for the only solution. Moving as silently as possible, she slid off her shoes and climbed onto the basin. She hiked up her skirt, slid down her stockings, and was just about to relieve herself when the sink, overwhelmed, relieved itself first: crashing to the ground, smashing the pipes, and spoiling Susanna Greelys return to Cambridge by spilling her onto the washroom floor and spewing tap water, in a mock fountain of youth, all across the polished tile and all over her borrowed dress.





I stepped to the curb, dilated my umbrella, and stared as far as my eye could see. The road was a river, reined by the sky. The river was crowded, dammed to the bridge. From Long Island to Manhattan, all along the arteries, cars were clogged in an endless stream. Bobbing, I stood at rivers edge on Broadway, waving at occupied yellow cabs and drawing behind me like a pontoon bridge a suitcase, a camera case, a backpack, a duffel bag, a laptop computer, and a masticated paper sack containing two weeks of unread New York Timeses. From all accounts the president seemed tense: the Crisis was growing darker, he said, and men and women were being shipped to the East in the middle of the night. History, it seemed, was moving west to east, while I, fresh from Japan, was moving east to west.



Where you going? said a driver as he splashed to my side.


Camelot.


Is that in Brooklyn?


Its in England. Im going to JFK.


Uy, he said in a Queens English accent. Thats a long ride. Fraid Im gonna have to stop along the way. I gotta go. Know what I mean?


Sorry, I said as I slid through the door. Im afraid I dont have time to wait.


He humphed, squeezed his legs, and took off with a start, while I checked my watch time and sank back in the seat. It was a little over an hour before my plane would take off and with it my quest for the perfect English grailthe driest wit, the densest fog, the ultimate degree. For most of the next half hour, however, every time my driver would round a corner and draw me closer to the start of my pursuit, a small orange light would cry out from his dash, CHECK EXPECTATIONS, at which point he would slam on his brakes and I would slink down in despair.


A little under an hour later we finally arrived. I handed the driver my last remaining dollars and hurried off with my hundred pounds of luggage to try and catch my flight. Dripping, I made it down the vertical escalator and along the underachieving horizontal one as well, before being stopped at the security gates, where I was asked to open my suitcase, take a picture with my camera, and, for counterterrorist-typist purposes, write a simple sentence on my laptop computer: I gotta go. Know what I mean?


With the engines already humming and the British papers long since distributed, I stumbled down the gangway at the appointed departure hour. I offered the attendant my luggage with an apologetic bow and lugged my three carry-ons down the aisle. Once they were stuffed overhead and underfoot, I leaned back on my flotation device, shielded my eyes from the last NO SMOKING sign I would see for a year, and released myself to the soothing voice of my captain, who said that the rain had caused such a river that our road to London would be delayed, happily ever after.





Mummy, mummy, look, the wings are falling to bits.


Phillida McClosky, aged seven-and-a-half, was pounding on the double window at the end of my row as our plane approached Heathrow International Airport a little over ten hours later, following a three-hour weather delay in New York and a seven-hour flight to London.


They are not, comforted her mother.


No, no! Phillida insisted, now turning to me for support. Im telling you, the wings are falling to pieces. Theyre all mucked up.


Mucked up? I said.


Sure, she said. They look like this. She held her arms askew like an awkward bird. Well never land with wings like that.


Phillida and her family were just returning from a holiday in America.


Granny fell down and hurt her leg, so we had to go visit her, she explained. Then she got all dressed up to meet us at the airport and fell down again. Poor Granny.


Did you eat well in America? I asked her.


Well, once we went to a restaurant and I had a hamburger. It was pretty good.


So what do you want to eat first when you get home?


She thought for a second, then clasped her hands together and stuck out her moistened tongue. I want a huge plate of sausage and beans.


Phillida, dear, look, called her mother. You can see the M-4.


You will be pleased to note, said the captain over the loudspeaker, that we will be experiencing no unforeseen delays this morning during our final descent into London. Down below you will find a pleasant view of the River Thames and the M-25 motorway.


Everyone seems to know all the roads, I observed.


We have to learn them in school, Phillida explained, still looking at London below. I can tell you how to get from Brighton to Edinburgh without a map. Hey look! she cried. I can see Waterloo Bridge. Thats my favourite.


Do you know all the bridges, as well?


Of course, she said, turning back toward me. This is Britain. You cant go anywhere in this country without crossing a lot of bridges.





Inside the terminal, where everything strikes the new arrival as a metaphor, various illuminated signs stood out on the chrome-and-plaster walls as I carried my luggage toward the Disembarkation Lounge. One, a red sign with white lettering, seemed like a declaration of independence from a unifying Europe: 100 FLIGHTS A WEEK TO PARIS AND AMSTERDAM (AND 100 BACK AGAIN). Another, a wry slogan over a close-up of club soda on the rocks, seemed a national anthem of sorts: THIS MAY APPEAR STRAIGHT, it said, BUT THE DISCRIMINATING EYE WILL NOTICE A TWIST.


After disembarking through the well-named lounge, I approached a lone policeman wearing an ice bucket-shaped helmet and asked if he could direct me to the bus station.


Buses depart from across the street, he said, pointing his machine gun at a sign above his head that showed, indeed, a pictogram of a bus with an arrow pointing across the street. Be sure and look both ways, he said.


Thanking him, I stepped into the street and glanced to my left, where I immediately noticed a message painted on the pavement that said, politely, PLEASE LOOK RIGHT. Chastened, I looked to the right, then to the left, and even to the right again before pulling my bags across the street and through the station door.



I would like to take a bus to Cambridge, I said to the woman behind the counter.


Sorry, she said, there are no buses to Cambridge.


Are there trains?


Sorry, no trains.


Surely there must be some way to go.


Perhaps you should try the coach station.


Whats a coach station?


Its where the coaches depart.


I looked at her. I realize that, but whats a coach?


Its a bus.


But I thought this was the bus station.


It is, but buses travel only short distances and coaches travel further.


I see. And where, may I ask, is the coach station?


See that bobby across the street?


The policeman.


The copper. Go past him, down the hall, up the lift, and out to the right.


I took a deep breath and began gathering my luggage.


By the way, I said. How much does it cost?


About ten quid, she said.


Thank you very much.


Thank you, sir. And dont forget to look both ways.





For the next fifteen minutes, as I redragged my gear past the bobby-copper, down the hall, up the lift, and out to the right, I tried to determine precisely what a quid was and whether I had ten of them or not. I had exchanged money before departingat two dollars a poundbut could not remember receiving any quids. Frankly, I could not remember even hearing of a quid. At this point, suffering from physical exhaustion, not to mention linguistic deprivation, I briefly considered dropping my hundred pounds and catching one of Heathrows hundred flights to Paris: at least there I could speak the language.


Regaining my composure inside the elevator, I opened my Pocket Guide to London: The unit of currency in Britain is the pound sterling, it said, which is divided into 100 pence (p). There are coins for 1p, 2p, 5p, 10p, 20p, 50p, and 1. All very courteous, I thought, but not very helpful. Next I looked in my pocket dictionary: Quid, n, from Middle English quide, a cut or wad of something chewable. This sounded more like tobacco than money, and I knew I was out of luck.


Luton, Stansted, Cambridge, said the loudspeaker as the elevator opened its doors and I stepped cautiously to the right. Last call


I sprinted the last few steps to the coach.


Hurry along, the coach driver said. Bring your bags inside. Ill get your fare after I start.


Using three trips and three sets of seats, I eventually loaded my luggage into the cabin of the National Express Luxury Coach oft-stop service to Cambridge and went to pay my fare.


Thatll be twelve quid, the driver announced.


I leaned down nonchalantly so as not to appear out of place and pretended to be occupied with my wallet.


By the way, I said, how much is a quid these days?


Are you American? he said.


Yes, I mumbled.


Well, son, a quid equals one pound sterling, always has, always will. Its the one with Her Majesty, the Queen of England, on the front.


I see. And why doesnt it say that on the note?


He took his eyes off the road and for the first time looked at me. It doesnt have to, my boy. We have a long memory in this country. We English dont easily forget.






I had rediscovered England in Columbus. About a month before departing for Britain I attended the wedding of some college friends in the capital of Ohio. Late Sunday evening, following three days of prenuptial and postnuptial festivities and three nights of little sleep, I found myself in a conversation with two other guests, one of whomlike myselfhad just returned from living in Tokyo, the other from living in Cambridge.


So I hear you just finished a book on Japan, said Jennifer. I cant wait to read it. Dont you just love the way the Japanese go to sing-along bars and get drunk every night.


The British do that, too, added Daniel. Except the pubs all close at eleven.


Then what does everybody do? she asked.


The nobs catch a taxi, he said. The yobs catch the bus, and the lager louts just go outside and sing themselves silly in the streets.


And so it went, back and forth until four in the morning, first a story from Japan, then a tale from Britain. In the course of that evening I learned the English terms nobs (snobs), yobs (toughs), fags (cigs), and getting pissed (the process of putting stout, ale, lager, or some other liquid into someone to make them drunk or taking it out of them to make them disgraced. As Daniel explained, a typical pub-sentence goes something like this: Last night I went to the pub and got pissed, then I met this bloke who pissed me off, so I took the piss out of him.) More important, as the night progressed and the conversation flowed east and west across the oceans, forward and backward in time, I began to see in this triangle the odd constellation of my own odyssey.


When I first went to Japan five years previously, while a student at Yale, I was wholly ignorant of Asia. In two decades of a supposedly great American education, I had managed to learn only about Europe. When I graduated from high school, I could have named all six wives of Henry VIII but not one Japanese emperor. As a history major at college, I could have listed causes for the Glorious Revolution, the French Revolution, and the Russian Revolution, but would not even have known which century spawned the Meiji Restoration. In over three years of living, working, and traveling in Asiaone as a student, one as a teacher, and one as a reporterI aggressively and often navely tried to throw off the yoke of my European bias. I studied Japanese, read only local writers, and trekked around the rising world of the Pacific Rim. On one typical evening near the beginning of my Asian awakening, I argued with my brother, then a graduate student at Oxford, that Europe was pass, beyond the mend, and no longer worth our attention. The frontline of history had moved to Asia, I said, and Europe was in decline.


Several years later, on my way home from Asia, I spent a summer in Europe, backpacking around France, studying in Scandinavia, and traveling for the first time behind the sagging Iron Curtain. Whereas Europe before had seemed sclerotic and fossilized, the entire continent on that trip seemed to be shedding its lethargy following a generation of Cold War. With talk of greater union in the West and newfound freedom in the East, people from the Baltic to the Mediterranean were whispering excitedly about a New Europe. Even more important for me, the Old Europe that I had so defiantly scorned seemed to reach out and draw me home like a displaced son. The weathered stones underfoot, the towering columns overhead, even the faded chiaroscuro in the grand drawing rooms of erstwhile dukes, tasted as sweet and warm as a gingerbread house after a three-year diet of salted soy delights.


The final stop on my tour that summer was London. England seemed dimmer than other places in Europe, more weathered and grey. But it also seemed more familiar. After an absence of several years, during which the closest I had come to British culture was an outrageously expensive pot of high tea in the Peninsula Hotel on Hong Kong Bay, the details of English life reminded me at every turn of stories and songs I had long forgotten or never even heard: Paddington, Buckingham, Bloomsbury, Canterbury, London Bridge, still falling down. What I remembered most from that trip were the rooms of booksthe dusty grandeur of the London Library, the musty allure of second-hand shops on Charing Cross Road, and a single almond-shaped lamp in the Radcliffe Camera at Oxford that glowed through a tinted pane. Six months after that trip, halfway through writing my book about teaching in Japan, I applied to become a student in Britain.


During the time I lived in Japan, I learned to respect the vital role that schools play in the successor failingsof a nation. In Japan the key to the countrys postwar success has been its secondary schools, which systematically, deliberately transform students into hardworking citizens. As a result, Japans secondary schools today are arguably the most respected and envied in the world, and Japan at centurys end enjoys a burgeoning role in world affairs.


Britain, on the other hand, has had a difficult century. In 1890 the land of Queen Victoria enjoyed the worlds largest empire, the worlds mightiest navy, the worlds strongest currency, and the worlds largest city. In the last hundred years British monarchs have seen the empire seized by upstart nationalists, the navy lose control of the seas, the pound lose much of its value, and Londonthe national pearlbecome transformed into a giant museum on the one hand and a Third World relocation center on the other. When Britain ruled the world a century ago, the key to its success was not its secondary schools but its elite universities, which systematically, deliberately transformed students into members of a ruling class. As a result, Britains best universities were then, as now, arguably the most respected and envied in the world. But what role, if any, have they played in the less grandiose recent century in British history? More important, what role are they playing now as Britain struggles to throw off its own yoke of anti-European bias and join a unifying Europe? Finally, are Oxford and Cambridge at centurys end models of the academy as it was meant to be or anachronisms of a bygone era? These questions, among others, were on my mind as I wrote my application.



For reasons more practical than romantic, I chose Cambridge over Oxford. For close to seven hundred years the two universities, known together as Oxbridge, have been like siblings, twin rivers drawing strength from the same tributary, crossing similar terrains, and discharging their students into the same hallowed bay of the British master class. But in the area of postgraduate programs, the two schools have taken different paths. Oxford, fifty miles northwest of London, has built on its strength in the humanities, while Cambridge, fifty miles northeast of the capital, has opted for more practical programs, such as engineering, law, and, the program to which I applied, international relations.


The application itself, due in mid-February, was fairly straightforward, containing no existential questions like What was the most meaningful piece of advice you ever received? or What three items would you remove from your house if it was attacked by nuclear weapons? Instead, the questions were more formal: surname, forename, military rank, and proposed topic for a twenty-five-thousand-word thesis to be completed by the end of the year. The catch, however, was that every time I sent my application to Cambridge via Federal Express, the Board of Graduate Studies sent back a letter by sea mail indicating that I had failed to include a copy of some document such as my high school diploma or my last will and testament.


Months passedApril, May, Juneand with the exception of these periodic form letters, I received no word from the Board. I decided to telephone. Calling Cambridge from America, I soon discovered, is like walking through one of those giant shrubbery mazes behind antique country estates: it takes half an afternoon to get through to the other side, and once you do you are back where you started.


Sorry, Mr. Feiler, the Board of Graduate Studies have not seen your application in some months. (The British, in deference to their Royalist past, still use plural verbs for collective nouns.) It must be at the Centre of International Studies.



Sorry, Mr. Feiler, the Centre of International Studies are not able to inform you of our decision. We have sent your application back to the Board of Graduate Studies.


At last, in late July, six weeks before the start of school, I received a letter by air from the Board of Graduate Studies informing me that the Centre of International Studies had formally accepted my application but that I would not be admitted to the program until a college had accepted me as well. Cambridge, unlike universities in America, is composed of over thirty privately owned colleges that provide room, board, and a residential community to the twenty-thousand students and teachers affiliated with the university. It was back into the maze for me.


Sorry, Mr. Feiler, the Board of Graduate Studies have not seen your application in some weeks. It must be at Kings College, your first choice.


Sorry, Mr. Feiler, Kings are not accepting Americans this year. Your application has been sent to Clare, your second choice.


Finally, in early August, I spoke with the director of graduate studies for Clare College, the estimable Dr. A. B. Jones, or rather Dr A. B. Jones (the British generally dont use periods after abbreviations, but they do usually use them after initials, and in either case they dont call them periods, but full stops; that said, in this book they will be included), who informed me that he had one position left, for which he would like to interview me.


Now? I asked.


Or never, he said. He cleared his throat and ruffled through some papers as I straightened my nonexistent tie.


First, he wanted to know why exactly it was that I had received a B+ in French during my sophomore year at Yale. Clare College is accustomed to receiving only the top students from American universities, he said, and this blemish is most troubling.


Well, I stammered. As you probably know, college in America involves a lot more than studying. I was probably out saving the world or something.



There was silence on the other end. Perhaps it was now and never, I thought. Moving quickly to cover my mistake, I told him I was not embarrassed about the blemishes in my transcript, since they were, after all, acquired five years ago. He moved on to the next question.


I notice from your vita, he said (vita, I learned from my dictionary, is Latin for rsum, which of course is French for exaggerated list of what youve done in your life thats designed to impress other people), that youve done a lot of traveling in your life. Is Cambridge just another stop in your world tour?


Naturally, the obvious answer to this question was Yes, but I decided to play my role a little more gracefully and issued some interview humble-babble about the virtues of the program being greater than the virtues of the place.


I wouldnt care if the international relations program was in Duluth instead of Cambridge, I said. This is the right course for me.


As soon as I said that, I wondered if Dr. A. B. Jones had ever heard of Duluth, but it was too late: I had already revealed myself to be a boorish American who couldnt speak French very well and who, in any case, was foolish enough to want to spend a year living in Minnesota instead of England.


I have one more question, he said. In Cambridge we consider our academics to be of utmost importance, far more significant than what you Americans call saving the world. I would like to know if this thesis of yours is a serious academic endeavor.


At this point his condescension was driving meand my phone billthrough the roof.


Dr. Jones, I said. Everything I do is serious. I would not consider spending a year on a project if I did not think it worthwhile.


Well, Mr. Feiler, he said, I regret that your application has reached my desk rather late in the year, and Im afraid that you will find all other colleges in the same difficult position as we are. But considering the interesting things youve done in your life, and that Clare College prides itself on having interesting students, I am minded to offer you a slot.


There was a pause as I tried to interpret what he saidregret, filled, minded?but all I could muster was an image of weeks passing by, with no word from Clare, and my application trapped in the maze.


Excuse me, sir, I said. What does that mean?


Well, son, that means I will inform the Board of Graduate Studies to inform the Centre of International Studies that you have been admitted to Clare College.


And just like that, after forty-five minutes of questioning and twenty-five weeks of anxiety, I was finally accepted to Cambridge. Six weeks later, with my manuscript recently completed and Columbus Day fast approaching, I traveled for a day from Savannah to New York, flew for a night from Kennedy to Heathrow, and rode for an afternoon on a bus, called a coach, from the banks of the Thames to the Backs of the Cam.





WELCOME TO CLARE COLLEGE, read the sign on the gate where the polished black taxi dropped me off with my bags. NO DOGS, STROLLERS, BICYCLES, OR PICNICS. NO MOORING ON THE BANKS.


The Cam is a lazy sort of river. Not a river of mythic dimension on which slaves rode to freedom or hunters sought their prey; not a river of epic proportions on which nations thirst for being or crops depend for life; and not a river of geological significance that carved canyons out of stone or valleys out of peaks. The Cam is a sluggish, rather lackluster stream that rises from the chalk hills northeast of London, eases north through the fens of East Anglia, and empties into a wash at the base of the great North Sea. Despite its distinctly high-minded air and unfortunate low-life smell, the Cam has the good sense to wend its way through the grassy banks and cobblestone streets of one of the most picturesque medieval towns in Europe. Here the river is narrow, often no wider than a horse can jump; it is tame, perfect for late afternoon strolls, bicycle rides along its banks, picnics on its shores. Here, in the Middle Ages, an enterprising resident resolved to join one shore with the other and set out to build a bridge.


Why did the road cross the river? No one may ever know. The person or people who built that bridge, even the person or people who paid for it, drowned in their own anonymity. The earl of Sandwich had a meal named for him; King George a colony; even the English ox has a city named for it in the one place where an ox could ford the Thames. But the chap who built the bridge across the Cam made no name for himself and only his construction lives on. In fact, the locals liked his structure so much that they named their town after it: Cantebrigge in the eleventh century, Caumbrigge in the fourteenth, and finally Cambridge from the sixteenth century until today.


These days no one seems to know how Cam, which rhymes with dam became Cambridge, which rhymes with rain ditch, but everyone knows how that town changed geography forever. Rivers are supposed to go up and downup toward their origins and down toward their demise. But Cambridge defies this classification. When one comes to the school that was named for the town that was named for the bridge that crossed the river, no matter if one comes from north or south, from Edinburgh or Brighton, one always comes up.


I dragged my bags inside the nagging gate and dropped them before a small office at the bottom of a three-story archway. Inside, a middle-aged man sat hunched behind a counter with a squint in his eye, a scowl on his face, and a Sherlock Holmes pipe that drooped like a treble clef from between his frowning lips.


Good afternoon, I said. Im here to register.


Whats your name, he said, dropping his pipe derisively to his lap and appraising me with a practiced stare.


Feiler, I said with a slight buck in my voice, like a private at boot camp.



Mr. Feiler, he said, now rising from behind his desk, gathering his glasses, and flattening his waistcoat around his stomach, which mirrored in size and shape the bowler that hung over the back of his chair. This is Clare College, the second-oldest college, in the second-oldest university, in the Greatest Country on Earth. We like to maintain a certain dignity here, but also a certain friendliness. What, may I ask, is your Christian name?


I dont have one, I said. But my first name is Bruce.


Good, he replied. Ill call you that.


And what, I asked, do I call you?


Well, he said, now ambling toward the waist-high counter that separated me from him. You should know that Im the deputy head porter of this college. Im the one who decides what gets through that gate, and what doesnt. Who comes in, and who stays out. Some people call me a son-of-a-bitch, but my friends call me Terry.


Good, I said. Ill call you that.


He bowed. I reciprocated and extended my hand. I can always change later, cant I?


He chuckled and shook my hand. Youre from America, I take it.


Yes, sir, I said.


I thought so. Weve had a few Colonists at Clare over the years, but I wont hold that against you. In fact, my friend, Ill take it as a challenge. Im going to make an English gentleman out of you, even if it takes all year.


For several minutes we ambled through the routine of registration, as I exchanged my signature for a set of keys and my honor for a set of sheets, a blanket, and a dictum not to put tape on the antique walls. As I did, several female students gathered in the Porters Lodge behind me and waited to complete the same procedure.


Ive been traveling for a long time, I said when the process seemed to be over. Can you tell me where my room is?



Your rooms are in V, he said, holding up his fingers in a victory sign  la Winston Churchill. Thats a famous entryway.


Rooms? I repeated hopefully.


Oh, theres only one room, he said. Its a bed-sit. But in Cambridge we call all our lodgings rooms. Its the way weve always done it.


I see. And why are these rooms so famous?


He paused for a moment, running his finger down his sideburns. Lets just say theyre famous for love.


He snickered and waved me out the door.


Just dont forget Old Terrys three rules, he called. First, thou must be friends with Terry. Second, thou must come to the May Ball. And third, thou must let Terry flirt with your date on the night of the ball.


The students behind me giggled. I believe I saw one person write the rules down.


Now get out of here, you dirty old Yank, Terry said. Id much rather speak with these young British ladies.


Under the archway I gathered for the final time my suitcase, camera case, backpack, duffel bag, laptop computer, and the ramshackle sack of New York Timeses that had crossed too many datelines and too many time zones to be of any use, and headed through the college courtyard to the infamous climbs of V Entryway. Under the sign VIVENT PER OMNIUM MEMORIAM 1939-1945, I found my name painted in white calligraphy on a black slate panel: V10 B. S. FEILER. I climbed one flight of wooden stairs and opened the door underneath my name, which was again painted on the wall in Latinate scriptgenus and speciesas if I were an exotic animal or a tenured professor.


Inside, I dropped my luggage in the center of the floor and reached for the light. It didnt work. I reached for the lamp. It also didnt work. Glancing around in the pale evening haze, I detected in a space barely larger than my New York taxicab a bed, a desk, two chairs, and, rather optimistically I thought, four empty bookcases. It occurred to me in my sodden haze that this bed-sit should actually be called a bed-chair or a sleep-sit, but I decided that in a land where a bus is a coach, a pound is a quid, and the left lane in many pedestrian crossings is painted with a sign that says PLEASE LOOK RIGHT, this was hardly the right time to start bucking the languageespecially when I had more luggage than lamps and very little sleep.


Exhausted, I left my bags in a puddle on the matted floor and went, as instructed, to sit on the bed, which sucked me into its liquid arms. Unable to sit in my new bed-lie, I closed my eyes in a wave of sleep and dreamed that I was swimming upstream, to a mythical place in some glorious past, where words flow like rivers, and rivers run like roads, where young boys sacrifice the blood of youth for a chance to drink the water, and where young girls come to escape their past and climb to a higher class.
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I


MATRICULATING


Town and Gown




Down in the town off the bridges and the grass,


They are sweeping up the old leaves to let the people pass,


Sweeping up the old leaves, golden-reds and browns.


Whilst the men go to lecture with the wind in their gowns.


Frances Darwin
 Autumn Morning at Cambridge, 1898








Knock, knock, knock. The pounding door rattled me from my dream like a rock being skipped across my forehead and sinking to the sludge of my sleep. Knock, knock, knock. Kick.


Who is it? I called from the seat of my bed.


Its me, came a muffle that began in the hall outside the door and without as much as waiting for an invitation stormed through the lock and into my rooms like a tempest bearing tea. I looked down at my watchseven-fifteenand when I looked up, I saw staring down at me an elderly woman dressed in pale pink whose disapproving glare and proprietary stare reminded me of the Little Old Lady Who Lived in a Shoe.



Im your bedder, she said.


But Im in bed, I said.


Not to worry, she said. I dont make your bed. I just take out the bin. She marched to the far wall between the two windows, reached beneath the desk, and retrieved my metal litter bin, which was devoid of any litter but strewn with stacks of still-soggy New York Timeses. My name is Edna, she said. How about you?


Im Bruce.


Are you American?


Can you tell?


She looked at me sprawled on the unmade bed.


Ive met a few over the years. Now let me just tell you a few of the rules in V Entryway.


Edna was a short, sturdy woman with thinning white hair and a bulging pink apron. On this morning, like a hundred hence, she smelled more of smoke than disinfectant.


I arrive every morning at seven, she said. Have me a cup of tea downstairs with the ladies and then go round to the rooms. I should be arriving here around quarter past. I empty the rubbish every day, wipe out your sink in the corner when I have time, and Hoover the floor mat once a week.


If I did not wish her to come into my rooms every day, she continued, I could leave the bin outside the door as a sign for her not to enter. Which reminded her, fresh milk would automatically be delivered to the door every morning in pint-sized bottles. If I would like to stop this service, I should notify the housekeeper immediately. Did I have any questions?


Well, yes, actually. Is there a shower?


Oh yes, the shower. Im afraid theres only a bath. There was meant to be a shower in this entryway last year. I had already made the fitting on the tub. But it was during exam time, you know, and the studentsshe glanced down the arch of her nose, mustering as much reverse snobbery as she couldwell, the students did not approve. Anyway, she would see what she could do. In the meantime, there was a shower in U Entryway.


But be careful, she warned. My daughter is the bedder over there and she will get on you if you dont clean up after yourself. She glanced at my clothes in a pile on the floor, and tiptoed over them toward the door.


Well then, see you tomorrow, Bruce.


She slammed the door with a migrainous shock and dragged my bin along the plaster walls until she arrived at the rooms next door and banged her fist dictatorially on my neighbors nameplate: H. L. YANG.




You look like you need a cup of tea.


When I knocked on her door an hour later, Halcyon Yang was sitting quietly with a book in one of two grey corduroy armchairs, sipping tea with milk and nibbling a biscuit, which she said was a scone and which she pronounced, royally, as skahn.


Very British, she said with an exaggerated, self-mocking roll of her tongue. Would you like a taste? Edna lent me the tea.What a card.


As I stepped into the room, Halcyon marked her place with a bookmark from her lap and pursed her lips in a piercing grin. She was striking, poised, Chinesemuch less pale, and much more attractive than I had dared anticipate.


Im warning you, she said. Edna doesnt stop talking. Has she told you about her husband?


Not yet.


Well, it seems hes been having insomnia problems. So Edna makes him sleep on the sofa so she can get some rest. By the way, she said, wont you have a seat.


I bowed reflexively, then stopped myself, almost tripping on my way to the bed to sit down. She watched bemused, her body lithe like a sparrow, then tossed her head back and laughed like a princess flattered by my boyish fluster. As I steadied myself, Halcyon slid the book from her lap onto the floor. As she did, I noticed the title: Holy Bible.


For the rest of the morning Halcyon and I sat around introducing ourselves to each other. A magazine editor from Hong Kong whose father had gone to Oxford, Halcyon was returning to university after a ten-year absence to fulfill a lifelong dream and study archaeology. She was, she confessed, an unrepentant Anglophile.


Do you have your gown? she asked me as we carried the dishes to our shared kitchen, which was called, after the personal servants who were assigned to up-coming students, a gyp.


What for? I said.


We have to take the matriculation photograph this afternoon and everyone must wear the proper gown.


I have one that my brother used at Oxford. Will that do?


Halcyon turned around and stared at me with a disbelief verging on pity.


Oxford?! she cried. Did you say Oxford? My dear boy, she intoned with a schoolmarmish tweak, in sport Oxford wears the dark blue and Cambridge wears the light blue. In school their gowns are sleeveless; ours are full-cut. It has been that way for seven hundred years. It will be that way for a thousand more. She stepped forward and took me by the arm. Now you must forget about that other place. And before you make another mistake, I must take you into town this instant and turn you into a proper Cambridge man.




Fifteen minutes later, dressed in sneakers and faded blue jeans, led by the arm, I set out with Halcyon to redress my improper hemlines. Cambridge on the first day of Michaelmas Termthe first of three terms in the academic yearwas full of all sorts of proper men and women, scurrying about town, seeking light bulbs and jasmine tea, gathering books and gowns. In addition to the students, the town was also full of equally proper men and women preparing the various Cambridge heirlooms for the beginning of the year. In the Memorial Court of Clare, a four-story, caramel brick chteau built around a grassy quadrangle the size of a tennis court, several bedders were huddled around the glass-paneled doors polishing the brass hand plates. A gardener was striping the grass with a mowermoving back and forth as on a putting greenand Terry the Porter, decked out in three-piece suit, pocket watch, and bowler, was bowing at mothers accompanying their darlings and scowling at dads who were walking on the grass.


Clare College, located in the city center of Cambridge, is arranged like a giant barbell, with large mansions on either side of the river, linked by a narrow hundred-yard-long footpath and a stone bridge across the Cam. Memorial Court, on the side of the river farther away from town, was built after the First World War, then expanded after the Second. Part palace, part barracks, it is neo-Georgian in design, with an eighty-foot archway leading onto the lawn, multipaned windows looking over the town, and a terra-cotta roof that artfully conceals a slew of undesirable attic rooms. In the center of the courtyard, like a day-old garnish, sits what must be one of the most awkward nudes ever sculpted by Henry Moore.


Leaving Memorial Court, the building relegated to first-year students, Halcyon and I strolled along the tree-lined path toward the famous footbridge. The path runs alongside the Fellows Garden, with its banks of exotic flowers, plots of manicured grass, and a sunken stone pool in the center, where one member of the collegeafter shouting to mewould jump from the top of the Grand Marquee eight months later on the night of the May Ball. The garden is part of the famed stretch of Cambridge known as the Backs, since the backs of many colleges look over the river to this Elysian strip of land.


Did you hear the story about the Bridge? Halcyon asked as we stopped on the summit of the 350-year-old footbridge, the oldest one still spanning the Cam.


Which one? I said.


The Bridgethe pride of Clarewas constructed out of squared stone slabs, arched underneath like three setting suns, and lined above with a waist-high balustrade. Along the top were fourteen stone spheres about the size of bowling balls.


Terry told me that several years ago some undergraduates wanted to play a practical joke, Halcyon said. They made a Styrofoam ball, painted it to look like stone, waited for a group of tourists to come by in a punt [a flat-bottomed recreational vessel the size and shape of a canoe], then tossed the ball over the edge with a horrifying shriek. The touristsa bunch of Japanese with long lenses and video camerasstarted screaming for their lives and leapt out of the punt into the Cam.


Thats funny, I said. Terry told me the same story, but he said the tourists were Americans.


Stepping into Old Court, the central building in college, the aura of natural elegance quickly gives way to an air of Shakespearean antiquity. Clare, which is believed to be the Solar Hall in Chaucers Canterbury Tales, was founded in 1338 by Lady Elizabeth de Clare, granddaughter of King Edward I. The present building, about the size and shape of a Gothic theater-in-the-round, was built over the course of two hundred years beginning in the seventeenth century. A pert, four-story structure looking down on four squares of carefully checkered grass, the court is open, with a common faade of warm ocher stone. Behind the veneer, Old Court contains some of the most important buildings in college, the Chapel (for weekly praying), the Hall (for formal dining), the Buttery (for daily eating), and the Bar (for nightly drinking).


Leaving Old Court, we emerged into a labyrinth of cobblestone paths and Gothic buildings in the heart of Cambridge. Clare is situated in the sacred core of Cambridge colleges, along with St. Johns, Trinity, Kings, and Queens (Kings is named for one king, so its apostrophe precedes the s; Queens is named for several queens, so its apostrophe follows). These five colleges are lined up along the showcase part of the river like a row of boastful boys showing off their morning coats to bashful girls at a plush Victorian ball. While the backs of these colleges face the river, their fronts face onto the town. Outside of Clare, we walked in the shadow of Trinity to our lefthome of Byron, Tennyson, and lately Prince Charlesand Kings to our righthome of E. M. Forster, Bertrand Russell, and the ever-famous Boys Choir. Across from Kings, near the outdoor market in the central square, we found a small corner shop called Ryder & Amies, Suppliers to the University of Blazers, Scarves, Ties, Sweaters, Tee Shirts, Cuff-Links, Sweatshirts, and Gowns.


May I help you? asked a gentleman in a double-breasted suit as I stepped up to the worn wooden counter.


I would like to buy a gown, I announced.


Are you a student? he asked.


Halcyon grinned.


Yes, I said.


Are you an undergraduate?


She laughed out loud.


No.


Are you over twenty-four years old?


The process of applying for a gown, I discovered, was almost as labyrinthine as applying for admission. Not only was I asked my name and rank, but I was carded as well. Cambridge, it turns out, has as many gowns as it has degrees. There are gowns for undergraduates, others for those who have their B.A., still more for those who have their M.A., and the ultimate gowns lined with fur for those who have their Ph.D. As if this were not complicated enough, Cambridge does not give mere degrees to its graduates, it gives everyone honours degrees, even those who merit no discernible honour. As proof of their rarefied status, graduates of Cambridge colleges are entitled to swap their honourable B.A. for a humble M.A. three years after they leave. Thus, while all other students all over the world must study and sweat and go into debt for their masters degrees, Cambridge graduates (and those from Oxford as well) can simply receive theirs by post when they turn twenty-four at a cost of only five quid.


After I produced some identification and a letter from my department, which he called a faculty, the proprietor announced that I was entitled to purchase an M.A. gown. I should be pleased by this status, he informed me, since as late as the 1960s the university refused to recognize B.A. degrees handed out by other institutions, including those elsewhere in Britain and especially those upstart universities in America. He pointed out that on the letter from my faculty the name of the assistant director was followed by the title Ph.D. and in parentheses, like the snub of a nose, Oxford.


And whats the difference between these gowns? I asked.


A couple of inches in the hem and sleeve and more than a couple of degrees in respect.


And the cost?


As soon as I said that, I knew it was crass and oddly American, somewhat like an M.B.A. degree.


Well, son, he said with visible restraint. Im not sure how to answer that question. In this country status cant be purchased, you know. You should be grateful to receive it.


With the help of Halcyon, I flipped through a long rack of limp black gowns. Once in the proper section, each gown was roughly the same size, with a hem as low as a monks habit and sleeves as swingy as a maidens kimono; but each was cut from a different cloth. I sampled natural fabrics from various former British colonies, including India and Egypt, before settling on the least expensive one, a synthetic fabrication of 100 percent polyester, Made in America. My gratitude cost me one hundred pounds.


By the way, I said as I walked out the door, now in line with the Cambridge class code, what do I wear beneath the gown?


He pursed his lips and closed his eyes. After close to an hour of relating the rules that govern everything from the proper cock of ones nose (perpendicular to the ground) to the way to brush ones hair (straight in front with a rabbitlike tuft in the back), the salesman looked at me with the impatient smile of an overworked babysitter. Youre at Cambridge now, he said. Youre an adult. You should be able to make up your mind. Just do us a favor and dont wear white shoes.




White shoes were nowhere to be found that afternoon when I appeared in a blue suit and penny loafers in the grand Old Court of Clare, but white socks were aplenty. Dozens of begowned students swarmed around the squared columns and triangular pediments like bats in a Gothic belfry. Most of the women wore high-necked white shirts and knee-length black skirts; most of the men wore grey trousers, white shirts, and their outgrown blue blazers from school. The ties ranged in color from dawn to dusk, with more originality being reserved for the socks, which brightened the otherwise funereal air with outbursts of argyle, lime green, and pale blue, as well as an ample serving of Wimbledon whites.


After several moments a nervous young photographer began hurrying around the huddled groups and taping signs on the windowsills: A-F, G-L, M-R, and S-Z. The bats began flocking to their caves. There were 120 in all, and each one would be formally admitted to the college by signing a red leather book, being photographed in a flowing black gown, and eating a gravy brown meal.


Students, students, may I have your attention, please?


The shaky photographer climbed atop the scaffolding that had been erected across the courtyard from temporary bleachers set up for the occasion.


I am going to begin calling your names in reverse alphabetical order.


On the far side of the alphabet about three dozen students were just gathering under the A-F sign.


Where are the Fs? I asked at the door.


I am the Fs, said a baby-faced freshman with the silken, ironic tone of a British upperclassman.



Winstanley, Walpole, Turnball, Teasdale the megaphone echoed off the cavernous stone.


Whats your name? I asked.


Farrady, he said.


Im Feiler, I said. And I guess that means were stuck next to each other.


At least for the afternoon.


Starling, Siddons, Rimmington, Prime


It turns out we were stuck next to each other for much longer than that. Simon Farrady had the room, ne rooms, directly above mine, and for most of the next three terms the only thing between him and me were the creaks, cries, and plaintive sighs of his under-lubricated, overstrained bedsprings. Simon was dashinga young British thoroughbredwho, like his father, had gone to an elite public school (the British, holding fast to their euphemistic past, still call private schools public) and who, unlike his father, had chosen Cambridge over Oxford.


Where did you go to school? I asked.


Marlborough, he said. Just like the cigarette, with u-g-h.


Did they teach you to smoke?


They taught me to charm. The rest I learned on my own.
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