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“Two American studentS called 
us at half-past two in the morning 
to ask us to remove a spider from 
their room.”

“Several years ago, a part-time 
porter – who has since moved 
on to pastures new – put up 
our college flag. The only 
problem was that he 
hoisted it upside down. It 
then got stuck and we had 
to call the fire service to get it 
down.”

“We had a strange 
memo not so long ago: 
‘Please put ducks on pond 
at 9.30am’.”

“Our old Master had 
two cats – Jemima and 
Geoffrey. Every Sunday 
we had to babysit one 
of them because he would 
run into the chapel and start 
miaowing at the top of his voice. It 
drowned out the choir.”

“Last year a student asked us if he 
could hang a brace of partridges in his 
room.”

“I was once asked to come and catch 
a pheasant that was running around on 
the second floor of one of our staircases. 
I went up and, sure enough, there 
was a large male pheasant causing 
havoc. I got a large bath towel, caught 
him and released him 
downstairs.”

“Late one evening we had a thrush 
trapped in the Porters’ Lodge. It was 
playing dead so I turned all the lights 
out, and opened the window in the 
hope that it would fly out. People did 
ask why we were sitting in complete 
darkness.”

“A long time ago we had someone, a 
bit worse for wear, who decided to climb 
over the college wall. Unfortunately 
he slipped and impaled his leg on the 
Master’s gate. We called an ambulance, 
and then the fire service, who cut 
the man free and took him and the 
offending railing to Addenbrooke’s 

Hospital. The following day I had a call 
asking me to retrieve the metalwork 
from the hospital so the Master’s gate 
could be mended. He made a speedy 
recovery.”

“I was asked 
to donate 
my body to 
science” 

Porters’ blues
Chaperoning wildlife, retrieving lost rugby posts and handling enquiries about  
14th century Cambridgeshire. Here are a selection of some of the stranger requests 
porters have been asked across collegiate Cambridge

behind the scenes

“A few year’s ago an elderly alumnus 
of the college came to stay. Some time 
during the afternoon, he came down 
to the Porters’ Lodge to explain that 
his phone wasn’t working. I asked him 
whether it was connected to the socket. 
A quizzical look came across his face 
so I went up to his room. Sure enough 
the phone was out of its socket and I 
showed him how to fix the problem. 
He then turned to me and said: ‘Crikey, 
I didn’t realise you had to plug those 
things in.’ ”

“We found some rugby posts in our 
college court one morning.”

“I was asked to donate my body to 
scientific research.”

“Once a year we have to walk 
 the college ducks across the road  
and towards the river. They choose  
to breed in the Master’s garden.  
We get them ready and in line, and  
the Head Porter and Head Gardener 
walk them across the road. The Head 
Porter at the college opposite then 
takes over until they arrive safely at  
the river.”

“Last weekend I got a call from a  
lady helping her grand-daughter with 
her homework. She wanted to know the 
population of Cambridgeshire in 1300.”Illustrations
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Time travel for your coffee table
A PUZZLE produced by Christ’s 
artist in residence Issam Kourbaj in 
collaboration with the Cambridge 
Archaeological Unit takes you back in 
time to Cambridge’s foundations. 
‘A Cambridge Palimsest’ also includes 
a map drawn especially for the project 
by Jon Harris. 

The word palimsest comes 
from ancient Greek and refers to 
a manuscript page that has been 
scraped off and reused. Issam’s 
palimsest consists of five layers, much 
like a three-dimensional jigsaw, that 
chart the development of the city 
– from its geological foundations, 

medieval development and on to its 
current state.
➔ For more information, email Issam 
on ik254@cam.ac.uk

ILLUSTRATOR AND DOWNING alumnus 
Quentin Blake has produced his own 
distinctive history of the University in its 
800th year. 

‘Cambridge 800: an Informal 
Panorama’ is a collection of 13 drawings 
more than 20 metres long that 
depict some of the University’s most 
recognisable alumni.

The mural, donated by the University 
to Addenbrooke’s Hospital, was unveiled 
by the artist in September. 

It will form the centrepiece of the 
hospital’s Art Walk, which was opened  
in 2002.

Quentin Blake unveils 800th mural

THE ROYAL MAIL has created a 
commemorative stamp sheet 
featuring some of the discoveries 
and achievements of Cambridge 
researchers and alumni over the past 
eight centuries. 

The stamp sheets are available at 
the Fitzwilliam Museum Shop, as well as 
at most Post Offices. 

A first-class 
service

AFTER CELEBRATIONS big and small, the 
800th anniversary year will come to a close 
exactly where it began. 

The finale will take place over  
three nights in January, starting on  
Friday the 15th and winding up on  
Sunday the 17th.

Senate House and Old Schools will 
once again feature prominently, as will 
several other venues in central Cambridge.  
Please come and join us celebrate in style.
➔ For full details, check the 800th 
anniversary website at www.cam.ac.uk/800

A date for the diary: the finale beckons

ONE OF THE world’s most 
famous buildings will be 
lit in Cambridge blue for 
the University’s 800th 
anniversary celebrations.

The Empire State 
Building in New York City 
will be lit on Friday, 4 
December and Saturday, 
5 December. The tribute 
was arranged through 
the work of Cambridge in 
America, the University’s 
alumni relations and 
fundraising office in  
the USA. 

Cambridge in America 
will also be throwing an 
800th anniversary gala 
on the Saturday evening, 
where broadcaster and 
Cambridge alumnus Sir 
David Frost will be Master 
of Ceremonies.

Find out more  
from Cambridge in 
America’s website at www.
cantab.org

Sky-high 
celebrations  
in the USA




