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Oxford, I love you        







For my husband, who accepted my great love for Oxford without ever being jealous of it.

	 


INTRODUCTION 

	 

	I started writing almost for a joke, a bet, not thinking that one day a publishing house I had sent my first story to would contact me and tell me that they liked my writing. When I received the call, and the person on the other end of the line introduced herself as a representative of the publishing house, I literally jumped out of my seat and my heartbeat quickened. My “diary” had been read, by several people of different ages, on behalf of the publishing house, and they actually liked it! After an initial moment of total agitation and being lost for words, I tried to pull myself together and regain control of my thoughts, and above all of myself. I began to talk and interact with the person who would become my reference point from that moment on. 

	She picked out the parts that she liked the most, and explained the reasons why, and I, in turn, responded, trying to explain what had motivated me to recount those episodes. At a certain point, I realized that I was getting carried away because I was reliving the moments that I had already described in my story. I recognized that I was frequently interrupting my interlocutor, as if I wanted to add something else to what I had already written. It dawned on me that I still had so many things to tell. I made an effort to rein myself in, letting the other person speak and explain the various steps that would lead to the publication of my story. In practical terms, my little “diary” would become an actual book that everyone could read.  

	Before concluding the phone call, I said that this would be just the beginning, and that I would continue to describe my other experiences on British soil, in Oxford and, more recently, in Cheltenham. So, here I am again to continue the story of my various study trips to Britain. By any estimation these were numerous, but every one was different from the other. In all honesty, I am almost afraid of being monothematic, because the topic always remains the same, but then, thinking about my various experiences, invariably different, I think I have a variety of topics which, in my opinion, would generate more curiosity than boredom. I feel that the topic is mine, so I am firmly convinced that when you describe and do something you really like, the result will be good, because what comes from the heart manifests itself naturally, simply and spontaneously.  

	 

	 

	 

	 

	        

	RETURN TO OXFORD 
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	This second story of mine begins with my repatriation to Italy after a month spent in Oxford. It was 1973 and, as already mentioned, the only means of communication were public telephones, letters and postcards. During that month, the only telephone contact I had was with my parents, once a week. To my boyfriend—now my husband— I wrote letters because I needed to describe and share with him everything that I saw and did. It was a much cheaper medium than the telephone. Phone booths were comparable to money-eating machines. I remember that you had to insert two or three coins just to get a line, and then if you did not hurry to add more, the phone call would be cut off and you would have to start again from the beginning. It was enough to drive me mad!! Just imagine how many coins I had to have available in order to make a phone call. For this reason, during my first English experience, it was my parents who phoned me at my lodgings in the evening, at a fixed time and day.  

	The other problem with phone calls was that at certain times you spent less. As a result, at those times the telephone booths were crowded with students, who formed long queues and caused interminable waits. This was another of the reasons why I decided to get my parents to call me. 

	As soon as I got back to Italy, I spent my time telling everyone about everything that had happened to me, repeating the same things over and over again. I think many friends, and especially my parents, thought I had become “a real chatterbox” (one of the many wonderful turns of phrases that I picked up on my travels in England). I never stopped talking, and I’m sure mother was happy when I went to university in the morning so she could enjoy some “peace and quiet”. Obviously, with the passage of time my excitement and desire to communicate and share my experiences waned, and slowly my life, and those of my friends and family, returned to normal. 

	Four years passed before I returned to England, and during that time many things happened: I graduated, got married, and it was time to look for a job. Meanwhile, my “English” was getting worse. I remember that when I left Oxford, I was able to express myself without first thinking in Italian. I no longer needed to translate from Italian into English. The phrases and expressions I used most frequently came out naturally. However, much to my chagrin, it had only taken a few years for everything I had learned to evaporate. That being said, I no longer had the opportunity to speak the language, except during exams or in class, where I had to answer very specific questions on literature or grammar. These were times when I only used expressions written in my university textbooks, phrases learned “by heart” that would not have been of great use from a practical standpoint. 

	It is not in my nature to “get up on a soapbox”—I don’t want to sound like a “schoolmarm”—but sometimes I would like to suggest changes to Italian school language programmes that would help all those kids who want to go abroad to study or simply on holiday—changes that would give them the basics for managing life abroad without too many problems. Though I believe it is right to teach literature—in my opinion an essential part of the school curriculum—and grammar, naturally, but all lessons should be conducted in the language being studied, whichever it may be. It may seem impossible that you can teach grammar in the language you want to impart but you can. I am speaking from personal experience. Explanations can be given in English, French, Spanish, German, and any other language, by giving lots of examples, easy at first and then increasingly complicated as the subject becomes more familiar. At the beginning it is difficult for the student, but also for the teacher, who has to find a way to communicate in another language in the simplest way possible. 

	Obviously, literature must be studied too. You can’t ignore Shakespeare, James Joyce, Charles Dickens or Oscar Wilde, to name but a few of the many writers of English literature. But why not teach them in the language you are studying? By all means, put them in historical context, study the style and the titles of their works, but what is the point of trying to translate sonnets or parts of Hamlet or Macbeth written in Old English? When a young person decides to go and study abroad, they will certainly not be speaking in Old English, but will not even be able to speak in Modern English because they are not used to it.  

	It is everyday English that should be taught, combined with grammar and literature. The moment your foreign language lesson starts, you should forget your native language. I understand how terrible it is not to remember a word while speaking, but this is normal. Sometimes, it also happens in our own language. It is in that moment that we must try to make ourselves understood by giving an example, so that the person who is listening to us can comprehend what we are saying. There is no shame in not knowing or remembering words; fortunately, we are not computers but human beings, with all our strengths and weaknesses. 

	You will have to forgive me. Sometimes I get carried away and go off-topic, interrupting the thread of what I was saying. Although these digressions may seem a bit dull or irrelevant, they do explain the reason why, a few years after my first trip to England, I decided to return there. 

	***** 

	Oxford again. Too beautiful not to come back to. Again, the same emotions before departure, also because this time I would be changing schools. I would be staying at a campus where the course was being held, and I would also have a full board. How did I decide to go there? It all started during my first experience. Since I had passed this college, about halfway from my guesthouse to my school, every morning, I was intrigued by the numerous people I saw in the courtyard at any time of the day—young, old and of many different nationalities. I imagined that it could be a college where they had English language courses in the summer. So, before leaving Oxford I decided to visit it to ask for information.  

	I remember the moment I entered the college with perfect clarity. What struck me most was how much Italian I was hearing around me. To be honest, I was a bit put off, but also excited. Put off because I was afraid of being stuck with too many Italians, and therefore having to overcome the temptation to speak in my own language all the time, which is very likely, if not inevitable, when you meet compatriots abroad. As a result, my English would not improve. However, I was “spurred on” by the vitality of the place, and the extracurricular activities that were organized there. At the reception, they confirmed to me that English language courses were held throughout the year, and that students could choose to stay on campus, or select a room outside campus but still close to the school. Obviously, rooms were shared with other students, usually of different nationalities to prevent them from speaking in their own language. Both internal and external students were guaranteed full board, so breakfast, lunch and dinner were in the refectory, which was located in the main building. They gave me several pamphlets to consult, so when the idea of returning to England came up, I already had enough information to make a decision.  

	The idea of spending a couple of weeks in this place appealed to me a lot. I would have the opportunity to meet new people from all over the world. Italians too, obviously, but I got so excited about everything else that in the end I decided to take the chance, and not think about the disadvantages of a study holiday surrounded by Italians. After all, I would be responsible for my own actions, especially at that time, when I was already married, working on and off, and any money I spent would have to pay off.  

	While my husband did not object at all, my parents were a bit opposed to the decision I had made. There was still the mentality that a woman, once married, should stay at home and be the “lady of the house”. However, I decided to go, and again joy and sadness went hand in hand and did battle inside of me. Although you might think that I wasn’t bothered about leaving my husband and my parents behind, sometimes you have to make decisions based on the situations that life throws at you. I had studied a language for years, and then realized that I was losing it. Not to take steps to remedy the situation would mean throwing away all my past effort and sacrifices. Refreshing my grammar and pronunciation would be useful for my teaching too. 

	So, there I found myself, on the plane, ready for takeoff—a moment for me that has always represented wonder and adventure!!! 

	 

	 

	 

	        








	HELLO (AGAIN) OXFORD! 
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	I started this second experience of mine in a totally different frame of mind than the first, even though I must admit to a little trepidation as I set foot on the plane. The destination was the same, but I would be going to a school that would also be my lodgings—practically a boarding school—where I would attend classes, eat and sleep. It would be a fresh challenge to face, and I didn’t know what impact it would have on me. I had high expectations because I remember that, during my first stay in Oxford, every time I passed by this institute, I saw many students, I heard different languages, and I perceived a joyful and carefree atmosphere. I admit it, I had been a bit envious. So, I had said to myself: why not give it a try? The only risk was of finding too many Italians, who I would try to avoid with all my might, although I certainly wouldn’t be rude if any of them spoke to me in my native language. To answer in English would be the sin of arrogance, and putting myself above mixing with all those young Italians who were there to learn the language. I did not want to be considered a snob who wants to be “different”, but mixing with hundreds of other Italian people would mean continuing to speak in my own language. Which I didn’t want to happen. 

	I must digress, as I often do when a word or situation makes me think of occasions that are in some ways different but that have something in common with the situation I am explaining: I spoke of mixing, or “integrazione”, integration, a very fashionable word in Italy today. People of different nationalities, languages and cultures have arrived, and we are currently trying to get used to their presence somehow. We are often thwarted by our prejudices, to the point of rejecting and marginalizing different ethnic groups, rightly or wrongly. Obviously, cooperation and respect are necessary on both sides.  

	In the previous paragraph I mentioned integration, but I was not referring to myself as an Italian who had to be integrated into a foreign country, but rather as an Italian who had to be integrated into groups of Italians. Food for thought.  

	Before I take another step forward in my story, it is necessary for me to explain the reason for my digression. I remember that while I was in this boarding school, an Italian girl had been literally marginalized only because of the fact that she refused to speak in her own language with other, obviously Italian, classmates. She was considered “stuck up” due to her insistence on speaking only in English. This was not looked on favourably by anyone. 

	The girl had every reason to speak in English, because she was there for that purpose, but I am of the opinion that a compromise often has to be found between the parties involved. If you are part of a group, you must try to maintain that harmony that you had when you decided to spend time together, and not persist in doing what you think is right, refusing to accept other solutions. Because solutions can always be found. For example, you could talk to your classmates in Italian, and continue to “hang out” with your friends, but at the same time make friends with other students from different countries and create opportunities to speak in English with them.  

	Digression over. 

	Fortunately, I had not travelled as part of a group, so once I reached my destination, I could decide to spend time with whomever I pleased. Plus, the nervousness and fear I had experienced the first time around were nowhere to be seen. The airport was the same, Gatwick, but there was something new. From Gatwick there would be a bus that would take me directly to Oxford. This time I wouldn’t have to take any trains. 
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