CAMBRIDGE

AS AUTUMN LEAVES SKITTER INTO THE LOBBY OF THE CITY’S SMARTEST HOTEL,

FIND A READER’S RETREAT AMONG CAMBRIDGE’'S LITERARY LEGENDS

iterature is Cambridge’s

lifeblood, and the city has

educated and inspired some

of the world’s top writing
talent from Sylvia Plath to Stephen
Fry. While the Bloomsbury Group
may be long gone, the city is rarely
short of writers to tell its stories. Over
the years, John Simpson has bought
reading material at antique bookseller
G. David’s, Tim Hayward rescued local
institution Fitzbillies and Zadie Smith
observed that the ‘joy’ of Cambridge
was its abundance of ‘people reading
books in a posh place’.

Words: Anna Prendergast

I can think of far worse ways to pass
the time than reading books in a posh
place, and the University Arms seems
purpose-built. Once a coaching inn,
the hotel turned into one of the UK’s
biggest openings last year after an £80
million refurbishment by architect
John Simpson and interior designer
Martin Brudnizki, who brought a
strong sense of nostalgia for halcyon
days spent at school and plenty of
references to the university after which
it’s named. Collegiate stripes on the
corridor carpets remind you of the
repp tie you packed to wear at supper;

storage bins in the bedrooms look like
boarding school tuckboxes. All of it is
accented with a shade of duck-egg that
lands carefully in between Cambridge
blue and Fortnum’s blue. The Library,
a relaxed living room, is set around an
original fireplace where afternoon tea
is served (I can think of no better meal
to pair with a book — nothing goes cold,

everything can be eaten with one hand).

The hotel’s suites are named after
local scholars, most of whom attended
the university. The Stephen Hawking
suite has a grand, Regency-style curved
bow window overlooking Parker’s

Piece, where cycle paths cut the green
space into quarters, and light-filled
bedrooms have cosy corners for
binge-reading poetry and stories and
science. There are even desks for when
inspiration strikes.

Whilst gorgeous, 10 out of the
12 suites are named after men, the
only exceptions being Virginia Woolf
and Rosalind Franklin. If anyone
deserves ‘a room of her own’ it’s
Woolf, but considering this year
marks 150 years since women were
accepted at Cambridge University,
their presence seems to be something
of an afterthought. The cocktail
menu (similarly named after local
legends) doesn’t namecheck a single
woman, and bathrooms are filled with
products by Dr Harris, a ‘specialist
in gentlemen’s grooming’. In such a
place, it was a disappointing discovery,
but not a dealbreaker. Balance the
scales at The Rising Tide: Women at
Cambridge exhibition at the University
Library from October 14.

On the lower ground, the hotel’s
heritage is elegantly matched with cool,
contemporary fixtures. Brudnizki’s
signature patchwork of paintings are
somewhat subdued compared to those
at Annabel’s or The Ivy: witty, whimsical
illustrations of Cambridge characters
yawning in punts and stumbling out of
pubs surround the tables in Parker’s
Tavern, the hotel’s restaurant. Here,
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Chef Tristan Welch has developed his
own style of haute canteen with a menu
and dining space jovially reminiscent
of boarding school staples. You’ll want
to ask Sir for seconds of his spaghetti
bolognese, and even the grown-ups
can’t resist the colouring-book-style
ordering system for ice cream with
all the toppings. There’s even the
odd harmonised rendition of Happy
Birthday, as if the King’s College
choir had popped in to celebrate. By
evening, slick waiters sling trays of
drinks around at improbable angles
and speed, while breakfast has an
informal, convivial feel of a club you
can’t help but want to be a member of.
Cambridge might be one of the few
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universities that doesn’t get a reading
week, but that doesn’t mean you can’t
spend your own there. Find a willow
tree next to the River Cam to hide
under while the punts sail past, bury
your nose in a book stowed in your
satchel and take a crash course in
comfort at the University Arms.

University Arms Hotel, Regent St,
Cambridge CB2 1AD; universityarms.com;
doubles from £225

HOW TO GET HERE
The fast train from Kings Cross
takes 48 minutes to Cambridge

WHAT TO BRING
An empty notepad for your
bestseller

WHAT TO WEAR

Shoes you can cycle in; there are
pretty blue bikes you can borrow
during your stay

WHERE TO GO

Fitzbillies for Chelsea buns;
Kettle's Yard for a quirky history
of the area, Flowerhouse for

a bouquet to pop in your bike
basket. Don't miss the Literary
Festival from November 29th, too



