
Lena C.  Zuchowski – Recollections of a Geosciences and Astrophysics student  

 

5.30 pm, Brewer room, Department of Atmospheric, Oceanic and Planetary Physics (AOPP), 

University of Oxford. I am giving a tutorial on large scale ocean circulations. The two box 

model. Younger Dryas. Attentive students and an interesting topic. Bit removed from my own 

research on Jupiter, but anything involving mini ice ages sneaking in through the back door 

has to be teemed fascinating. I am thinking about Alvin. The name just floated into my mind 

the moment I put the lesson’s title on the whiteboard. Just … it can’t possibly mean the lanky 

kid with the three chirpy rodents, can it? I don’t like that program. AND it has (to my 

knowledge) never featured salinity driven surface currents. So, who is Alvin? 

 

A couple of hours later, having safely extracted myself from the undergraduate crowd, I 

actually remember and was able to restored my peace of mind. Alvin is a submarine (well, a 

submersible, anyways) operated by the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution. We have 

never met in person but I saw a picture of Alvin on Prof. Thomson’s General Geosciences and 

Astrophysics I Power Point presentation in 2002. Right next to that very same diagram of the 

large scale ocean circulation I now use to instruct my own students. There we are. 

Successfully solved another of life’s innumerable riddles. Incidentally, the same presentation 

also contained acid sucking extremophiles, an active volcano and a photograph of the 

professor with a very big fish. 

 

We have hit upon two facts here, I think. First, you can’t go wrong with a major that covers 

all the above mentioned groovy topics and throws creepy fossils, dying galaxies and 11-year-

cycle sun flares in for good measure. Second, having been a Geosciences and Astrophysics 

student will come back to haunt you at all kind of moments and will seriously hamper your 

ability to impress a bunch of twenty year olds. One has to take the rough with the smooth, I 

suppose. 

 

Now that I begin to consider this - there are some more tangential benefits as well. You will 

be well prepared for any course or research requirement your graduate department might haul 

at you. When I started my degree in Oxford, I already had significant research experience – 

due to the fact that, under Prof. Vogt’s friendly supervision, I had been able to clock many 

hours of playtime with JUB’s exomagnetosphere simulation. So, when the computer cluster at 

AOPP decided to block all my commands because it did not like my surname (which 

possesses nine instead of the allowed eight letters), it took me only three weeks to solve this 

problem and get started. Think about it, without a high quality undergraduate degree (two, 

actually, after double majoring in Physics), this could have been terminal!  With research like 

this keeping me on the edge of my seat, I was quite happy that the graduate course 

requirements did not impress me much. Most of it I had already seen – on some eclectic but, 

apparently, quite effective PPPs in the Reimer Lüst Hall (cc section 1).  

 

And, after having descended 50 feet underground, waded miles through icy, knee-high water 

and then climbed up a 200 m high chimney over a string of very flimsy ladders on a geology 

excursion to the Harz mines, whatever conference your graduate supervisor is going to send 

you to, you will be just fine. I am sure this is even truer for people who made it to such exotic 

places as the South African plains or the high Pacific waters for their summer internships. 

Although I obviously cannot complain about the lovely weeks I spent at the KIS in Freiburg. 

 

It can be a bit stressful. Getting all this one-to-one attention, I mean. If, for example and 

strictly hypothetical, you are enrolled in a plasma physics class. Which starts at 8am. And has 

only two other student participants. Well, exactly. Even to the most sleep deprived mind it is 



immediately apparent that your (potential) absence will not be covered by the crowd (or 

rather: couple) of others. On the other hand, the lecturer might just notice your heroic efforts 

in the field of plasma physics. And employ you as a student assistant so you can fiddle with 

the newest, upper-cool three-dimensional imaging software.  It could happen, you know.   

 

The gist of these very prolix ramblings is, of course, that I felt very well prepared for my 

graduate studies, took away a long-living fascination with the topics taught and managed to 

have an all around good time to boot. There are not many higher compliments one could pay 

an academic program.  

            


