“Natural Philosophy” Department CERN Trip Report
During half term the Physics department took a group of sixth formers to Geneva in order to further their understanding of what would come to be known of as “natural philosophy” through a visit to CERN. The journey began at St. Pancras, where the group caught a Eurostar to Paris and from there a TGV to Geneva. Before the trip, the teachers very kindly prepared booklets with some background knowledge on CERN and the advancements in particle physics happening there. Spurred on no doubt by the announcement of a potentially lucrative physics quiz at the end of the trip, many boys chose to pass the 4 hour journey poring over these booklets.
Arriving at our hostel in the evening, we were all pleasantly surprised to find our cosy rooms where we could at least collapse for the night. The hostel was located in the centre of Geneva a stone’s throw away from Lake Geneva and the famous “Jet d’eau”. After letting us drop off our luggage, Mr Kennedy led the charge to a local pub in the old part of the city called “Le Clement”. Two games were announced that eventful night that carried on for the rest of the trip. “The Clip game” involved the attachment of a crocodile clip to a hopefully unsuspecting boy or teacher. The attacher would then shout “Where’s the clip?”, triggering mass panic throughout the group, and if the attached was unable to find the clip within 10 seconds he would be fined half a Swiss Frank. “The Forbidden words game” strictly forbade any boy or member of staff from saying “Physics”, “particle” and “Dulwich”, with a half Frank fine being the penalty for saying any of those words. This led to several amusing attempts to bypass the system, by far the most popular of which was “Natural Philosophy” instead of “Physics”.
With Monday came the main focus of the trip, the visit to CERN. After an early start we took a tram directly to CERN’s reception and were then taken to the Antiproton Decelerator. By using helium as a cooling substance to slow down antiprotons it lets CERN’s scientists can study their properties. Thanks to the booklets, some boys were surprisingly well informed and managed to raise a number of probing questions to our guide. Afterwards we visited the CERN computing centre, the birth-place of what is now the worldwide web. At the moment it serves as the headquarters of the Large Hadron Collider Computing Grid, LCG, meaning it is the centre of a globally connected computer network that constantly processes the massive amounts of information that the Large Hadron Collider produces. After lunch, we changed staff guides and were shown the Low Energy Ion Ring (LEIR) and the Linear Accelerator 2 (LINAC 2). LINAC 2 accelerates protons to an initial speed before they enter the main collider, whereas LEIR stores heavy lead ions. The visit came to end with a group photo in front of “La Rue d’Einstein”. Monday night was spent in the oldest English pub in Switzerland, “Mr Pickwick”, for a pub quiz that all 4 teams from Dulwich did unfortunately badly in.
Tuesday began with a trip visit to the Jet d’eau. Around nine thirty we arrived at the fountain which we then climbed underneath in order to see the huge pumps that provide enough power to shoot water 10,000 metres into the air. Two boys were lucky enough to turn on the fountain at exactly ten o’clock and all of us were impressed to see the immense column of water, three times the height of the Statue of Liberty, that ensued. The rest of the morning was spent in the Palais des Nations, the United Nations office in Geneva. The building is located in Ariana Park and offers a magnificent view of Lake Geneva from its many French windows. We got a tour around the palace, seeing the Swiss Room in the New Wing, the Spanish room in the South Wing and the large conference room, the Assembly Hall, in the Centre Block. In the evening we journeyed out into the Genevan suburbs, trusting that Mr Fry knew where he was taking us, eventually ending up in the sort of shopping mall we see so much of in London’s suburbs for a very enjoyable night of bowling.
Wednesday brought yet another early morning so that we wouldn’t be late for our train. It was on the Eurostar back to London that we finally had the Physics Quiz, the surprisingly large cash prize of which was made up of all the fines reaped from the two trip-long games. After a near-tearful goodbye in St Pancras we all went our separate ways and the trip was officially over.
All the boys who came would like to thank the teachers for all their efforts, particularly Mr. Fry who organized the trip. Everyone had a great time that was somehow both educational and constantly entertaining. I would strongly recommend it to any junior physicist..
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