Maths at Cambridge

Some people don’t get how maths could possibly be fun, but we know otherwise. If you get a kick out of problem solving, there’s no better subject to do. Think about it – instead of spending your time researching and planning your next essay, you get some problems to solve, each one presenting its own challenge. It’s the most rewarding subject when you’re getting it right, and the most frustrating when nothing seems to be working. Either way, the life of a mathematician is never boring. 
What’s more, Cambridge is the best place in the world to study maths; the course is famous for being the most stimulating maths course around. That’s a word that gets banded about a lot, but there’s an undeniable buzz about maths at Cambridge. Most of the lecturers are world experts in their fields, and it shows.
Everyone does the same material in the first year, so you’ll be doing both pure maths (things like number theory, algebra and analysis) and applied maths (things like differential equations and dynamics). Also, there are courses like Probability which fall in between the two. You get some choice in the second year (so if, like me, you’re rubbish at applied maths, you can take mainly pure courses, and vice versa). In the third year, you really get to focus completely on whichever area of maths interests you the most, and then of course there’s the famous Part III in the fourth year if you fancy the challenge (and are good enough!).
The number of “mathmos” at Downing varies from year to year. In my year, lots of people passed the interview stage but were rejected through STEP, and we only have the four of us. There are a few more than that in the year below. I guess it would’ve been nice to have a larger mathematical community; contrary to popular belief, most mathematicians tend to want to be able to bounce ideas off each other rather than working on their own all the time. Having said that, three of us were living on the same corridor, so that was fine, and it meant that there was no ‘little fish, big pond’ feeling about coming to do maths at Cambridge; one of the best things about Downing (and this is true for all subjects) is how down-to-earth everyone is. 

I got lucky in a way because I didn’t look at where my lectures would be relative to Downing (I think I was too busy marvelling about how close Pizza Express is, and the fact we can play football on the paddock). In the first two years, the lectures are really pretty close; I don’t have a bike so that’s definitely a plus. After that, lectures move to the CMS which is a bit further away – but that’s the same for almost all colleges.
There’s not really any compulsory reading before the course starts but if you’ve got the enthusiasm to do maths at Cambridge you’ll probably want to find a couple of books anyway. There’s plenty of good stuff out there, from popular maths books (e.g. Fermat’s Last Theorem, The Music of the Primes) to more advanced stuff. “The Pleasures of Counting” by Tom Korner (who lectured us in our first term) is a great one for the summer holidays. In short, read whatever you like! Find something that interests you.
Don’t be intimidated about doing maths at Cambridge. Of course, it’s tough, but no-one at all finds it easy. Chances are if you don’t understand something then neither does 80% of the lecture hall, no matter how clever they all look! Cambridge is the place to be for maths, and Downing is a great college. Have fun applying! 

