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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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TRAVEL SMART


Designing an Itinerary


Trip Costs


Before You Go


Travel Strategies on the Road


Big Ben, the Eiffel Tower, and the Roman Colosseum. Yodeling in the Alps, biking down cobblestone paths, and taking a canal ride under the stars. Michelangelo’s David and Rhine Valley castles. Sunny Riviera beaches, medieval German towns, and Spanish streets teeming with people after dark. Europe offers a rich smorgasbord of cultures: pasta and tapas, strudel and scones, Dutch pancakes and Swiss fondue, Parisian crêpes and Tuscan grapes. Follow your tastes and sample a little of everything for an unforgettable trip.


To wrestle Europe down to a manageable size, this selective book features its top destinations—from powerhouse cities to sleepy towns and cliff-hanging villages.


To help you assemble your dream trip, I’ve included advice on what to see and do in each destination, plus how to connect destinations by car, train, or bus. Whether you have a week or a month for your trip, this book will show you the best that Europe has to offer.


England


London, a thriving metropolis, teems with world-class museums, monuments, churches, parks, palaces, markets, theaters, pubs, and double-decker buses.
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Spain


Barcelona is the center of Catalan culture, enlivened by people-friendly zones, a fun-to-explore old town, sandy beaches, and colorful works by native sons Gaudí, Picasso, and Miró.
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France



Paris, the stylish world capital of food and culture, features the Eiffel Tower, grand boulevards, corner cafés, chic boutiques, and incomparable art at the Louvre and Orsay museums.


Provence is home to Arles (with Van Gogh sights and a Roman Arena), Avignon (with famous bridge and brooding Palace of the Popes), the ancient Roman aqueduct of Pont du Gard.


The French Riviera, a tempting stretch of sun-washed resorts, stars the elegant city of Nice, with its relaxed vibe, delicious seafood, and inviting beaches.
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Italy



Rome is truly the Eternal City, studded with Roman remnants (Forum, Colosseum, Pantheon), floodlit-fountain squares, and the Vatican’s Sistine Chapel.


Florence, the cradle of the Renaissance, offers the masterpiece-strewn Uffizi Gallery, Brunelleschi’s dome-topped Duomo, Michelangelo’s David, and Italy’s best gelato.


The Cinque Terre consists of five idyllic Riviera hamlets along a rugged coastline, connected by hiking trails and dotted with vineyards and beaches.


Venice is a romantic island-city, powerful in medieval times and famous for St. Mark’s Basilica, the Grand Canal, and singing gondoliers.
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Germany



Munich is a bustling city with a traffic-free center, excellent museums, Baroque palaces, stately churches, rowdy beer halls, and the beautiful English Garden.


Rothenburg, a medieval, half-timbered town encircled by a walkable wall, is the highlight of the Romantic Road route, linking time-passed towns in the lovely countryside.


The Rhine Valley stars a mighty river steeped in legend, lined with storybook villages and imposing castles.


Berlin has thought-provoking museums, gleaming architecture, and trendy nightlife, plus evocative sections of the Wall that once divided the city and country.
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Switzerland



The best chunk of the Swiss Alps is the Berner Oberland, featuring sky-high mountains, cliff-hanging villages, thundering waterfalls, scenic hikes, soaring lifts, and cogwheel train rides.
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The Netherlands


Amsterdam is a progressive world capital with magnificent museums, dreamy canals, golden-age architecture, and a spirit of live and let live. Nearby Haarlem is a cozy, small-town home base alternative to big-city Amsterdam.
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TRAVEL SMART



Approach Europe like a veteran traveler, even if it’s your first trip. Design your itinerary, get a handle on your budget, make reservations, and follow my travel strategies on the road. For advice on money, accommodations, transportation, and staying connected, see the Practicalities chapter. For tips, see here.


Designing an Itinerary


Decide when to go. Peak season in much of Europe is June through September. For Spain and Italy, the best travel months are May, June, September, and October, which combine the convenience of peak season with pleasant weather (July and August can be sweltering along the Mediterranean). During peak season, it’s best to reserve rooms well in advance, particularly in big cities. Throughout Europe, spring and fall generally have decent weather and lighter crowds. Winter can be cold and dreary, though big cities stay lively year-round.


As a general rule any time of year, the climate north of the Alps is mild, while south of the Alps it’s like Arizona. If you wilt in the hot sun, avoid the Mediterranean in summer. If you want blue skies in the Swiss Alps and Britain, travel during the height of summer.


Choose your top destinations. The cosmopolitan cities of London and Paris are a must for anyone (and could merit a week apiece, if you have the time). Historians revel in Rome and romantics linger in Venice. If you’d like to storm some castles, explore the Rhine Valley. Art lovers are drawn to Florence’s Renaissance treasures, and foodies savor France. Munich wins the award for the best beerhalls and oompah bands. For a mix of art, tapas, and irrepressible nightlife, experience Barcelona. Hikers make tracks to the Swiss Alps and Italy’s Cinque Terre. To feel the pulse of 21st-century Germany, head to Berlin. Amsterdam, featuring Anne Frank history, Rembrandt, Van Gogh, and marijuana cafés, has something of interest for everyone. If medieval towns are your passion, walk the walls around Rothenburg. Beach baskers unroll their towels in the Cinque Terre, Barcelona, and the French Riviera. Photographers want to go everywhere.
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Draft a rough itinerary. Figure out how many destinations you can comfortably fit in the time you have. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more. Allow sufficient time per place. As a rough guideline, figure about three days for most major destinations and two days for smaller ones (take more time if you want to relax or explore). Any four or five of my recommended destinations (for example, London, Paris, the Rhine Valley, Swiss Alps, and Venice) would make a wonderful two-week trip.


Staying in a home base—such as Arles, Munich, or Florence—and making day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels. Minimize one-night stands; it can be worth taking a late-afternoon drive or train ride to get settled into a town for two nights.


Connect the dots. Link your destinations into a logical route. Determine which cities in Europe you’ll fly into and out of. Begin your search for flights on Google Flights. Even if you fly into a cheap flight hub like Frankfurt, you don’t need to begin your trip there (there’s a handy train station at the airport). For a gentler start to your trip, you could take a train to a nearby, smaller town for your first stop (such as a Rhine village).
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Decide if you’ll be traveling through Europe by car, taking public transportation, or using a combination. Trains connect big cities easily and frequently. Regions that are rewarding to explore by car (such as Provence) have options for nondrivers, such as minibus tours, public transit, or taxis. A car is useless in cities.


Budget flights link many destinations. If your dream trip features Amsterdam, Rome, Berlin, and Barcelona, take planes instead of trains. To search for budget flights within Europe, try Skyscanner.com.


If you’re on a tight budget, consider long-distance buses, which connect countries cheaply and slowly; FlixBus is one of several international companies.


Regardless of how you travel, allow plenty of time to get between destinations. To determine the approximate length of train journeys, see the train chart in the Practicalities chapter (also check schedules at Bahn.com). For driving distances, check Google Maps.


Plan your days. Fine-tune your trip; write out a day-by-day plan of where you’ll be and what you want to see. To help you make the most of your time, I’ve suggested day plans for most destinations. But take sight closures into account: Avoid visiting a town on the one day a week that its must-see sights are closed. Check if any holidays or festivals will fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights. For the latest, visit each country’s national tourism website: VisitBritain.com, US.France.fr, Germany.travel, Italia.it, Holland.com, Spain.info, and MySwitzerland.com.


Give yourself some slack. Every trip, and every traveler, needs downtime for doing laundry, picnic shopping, people-watching, and so on. Pace yourself. Assume you will return.


Ready, set... You’ve designed the perfect itinerary for the trip of a lifetime.


Trip Costs


Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.


Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Europe can cost about $900 to $1,500 total, depending on where you fly from and when. Save time in Europe (and often money) by flying into one city and out of another (e.g., into London and out of Rome).


Public Transportation: For a two-week trip, allow about $350 for second-class trains and buses. Depending on your itinerary, you’ll likely save money by buying individual train tickets, but for a Europe-wide trip, a Eurail pass can be a good choice. Rail passes normally must be purchased outside of Europe; exceptions are German and Swiss passes, which can be purchased on site.




Average Daily Expenses Per Person
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Keep in mind that many fast trains (such as France’s TGV and the Eurostar linking London, Paris, and Amsterdam) require seat assignments, and advance booking is strongly recommended. In some cases, a short flight can be cheaper than taking the train.


Car Rental: Allow $350-500 per week (booked well in advance), not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance. Rentals are cheapest if arranged from the US. For destinations in this book, Italy and Spain technically require drivers to carry an International Driving Permit ($20 at AAA.com).


Budget Tips: Cut your daily expenses by taking advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout Europe and mentioned in this book.


City transit passes (for multiple rides or all-day use) decrease your cost per ride.


Avid sightseers buy combo-tickets or passes that cover multiple museums. Or ask at sights if you’re eligible for a discount, often available for youths (up to age 18), students (with proper I.D. cards, www.isic.org), families, and seniors, though some discounts apply only to citizens of the European Union.


Some businesses—especially hotels and walking-tour companies—offer discounts to my readers (look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book).


Book your rooms directly with the hotel. Some hotels offer a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights; check online or ask. And even seniors can sleep inexpensively in hostels (most have private rooms). Or check Airbnb-type sites for deals.


It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in Europe. You can get tasty, affordable meals at cafeterias, local chain restaurants, and global eateries. Groceries are everywhere; cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.


When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a concert, gondola ride, or alpine lift. Minimize souvenir shopping. Focus instead on collecting vivid memories, wonderful stories, and new friends.


Before You Go


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more details on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and RickSteves.com, which has helpful travel-tip articles and videos.


Make sure your travel documents are valid. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow 12 weeks or more to renew or get a passport. Be aware of entry requirements; you may need to register with the ETIAS (https://travel-europe.europa.eu/etias_en). Get passport and country-specific travel info at Travel.State.gov.


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. It’s worth thinking about buying train tickets online in advance, getting a rail pass, renting a car, or booking cheap European flights. (You can wing it once you’re there, but it may cost more.)


Book rooms well in advance, particularly if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.


Reserve ahead for key sights. Make reservations in advance for the Louvre, Versailles, and the Eiffel Tower in Paris, Barcelona’s Sagrada Família, Amsterdam’s Anne Frank House, and many more.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Understand what protections your credit card may offer and whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Manage your money. Tap-to-pay “contactless” cards are widely accepted and simple to use. You may need your credit card’s PIN for some purchases—request it if you don’t have one. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. You don’t need to bring European cash for your trip; you can withdraw currency from ATMs while traveling.


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan, or rely on Wi-Fi instead. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translators, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).




Rick’s Free Audio Tours and Video Clips


Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and listen to them offline as you travel. Free audio tours (look for the [image: image]) cover sights and neighborhoods in many of Europe’s cities and towns. The app also offers my public radio show interviews with travel experts from around the globe. Find it in your app store, or visit RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.


[image: image]


Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 600 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com.
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Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist in the Practicalities chapter as a guide.


Travel Strategies on the Road


If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.


Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Note opening hours of sights, closed days, crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or advisable. Check the latest at RickSteves.com/update.


Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels and travel arrangements, and check transit connections. Visit local tourist information offices. Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the train, bus, or road you’ll take when you leave.


Give local tours a spin. Your appreciation of a city or region and its history can increase dramatically if you take a walking tour or even hire a private guide. If you want to learn more about any aspect of Europe, experts are happy to teach you.


Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Keep your passport and backup cash and cards secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money and a card in your front pocket or wallet. Don’t set valuable items down on counters or café tabletops where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.


Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring copies or take photos of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up photos and devices to the cloud as you travel.


Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a cheap bus or an exhausting walk across town. To avoid long lines at sights, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as buying tickets in advance or sightseeing early or late.


Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, closures, sore feet, bad weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.


Attempt the language. Many Europeans—especially those in the tourist trade and in big cities—speak English, but if you learn even just a few phrases of the local language, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. Apps such as Google Translate work for on-the-go translation help, but you can get a head start by practicing the survival phrases near the end of this book.
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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe


Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my bus tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught millions of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.


This book offers a balanced mix of the best of Europe’s exciting cities and small-town getaways. It’s selective: Rather than listing dozens of walled towns in Europe, I recommend only the best ones. My self-guided museum tours and city walks give insight into the country’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.


I advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of my money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.
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We visit Europe to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.


Judging by the positive feedback I receive from readers, this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.


Happy travels!
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Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the European people. Ask questions—most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the best dessert, grandest viewpoint, funniest sign, or perfect sidewalk café. When an unexpected opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes!”


Hear the Swiss cowbells? Taste the beer-hall pretzel? Feel the magic of Venice? See the lights of the Eiffel Tower sparkling at night?


Your next stop. . .Europe!
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England


From the grandeur and pageantry of the Changing of the Guard at Buckingham Palace to funky street markets to quaint and cozy pubs, England delights. Strike up a conversation just to hear the King’s English. Bite into a scone smothered with clotted cream, sip a cup of tea, and wave your pinky as if it’s a Union Jack.


The English people have a reputation for being cheerful, courteous, and well mannered. And when times get tough, they persevere with a stiff upper lip, dry wit, and a “keep calm and carry on” attitude.


London is England’s—and Great Britain’s—cosmopolitan capital. For the tourist, London offers a little of everything associated with Britain: castles, cathedrals, royalty, theater, and tea.
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ENGLAND PRACTICALITIES


Money: England’s currency is the British pound (check Oanda.com for the latest exchange rates). An ATM is called a cashpoint. The local value-added sales tax (VAT) rate is 20 percent; the minimum purchase eligible for a VAT refund is £30.01 (for details on refunds, see www.gov.uk).


Emergencies: Dial 112 for police or medical emergencies. In case of theft or loss, see here.


Time Zone: Great Britain is one hour earlier than most of continental Europe, and five/eight hours ahead of the East/West Coasts of the US.


Phoning: The country code is 44. For dialing tips, see here.


Sleep Code: $$$$=most rooms over £250; $$$=£180-250; $$=£130-180; $=£80-130; ¢=under £80.


Restaurant Code: $$$$=most main courses over £20; $$$=£15-20; $$=£10-15; $=under £10.


Dining: London’s cuisine is diverse but can be expensive. For the most atmospheric budget option, eat in pubs. They’re homey places where locals and travelers alike can eat, drink, and socialize. Pubs often serve traditional dishes, such as “bangers and mash” (sausages and mashed potatoes) and roast beef with Yorkshire pudding, but you’re just as likely to find pasta, curried dishes, and quiche. You generally order food at the bar, but not all pubs serve meals, so look for places that advertise daily specials.


At tearooms, popular choices are a “cream tea,” which consists of tea and a scone or two, or the pricier “afternoon tea,” which comes with pastries and finger foods such as small, crustless sandwiches. Two people can order one afternoon tea and one cream tea, and share the afternoon tea’s goodies.


British cooking embraces international influences and quality ingredients, adding spice to the cuisine scene. Indian, Bangladeshi, Chinese, Thai, and Middle Eastern food can be less expensive options (especially for takeout).


Fish-and-chips joints, street markets, cafeterias, and chain restaurants offer good-value meals. Grocery stores have inviting delis and sometimes sit-down eating. Many restaurants have early-bird or pretheater specials, often for significant savings, if you eat before 18:30 or 19:00.


Tipping: At pubs and places where you order at the counter, you don’t have to tip. At restaurants and fancy pubs with waitstaff, it’s not necessary to tip if a service charge is already included in the bill (common in London). Otherwise, it’s appropriate to tip about 10-12 percent.


Tourist Information: VisitBritain.com
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London at a Glance


LONDON IN 4 DAYS


Map: London’s Neighborhoods


ORIENTATION


Map: London


Tourist Information


Helpful Hints


Tours


WESTMINSTER WALK


Map: Westminster Walk


SIGHTS


Map: Westminster Abbey Tour


Map: Houses of Parliament


Map: Trafalgar Square Area


Map: Buckingham Palace Area


Map: British Museum Overview


Map: North London


Map: British Library Tour


Map: St. Paul’s Cathedral


Map: The City, The Tower & East London


Map: Tower of London


Map: The South Bank


Map: West London


Map: Victoria & Albert Museum


Map: Greenwich


EXPERIENCES


Shopping


Theater (a.k.a. “Theatre”)


SLEEPING


Victoria Station Neighborhood


Bayswater and Notting Hill


North London


Map: Victoria Station Neighborhood


Map: Bayswater, Notting Hill & Kensington


Other Sleeping Options


Map: North London Neighborhood


EATING


Central London


Map: Central London Restaurants


Victoria Station Neighborhood


Bayswater, Notting Hill, and Kensington


North London


TRANSPORTATION


Getting Around London


Map: London Underground


Map: Handy Bus Routes


Arriving and Departing


Map: London’s Airports


Map: London’s Major Train Stations


NEAR LONDON


Windsor Castle


Map: Windsor


Stonehenge


Map: Stonehenge Overview


Map: Stonehenge


A longtime tourist destination, London seems perpetually at your service, with an impressive slate of sights and entertainment. Blow through this urban jungle on the open deck of a double-decker bus and take a pinch-me-I’m-here walk through the West End. Hear the chimes of Big Ben and ogle the crown jewels at the Tower of London. Cruise the Thames River and take a spin on the London Eye. Hobnob with poets’ tombstones in Westminster Abbey and rummage through civilization’s attic at the British Museum.


London is also more than its museums and landmarks, it’s a living, breathing, thriving organism...a coral reef of humanity. The city has changed dramatically in recent years: Many visitors are surprised to find how diverse and cosmopolitan it is. Chinese takeouts outnumber fish-and-chips shops. Eastern Europeans pull pints in British pubs, and Italians express your espresso. Outlying suburbs are home to huge communities of Indians and Pakistanis. This city of 10 million separate dreams is learning—sometimes fitfully—to live as a microcosm of its formerly vast empire.


LONDON IN 4 DAYS


Day 1: Get oriented by taking my Westminster Walk from Big Ben to Trafalgar Square (stop in Westminster Abbey and the Churchill War Rooms on the way). Grab lunch near Trafalgar Square (maybe at the café at St. Martin-in-the-Fields Church), then visit the nearby National Gallery or National Portrait Gallery.


On any evening: Have an early-bird dinner and take in a play in the West End or at Shakespeare’s Globe. Choose from a concert, walking tour, or nighttime bus tour. Extend your sightseeing into the evening hours; some attractions stay open late. Settle in at a pub, or do some shopping at any of London’s elegant department stores (generally open until 20:00 or 21:00). Stroll any of the main squares, fine parks, or the Jubilee Walkway for people-watching. Ride the London Eye Ferris wheel for grand city views.


Day 2: Early in the morning, take a double-decker hop-on, hop-off sightseeing bus tour from Victoria Station, and hop off for the Changing of the Guard at Buckingham Palace. After lunch, tour the British Museum and/or the nearby British Library.


Day 3: At the Tower of London, see the crown jewels and take the Beefeater tour. Then grab a picnic, catch a boat at Tower Pier, and have lunch on the Thames while cruising to Blackfriars Pier.


Tour St. Paul’s Cathedral and climb its dome for views, then walk across Millennium Bridge to the South Bank to visit the Tate Modern, tour Shakespeare’s Globe, or stroll the Jubilee Walkway.
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Day 4: Take your pick of the Victoria and Albert Museum, Tate Britain, Imperial War Museum, or Houses of Parliament. Hit one of London’s many lively open-air markets. Or cruise to Greenwich or Kew Gardens.
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ORIENTATION


To grasp London more comfortably, see it as the old town in the city center without the modern, congested sprawl.


The Thames River (pronounced “tems”) runs roughly west to east through the city, with most sights on the North Bank. The tourist’s London is roughly the area within the Tube’s Circle line—bordered by the Tower of London (to the east), Hyde Park (to the west), Regent’s Park (north), and the South Bank (south). This four-mile-wide zone between the Tower and Hyde Park (about a 1.5-hour walk) looks like a milk bottle on its side (see map) and holds most of the sights covered in this book.


The sprawling city becomes much more manageable when you think of it as a collection of neighborhoods.


Central London: This area contains the Westminster district, which includes Big Ben, Parliament, Westminster Abbey, Buckingham Palace, and Trafalgar Square, with its major museums. The West End is the center of London’s cultural life, with bustling squares. Piccadilly Circus and Leicester Square host cinemas, tourist traps, and nighttime glitz. Soho and Covent Garden are thriving people zones with theaters, restaurants, pubs, and boutiques. And Regent and Oxford streets are the city’s top shopping zones.
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▲▲▲Westminster Abbey Britain’s finest church and the site of royal coronations and burials since 1066. Hours: Abbey—Mon-Fri 9:30-16:30, Wed until 19:00, Sat 9:00-16:30 (Sept-April until 14:00); Queen’s Galleries—Mon-Fri 10:00-16:00, Sat 9:30-15:30; closed Sun except for worship.


▲▲▲Churchill War Rooms Underground WWII headquarters of Churchill’s war effort. Hours: Daily 9:30-18:00, may stay open later in summer.


▲▲▲National Gallery Remarkable collection of European paintings (1250-1900), including Leonardo, Botticelli, Velázquez, Rembrandt, Turner, Van Gogh, and the Impressionists. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00, Fri until 21:00.


▲▲▲British Museum The world’s greatest collection of artifacts of Western civilization, including the Rosetta Stone and the Parthenon’s Elgin Marbles. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:30, Fri until 20:30 (select galleries only).


▲▲▲British Library Fascinating collection of important literary treasures of the Western world. Hours: Mon-Thu 9:30-20:00, Fri until 18:00, Sat until 17:00, Sun 11:00-17:00.


▲▲▲St. Paul’s Cathedral The main cathedral of the Anglican Church, designed by Christopher Wren, with a climbable dome and daily evensong services. Hours: Mon-Tue and Thu-Sat 8:30-16:30 (dome opens at 9:30), Wed church and dome from 10:00, closed Sun except for worship.


▲▲▲Tower of London Historic castle, palace, and prison housing the crown jewels and a witty band of Beefeaters. Hours: Tue-Sat 9:00-17:00, Sun-Mon from 10:00; Nov-Feb closes one hour earlier.


▲▲▲Victoria and Albert Museum The best collection of decorative arts anywhere. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:45, Fri until 22:00.
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▲▲Houses of Parliament Famous for Big Ben and occupied by the Houses of Lords and Commons. Hours: When Parliament is in session, generally open Oct-late July Mon-Thu, closed Fri-Sun and during recess late July-Sept. Guided tours offered year-round on Sat and most weekdays during recess.


▲▲Trafalgar Square The heart of London, where Westminster, The City, and the West End meet.


▲▲National Portrait Gallery A Who’s Who of British history, featuring portraits of this nation’s most important historical figures. Hours: Daily 10:30-18:00, Fri-Sat until 21:00.


▲▲Covent Garden Vibrant people-watching zone with shops, cafés, and street musicians.


▲▲Changing of the Guard at Buckingham Palace Hour-long spectacle at Britain’s royal residence. Hours: May-July daily at 11:00, Aug-April Sun-Mon, Wed, and Fri.


▲▲London Eye Enormous observation wheel, offering commanding views over London’s skyline. Hours: Daily 10:00-20:30 or later, Sept-May 11:00-18:00.


▲▲Imperial War Museum Exhibits examining military conflicts from the early 20th century to today. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.


▲▲Tate Modern Powerhouse collection of modern and contemporary artwork installed in a repurposed power station. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.


▲▲Shakespeare’s Globe Timbered, thatched-roof reconstruction of the Bard’s original “wooden O.” Hours: Theater complex, museum, and tours generally daily until 12:30, sometimes later. Plays are also staged here.


▲▲Tate Britain Collection of British painting from the 16th century through modern times. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.


▲▲Natural History Museum Packed with engaging exhibits and enthralled kids. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.





[image: image]


North London: Neighborhoods in this part of town—including Bloomsbury, Fitzrovia, and Marylebone—contain the exceptional British Museum and overhyped Madame Tussauds Waxworks. Nearby, along busy Euston Road, is the British Library.


The City: In London’s modern financial district, called simply “The City,” gleaming skyscrapers are interspersed with historical landmarks, such as St. Paul’s Cathedral. The Tower of London and Tower Bridge lie at The City’s eastern border.


East London: Just east of The City is the East End, once the gritty haunt of Jack the Ripper, and now an increasingly gentrified neighborhood of hipsters, pop-up shops, busy markets, and stalls that dish up cuisine from around the world.


South Bank: The South Bank of the Thames River offers major sights—the Tate Modern, Shakespeare’s Globe, and London Eye—linked by a fun riverside promenade. Within this area, Southwark stretches from the Tate Modern to London Bridge. Pedestrian bridges connect the South Bank with The City and Trafalgar Square on the North Bank.


West London: This area contains upscale neighborhoods—Mayfair, Belgravia, Chelsea, South Kensington, and Notting Hill—plus excellent museums (Victoria and Albert Museum, Tate Britain, and more), my top hotel recommendations, enticing restaurants, trendy shops, bustling Victoria Station, and the vast green expanses of Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens.




Rick’s Tip: You’ll find pedestrian-focused maps around town—especially handy when exiting Tube stations. In this sprawling city—where predictable grid-planned streets are relatively rare—it’s smart to use a good map.





Tourist Information


It’s amazing how hard it can be to find unbiased sightseeing information and advice in London. You’ll see “Tourist Information” offices advertised here and there, but most are private agencies that make a big profit selling tours and advance sightseeing and/or theater tickets.


The City of London Information Centre, on the street just below St. Paul’s Cathedral, is the only publicly funded—and impartial—“real” TI. It sells Oyster cards and London Passes and stocks various free publications: the London Planner (a monthly that lists sights, events, and hours), the biweekly Official London Theatre Guide, a free Tube map, and Thames River boat schedules. They also have a free sightseeing app that includes small discounts at various points around The City. The TI gives out a free map of The City and sells several citywide maps (look for the good £1 map, which includes a minuscule Tube map and handy bus routes). Skip their theater box office; you’re better off booking direct (Tue-Sat 9:30-17:30, closed Sun-Mon; Tube: St. Paul’s, +44 20 7606 3030 or +44 20 7332 3456, www.visitthecity.co.uk, cic@cityoflondon.gov.uk).


Visit London doesn’t have an office you can visit in person—but does have an information-packed website (www.visitlondon.com).


London Pass: This pass, while expensive, may save some money for extremely busy sightseers (£84/1 day, multiday options available, +44 20 7293 0972, www.londonpass.com).




Rick’s Tip: The Artful Dodger is alive and well in London. Beware of pickpockets, particularly on public transportation, among tourist crowds, and at street markets.





Helpful Hints


Laundry: Pimlico Launderette near Victoria Station has self-service and same-day full service (Mon-Sat 8:00-19:00, Sun until 17:00, last self-wash one hour before closing; 3 Westmoreland Terrace, +44 20 7821 8692).


Useful Apps: Google Maps is a wonderful navigation tool. In addition to walking directions, it figures out which public-transit connection (by Tube or bus) best suits your journey (download maps offline in advance if you don’t have a good data plan). Other good route-planning apps include Mapway’s free Tube Map London Underground and Bus Times London apps (www.mapway.com), as well as the Citymapper app.
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London’s Best Views


For some viewpoints, you need to pay admission, and at the bars or restaurants, you’ll need to buy a drink.


London Eye: Ride the giant Ferris wheel for stunning London views. See here.


St. Paul’s Dome: You’ll earn a striking, unobstructed view by climbing hundreds of steps to the cramped balcony of the church’s cupola. See here.


One New Change: Get fine, free views of St. Paul’s Cathedral and surroundings—nearly as good as those from St. Paul’s Dome—from the rooftop terrace of the One New Change shopping mall just behind and east of the church.


20 Fenchurch (a.k.a. “The Walkie-Talkie”): Get 360-degree views of London from the mostly enclosed Sky Garden. It’s free but you’ll need to make reservations in advance and bring photo ID (Mon-Fri 10:00-18:00, Sat-Sun 11:00-21:00, 20 Fenchurch Street, Tube: Monument, https://skygarden.london/sky-garden).


National Portrait Gallery: A mod top-floor restaurant peers over Trafalgar Square and the Westminster neighborhood. See here.


Waterstones Bookstore: Its hip, low-key, top-floor café/bar has reasonable prices and sweeping views of the London Eye, Big Ben, and the Houses of Parliament (Mon-Sat 9:00-20:00, Sun 12:00-18:00, on Sun bar closes one hour before bookstore, 203 Piccadilly, +44 20 7851 2400, www.5th-view-bar-and-food.co.uk).


The Shard: The observation decks that cap this 1,020-foot-tall skyscraper offer London’s most commanding views, but at an outrageously high price—£28 in advance, £32 same-day (in person or online), best to book online in advance both to save money and time in line, advance ticket includes free return ticket in case of bad weather, family ticket available; hours vary, check online; Tube: London Bridge—use London Bridge exit and follow signs, +44 844 499 7111, www.theviewfromtheshard.com.
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Baggage Storage: Train stations have left-luggage counters (£15/24 hours per item, most stations open daily 8:00-21:00). You can also store bags at the airports (similar rates and hours). Book online in advance at www.left-baggage.co.uk.


Tours


HOP-ON, HOP-OFF DOUBLE-DECKER BUSES


London is full of hop-on, hop-off bus companies competing for your tourist pound—an experience rated ▲▲. Routes (which take just over 1.5 hours, depending on traffic) can vary. Most have recorded narration; some may have a live guide. Buses run frequently and daily, starting about 8:30. The last full loop usually leaves Victoria Station at around 20:00 in summer, and 17:00 in winter. Sunday morning—when traffic is light and many museums are closed—is a fine time for a tour. Traffic is at its peak around lunch and during the evening rush hour (around 17:00).


Big Bus is the most established bus company and the one I’d probably go with (£41/one-day ticket, discounts if you book online, www.bigbustours.com). You’ll also see Tootbus (www.tootbus.com) and Golden Tours (www.goldentours.com).




Rick’s Tip: For an efficient intro to London, catch an 8:30 departure of a hop-on, hop-off overview bus tour, riding most of the loop. Hop off just before 10:00 at Trafalgar Square (Cockspur Street, stop “S”), then walk briskly to Buckingham Palace to find a spot to watch the Changing of the Guard ceremony at 11:00.





NIGHT BUS TOURS


Various bus tour companies offer a lower-priced after-hours sightseeing circuit (1-2 hours). Options include Big Bus (£30, cheaper online, departs from London Eye, www.bigbustours.com); Golden Tours (£29, cheaper online, departs from Belvedere Road next to London Eye, +44 20 7233 7030, www.goldentours.com); and See London By Night (£29, live guides, departs from Green Park next to the Ritz Hotel, +44 20 7183 4744, www.seelondonbynight.com).
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WALKING TOURS



Top-notch local guides lead (sometimes big) groups on walking tours—worth ▲▲—through specific slices of London’s past. London Walks’ two-hour walks are led by top-quality professional guides (£15, exact cash or contactless card, private tours available, check website for possible day-trip offerings, +44 20 7624 3978, www.walks.com).


LOCAL GUIDES AND DRIVER


Rates for London’s registered Blue Badge guides are standard (about £180-200 for four hours and £295 or more for nine hours). I know and like these fine local guides: Sean Kelleher (+44 7764 612 770, sean@seanlondonguide.com); Britt Lonsdale (£280/half-day, £400/day, +44 7813 278 077, brittl@btinternet.com); Joel Reid (+44 7887 955 720, joelyreid@gmail.com); Tom Hooper (+44 7986 048 047, tomh1@btinternet.com); and Gillian Chadwick (£300/day, +44 7889 976 598, gillychad21@gmail.com). If you have a particular interest, London Walks (see earlier) has a huge selection of guides and can likely book one for your exact focus (£230/half-day; privatewalks@walks.com).


If you’d like a private driver—whether for in-city trips or for day-tripping outside of London—consider David Stubbs (£495 for 1-3 people, from £550 for 4-8 people, +44 7775 888 534, www.londoncountrytours.co.uk, info@londoncountrytours.co.uk).


CRUISE BOAT TOURS


London offers many made-for-tourist cruises, most on slow-moving, open-top boats accompanied by entertaining commentary (an experience worth ▲▲). Take a short city-center cruise by riding a boat 30 minutes from Westminster Pier to Tower Pier (particularly handy if you’re visiting the Tower of London anyway) or choose a longer cruise that includes a peek at the East End, riding from Westminster all the way to Greenwich.


[image: image]


Each company runs cruises daily, about twice hourly, from morning until dark; many reduce frequency off-season. Boats come and go from various docks in the city center. The most popular places to embark are Westminster Pier (at the base of Westminster Bridge across the street from Big Ben) and London Eye Pier (also known as Waterloo Pier, across the river on the South Bank).


A one-way trip within the city center costs about £13; going all the way to Greenwich costs about £3 more. Most companies charge around £6 more for a round-trip ticket. Others sell hop-on, hop-off day tickets or a two-day river pass (around £24). But I’d rather savor a one-way cruise then zip home by Tube.


The dominant companies are City Cruises (handy 45-minute cruise from Westminster Pier to Tower Pier via London Eye Pier; www.cityexperiences.com), Thames River Sightseeing (Westminster Pier, Tower Bridge Quay, and Greenwich Pier; classic boats, friendlier and more old-fashioned feel; www.thamesriversightseeing.com), and Circular Cruise (full cruise takes about an hour, operated by Crown River Services, www.crownrivercruise.co.uk).




Thames Boat Piers


While Westminster Pier is the most popular, it’s not the only dock in town. Consider all the options (listed from west to east, as the Thames flows).


Millbank Pier (North Bank): At the Tate Britain museum, used primarily by the Tate Boat ferry service (express connection to Tate Modern at Bankside Pier).


Westminster Pier (North Bank): Near the base of Big Ben, offers round-trip sightseeing cruises and lots of departures in both directions. Nearby sights include Parliament and Westminster Abbey.


London Eye Pier (a.k.a. Waterloo Pier, South Bank): At the base of the London Eye; good, less-crowded alternative to Westminster, with many of the same cruise options (Waterloo Station is nearby).


Embankment Pier (North Bank): Near Covent Garden, Trafalgar Square, and Cleopatra’s Needle (the obelisk on the Thames). This pier is used mostly for special boat trips, such as some RIB (rigid inflatable boats) and lunch and dinner cruises.


Festival Pier (South Bank): Next to the Royal Festival Hall, just downstream from the London Eye.


Blackfriars Pier (North Bank): In The City, not far from St. Paul’s.


Bankside Pier (South Bank): Directly in front of the Tate Modern and Shakespeare’s Globe.


Tower Pier (North Bank): At the Tower of London, at the east edge of The City and near the East End.


Tower Bridge Quay (North Bank): Just downstream from the Tower of London.







Rick’s Tip: Zipping through London every 20-30 minutes, the Thames Clippers are designed for commuters. With no open deck and no commentary, they’re not the best option for sightseeing.





Cruising Downstream, to Greenwich: Both City Cruises and Thames River Sightseeing head from Westminster Pier to Greenwich. The cruises are usually narrated by the captain, with most commentary given on the way to Greenwich. To maximize both efficiency and sightseeing, take a narrated cruise to Greenwich one way, and take the DLR back to avoid late-afternoon boat crowds.


Cruising Upstream, to Kew Gardens: Thames River Boats leave for Kew Gardens from Westminster Pier (£16.50 one-way, £24 round-trip, 2-4/day depending on season, 1.5 hours, boats sail April-Oct, about half the trip is narrated, www.thamesriverboats.co.uk).


WESTMINSTER WALK


Just about every visitor to London strolls along historic Whitehall from Big Ben to Trafalgar Square. This walk is a whirlwind tour as well as a practical orientation to London. Most of the sights you’ll see are described in more detail later in this chapter.


[image: image] You can download a free, extended audio version of this walk.



[image: image] Self-Guided Walk



Start halfway across 1 Westminster Bridge M for that “Wow, I’m really in London!” feeling. Get a close-up view of the Houses of Parliament and Big Ben (floodlit at night). Downstream you’ll see the London Eye, the city’s giant Ferris wheel. Down the stairs to Westminster Pier are boats to the Tower of London and Greenwich (downstream) or Kew Gardens (upstream).




Rick’s Tip: Cars drive on the left side of the road—confusing for foreign pedestrians and for foreign drivers. Always look right, look left, then look right again just to be sure. Jaywalking is treacherous when you’re disoriented about which direction traffic is coming from.





En route to Parliament Square, you’ll pass a 2 statue of Boadicea, M the Celtic queen who unsuccessfully resisted Roman invaders in AD 60. Julius Caesar was the first Roman general to cross the Channel, but even he was weirded out by the island’s strange inhabitants, who worshipped trees, sacrificed virgins, and went to war painted blue. Later, Romans subdued and civilized them, building roads and making this spot on the Thames—“Londinium”—a major urban center.


You’ll find red phone booths lining the north side of 3 Parliament Square M—great for a phone-box-and-Big-Ben photo op.


Wave hello to Winston Churchill and Nelson Mandela in Parliament Square. To Churchill’s right is the historic Westminster Abbey, with its two stubby, elegant towers. The white building (flying the Union Jack) at the far end of the square houses Britain’s Supreme Court.


Head north up Parliament Street, which turns into 4 Whitehall, M and walk toward Trafalgar Square. You’ll see the thought-provoking 5 Cenotaph M in the middle of the boulevard, reminding passersby of the many Brits who died in the last century’s world wars. To visit the Churchill War Rooms, take a left before the Cenotaph, on King Charles Street.
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Westminster: Boadicea statue
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Westminster: Churchill statue in Parliament Square
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Westminster: Horse Guards





[image: image]




Westminster Walk Map Key


1 Westminster Bridge


2 Statue of Boadicea


3 Parliament Square


4 Start of Whitehall


5 Cenotaph


6 10 Downing Street & Ministry of Defence


7 Banqueting House


8 Horse Guards


9 Trafalgar Square





Continuing on Whitehall, stop at the barricaded and guarded 6 #10 Downing Street M to see the British “White House,” the traditional home of the prime minister since the position was created in the early 18th century. The huge Lego-like building across Whitehall from Downing Street is the Ministry of Defence (MOD), the “British Pentagon.”


Nearing Trafalgar Square, look for the 17th-century 7 Banqueting House M across the street, which is just about all that remains of what was once the biggest palace in Europe—Whitehall Palace. If you visit, you can enjoy its ceiling paintings by Peter Paul Rubens and the exquisite hall itself. Also take a look at the 8 Horse Guards M behind the gated fence. For 200 years, soldiers in cavalry uniforms have guarded this arched entrance that leads to Buckingham Palace. These elite troops constitute the monarch’s personal bodyguard.


The column topped by Lord Nelson marks 9 Trafalgar Square, M London’s central meeting point. The stately domed building on the far side of the square is the National Gallery, which is filled with European paintings. To the right of the National Gallery is the 1722 St. Martin-in-the-Fields Church and its Café in the Crypt.
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Trafalgar Square and St. Martin-in-the-Fields





• Our Westminster walk is over. But if you want to keep going, walk up Cockspur Street to Haymarket, then take a short left on Coventry Street to colorful Piccadilly Circus. Near Piccadilly, you’ll find several theaters and Leicester Square (with its half-price TKTS booth for plays—see here). Walk through trendy Soho (north of Shaftesbury Avenue) for its fun pubs.




Rick’s Tip: Many of London’s great museums don’t charge admission—though they do suggest a donation. All such contributions are completely optional.





SIGHTS


Central London


Westminster


▲▲▲WESTMINSTER ABBEY


Map: Westminster Abbey Tour


▲▲HOUSES OF PARLIAMENT (PALACE OF WESTMINSTER)


Map: Houses of Parliament


▲▲▲CHURCHILL WAR ROOMS


Map: Trafalgar Square Area


Trafalgar Square


▲▲▲NATIONAL GALLERY


▲▲NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY


▲ST. MARTIN-IN-THE-FIELDS


The West End and Nearby


▲PICCADILLY CIRCUS


▲▲COVENT GARDEN


Buckingham Palace


▲STATE ROOMS AT BUCKINGHAM PALACE


QUEEN’S GALLERY AT BUCKINGHAM PALACE


ROYAL MEWS


Map: Buckingham Palace Area


▲▲CHANGING OF THE GUARD AT BUCKINGHAM PALACE


North London


▲▲▲BRITISH MUSEUM


Map: British Museum Overview


Map: North London


▲▲▲BRITISH LIBRARY


Map: British Library Tour


▲MADAME TUSSAUDS WAXWORKS


The City


▲▲▲ST. PAUL’S CATHEDRAL


Map: St. Paul’s Cathedral


Map: The City, The Tower & East London


▲▲▲TOWER OF LONDON


Map: Tower of London


TOWER BRIDGE


South Bank


▲JUBILEE WALKWAY


▲▲LONDON EYE


▲▲IMPERIAL WAR MUSEUM


Map: The South Bank


▲▲TATE MODERN


▲MILLENNIUM BRIDGE


▲▲SHAKESPEARE’S GLOBE


West London


▲▲TATE BRITAIN


Map: West London


▲HYDE PARK AND SPEAKERS’ CORNER


KENSINGTON PALACE


▲▲▲VICTORIA AND ALBERT MUSEUM


Map: Victoria & Albert Museum


▲▲NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM


Greater London


Greenwich


▲▲CUTTY SARK


OLD ROYAL NAVAL COLLEGE


▲PAINTED HALL


▲NATIONAL MARITIME MUSEUM


▲▲ROYAL OBSERVATORY GREENWICH


Map: Greenwich


West of London


▲▲KEW GARDENS


Central London


Westminster


These sights are listed in roughly geographical order from Westminster Abbey to Trafalgar Square, and are linked in my self-guided Westminster Walk (earlier) and [image: image] my free audio tour.



▲▲▲WESTMINSTER ABBEY



The greatest church in the English-speaking world, Westminster Abbey is where England’s kings and queens have been crowned and buried since 1066. Like a stony refugee camp huddled outside St. Peter’s Pearly Gates, Westminster Abbey has many stories to tell. To experience the church more vividly, take a live tour, or attend evensong or an organ concert.


Cost and Hours: £27, £5 more for timed-entry ticket to worthwhile Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Galleries, family ticket available; Abbey—Mon-Fri 9:30-16:30, Wed until 19:00 (main church only), Sat 9:00-16:30 (Sept-April until 14:00), guided tours available; Queen’s Galleries—Mon-Fri 10:00-16:00, Sat 9:30-15:30, stays open later on summer Wed; cloister—Mon-Sat 9:30-17:30; closed Sun to sightseers but open for services; last entry one hour before closing; Tube: Westminster or St. James’s Park, +44 20 7222 5152, www.westminster-abbey.org.




Rick’s Tip: Westminster Abbey is most crowded at midmorning and all day Saturday and Monday. Visit early, during lunch, or late. Weekdays after 14:30 are less congested; come late and stay for the 17:00 evensong. Skip the line by booking tickets in advance via the Abbey’s website at www.westminster-abbey.org.





Church Services and Music: Mon-Fri at 7:30 (prayer), 8:00 and 12:30 (communion), 17:00 evensong (on Wed it’s spoken, not sung); Sat at 17:00 (evensong; Sept-April at 15:00 instead); Sun services generally come with more music: at 8:00 (communion), 11:15 (sung Eucharist), and 15:00 (evensong). Services are free to anyone, though visitors who haven’t paid church admission aren’t allowed to linger afterward. Free organ recitals are usually held Sun at 17:00 (30 minutes).


Tours: The included multimedia guide is excellent. Vergers (docents) give 90-minute tours (£10, schedule posted outside and inside entry, up to 5/day April-Sept, 2-4/day Oct-March).



[image: image] SELF-GUIDED TOUR



• Walk straight through the north transept. Follow the crowd flow to the right, passing by a number of...


1 Memorials: M You’ll pass statues on tombs, stained glass on walls, and plaques in the floor, all honoring illustrious Brits, both famous and not so famous.


• Now enter the spacious nave and take it all in.


2 Nave: M The Abbey’s 10-story nave is the tallest in England. With saints in stained glass, heroes in carved stone, and the bodies of England’s greatest citizens under the floor stones, Westminster Abbey is the religious heart of England.


The king who built the Abbey was Edward the Confessor. Find him in the stained-glass windows on the left side of the nave (as you face the altar—look up). He’s in the third bay from the end (marked S: Edwardus rex...), dressed in white and blue, with his crown, scepter, and ring.
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The west facade of Westminster Abbey
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Westminster Abbey Tour Map Key


1 Memorials


2 Nave


3 Choir


4 Coronation Spot


5 Shrine of Edward the Confessor


6 Tomb of Elizabeth I & Mary I


7 Chapel of King Henry VII


8 Royal Air Force Chapel


9 Tomb of Mary, Queen of Scots


10 Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Galleries


11 Poet’s Corner


12 Great Cloister


13 Coronation Chair





On the floor near the west entrance of the Abbey is the flower-lined Grave of the Unknown Warrior, one ordinary WWI soldier buried in soil from France with lettering made from melted-down weapons from that war. Contemplate the 800,000 men and women from the British Empire who gave their lives. Their memory is so revered that, when Kate Middleton walked up the aisle on her wedding day, by tradition she stepped around the tomb.


• Now walk straight up the nave toward the altar. This is the same route every future monarch walks on the way to being crowned. Midway up the nave, you pass through the colorful screen of an enclosure known as the...


3 Choir: M These elaborately carved wood and gilded seats are where monks once chanted their services in the “quire”—as it’s known in British churchspeak. Today, it’s where the Abbey’s boys choir sings the evensong. Up ahead, the “high” (main) altar—which usually has a cross and candlesticks atop it—sits on the platform up the five stairs.


4 Coronation Spot: M The area immediately before the high altar is where every English coronation since 1066 has taken place. Royalty are also given funerals here, and it’s where most of the last century’s royal weddings have taken place, including the unions of Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Philip (1947) and Prince William and Kate Middleton (2011).


• Veer left and follow the crowd. Pause at the freestanding wooden staircase on your right. This is the royal tomb that started it all.


5 Shrine of Edward the Confessor: M Step back and peek over the dark coffin of Edward I to see the tippy-top of the green-and-gold wedding-cake tomb of King Edward the Confessor—the man who built Westminster Abbey. It was finished just in time to bury Edward and to crown his foreign successor, William the Conqueror, in 1066. After Edward’s death, people prayed at his tomb, and after they got good results, Edward was made a saint. His tall, central tomb (which unfortunately lost some of its luster when Henry VIII melted down the gold coffin case) is surrounded by the tombs of eight other kings and queens.


• At the back end of the church, climb the wide stone staircase and veer left into the private burial chapel holding the...


6 Tomb of Queens Elizabeth I and Mary I: M Although only one effigy is on the tomb (Elizabeth’s), there are actually two queens buried beneath it, both daughters of Henry VIII (by different mothers). Bloody Mary—meek, pious, sickly, and Catholic—enforced Catholicism during her short reign (1553-1558) by burning “heretics” at the stake.


Elizabeth—strong, clever, and Protestant—steered England on an Anglican course. She holds a royal orb symbolizing that she’s queen of the whole globe. When 26-year-old Elizabeth was crowned in the Abbey, her right to rule was questioned (especially by her Catholic subjects) because she was considered the bastard seed of Henry VIII’s unsanctioned marriage to Anne Boleyn. But Elizabeth’s long reign (1559-1603) was one of the greatest in English history, a time when England ruled the seas and Shakespeare explored human emotions. When she died, thousands turned out for her funeral in the Abbey. Elizabeth’s face on the tomb, modeled after her death mask, is considered a very accurate take on this hook-nosed, imperious “Virgin Queen” (she never married).
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Tomb of Elizabeth I (and Mary I)





• Continue into the ornate, flag-draped room up three more stairs (directly behind the main altar).


7 Chapel of King Henry VII M (the Lady Chapel): The light from the stained-glass windows; the colorful banners overhead; and the elaborate tracery in stone, wood, and glass give this room the festive air of a medieval tournament. The prestigious Knights of the Bath meet here, under the magnificent ceiling studded with gold pendants. The ceiling—of carved stone, not plaster (1519)—is the finest English Perpendicular Gothic and fan vaulting you’ll see (unless you’re going to King’s College Chapel in Cambridge). The ceiling was sculpted on the floor in pieces, then jigsaw-puzzled into place. It capped the Gothic period and signaled the vitality of the coming Renaissance.


• Go to the far end of the chapel and stand at the banister in front of the modern set of stained-glass windows.


8 Royal Air Force Chapel: M Saints in robes and halos mingle with pilots in parachutes and bomber jackets. This tribute to WWII flyers is for those who earned their angel wings in the Battle of Britain (July-Oct 1940). A bit of bomb damage has been preserved—the little glassed-over hole in the wall below the windows in the lower left-hand corner.


• Exit the Chapel of Henry VII. Turn left into a side chapel with the tomb (the central one of three in the chapel).


9 Tomb of Mary, Queen of Scots: M The beautiful, French-educated queen (1542-1587) was held under house arrest for 19 years by Queen Elizabeth I, who considered her a threat to her sovereignty. Elizabeth got wind of an assassination plot, suspected Mary was behind it, and had her first cousin (once removed) beheaded. When Elizabeth died childless, Mary’s son—James VI, King of Scots—also became King James I of England and Ireland. James buried his mum here (with her head sewn back on) in the Abbey’s most sumptuous tomb.


• Exit Mary’s chapel and head back down the big stone stairs. Continue on, until you emerge in the south transept. Look for the doorway that leads to a stairway and elevator to the...


10 Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Galleries: M In 2018, the Abbey opened a space that had been closed off for 700 years—an internal gallery 70 feet above the main floor known as the triforium. This balcony—with stunning views over the nave—now houses a small museum of interesting objects related to the Abbey’s construction, the monarchs who worshipped here, royal coronations, and more from its 1,000-year history. (Because of limited space, a timed-entry ticket is required.)


• After touring the Queen’s Galleries, return to the main floor. You’re in...


11 Poets’ Corner: M England’s greatest artistic contributions are in the written word. Many writers (including Chaucer, Lewis Carroll, T. S. Eliot, and Charles Dickens) are honored with plaques and monuments; relatively few are actually buried here. Shakespeare is commemorated by a fine statue that stands near the end of the transept, overlooking the others.


• Exit the church (temporarily) at the south door, which leads to the…


12 Great Cloister: M You’re entering the inner sanctum of the Abbey’s monastery. The buildings that adjoin the church housed the monks. Cloistered courtyards like this gave them a place to stroll in peace while meditating on God’s creations.
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Poets’ Corner





• Go back into the church for the last stop.


13 Coronation Chair: M A gold-painted oak chair waits here under a regal canopy for the next coronation. For every English coronation since 1308 (except two), it’s been moved to its spot before the high altar to receive the royal buttocks. The chair’s legs rest on lions, England’s symbol.



▲▲HOUSES OF PARLIAMENT (PALACE OF WESTMINSTER)



This Neo-Gothic icon of London, the site of the royal residence from 1042 to 1547, is now the meeting place of the legislative branch of government. Like the US Capitol in Washington, DC, the complex is open to visitors. You can view parliamentary sessions in either the bickering House of Commons or the sleepy House of Lords. Or you can simply wander on your own (through a few closely monitored rooms) to appreciate the historic building itself.


The Palace of Westminster has been the center of political power in England for nearly a thousand years. In 1834, a horrendous fire gutted the Palace. It was rebuilt in a retro, Neo-Gothic style that recalled England’s medieval Christian roots—pointed arches, stained-glass windows, spires, and saint-like statues. At the same time, Britain was also retooling its government. Democracy was on the rise, the queen became a constitutional monarch, and Parliament emerged as the nation’s ruling body. The Palace of Westminster became a symbol—a kind of cathedral—of democracy. A visit here offers a chance to tour a piece of living history and see the British government in action.


Cost and Hours: Free when Parliament is in session, otherwise must visit with a paid tour (see later); nonticketed entry generally Oct-late July; House of Commons—Mon 14:30-22:30, Tue-Wed 11:30-19:30, Thu 9:30-17:30; House of Lords—Mon-Tue 14:30-22:00, Wed 15:00-22:00, Thu 11:00-19:30; last entry depends on debates; exact day-by-day schedule at www.parliament.uk.


Tours: M Audioguide-£22.50, guided tour-£29, tours available Sat year-round 9:00-16:30 and most weekdays during recess (late July-Sept), 1.5 hours. Confirm the tour schedule and book ahead at www.parliament.uk or by calling +44 20 7219 4114. The ticket office also sells tours, but there’s no guarantee same-day spaces will be available (ticket office open Mon-Fri 10:00-16:00, Sat 9:00-16:30, closed Sun, in Portcullis House next to Westminster Tube Station, entrance on Victoria Embankment). For either a guided tour or an audioguide, arrive at the visitors entrance on Cromwell Green 20-30 minutes before your tour time to clear security.


Choosing a House: The House of Lords is less important politically, but they meet in a more ornate room, and the wait time is shorter (likely less than 30 minutes). The House of Commons is where major policy is made, but the room is sparse, and wait times are longer (30-60 minutes or more).




Rick’s Tip: For the public galleries in either House, lines are longest at the start of each session, particularly on Wednesdays. For the shortest wait, show up later in the afternoon (but don’t push it, as things sometimes close down early).






[image: image] SELF-GUIDED TOUR



Enter midway along the west side of the building (across the street from Westminster Abbey), where a tourist ramp leads to the 1 visitors entrance. M Line up for the airport-style security check. You’ll be given a visitor badge.


• First, take in the cavernous...


2 Westminster Hall: M This vast hall—covering 16,000 square feet—survived the 1834 fire, and is one of the oldest and most important buildings in England. England’s vaunted legal system was invented in this hall, as this was the major court of the land for 700 years. King Charles I was tried and sentenced to death here. Queen Elizabeth II’s coffin lay in state here for four days as over 250,000 mourners passed by.
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Houses of Parliament Map Key


1 Visitors Entrance


2 Westminster Hall


3 St. Stephen’s Hall


4 Central Lobby


5 House of Lords


6 House of Commons


7 Portcullis House Ticket Office





• Continue up the stairs, and enter...


3 St. Stephen’s Hall: M This long, beautifully lit room was the original House of Commons. Members of Parliament (MPs) sat in church pews on either side of the hall—the ruling faction on one side, the opposition on the other.


• Continue into the...


4 Central Lobby: M This ornate, octagonal, high-vaulted room is often called the “heart of British government,” because it sits midway between the House of Commons (to the left) and the House of Lords (right). Video monitors list the schedule of meetings and events going on in this 1,100-room governmental hive. This is the best place to admire the Palace’s interior decoration—carved wood, chandeliers, statues, and floor tiles.


• This lobby marks the end of the public space where you can wander freely. From here, you’ll visit the House of Lords or the House of Commons. If either house is in session, you’ll go through a series of narrow halls and staircases to reach the upper viewing galleries.


5 House of Lords: M When you’re called, you’ll walk to the Lords Chamber by way of the long Peers Corridor—referring to the House’s 800 unelected members, called “peers.” Paintings on the corridor walls depict the antiauthoritarian spirit brewing under the reign of Charles I. When you reach the House of Lords Chamber, you’ll watch the proceedings from the upper-level visitors gallery. Debate may occur among the few lords who show up at any given time, but these days, their role is largely advisory—they have no real power to pass laws on their own.


The Lords Chamber is church-like and impressive, with stained glass and intricately carved walls. At the far end is a gilded throne, where the monarch sits once a year to give a speech to open Parliament. In front of the throne sits the woolsack—a cushion stuffed with wool. Here the lord speaker presides, with a ceremonial mace behind the backrest. To the lord speaker’s right are the members of the ruling party (a.k.a. “government”) and to his left are the members of the opposition. Unaffiliated crossbenchers sit in between.


6 House of Commons: M The Commons may be much less grandiose than the House of Lords, but this is where the sausage gets made. The House of Commons is as powerful as the lords, prime minister, and king combined.


When the prime minister visits, their ministers (or cabinet) join on the front bench, while lesser MPs (the “backbenchers”) sit behind. It’s often a fiery spectacle, as the prime minister defends policies, while the opposition grumbles and harrumphs in displeasure. It’s not unheard of for MPs to get out of line and be escorted out by the sergeant at arms and his Parliamentary bouncers.
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The history of the Houses of Parliament spans more than 900 years.







Affording London’s Sights


London is one of Europe’s most expensive cities, but with its many free museums and affordable plays, it offers days of sightseeing thrills without requiring you to pinch your pennies (or your pounds).


Free Museums: Free sights include the British Museum, British Library, National Gallery, National Portrait Gallery, Tate Britain, Tate Modern, Imperial War Museum, Victoria and Albert Museum, and the Natural History Museum. Most of these museums request a donation, but whether you contribute is up to you.


Free Churches: Smaller churches let worshippers (and tourists) in free, although they may ask for a donation. The big sightseeing churches—Westminster Abbey and St. Paul’s—charge admission fees but offer free evensong services nearly daily (though you can’t stick around afterward to sightsee). Westminster Abbey also offers free organ recitals most Sundays.


Other Freebies: London has plenty of free performances, such as lunch concerts at St. Martin-in-the-Fields. There’s no charge to enjoy the pageantry of the Changing of the Guard, rants at Speakers’ Corner in Hyde Park (on Sun afternoon), displays at Harrods, the people-watching scene at Covent Garden, and the colorful streets of the East End. It’s free to view the legislature at work in the Houses of Parliament. You can get into the chapel at the Tower of London by attending Sunday services. And, Greenwich is an inexpensive outing.


Good-Value Tours: The London Walks tours with professional guides are one of the best deals going. Hop-on, hop-off big-bus tours, while expensive, provide a great overview and include free boat tours as well as city walks. (Or, for the price of a transit ticket, you could get similar views from the top of a double-decker public bus.) A one-hour Thames cruise to Greenwich usually comes with entertaining commentary.


Buy Tickets Online: Tickets for many popular and expensive sights can be purchased online in advance, which will usually save you a few pounds per ticket.


Theater: Compared with Broadway’s prices, London’s theater can be a bargain. Seek out the freestanding TKTS booth at Leicester Square—or check their website—to get discounts from 25 to 50 percent on good seats (and full-price tickets to the hottest shows with no service charges). Buying directly at the theater box office can score you a great deal on same-day tickets. A “groundling” ticket for a play at Shakespeare’s Globe is the best theater deal in town.





Nearby: Across the street from the Parliament building’s St. Stephen’s Gate, the Jewel Tower is a rare remnant of the old Palace of Westminster, used by kings until Henry VIII. The crude stone tower (1365-1366) was a guard tower in the palace wall, overlooking a moat. It contains an exhibit on the medieval Westminster Palace and the tower (£6.50, April-Oct Wed-Sun 10:00-17:00, closed Mon-Tue, off-season Sat-Sun only until 16:00, +44 20 7222 2219). Next to the tower is a quiet courtyard with picnic-friendly benches.


Big Ben, the 315-foot-high clock tower at the north end of the Palace of Westminster, is named for its 13-ton bell, Ben. The light above the clock is lit when Parliament is in session. The face of the clock is huge—you can actually see the minute hand moving. For a good view of it, walk halfway over Westminster Bridge.
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Big Ben






▲▲▲CHURCHILL WAR ROOMS



This excellent sight offers a fascinating walk through the underground headquarters of the British government’s WWII fight against the Nazis in the darkest days of the Battle of Britain. It has two parts: the war rooms themselves, and a top-notch museum dedicated to the man who steered the war from here, Winston Churchill.


Cost and Hours: £27.25 timed-entry ticket (buy online in advance), includes essential audioguide; daily 9:30-18:00, last entry one hour before closing; on King Charles Street, 200 yards off Whitehall—follow signs, Tube: Westminster; +44 20 7930 6961, www.iwm.org.uk/churchill-war-rooms.


Advance Tickets Recommended: Ticket-buying lines on-site can be long (1-2 hours), so it’s smart to buy a timed-entry ticket online in advance. You still may have to wait up to 30 minutes in the security line.


Cabinet War Rooms: The 27-room, heavily fortified nerve center of the British war effort was used from 1939 to 1945. Churchill’s room, the map room, and other rooms are just as they were in 1945. As you follow the one-way route, the audioguide explains each room and offers first-person accounts of wartime happenings here. While the rooms are spartan, you’ll see how British gentility survived even as the city was bombarded—posted signs informed those working underground what the weather was like outside, and a cheery notice reminded them to turn off the lights to conserve electricity.




Rick’s Tip: Buying tickets online in advance is smart. Even some free sights allow you to book ahead, allowing you to save time once you arrive.





Churchill Museum: Don’t bypass this museum, which occupies a large hall amid the war rooms. It dissects every aspect of the man behind the famous cigar, bowler hat, and V-for-victory sign. Artifacts, quotes, political cartoons, clear explanations, and interactive exhibits bring the colorful statesman to life. Many of the items on display—such as a European map divvied up in permanent marker, which Churchill brought to England from the postwar Potsdam Conference—drive home the remarkable span of history this man influenced.
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Churchill War Rooms
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Trafalgar Square


Trafalgar Square, London’s central square worth ▲▲, is at the intersection of Westminster, The City, and the West End. It’s the climax of most marches and demonstrations, and is a thrilling place to simply hang out. At the top of Trafalgar Square (north) sits the domed National Gallery with its grand staircase, and, to the right, the steeple of St. Martin-in-the-Fields, built in 1722. In the center of the square, Lord Nelson stands atop his 185-foot-tall, fluted granite column, gazing out toward Trafalgar, where he lost his life but defeated the French fleet. Part of this 1842 memorial is made from his victims’ melted-down cannons. He’s surrounded by spraying fountains, giant lions, and hordes of people (Tube: Charing Cross).



▲▲▲NATIONAL GALLERY



Displaying an unsurpassed collection of European paintings from 1250 to 1900—including works by Leonardo, Botticelli, Velázquez, Rembrandt, Turner, Van Gogh, and the Impressionists—this is one of Europe’s great galleries.


Cost and Hours: Free, donation suggested, special exhibits extra; book free ticket online to enter through the less crowded Getty entrance; daily 10:00-18:00, Fri until 21:00, last entry to special exhibits one hour before closing; on Trafalgar Square, Tube: Charing Cross or Leicester Square, +44 20 7747 2885, www.nationalgallery.org.uk.


Tours: Free one-hour overview tours leave from the Central Hall (usually Tue-Thu at 15:00, but confirm online). Download the free Smartify app for more about any painting in the galleries.


Sainsbury Wing Closed: A multiyear renovation has temporarily closed the Sainsbury Wing, and paintings normally found there have been redisplayed throughout the museum. While the renovation is ongoing and artworks are shuffled about, it’s best to check the museum’s online floor plan to locate specific paintings (including the collection highlights described below).


Visiting the Museum: Enter through the Portico entrance (facing Trafalgar Square), in the middle of the classical building. To get oriented, find the floor plan mounted on the wall after you enter. Scan the QR code to open the same plan on your phone.


Medieval: Shiny gold paintings of saints, angels, Madonnas, and crucifixions float in an ethereal gold never-never land. Art in the Middle Ages was religious, dominated by the Church. The illiterate faithful could meditate on an altarpiece and visualize heaven. It’s as though they couldn’t imagine saints and angels inhabiting the dreary world of rocks, trees, and sky they lived in. One of the finest medieval devotional paintings, The Wilton Diptych, is displayed in a small glass case all its own. Richard II himself (king of England from 1377 to 1399) knelt before this portable altarpiece to inspire his personal devotions to the Virgin.


Find Van Eyck’s The Arnolfini Portrait (1434), once thought to depict a wedding ceremony forced by the lady’s swelling belly. Today it’s understood as a portrait of a solemn, well-dressed, well-heeled couple, the Arnolfinis of Bruges, Belgium (the fashion of the day was to gather up the folds of one’s extremely full-skirted dress).


Italian Renaissance: In painting, the Renaissance meant realism. Artists rediscovered the beauty of nature and the human body.
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Van Eyck, The Arnolfini Portrait





Michelangelo’s (unfinished) The Entombment is one of the few surviving panel paintings by the great artist. Inspired by ancient statues of Greek gods, Michelangelo’s work projects Renaissance balance and symmetry. Raphael’s Pope Julius II depicts a careworn leader. The pope’s attire indicates wealth and success, but he’s a bent and broken man, with an expression that seems to say, “Is this all there is?”


Mannerism: Developed in reaction to the High Renaissance, Mannerism subverts the balanced, harmonious ideal of the previous era with exaggerated proportions, asymmetrical compositions, and decorative color. In The Origin of the Milky Way, by Venetian painter Tintoretto, the god Jupiter places his illegitimate son, baby Hercules, at his wife’s breast. Juno says, “Wait a minute. That’s not my baby!” Her milk spurts upward, becoming the Milky Way.


Northern Protestant Art: While Italy had wealthy aristocrats and the powerful Catholic Church to purchase art, the North’s patrons were middle-class, hardworking, Protestant merchants. They wanted simple, cheap, no-nonsense pictures to decorate their homes and offices. Greek gods and Virgin Marys were out, hometown folks and hometown places were in—portraits, landscapes, still lifes, and slice-of-life scenes.
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The massive National Gallery is one of the world’s great art museums.





Look for Vermeer’s A Young Woman Standing at a Virginal. By framing off such a small world to look at—from the blue chair in the foreground to the wall in back—Vermeer forces us to appreciate the tiniest details, the beauty of everyday things.


Baroque: The style popular with Catholic popes and aristocrats, Baroque art took the flashy Mannerist style and made it flashier; what had been dramatic now became downright shocking.


In Velázquez’s The Rokeby Venus, Venus lounges diagonally across the canvas, admiring herself, with flaring red, white, and gray fabrics to highlight her rosy white skin and inflame our passion. This work by the king’s personal court painter is a rare Spanish nude from that ultra-Catholic country.


French Rococo: As Europe’s political and economic center shifted from Italy to France, Louis XIV’s court at Versailles became its cultural hub. The Rococo art of Louis’ successors was as frilly, sensual, and suggestive as the decadent French court. We see their rosy-cheeked portraits and their fantasies: lords and ladies at play in classical gardens, where mortals and gods cavort together. One of the finest examples is the tiny Pan and Syrinx by Boucher.


British Romantic Art: The reserved British were more comfortable cavorting with nature than with the lofty gods. John Constable set up his easel out-of-doors, making quick sketches to capture the simple majesty of billowing clouds, spreading trees, and everyday rural life. The simple style of Constable’s The Hay Wain—believe it or not—was considered shocking in its day.


Impressionism and Beyond: At the end of the 19th century, a new breed of artists burst out of the stuffy confines of the studio. They donned scarves and berets and set up their canvases in farmers’ fields or carried their notebooks into crowded cafés, dashing off quick sketches in order to catch a momentary...impression. Check out Impressionist and Post-Impressionist masterpieces such as Van Gogh’s Sunflowers.


Cézanne’s Bathers are arranged in strict triangles. He uses the Impressionist technique of building a figure with dabs of paint (though his “dabs” are often larger-sized “cube” shapes) to make solid, 3-D geometrical figures in the style of the Renaissance. In the process, his cube shapes helped inspire a radical new style—Cubism—bringing art into the 20th century.



▲▲NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY



Creative presentation and a new focus on greater inclusiveness have transformed this once-stuffy place into a genuinely engaging experience, putting faces on major figures from the past 500 years of British history. The 1,000+ portraits are arranged chronologically, starting with Tudors on the third floor and culminating with contemporary galleries on floor 1 and present-day VIPs on the ground level. Well-written signage lets you know why each portrait subject has earned a place on the wall. With less time, pick one era to focus on. Contemporary works (including photos, videos, and collages) are the most dynamic, varied, and fun. The free Bloomberg Connects app tour is especially good at giving insight into the older works.


Cost and Hours: Free, donation suggested, special exhibits extra; book timed-entry ticket online in advance to guarantee entry, daily 10:30-18:00, Fri-Sat until 21:00; digital guide available; entrances at St. Martin’s Place and Charing Cross Road (around the corner from National Gallery, opposite Church of St. Martin-in-the-Fields), Tube: Charing Cross or Leicester Square, +44 20 7306 0055, www.npg.org.uk.
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Princess Diana’s portrait at the National Portrait Gallery






▲ST. MARTIN-IN-THE-FIELDS



The church, built in the 1720s with a Gothic spire atop a Greek-type temple, is an oasis of peace on wild and noisy Trafalgar Square. St. Martin cared for the poor. “In the fields” was where the first church stood on this spot (in the 13th century), between Westminster and The City. Stepping inside, you still feel a compassion for the needs of the people in this neighborhood—the church serves the homeless and houses a Chinese community center. The modern east window—with grillwork bent into the shape of a warped cross—was installed in 2008 to replace one damaged in World War II.


A freestanding glass pavilion to the left of the church serves as the entrance to the church’s underground areas. There you’ll find the concert ticket office, a gift shop, brass-rubbing center, and the recommended support-the-church Café in the Crypt.


Cost and Hours: Free, donations welcome; Thu-Tue 9:00-17:00, Wed 12:00-19:30 (8:30 morning prayer open for everyone and free tour at 14:30), otherwise closed to visitors during services—listed at the entrance and on the website; Tube: Charing Cross, +44 20 7766 1100, www.stmartin-in-the-fields.org. The church is famous for its concerts—see here for details.


The West End and Nearby



▲PICCADILLY CIRCUS



Although this square is slathered with neon billboards and tacky attractions (think of it as the Times Square of London), the surrounding streets are packed with great shopping opportunities. Nearby Shaftesbury Avenue and Leicester Square teem with fun-seekers, theaters, Chinese restaurants, and street singers. To the northeast is London’s Chinatown and, beyond that, the funky Soho neighborhood. And curling to the northwest from Piccadilly Circus is genteel Regent Street, lined with exclusive shops.



▲▲COVENT GARDEN



This large square is filled with people and street performers—jugglers, sword swallowers, magicians, beatboxers, and guitar players. London’s buskers (including those in the Tube) are auditioned, licensed, and assigned times and places where they are allowed to perform.


The square’s centerpiece is a covered marketplace. A market has been here since medieval times, when it was the “convent” garden owned by Westminster Abbey. In the 1600s, it became a housing development with this courtyard as its center, done in the Palladian style by Inigo Jones. Today’s fine iron-and-glass structure was built in 1830 to house the stalls of what became London’s chief produce market. In 1973 its venerable arcades were converted to boutiques, cafés, and antique shops. A tourist market thrives here today.


Buckingham Palace


The working headquarters of the British monarchy, Buckingham Palace is where the King carries out his official duties as the head of state. He and other members of the royal family also maintain apartments here. The wide boulevard called The Mall was built in 1911 as a ceremonial approach (Tube: Victoria or St. James’s Park).


Combo-Tickets: A £56 “Royal Day Out” combo-ticket covers the three palace sights that charge admission: the State Rooms, the Queen’s Gallery, and the Royal Mews. You can also pay for each of these sights separately (prices listed later).


Information: +44 303 123 7300, www.rct.uk.



▲STATE ROOMS AT BUCKINGHAM PALACE



This lavish home has been Britain’s royal residence since 1837, when the newly ascended Queen Victoria moved in. When today’s monarch is at home, the royal standard flies (a red, yellow, and blue flag); otherwise, the Union Jack flaps in the wind. The palace is generally open to the public a couple of months in the summer—book ahead online.


Cost and Hours: £30 timed-entry to State Rooms and throne room, includes multimedia guide; July-Aug Thu-Mon 9:30-19:30, Sept until 18:30, closed Tue-Wed and Oct-June, last entry 2.25 hours before closing; limited to 8,000 visitors a day.


QUEEN’S GALLERY AT BUCKINGHAM PALACE


A small sampling of Queen Elizabeth II’s personal collection of art is on display in five rooms in a wing adjoining the palace. The exhibits change two or three times a year and are lovingly described by the included audioguide. Because the gallery is small and security is tight (involving lines), visit this gallery only if you’re a patient art lover interested in the current exhibit. Men shouldn’t miss the mahogany-trimmed urinals.


Cost and Hours: £17, includes multimedia guide, May-Feb Thu-Mon 10:00-17:30, closed Tue-Wed and March-April, last entry 75 minutes before closing.


ROYAL MEWS


A visit to the royal stables is likely to be disappointing unless you follow the included audioguide or the hourly guided tour (45 minutes, April-Oct only), in which case it’s fairly entertaining—especially if you’re interested in horses and/or royalty. You may see a few of the late Queen Elizabeth’s many horses (check ahead), a fancy car, and a bunch of old carriages, finishing with the Gold State Coach (c. 1760, 4 tons, 4 mph).


Cost and Hours: £15; mid-May-Sept Thu-Mon 10:00-16:00, closed Tue-Wed, likely closed off-season but check online, last entry one hour before closing; busiest immediately after Changing of the Guard; Buckingham Palace Road, Tube: Victoria.
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Rick’s Tip: Want to go inside Buckingham Palace? It’s open to the public only from July through September.






▲▲CHANGING OF THE GUARD AT BUCKINGHAM PALACE



This is the spectacle every London visitor must see at least once: stone-faced, bearskin-hatted guards changing posts with much fanfare, accompanied by a brass band.


The most famous part takes place right in front of Buckingham Palace most days at 11:00 (www.householddivision.org.uk for schedule). Many tourists just show up and get lost in the crowds, but you can catch a satisfying glimpse from less crowded locations with much less waiting than if you station yourself at the palace gate.


Join a Tour: Local tour companies such as Fun London Tours more or less follow the procession route but add in history and facts to their already entertaining march. These walks add color and good value to what can otherwise seem like a stressful mess of tourists (£18, £20 on Sun, must book online in advance, Changing of the Guard tour starts at Piccadilly Circus at 9:40 Mon-Sat, 9:15 Sun, www.funlondontours.com).




Changing of the Guard Timeline
















	When

	What










	10:00

	Tourists gather by the 1 fence outside Buckingham Palace and the 2 Victoria Memorial.






	10:45

	Cavalry guards, headed up 3 The Mall back from their Green Park barracks, pass Buckingham Palace en route to the Horse Guards (except on Sundays).






	10:57

	
4 The New Guard, led by a band, marches in a short procession from Wellington Barracks down 5 Spur Road to Buckingham Palace.






	11:00

	Guards converge around the Victoria Memorial before entering the 6 fenced courtyard of Buckingham Palace for the main Changing of the Guard ceremony. (Meanwhile, farther away along Whitehall, the Horse Guard changes guard—except on Sundays, when it’s at 10:00.)






	11:10

	Relief guards leave from Buckingham Palace along The Mall to Clarence House, via 7 Stable Yard Road.






	11:25

	The remaining Old Guard leaves St. James’s Palace for Buckingham Palace.






	11:37

	Cavalry guards, headed down The Mall back to their Green Park barracks from Horse Guards, pass Buckingham Palace.






	11:40

	The entire Old Guard, led by a band, leaves Buckingham Palace and heads up Spur Road for Wellington Barracks, while a detachment of the New Guard leaves Buckingham Palace to march up The Mall to take over at 8 St. James’s Palace (arriving around 11:45).












North London



▲▲▲BRITISH MUSEUM



A visit here is like taking a long hike through Encyclopedia Britannica. The vast British Museum wraps around its Great Court (the huge entrance hall), with the most popular sections filling the ground floor: Egyptian, Assyrian, and ancient Greek, with the famous frieze sculptures from the Parthenon in Athens. The museum’s stately Reading Room sometimes hosts special exhibits.


Some criticize the British Museum’s collection for having been built on plunder, at the expense of subjugated, faraway lands. And yet, as a sightseer who’s mindful of this questionable legacy, the collection can still be appreciated for what it is: the chronicle of Western civilization.


Cost and Hours: Free, donation suggested, some temporary exhibits extra (and with timed ticket); daily 10:00-17:30, Fri until 20:30 (select galleries only), least crowded late on weekday afternoons, especially Fri; Great Russell Street, Tube: Tottenham Court Road, ticket desk +44 20 7323 8181, www.britishmuseum.org.


Tours: Free 30- to 40-minute Eye-Opener tours by volunteers focus on select rooms (daily 11:00-15:45, generally every 15 minutes). More in-depth 1.5-hour tours (£14) are offered Fri-Sun at 11:30 and 14:00; reserve at least two weeks in advance. Ask about other specialty tours and lectures, and the museum’s free app.


[image: image] Download my free British Museum audio tour.


Visiting the Museum: From the Great Court, doorways lead to all wings. To the left are the exhibits on Egypt, Assyria, and Greece—the highlights of your visit.
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Egypt: Start with the Egyptian Gallery. Egypt was one of the world’s first “civilizations”—a group of people with a government, religion, art, free time, and a written language. The Egypt we think of—pyramids, mummies, pharaohs, and guys who walk funny—lasted from 3000 to 1000 BC with hardly any change in the government, religion, or arts.


The first thing you’ll see in the Egypt section is the Rosetta Stone, with a single inscription repeated in three languages. When this rock was unearthed in the Egyptian desert in 1799, it was a sensation in Europe. This black slab, dating from 196 BC, caused a quantum leap in the study of ancient history. Finally, Egyptian hieroglyphics could be decoded.


Next, wander past the many statues, including a seven-ton Ramesses, with the traditional features of a pharaoh (goatee, cloth headdress, and cobra diadem on his forehead). When Moses told the king of Egypt, “Let my people go!” this was the stony-faced look he got. You’ll also see the Egyptian gods as animals—these include Amun, king of the gods, as a ram, and Horus, the god of the living, as a falcon.


At the end of the hall, climb the stairs or take the elevator to mummy land. Mummifying a body is much like following a recipe. First, disembowel it (but leave the heart inside), then pack the cavities with pitch, and dry it with natron, a natural form of sodium carbonate (and, I believe, the active ingredient in Twinkies). Then carefully bandage it head to toe with hundreds of yards of linen strips. Let it sit 2,000 years, and...voilà! The mummy was placed in a wooden coffin, which was put in a stone coffin, which was placed in a tomb. The result is that we now have Egyptian bodies that are as well preserved as Paul Rudd. Many of the mummies here are from the time of the Roman occupation, when fine memorial portraits painted in wax became popular. X-ray photos in the display cases tell us more about these people.
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A mummy case





Don’t miss the animal mummies. Cats (near the entrance to Room 62) were popular pets. They were also considered incarnations of the cat-headed goddess Bastet. Worshipped in life as the sun god’s allies, preserved in death, and memorialized with statues, cats were given the adulation they’ve come to expect ever since.


Assyria: The Assyrian kingdom in northern Mesopotamia (present-day northern Iraq) was dominated by palace-building, iron-fisted rulers. The Assyrians conquered their southern neighbors and dominated the Middle East for 300 years (c. 900-600 BC). Their strength came from a superb army (chariots, mounted cavalry, and siege engines), a policy of terrorism against enemies (“I tied their heads to tree trunks all around the city,” reads a royal inscription), ethnic cleansing and mass deportations of the vanquished, and efficient administration (roads and express postal service). They have been called the “Romans of the East.”


Two human-headed winged stone lions guarded an Assyrian palace (11th-8th century BC). With the strength of a lion, the wings of an eagle, the brain of a man, and the beard of an ancient hipster, they protected the king from evil spirits and scared the heck out of foreign ambassadors and left-wing newspaper reporters. (What has five legs and flies? Take a close look. These winged quintupeds, which appear complete from both the front and the side, could guard both directions at once.)


Carved into the stone between the bearded lions’ loins, you can see one of civilization’s most impressive achievements—writing. This wedge-shaped (cuneiform) script is the world’s first written language, invented 5,000 years ago by the Sumerians (of southern Mesopotamia) and passed down to their less civilized descendants, the Assyrians.
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The Nimrud Gallery is a mini version of the throne room and royal apartments of King Ashurnasirpal II’s Northwest Palace at Nimrud (9th century BC). It’s filled with royal propaganda reliefs, 30-ton marble bulls, and panels depicting wounded lions (lion-hunting was Assyria’s sport of kings).


Greece: During its golden age (500-430 BC), Greece set the tone for all of Western civilization to follow. Democracy, theater, literature, mathematics, philosophy, science, gyros, art, and architecture as we know them were virtually all invented by a single generation of Greeks in a small town of maybe 80,000 citizens.


Your walk through Greek history starts with pottery—from the earliest, with geometric patterns (8th century BC), to painted black silhouettes on the natural orange clay, and then a few crudely done red human figures on black backgrounds. Later, find a vase painted with frisky figures (Wine Cooler Signed by Douris as Painter), which shows a culture really into partying, as well as an evolution into more realistic and three-dimensional figures.


Next, we’ll see pediment, frieze, and metope decorations from Greece’s greatest temple—the Parthenon. Dedicated to Athena, goddess of wisdom and the patroness of Athens, the Parthenon was the crowning glory of an enormous urban-renewal plan. While the Parthenon building itself remains in Athens, many of the Parthenon’s best sculptures are (controversially) right here in the British Museum. They’re called the Elgin Marbles, after the shrewd British ambassador who had his men hammer, chisel, and saw them off the Parthenon in the early 1800s.


The marble panels you see lining the walls of this large hall are part of the frieze that originally ran around the exterior of the Parthenon, under the eaves. The statues at either end of the hall once filled the Parthenon’s triangular-shaped pediments and showed the birth of Athena. The relief panels known as metopes tell the story of the struggle between the forces of human civilization and animal-like barbarism.


Rest of the Museum: Be sure to venture upstairs to see artifacts from Roman Britain that surpass anything you’ll see at Hadrian’s Wall or elsewhere in the country. Also look for the Sutton Hoo Ship-Burial artifacts from a seventh-century royal burial on the east coast of England (Room 41). A rare Michelangelo cartoon (preliminary sketch) is in Room 90 (level 4).



▲▲▲BRITISH LIBRARY



Here, in just two rooms, are the literary treasures of Western civilization, from early Bibles to Shakespeare’s Hamlet to Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland to the Magna Carta. The British Empire built its greatest monuments out of paper; it’s through literature that England made her most lasting and significant contribution to civilization and the arts. Note that exhibits change often, and many of the museum’s old, fragile manuscripts need to “rest” periodically in order to stay well preserved.


Cost and Hours: Free, donation suggested, special exhibits may have entry fee; Mon-Thu 9:30-20:00, Fri until 18:00, Sat until 17:00, Sun 11:00-17:00; 96 Euston Road, Tube: King’s Cross St. Pancras or Euston, +44 33 0333 1144, www.bl.uk.


Tours: Two £10 one-hour tours are offered on select days—a Treasures Tour (generally in the morning) and a building tour (generally in the afternoon); book online in advance or call +44 19 3754 6546.


Visiting the Library: Everything that matters for your visit is in a tiny but exciting area variously called “The Sir John Ritblat Gallery,” “Treasures of the British Library,” or just “The Treasures.” We’ll concentrate on a handful of documents—literary and historical—that changed the course of history. Upon entering the Ritblat Gallery, start at the far side of the room with the display case showing historic 1 maps and views, illustrating humans’ shifting perspective of the world. Next, move into the area dedicated to 2 sacred texts and early Bibles, including the Codex Sinaiticus (or the Codex Alexandrinus that may be on display instead). This bound book from around AD 350 is one of the oldest complete Bibles in existence—one of the first attempts to collect various books by different authors into one authoritative anthology.


In the display cases called 3 Art of the Book, you’ll find various medieval-era books, some beautifully illustrated or “illuminated.” The most magnificent of these medieval British “monk-uscripts” is the Lindisfarne Gospels, from AD 698. The text is in Latin, the language of scholars ever since the Roman Empire, but you may be able to read an electronic copy of these manuscripts on a touch-screen computer, if those are up and running.
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The British Library is filled with treasures ranging from the Magna Carta to Beatles song sheets.
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In the glass cases featuring early 4 printing, you’ll see the Gutenberg Bible—the first book printed in Europe using movable type (c. 1455). Suddenly, the Bible was available for anyone to read, fueling the Protestant Reformation.


Through a doorway is a small room with the 5 Magna Carta. Though historians talk about the Magna Carta, several different versions of the document exist, some of which are kept in this room. The basis for England’s constitutional system of government, this “Great Charter” listing rules about mundane administrative issues was radical because of the simple fact that the king had agreed to abide by them as law.


Return to the main room to find display cases featuring trailblazing 6 art and science documents by early scientists such as Galileo and Isaac Newton, and some by science-minded artists such as Albrecht Dürer and Michelangelo. Pages from Leonardo da Vinci’s notebook show his powerful curiosity, his genius for invention, and his famous backward and inside-out handwriting. Nearby are many more 7 historical documents. You may see letters by Henry VIII, Queen Elizabeth I, Darwin, Freud, Gandhi, and others.


Next, trace the evolution of 8 English literature. Check out the AD 1000 manuscript of Beowulf, the first English literary masterpiece, and The Canterbury Tales (c. 1410), Geoffrey Chaucer’s bawdy collection of stories. This display is often a greatest-hits sampling of literature in English, from Brontë to Kipling to Woolf to Joyce to Dickens. The most famous of England’s writers—9 Shakespeare—generally gets his own display case. Look for the First Folio—one of the 750 copies of 36 of the 37 known Shakespeare plays, published in 1623. If the First Folio is not out for viewing, the library should still have other Shakespeare items on display.


Now fast-forward a few centuries to 10 The Beatles. Look for photos of John Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison, and Ringo Starr. Among the displays, you may find manuscripts of song lyrics written by Lennon and McCartney. In the 11 music section, there are manuscripts by Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin, and others (kind of an anticlimax after the Fab Four, I know). George Frideric Handel’s famous oratorio, the Messiah (1741), is often on display and marks the end of our tour. Hallelujah.



▲MADAME TUSSAUDS WAXWORKS



This waxtravaganza is gimmicky, crass, and crazy expensive, but dang fun. The original Madame Tussaud did wax casts of heads lopped off during the French Revolution (such as Marie-Antoinette’s). She took her show on the road and ended up in London in 1835. Now it’s all about singing with Lady Gaga and partying with The Beatles. In addition to posing with eerily realistic wax dummies, you’ll have the chance to learn how they created this waxy army; hop on a people-mover for a kid-pleasing “Spirit of London” time trip; and visit with Marvel superheroes. A nine-minute “4-D” show features a 3-D movie heightened by wind, “back ticklers,” and other special effects.
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The Beatles at Madame Tussauds







Rick’s Tip: To skip Madame Tussauds’ ticket-buying line, book a timed-entry ticket at least a day in advance. The pricey Fast Track ticket option offers a faster entry (www.madametussauds.com).





Cost and Hours: £40, kids-£36 (free for kids under 3), up to 25 percent cheaper online, extra cost for Marvel 4-D experience and Fast Track shorter-line access, combo-deals with the London Eye; hours vary (check online) but roughly July-Aug and school holidays daily 8:30-18:00, Sept-June Mon-Fri 10:00-16:00, Sat-Sun 9:00-17:00, these are last entry times—it stays open roughly two hours later; Marylebone Road, Tube: Baker Street, +44 871 894 3000 or +44 20 7487 0351, www.madametussauds.com.


The City


When Londoners say “The City,” they mean the one-square-mile business center in East London that 2,000 years ago was Roman Londinium. The outline of the Roman city walls can still be seen in the arc of roads from Blackfriars Bridge to Tower Bridge. It’s a fascinating district to wander on weekdays, but since almost nobody actually lives there, it’s dull in the evening and on Saturday and Sunday.


You can [image: image] download my free audio tour of The City, which peels back the many layers of history in this oldest part of London.



▲▲▲ST. PAUL’S CATHEDRAL



Sir Christopher Wren’s most famous church is the great St. Paul’s, its elaborate interior capped by a 365-foot dome. Since World War II, St. Paul’s has been Britain’s symbol of resilience. Despite 57 nights of bombing, the Nazis failed to destroy the cathedral, thanks to volunteer fire watchmen, who stayed on the dome. Today you can climb the dome for a great city view. The crypt is a world of historic bones and memorials, including Admiral Nelson’s tomb and interesting cathedral models.


Cost and Hours: £23, cheaper online; includes church entry, dome climb, crypt, tour, and audioguide; Mon-Tue and Thu-Sat 8:30-16:30 (dome opens at 9:30), Wed church and dome from 10:00, closed Sun except for worship; Tube: St. Paul’s, +44 20 7246 8350, www.stpauls.co.uk.




Rick’s Tip: If you come to St. Paul’s 20 minutes early for evensong worship (under the dome), you may be able to grab a big wooden stall in the choir, next to the singers.





Avoiding Lines: Purchasing tickets online in advance saves a little time (and a little money); otherwise the wait can be 15-45 minutes in summer and on weekends. To avoid crowds in general, arrive first thing in the morning.


Music and Church Services: Worship times are available on the church’s website. Communion is generally Mon-Sat at 8:00 and 12:30. On Sunday, services are held at 8:00, 10:15 (Matins), 11:30 (sung Eucharist), 15:15 (evensong), and 18:00. The rest of the week, evensong is at 17:00 (Mon evensong is usually spoken, not sung). On some Sundays, there’s a free organ recital at 16:45.


Tours: There are 1.5-hour guided tours Mon-Sat at 10:00, 11:00, 13:00, and 14:00 (call to confirm or ask at church). Free 30-minute, volunteer-led “highlights” tours are offered throughout the day. The audioguide (included with admission) contains video clips that show the church in action.


[image: image] Download my free St. Paul’s Cathedral audio tour.


Visiting the Cathedral: Start at the far back of the 1 nave, behind the font. This big church feels big. At 515 feet long and 250 feet wide, it’s Europe’s fourth largest, after those in Rome (St. Peter’s), Sevilla, and Milan. The spaciousness is accentuated by the relative lack of decoration. The simple, cream-colored ceiling and the clear glass in the windows light everything evenly. Wren wanted this: a simple, open church with nothing to hide. Unfortunately, only this entrance area keeps his original vision—the rest was encrusted with 19th-century Victorian ornamentation.
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Majestic St. Paul’s Cathedral is one of London’s most iconic buildings.
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Ahead and on the left is the towering, black-and-white 2 Wellington Monument. Wren would have been appalled, but his church has become so central to England’s soul that many national heroes are buried here (in the basement crypt).


The 3 dome you see from here, painted with scenes from the life of St. Paul, is only the innermost of three. From the painted interior of the first dome, look up through the opening to see the light-filled lantern of the second dome. Finally, the whole thing is covered on the outside by the third and final dome, the shell of lead-covered wood that you see from the street. Wren’s ingenious three-in-one design was psychological as well as functional—he wanted a low, shallow inner dome so worshippers wouldn’t feel diminished.
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The 4 choir area blocks your way, but you can see the altar at the far end under a golden canopy. Do a quick clockwise spin around the church. In the north transept (to your left as you face the choir), find the big painting 5 The Light of the World (1904), by the Pre-Raphaelite William Holman Hunt. Inspired by Hunt’s own experience of finding Christ during a moment of spiritual crisis, the crowd-pleasing work was criticized by art highbrows for being “syrupy” and “simple”—even as it became the most famous painting in Victorian England.


Along the left side of the choir is the statue 6 Mother and Child (1983), by the great modern sculptor Henry Moore. Typical of Moore’s work, this Mary and Baby Jesus—inspired by the sight of British moms nursing babies in WWII bomb shelters—renders a traditional subject in an abstract, minimalist way.


The area behind the main altar, with three stained-glass windows, is the 7 American Memorial Chapel, honoring the Americans who sacrificed their lives to save Britain in World War II. In brightly colored panes that arch around the big windows, spot the American eagle (center window, to the left of Christ), George Washington (right window, upper-right corner), and symbols of all 50 states (find your state seal). The Roll of Honor, a 500-page book under glass (immediately behind the altar) lists the names of 28,000 US servicemen and women based in Britain who gave their lives during the war.


Around the other side of the choir is a shrouded statue honoring 8 John Donne (1573-1631), a passionate preacher in old St. Paul’s, as well as a great poet (“never wonder for whom the bell tolls—it tolls for thee”). In the south transept are monuments to military greats 9 Horatio Nelson, who fought Napoleon, and Charles Cornwallis, who was finished off by George Washington at Yorktown.


10 Climb the Dome: The 528-step climb is worthwhile. Partway up, you may be able to walk around the Whispering Gallery (257 shallow steps, with views of the church interior)—or it may be closed while they install safety measures. If you’re able to access it, whisper sweet nothings into the wall, and your partner (and anyone else) standing far away can hear you. For the best effects, try whispering (not talking) with your mouth close to the wall, while your partner stands a few dozen yards away with an ear to the wall.


After another set of (steeper, narrower) stairs, you’re at the Stone Gallery, with views of London. Finally, a long, tight metal staircase takes you to the very top of the cupola, the Golden Gallery, with stunning, unobstructed views of the city.


11 Crypt: The crypt is a world of historic bones and interesting cathedral models. Many legends are buried here—Horatio Nelson, who wore down Napoleon; the Duke of Wellington, who finished off Napoleon; and even Wren himself. Wren’s actual tomb is marked by a simple black slab with no statue, though he considered this church to be his legacy. Back up in the nave, on the floor directly under the dome, is Christopher Wren’s name and epitaph (written in Latin): “Reader, if you seek his monument, look around you.”



▲▲▲TOWER OF LONDON



The Tower has served as a castle in wartime, a king’s residence in peacetime, and, most notoriously, as the prison and execution site of rebels. You can see the crown jewels, take a witty Beefeater tour, and ponder the executioner’s block that dispensed with troublesome heirs to the throne and a couple of Henry VIII’s wives.


Cost and Hours: £33.60, family ticket available; Tue-Sat 9:00-17:30, Sun-Mon from 10:00; Nov-Feb closes one hour earlier, last entry two hours before closing; free Beefeater tours available, skippable audioguide-£5, Tube: Tower Hill, +44 333 206 000, www.hrp.org.uk.


Advance Tickets: To avoid long ticket-buying lines, buy tickets in advance on the Tower website.


Visiting the Tower: Even an army the size of the security line couldn’t storm this castle. The 1 entrance gate was just part of two concentric rings of complete defenses. When you’re all set, go 50 yards straight ahead to the 2 Traitors’ Gate. This was the boat entrance to the Tower from the Thames. Turn left to pass underneath the archway into the inner courtyard. The big, white tower in the middle is the 3 White Tower, the original structure that gave this castle complex its name. William the Conqueror built it more than 950 years ago to put 15 feet of stone between himself and those he conquered. The White Tower provided a gleaming reminder of the monarchy’s absolute power over its subjects. If you made the wrong move here, you could be feasting on roast boar in the Banqueting Hall one night and chained to the walls of the prison the next.
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Inside the White Tower is a 4 museum with exhibits re-creating medieval life and the Tower’s bloody history of torture and executions. In the display cases, the first suits of armor you see belonged to Henry VIII—on a horse, slender in his youth (c. 1515), then more heavyset by 1540 (with his bigger-is-better codpiece). On the top floor are the Tower’s actual execution ax and chopping block.
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Execution ax and block





Across from the White Tower is the entrance to the 5 crown jewels. The Sovereign’s Scepter is encrusted with the world’s largest cut diamond—the 530-carat Star of Africa, beefy as a quarter-pounder. The Crown of the Queen Mother (Elizabeth II’s mum) has the 106-carat Koh-I-Noor diamond glittering on the front.


The Imperial State Crown is what Queen Elizabeth II wore for official functions such as the State Opening of Parliament. Among its 3,733 jewels are Queen Elizabeth I’s former earrings (the hanging pearls, top center), a stunning 13th-century ruby look-alike in the center, and Edward the Confessor’s ring (the blue sapphire on top, in the center of the Maltese cross of diamonds).


Exiting the tower, turn right and walk past the White Tower, straight ahead to the grassy field called 6 Tower Green. In medieval times, this was the “town square” for those who lived in the castle.


Near the middle of Tower Green is a granite-paved square, the 7 Scaffold Site. It was here that enemies of the Crown would kneel before the king for the final time. On the left as you face the chapel is the 8 Beauchamp Tower (pronounced “BEECH-um”), one of several places in the complex that housed Very Important Prisoners.


Down toward the river, at the bottom corner of the green, is 9 Bloody Tower, and beyond that the 10 Medieval Palace.


From the palace’s throne room, continue up the stairs to 11 walk the wall for a fine view of the Tower Bridge.


Before departing, go back through the gate where you got your first glimpse of the White Tower and look immediately to your left for cages housing 12 ravens, the Tower’s resident mascots. According to goofy tradition, the Tower and the British throne are only safe as long as ravens are present here. Other sights at the Tower include the Salt Tower and the Fusilier Museum.
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The Tower Bridge has spanned the Thames since 1894.







Henry VIII (1491-1547)


The notorious king who single-handedly transformed England was a true Renaissance Man—six feet tall, handsome, charismatic, well-educated, and brilliant. He spoke English, Latin, French, and Spanish. A legendary athlete, he hunted, played tennis, and jousted with knights and kings. When 17-year-old Henry, the second monarch of the House of Tudor, was crowned king in Westminster Abbey, all of England rejoiced.
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Henry left affairs of state in the hands of others, and filled his days with sports, war, dice, women, and the arts. But in 1529, Henry’s personal life became a political atom bomb, and it changed the course of history. Henry wanted a divorce, partly because his wife had become too old to bear him a son, and partly because he’d fallen in love with Anne Boleyn. Henry begged the pope for an annulment, but—for political reasons—the pope refused. Henry went ahead and divorced his wife anyway, and he was excommunicated.


Henry’s rejection of papal authority sparked the English Reformation. He forced monasteries to close, sold off some church land, and confiscated everything else for himself and the Crown. Meanwhile, the Catholic Church was reorganized into the (Anglican) Church of England, with Henry as its head. Though Henry himself basically adhered to Catholic doctrine, he discouraged the veneration of saints and relics, and commissioned an English translation of the Bible.


Henry famously had six wives. The issue was not his love life (which could have been satisfied by his numerous mistresses), but the politics of royal succession. To guarantee the Tudor family’s dominance, he needed a male heir born by a recognized queen. Henry’s first marriage, to Catherine of Aragon, had been arranged to cement an alliance with her parents, Ferdinand and Isabel of Spain. Catherine bore Henry a daughter, but no sons. Next came Anne Boleyn, who also gave birth to a daughter. After a turbulent few years with Anne and several miscarriages, a frustrated Henry had her beheaded at the Tower of London. His next wife, Jane Seymour, finally had a son (but Jane died soon after giving birth). A blind marriage with Anne of Cleves ended quickly when she proved to be both politically useless and ugly. Next, teen bride Catherine Howard ended up cheating on Henry, so she was executed. Henry finally found comfort—but no children—in his later years with his final wife, Catherine Parr.


Henry’s last years were marked by paranoia, sudden rages, and despotism. He gave his perceived enemies the pink slip in his signature way—charged with treason and beheaded. Once-wealthy England was becoming depleted, thanks to Henry’s expensive habits, which included making war on France, building and acquiring 50 palaces, and collecting fine tapestries and archery bows.


Henry forged a large legacy. He expanded the power of the monarchy, making himself the focus of a rising, modern nation-state. Simultaneously, he strengthened Parliament—largely because it agreed with his policies. He annexed Wales and imposed English rule on Ireland (provoking centuries of resentment). He expanded the navy, paving the way for Britannia to soon rule the waves. And—thanks to Henry’s marital woes—England would forever be a Protestant nation.






TOWER BRIDGE



The iconic Tower Bridge (often mistakenly called London Bridge) was built in 1894 to accommodate the growing East End. While fully modern and hydraulically powered, the drawbridge was designed with a retro Neo-Gothic look. The bridge is most interesting when the drawbridge lifts to let ships pass, as it does a thousand times a year (best viewed from the Tower side of the Thames). For the bridge-lifting schedule, check the website or call.


You can tour the bridge at the Tower Bridge Exhibition, with a history display and a peek at the Victorian-era engine room that lifts the span. Included in your entrance is the chance to cross the bridge—138 feet above the road along a partially see-through glass walkway. As an exhibit, it’s overpriced, though the adrenaline rush and spectacular city views from the walkway may help justify the cost.


Cost and Hours: £12.30, daily 9:30-18:00, may stay open later in summer, enter at northwest tower, Tube: Tower Hill, +44 20 7403 3761, www.towerbridge.org.uk.


South Bank



▲JUBILEE WALKWAY



This riverside path is a popular pub-crawling pedestrian promenade that stretches all along the South Bank, offering grand views of the Houses of Parliament and St. Paul’s. On a sunny day, this is the place to see Londoners out strolling. The Walkway hugs the river except just east of London Bridge, where it cuts inland for a couple of blocks. It has been expanded into a 60-mile “Greenway” circling the city, including the 2012 Olympics site.



▲▲LONDON EYE



This giant Ferris wheel, towering above London opposite Big Ben, is one of the world’s highest observational wheels and London’s answer to the Eiffel Tower. Riding it is a memorable experience, even though London doesn’t have much of a skyline, and the price is borderline outrageous. Whether you ride or not, the wheel is a sight to behold.




[image: image]


The London Eye adds whimsical fun to London’s stately skyline.





Twenty-eight people ride in each of its 32 air-conditioned capsules (representing the boroughs of London) for the 30-minute rotation (you go around only once). From the top of this 443-foot-high wheel—the second-highest public viewpoint in the city—even Big Ben looks small.




Rick’s Tip: The London Eye is busiest between 11:00 and 17:00, especially on weekends year-round and every day in July and August. Book your ticket in advance at www.londoneye.com to get your desired time slot. Even if you buy in advance, you may wait to board (but it’s not worth paying extra for a Fast Track ticket).





Cost and Hours: £40, cheaper online and more so if booking weeks in advance, family ticket and combo-ticket with Madame Tussauds and other attractions available; daily 10:00-20:30 or later, Sept-May generally 11:00-18:00, check website for latest schedule, these are last-ascent times, Tube: Waterloo or Westminster. Thames boats come and go from London Eye Pier at the foot of the wheel.



▲▲IMPERIAL WAR MUSEUM



This impressive museum covers the wars and conflicts of the 20th and 21st centuries. It’s overloaded with artifacts, all thoughtfully explained, but its real strength is the way it pauses to introduce real people whose lives were impacted by war (often women and people of color, whose stories are too often ignored in many “war museums”). Rather than glorifying war, the museum explores the human toll and raises provocative questions about one of civilization’s more uncivilized, persistent traits. Allow plenty of time, as this powerful museum can be engrossing.


Cost and Hours: Free, donation suggested, daily 10:00-18:00, Tube: Lambeth North or Elephant & Castle; buses #3, #12, and #159 from Westminster area; +44 20 7416 5000, www.iwm.org.uk.


Visiting the Museum: Displays unfold chronologically as you work your way up from floor to floor. Level 0’s exhibit, the First World War, details how war was transformed with machine guns, trench warfare, and deadly chemical gas. To simulate the wartime experience, you’ll walk through a reconstructed trench, with a tank rearing overhead.


Level 1’s Second World War exhibits capture “The Blitz”—aerial bombardment, night after night, by Nazi Luftwaffe planes, starting in summer 1940—and a typical wartime home, where you’ll see an actual Enigma machine, which the Nazis used to send encoded messages. Stirring newsreel footage shows the reaction to the war’s end in various countries, both the victors and the defeated.
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Level 2’s Holocaust Galleries employ powerful profiles of individuals—mainly Jews—who were targeted by Hitler. Also on this level is Peace and Security, 1945-2014, where you’re greeted by a casing of the bomb that was dropped on Hiroshima—setting the tone for an eclectic assortment of artifacts that tries to capture the post-WWII years, including an actual chunk of the Berlin Wall and twisted 9/11 wreckage from the Twin Towers. Levels 3 and 4 generally have temporary exhibits shedding light on why humans fight.



▲▲TATE MODERN



This striking museum fills a former power station with a powerhouse collection that encompasses more than 100 years of art, ranging from early modernist works to the very latest in painting, sculpture, photography, film, and performance. Each year, the main hall features a different monumental installation by a prominent artist.


Cost and Hours: Free, donation suggested, fee for special exhibits; open daily 10:00-18:00, especially crowded on weekends; view restaurant on top floor; across the Millennium Bridge from St. Paul’s; Tube: Southwark, London Bridge, St. Paul’s, Mansion House, or Blackfriars plus a 10- to 15-minute walk; or connect by Tate Boat museum ferry from Tate Britain—see here; +44 20 7887 8888, www.tate.org.uk.
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Tate Modern





Tours: Free 45-minute guided tours generally run at 12:00 and 13:00 (Natalie Bell Building) and 14:00 (Blavatnik Building); free 10-minute gallery talks take place on occasion (see info desk for details).


Visiting the Museum: The art is displayed in two buildings, the Natalie Bell Building and the Blavatnik Building. Shuffled among these are temporary exhibits, some of which require paid tickets (popular ones sell out well in advance).


The Tate Modern displays change constantly, and its collection is (controversially) organized by concept—“Artist and Society,” for example—rather than by artist and chronology. Paintings by Picasso, for example, might be scattered in different rooms on different levels. To navigate the current offerings, pick up the £2 map found on the ground floor or study the floor plans on the walls next to the escalators.


Even so, it’s well worth a wander to see what you’ll encounter: the old masters of Modernism (Matisse, Picasso, Kandinsky), mid-20th century innovators (Pollock, Miró, Bacon, Picabia, Beuys), and the vanguard of globalism and new media in the 21st century (Holzer, Kapoor, Kruger).



▲MILLENNIUM BRIDGE



The pedestrian bridge links St. Paul’s Cathedral and the Tate Modern across the Thames. This is London’s first new bridge in a century. When it opened in 2000, the $25 million bridge wiggled when people walked on it, so it promptly closed for repairs; 20 months and $8 million later, it reopened. Nicknamed the “blade of light” for its sleek minimalist design (370 yards long, four yards wide, stainless steel with teak planks), its clever aerodynamic handrails deflect wind over the heads of pedestrians.
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▲▲SHAKESPEARE’S GLOBE



This replica of the original Globe Theatre was built, half-timbered and thatched, as it was in Shakespeare’s time. (This is the first thatched roof constructed in London since they were outlawed after the Great Fire of 1666.) It serves as a working theater by night and offers tours by day. The original Globe opened in 1599, debuting Shakespeare’s play Julius Caesar. The Globe originally accommodated 2,200 seated and another 1,000 standing. Today, slightly smaller and leaving space for reasonable aisles, the theater holds 800 seated and 600 groundlings.


Its promoters brag that the theater melds “the three A’s”—actors, audience, and architecture—with each contributing to the play. The working theater hosts authentic performances of Shakespeare’s plays with actors in period costumes, modern interpretations of his works, and some works by other playwrights. For details on attending a play, see here.


The complex’s smaller Sam Wanamaker Playhouse—an indoor, horseshoe-shaped Jacobean theater—allows the show to go on in the winter, when it’s too cold for performances in the outdoor Globe. Seating fewer than 350, the playhouse is more intimate and sometimes uses authentic candle lighting for period performances. While the Globe mainly presents Shakespeare’s works, the playhouse tends to focus on the works of his contemporaries (Jonson, Marlow, Fletcher) and some new plays, though there’s some crossover.


Touring the Globe: Tours depart from the box office every half hour and last about 2 hours (£25, £17 for kids 5-15; schedule can change—check online; first tour generally departs at 10:00, during outdoor theater season—April-mid-Oct—last tours generally depart daily at 16:00, but earlier when shows are scheduled; shorter hours off-season; Tube: Mansion House or London Bridge plus a 10-minute walk, or a short walk across the Millennium Bridge from St. Paul’s Cathedral; +44 20 7902 1400, www.shakespearesglobe.com).


Eating: The $$$ Swan at the Globe café offers a sit-down restaurant (for lunch and dinner, reservations recommended, +44 20 7928 9444), a drinks-and-plates bar, and a sandwich-and-coffee cart (Mon-Fri 8:00-closing, depends on performance times, Sat-Sun from 10:00).


West London



▲▲TATE BRITAIN



One of Europe’s great art houses, Tate Britain specializes in British painting from the 16th century through modern times. The museum has a good representation of William Blake’s religious sketches, the Pre-Raphaelites’ naturalistic and detailed art, Gainsborough’s aristocratic ladies, and the best collection anywhere of J. M. W. Turner’s swirling works.


Cost and Hours: Free, donation suggested, fee for special exhibits; daily 10:00-18:00, last entry 45 minutes before closing; free tours generally daily; on the Thames River, south of Big Ben and north of Vauxhall Bridge, Tube: Pimlico, Tate Boat museum ferry goes directly to the museum from Tate Modern—see here; +44 20 7887 8888, www.tate.org.uk.


Tours: Free guided tours are generally offered a few times daily; check the website for details.


Visiting the Museum: Be aware that this collection is characterized by constant churn—which pieces are on display, and where, changes all the time. It’s worth downloading the museum’s helpful app (using the free Wi-Fi) for a current room-by-room guide.


1700-1800—Art Blossoms: With peace at home (under three King Georges), a strong overseas economy, and a growing urban center in London, England’s artistic life began to bloom. As the English grew more sophisticated, so did their portraits. Painters branched out into other subjects, capturing slices of everyday life (find William Hogarth’s unflinchingly honest portraits, and Thomas Gainsborough’s elegant, educated women).


1800-1850—The Industrial Revolution: Newfangled inventions were everywhere, but along with technology came factories coating towns with soot, urban poverty, regimentation, and clock-punching. Many artists rebelled against “progress” and the modern world. They escaped the dirty cities to commune with nature. Or they found a new spirituality in intense human emotions, expressed in dramatic paintings of episodes from history. In rooms dedicated to the 1800s, you may see a number of big paintings devoted to the power of nature.


1837-1901—The Victorian Era: In the world’s wealthiest nation, the prosperous middle class dictated taste in art. They admired paintings that were realistic (showcasing the artist’s talent and work ethic), depicting slices of everyday life. Some paintings tug at the heartstrings, with scenes of parting couples, the grief of death, or the joy of families reuniting.
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Victorian-era Lady of Shalott





Overdosed with the gushy sentimentality of their day, a band of 20-year-old artists—including Sir John Everett Millais, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and William Holman Hunt—said “Enough!” and dedicated themselves to creating less saccharine art (the Pre-Raphaelites). Like the Impressionists who followed them, they donned their scarves, barged out of the stuffy studio, and set up outdoors, painting trees, streams, and people, like scientists on a field trip. Still, they often captured nature with such a close-up clarity that it’s downright unnatural.


British Impressionism: Realistic British art stood apart from the modernist trends in France, but some influences drifted across the Channel (Rooms 1890 and 1900). John Singer Sargent (American-born) studied with Parisian Impressionists, learning the thick, messy brushwork and play of light at twilight. James Tissot used Degas’ snapshot technique to capture a crowded scene from an odd angle. And James McNeill Whistler (born in America, trained in Paris, lived in London) composed his paintings like music—see some of his paintings’ titles.
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1900-1930—British Modernism: After World War I, artists expressed the horror of war. At the same time, British art mirrored many of the trends and “-isms” pioneered in Paris. You’ll see Cubism like Picasso’s, abstract art like Mondrian’s, and so on. But British artists also continued the British tradition of realistic paintings of people and landscapes.


1930-1950—World War II: As two world wars whittled down the powerful British Empire, it remained a major cultural force. And yet, the trauma of total war lingered. If British painters were less than avant-garde, their sculptors were cutting edge. Henry Moore’s statues—mostly female, mostly reclining—capture the human body in a few simple curves, with minimal changes to the rock itself. Francis Bacon has become Britain’s best-known 20th-century painter, exemplifying the angst of the early post-WWII years. His deformed half-humans/half-animals express the existential human predicament of being caught in a world not of your making, isolated and helpless to change it.


1950-2000—Modern World: No longer a world power, Britain in the Swinging ’60s became a major exporter of pop culture. British art’s traditional strengths—realism, portraits, landscapes, and slice-of-life scenes—were redone in the modern style. Look for works by David Hockney, Lucian Freud, Bridget Riley, and Gilbert and George.


Clore Gallery: Walking through J. M. W. Turner’s life’s work, you can watch his style evolve from clear-eyed realism to hazy proto-Impressionism (1775-1851). You’ll also see how Turner dabbled in different subjects: landscapes, seascapes, Roman ruins, snapshots of Venice, and so on. Usually one room is dedicated to John Constable (1776-1837), who painted the English landscape as it was—realistically, without idealizing it.



▲HYDE PARK AND SPEAKERS’ CORNER



London’s “Central Park,” originally Henry VIII’s hunting grounds, has more than 600 acres of lush greenery, Santander Cycles rental stations (described on here), the huge man-made Serpentine Lake (with rental boats and a lakeside swimming pool), the royal Kensington Palace (described next), and the ornate Neo-Gothic Albert Memorial across from the Royal Albert Hall (for more about the park, see www.royalparks.org.uk/parks/hyde-park). The western half of the park is known as Kensington Gardens. The park is huge—study a Tube map to choose the stop nearest to your destination.
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On Sundays, from just after noon until early evening, Speakers’ Corner offers soapbox oratory at its best (northeast corner of the park, Tube: Marble Arch). Characters climb their stepladders, wave their flags, pound emphatically on their sandwich boards, and share what they are convinced is their wisdom. Regulars have resident hecklers who know their lines and are always ready with a verbal jab or barb. “The grass roots of democracy” is actually a holdover from when the gallows stood here and the criminal was allowed to say just about anything he wanted to before he swung. I dare you to raise your voice and gather a crowd—it’s easy to do.


The Princess Diana Memorial Fountain honors the “People’s Princess,” who once lived in nearby Kensington Palace. The low-key circular stream, great for cooling off your feet on a hot day, is in the south-central part of the park, near the Albert Memorial and Serpentine Gallery (Tube: Knightsbridge). A similarly named but different sight, the Diana, Princess of Wales Memorial Playground, in the park’s northwest corner, is loads of fun for kids (Tube: Queensway).


KENSINGTON PALACE


For nearly 150 years (1689-1837), Kensington—sitting primly on its pleasant parkside grounds—was the royal residence. Queen Victoria, who was born and grew up here, moved to Buckingham Palace when she took the crown at age 18, and that’s where monarchs have lived ever since. But lesser royals continued to bunk at Kensington: Princess Diana during and after her marriage to Prince Charles (1981-1997) and, more recently, Will and Kate. However—as many disappointed visitors discover—none of these more recent apartments are open to the public. Instead, a visit here includes some historic state rooms (including the ones where Victoria spent her childhood), as well as changing temporary exhibits. While there’s lots of history here, it’s not very well told, and this sight is best appreciated by royalists and completists. Garden enthusiasts enjoy popping into the secluded Sunken Garden, 50 yards from the exit. A statue of Princess Diana was unveiled here in 2021, on what would have been her 60th birthday.


Cost and Hours: £25.40, daily 10:00-18:00, Nov-Feb until 16:00, last entry one hour before closing, a long 10-minute stroll through Kensington Gardens from either High Street Kensington or Queensway Tube stations, +44 844 482 7788, www.hrp.org.uk.



▲▲▲VICTORIA AND ALBERT MUSEUM



The world’s top collection of decorative arts encompasses 2,000 years of art and design (ceramics, stained glass, fine furniture, clothing, jewelry, carpets, and more), displaying a surprisingly interesting and diverse assortment of crafts from the West, as well as Asian and Islamic cultures. There’s much to see, including Raphael’s tapestry cartoons, Leonardo da Vinci’s notebooks, the huge Islamic Ardabil Carpet (4,914 knots in every 10 square centimeters), a cast of Trajan’s Column that depicts the emperor’s conquests, and pop culture memorabilia, including the jumpsuit Mick Jagger wore for the Rolling Stones’ 1972 world tour.
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Victoria and Albert Museum







Rick’s Tip: The Victoria and Albert Museum is huge and tricky to navigate. At the info desk, scan the QR code to view the map on your phone (or pick up a paper map).





Cost and Hours: Free, donation suggested, fee for some special exhibits, daily 10:00-17:45, Fri until 22:00, free tours daily, on Cromwell Road in South Kensington, Tube: South Kensington, from the Tube station a long tunnel leads directly to museum, +44 20 7942 2000, www.vam.ac.uk.


Visiting the Museum: This suggested route hits the highlights on level 0, starting in the Grand Entrance lobby. Look up into the rotunda to see the 1 Dale Chihuly chandelier, epitomizing the spirit of the V&A’s collection—beautiful manufactured objects that demonstrate technical skill and innovation, wedding the old with the new, and blurring the line between arts and crafts.


Now look up to the balcony (above the shop) and see the pointed arches of the 2 Hereford Screen, a 35-by-35-foot, eight-ton rood screen (built for the Hereford Cathedral’s sacred altar area). It looks medieval, but it was created with the most modern materials the Industrial Revolution could produce. George Gilbert Scott (1811-1878), who built the screen, redesigned much of London in the Neo-Gothic style, restoring old churches such as Westminster Abbey, renovating the Houses of Parliament, and building new structures like St. Pancras Station and the Albert Memorial—some 700 buildings in all.


The V&A has (arguably) the best collection of Italian Renaissance sculpture outside Italy. One prime example is 3 Samson Slaying a Philistine, by Giambologna (c. 1562), carved from a single block of marble, which shows the testy Israelite warrior rearing back, brandishing the jawbone of an ass, preparing to decapitate a man who’d insulted him.


The 4 Medieval and Renaissance Galleries display 1,200 years of decorative arts, showing how the mix of pagan-Roman and medieval-Christian elements created modern Europe. In Room 8 is a glass case displaying the blue-and-gold shoebox-sized 5 Becket Casket, which contains the mortal remains (or relics) of St. Thomas Becket, who was brutally murdered. The enamel-and-metal work box is a specialty of Limoges, France. In Room 10a, you’ll run right into the 6 Boar and Bear Hunt Tapestry. Though most medieval art depicted the Madonna and saints, this colorful wool tapestry—woven in Belgium—provides a secular slice of life.


Detour two floors up to see the tiny, pocket-size 7 notebook by Leonardo da Vinci (Codex Forster III, 1490-1493), which dates from the years he lived in Milan, shortly before undertaking his famous Last Supper fresco. The book’s contents are all over the map: meticulous sketches of the human head, diagrams illustrating nature’s geometrical perfection, a horse’s leg for a huge equestrian statue, and even drawings of the latest ballroom fashions. The adjacent computer lets you scroll through three of his notebooks and even flip his backwards handwriting to make it readable.


Back on level 0, find two huge courts, Rooms 46a and 46b, labeled 8 The Cast Courts. These plaster-cast versions of famous statues allowed 19th-century art students who couldn’t afford a rail pass to study the classics. In Room 46a, you’ll see a copy of the world’s grandest column from antiquity in two pieces: Trajan’s Column (the original rises 140 feet and is decorated with a spiral relief of 2,500 figures trumpeting the exploits of the Roman Emperor Trajan). In Room 46b, Michelangelo’s David steals the show, but he is surrounded by other great works from throughout Michelangelo’s career.


Head down to Room 42 for 9 Islamic art, reflecting both religious influences and a sophisticated secular culture. Many Islamic artists expressed themselves with beautiful but functional objects, such as the 630-square-foot Ardabil Carpet (1539-1540), which likely took a dozen workers years to make. Also in the room are more ceramics and glazed tile—all covered top to bottom in similarly complex patterns. The intricate interweaving, repetition, and unending lines suggest the complex, infinite nature of God (Allah).


In the hallway (technically “Room” 47b) is a glass case with a statue of 10 Shiva Nataraja, one of the hundreds, if not thousands, of godlike incarnations of Hinduism’s eternal being, Brahma. As long as Shiva keeps dancing, the universe will continue. In adjoining Room 41, a glass case in the center of the room contains 11 possessions of Emperor Shah Jahan, including a wine cup (made of white nephrite jade, 1657), cameo portrait, and thumb ring. Shah Jahan—or “King of the World”—ruled the largest empire of the day, covering northern India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. At the far end of Room 41 is the huge wood-carved 12 Tipu’s Tiger, a life-size robotic toy, once owned by an oppressed Indian sultan. When you turned the crank, the Brit’s left arm would flail, and both he and the tiger would roar through organ pipes. (The mechanism still works.)


In Room 40, 13 fashion galleries display centuries of English fashion, from ladies’ underwear, hoop skirts, and rain gear to high-society evening wear, men’s suits, and more. Across the hall are 14 Raphael’s tapestry cartoons. The V&A owns seven of these full-size designs (approximately 13 by 17 feet, done in tempera on paper, now mounted on canvas). The cartoons were sent to factories in Brussels, cut into strips (see the lines), and placed on the looms.


Upstairs, Room 57 is the heart of the 15 British Galleries, which covers the era of Queen Elizabeth I. Find rare miniature portraits—a popular item of the day—including Hilliard’s oft-reproduced Young Man Among Roses miniature, capturing the romance of a Shakespeare sonnet. Back in the Grand Entrance lobby, climb the staircase to level 2 to see 16 jewelry, theater artifacts, silver, and more.



▲▲NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM



Across the street from the Victoria and Albert, this mammoth museum covers everything from life (“creepy crawlies,” human biology, our place in evolution, and awe-inspiring dinosaurs) to earth science (meteors, volcanoes, and earthquakes).


Cost and Hours: Free, donation suggested, fee for special exhibits, consider prebooking online to save time in line, daily 10:00-18:00, last entry one hour before closing, long tunnel leads directly from South Kensington Tube station to museum (follow signs), +44 20 7942 5000, exhibit info and reservations +44 20 7942 5011, www.nhm.ac.uk.


Greater London


Greenwich


This borough of London is an easy, affordable boat trip or Docklands Light Railway (DLR) journey from downtown. Along with majestic, picnic-perfect parks are the stately trappings of Britain’s proud nautical heritage and the Royal Observatory Greenwich, with a fine museum on how Greenwich Mean Time came to be and a chance to straddle the Eastern and Western hemispheres at the prime meridian.
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Greenwich





Getting There: Ride a boat to Greenwich for the scenery and commentary, and take the DLR back. Various tour boats—with commentary and open-deck seating (2/hour, 20-75 minutes)—and faster Thames Clippers (every 20-30 minutes, 20-55 minutes) depart from several piers in central London.


By DLR, ride from the Bank-Monument Station to Cutty Sark Station in central Greenwich; it’s one stop before the main—but less central—Greenwich Station (departs at least every 10 minutes, 20-minute ride, all in Zone 2). Or, catch bus #188 from Russell Square near the British Museum (about 1 hour to Greenwich).


Eating: Greenwich’s parks are picnic-perfect, especially around the National Maritime Museum and Royal Observatory. Greenwich Market offers an international variety of tasty food stalls. $$$ The Old Brewery, in the Greenwich Visitors Center, is a gastropub decorated with all things beer.



▲▲CUTTY SARK



When first launched in 1869, the Scottish-built Cutty Sark was the last of the great China tea clippers and the queen of the seas. She was among the fastest clippers ever built, the culmination of centuries of ship design. With 32,000 square feet of sail—and favorable winds—she could travel 300 miles in a day. But as a new century dawned, steamers began to outmatch sailing ships for speed, and by the mid-1920s the Cutty Sark was the world’s last operating clipper ship.


In 2012, the ship was restored and reopened with a spectacular new glass-walled display space. Displays explore the Cutty Sark’s 140-year history and the cargo she carried—everything from tea to wool to gunpowder—as she raced between London and ports all around the world.


Cost and Hours: £18, kids ages 4-15-£9, free for kids 4 and under, £25 combo-ticket with Royal Observatory; daily 10:00-17:00, last entry 45 minutes before closing; reservations +44 20 8312 6608, www.rmg.co.uk.
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OLD ROYAL NAVAL COLLEGE


Despite the name, these grand structures were built (1692) as a veterans’ hospital to house disabled and retired sailors who’d served their country. In 1873, the hospital was transformed into one of the world’s most prestigious universities for training naval officers. Today, the buildings host university students, music students, business conventions, concerts, and film crews drawn to the awe-inspiring space.



▲PAINTED HALL



Originally intended as a dining hall for pensioners, this sumptuously painted room was deemed too glorious (and, in the winter, too cold) for that purpose. So almost as soon as it was completed, it became simply a showcase for visitors. Impressive as it is, the admission is quite steep to see gigantic paintings by an artist you’ve never heard of, featuring second-rate royals. But those who appreciate artistic spectacles and picking out lavish details will find it worthwhile.


Cost and Hours: £13.50, cheaper online in advance, daily 10:00-17:00, sometimes closed for private events, www.ornc.org. Ticket includes audioguide and a 45-minute guided tour of the Old Royal Naval College grounds, not including the Painted Hall (departs from the Greenwich Visitors Center at the top of each hour).



▲NATIONAL MARITIME MUSEUM



Great for anyone interested in the sea, this excellent, modern museum holds everything from a giant working paddlewheel to the uniform Admiral Horatio Nelson wore when he was killed at Trafalgar. A big glass roof tops three levels of slick, thoughtfully presented, kid-friendly exhibits about all things seafaring.


Cost and Hours: Free, daily 10:00-17:00, may close later in summer, +44 20 8858 4422, www.rmg.co.uk. The museum hosts frequent family-oriented events—singing, treasure hunts, and storytelling—particularly on weekends; ask at the desk. Listen for announcements alerting visitors to free tours on various topics.



▲▲ROYAL OBSERVATORY GREENWICH



Located on the prime meridian (0° longitude), this observatory is famous as the point from which all time and distances on earth are measured. A visit here gives you a taste of the sciences of astronomy, timekeeping, and seafaring—and how they all meld together—along with great views over Greenwich and the distant London skyline. In the courtyard, you can snap a selfie straddling the famous prime meridian line in the pavement. In the museum, there’s the original 1600s-era observatory, the Weller Astronomy Galleries, and state-of-the-art Peter Harrison Planetarium (£10, shows about every 45 minutes, no morning shows on school days, check schedule online).
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Royal Observatory
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Cost and Hours: £16, £25 combo-ticket with Cutty Sark, advance timed-entry ticket recommended, daily 10:00-17:00, may close later in summer, +44 20 8858 4422, reservations +44 20 8312 6608, www.rmg.co.uk.



West of London




▲▲KEW GARDENS



For a fine riverside park and a palatial greenhouse jungle to swing through, take the Tube or the boat to every botanist’s favorite escape. Garden lovers could spend days exploring Kew’s 300 acres. For a quick visit, spend a fragrant hour wandering through three buildings: The Palm House, a hot and humid Victorian world of iron, glass, and tropical plants that was built in 1844; a Waterlily House that Monet would swim for; and the Princess of Wales Conservatory, a meandering modern greenhouse with many different climate zones growing countless cacti, bug-munching carnivorous plants, and more. Check out the Treetop Walkway, a 200-yard-long scenic steel walkway that puts you high in the canopy 60 feet above the ground.


Cost and Hours: £21.50, cheaper in advance, kids 4-15-£5, kids under 4-free; Mon-Thu 10:00-19:00, Fri-Sun until 20:00, closes earlier Sept-March—check schedule online, glasshouses close at 17:30 in high season—earlier off-season; free one-hour orientation tours daily at 11:00 and 13:30, plus seasonal tours at 12:30; +44 20 8332 5655, www.kew.org.


Getting There: By Tube, ride to Kew Gardens, then pass through the tunnel under the tracks, which deposits you in a little community of plant-and-herb shops, a two-block walk straight ahead to Victoria Gate (the main garden entrance). Boats also run to Kew Gardens from Westminster Pier (see here).
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Kew Gardens





Eating: Kew Gardens has two large self-service cafeterias on-site. Near the Palm House is the fine $$ Orangery, with lots of seating both inside and out. Farther west, near the Temperate House, is the $$ Pavilion, a modern, boxy building with a Costa Rican menu.


EXPERIENCES


Shopping


Most stores are open Monday through Saturday from roughly 9:00 or 10:00 until 17:00 or 18:00, with a late night on Wednesday or Thursday (usually until 19:00 or 20:00). Many close on Sundays. Large department stores stay open until about 21:00, with shorter hours on Sundays. If you’re looking for bargains, visit one of the city’s many street markets.


Shopping Streets


The best and most convenient shopping streets are in the West End and West London (roughly between Soho and Hyde Park). You’ll find midrange shops along Oxford Street (running east from Tube: Marble Arch), and fancier shops along Regent Street (stretching south from Tube: Oxford Circus to Piccadilly Circus) and Knightsbridge (where you’ll find Harrods and Harvey Nichols; Tube: Knightsbridge). Other streets are more specialized, such as Jermyn Street for old-fashioned men’s clothing (just south of Piccadilly) and Charing Cross Road for books. Floral Street, connecting Leicester Square to Covent Garden, is lined with boutiques.


Department Stores


Harrods is London’s most famous and touristy department store with more than four acres of retail space covering seven floors offering everything from elephants to toothbrushes (Mon-Sat 10:00-21:00, Sun 11:30-18:00, Brompton Road, Tube: Knightsbridge, +44 20 7730 1234, www.harrods.com).
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Harvey Nichols, once Princess Diana’s favorite, remains the department store du jour (Mon-Sat 10:00-20:00, Sun 11:30-18:00, near Harrods, 109 Knightsbridge, Tube: Knightsbridge, +44 20 7235 5000, www.harveynichols.com).


Once the official department store of Queen Elizabeth II, Fortnum & Mason embodies old-fashioned, British upper-class taste with a storybook atmosphere. An elegant tea is served in their Diamond Jubilee Tea Salon (Mon-Sat 10:00-21:00, Sun 11:30-18:00, 181 Piccadilly, Tube: Green Park, +44 20 7734 8040, www.fortnumandmason.com).


Liberty is known for its gorgeous “Liberty Print” floral fabrics, well-stocked crafts department, and castle-like interior (Mon-Sat 10:00-20:00, Sun 12:00-18:00, Great Marlborough Street, Tube: Oxford Circus, +44 20 7734 1234, www.libertylondon.com).


Street Markets


Antique buffs and people-watchers—and those who enjoy bargaining—love London’s street markets. The most rewarding markets—which combine lively stalls and a colorful neighborhood with cute and characteristic shops—are Portobello Road and Camden Lock Market.


NOTTING HILL


Classic, famous, quirky, and a bit dated, Portobello Road stretches for several blocks through the delightful Notting Hill neighborhood. Charming streets lined with pastel-painted houses and offbeat antique shops are enlivened on Fridays and Saturdays with 2,000 additional stalls (9:00-19:00), plus food, live music, and more (Tube: Notting Hill Gate, +44 20 7361 3001, www.portobelloroad.co.uk).




Rick’s Tip: Browse Portabello Road on Friday. Most stalls are open, with half the crowds of Saturday.





CAMDEN TOWN


Camden Lock Market is a huge, trendy arts-and-crafts festival divided into three areas, each with its own vibe. The main market, set alongside the picturesque canal, features a mix of shops and stalls selling boutique crafts and artisanal foods. The market on the opposite side of Chalk Farm Road is edgier, with cheap food stalls, lots of canalside seating, and punk crafts. The Stables, a sprawling, incense-scented complex, is squeezed into tunnels under the old rail bridge just behind the main market (daily 10:00-19:00, busiest on weekends, +44 20 3763 9999 or +44 20 7485 5511, www.camdenmarket.com).


EAST END


Spitalfields Market combines old brick buildings with sleek modern ones, all covered by a giant glass roof. Shops, stalls, and a rainbow of restaurant options are open every day (Sun-Fri 10:00-18:00—but vendors begin shutting down around 17:00, Sat from 11:00; Tube: Liverpool Street; from the Tube stop, take Bishopsgate East exit, turn left, walk to Brushfield Street, and turn right; www.spitalfields.co.uk).


Petticoat Lane Market, a block from Spitalfields Market, sits on the otherwise dull Middlesex Street; the adjoining Wentworth Street is grungier and more characteristic (Sun 9:00-14:00, sometimes later; smaller market Mon-Fri on Wentworth Street only; no market Sat; Middlesex Street and Wentworth Street, Tube: Liverpool Street).


The vintage market housed in the former Truman Brewery on Brick Lane is a browser’s dream. It’s in full swing daily (roughly 11:00-18:00). Surrounding shops and eateries are also open all week (Tube: Liverpool Street or Aldgate East, www.vintage-market.co.uk).


Brick Lane is lined with Sunday market stands, from about Buxton Street to Bethnal Green Road—a 10-minute walk. Continuing another 10 minutes north, then turning right onto Columbia Road, takes you to Columbia Road Flower Market (Sun 8:00-14:00, www.columbiaroad.info). Halfway up Columbia Road, be sure to loop left up little Ezra Street, with characteristic eateries, boutiques, and antique vendors.


WEST END


The iron-and-glass Covent Garden Market, originally the garden for Westminster Abbey, hosts a mix of fun shops, eateries, and markets. Mondays are for antiques, while arts and crafts dominate the rest of the week. Produce stalls are open daily 10:00-18:00, and on Thursdays, a food market brightens up the square (Tube: Covent Garden, +44 20 7395 1350, www.coventgardenlondonuk.com).


Jubilee Hall Market features antiques on Mondays (5:00-17:00); a general market Tuesday through Friday (10:30-19:00); and arts and crafts on Saturdays and Sundays (10:00-18:00). It’s located on the south side of Covent Garden (+44 20 7379 4242, www.jubileemarket.co.uk).


Theater (a.k.a. “Theatre”)


London’s theater scene rivals Broadway’s in quality and often beats it in price. Choose from 200 offerings—Shakespeare, musicals, comedies, thrillers, sex farces, cutting-edge fringe, revivals starring movie celebs, and more. London does it all well.




Rick’s Tip: Just like at home, London’s theaters sell seats in a range of levels—but the Brits use different terms: stalls (ground floor), dress circle (first balcony), upper circle (second balcony), balcony (sky-high third balcony), and slips (cheap seats on the fringes). Discounted tickets are called “concessions” (abbreviated as “conc” or “s”).





West End Shows


Nearly all big-name shows are hosted in the theaters of the West End, clustering around Soho between Piccadilly and Covent Garden. With a centuries-old tradition of pleasing the masses, they present London theater at its grandest.


Well-known musicals may draw the biggest crowds, but the West End offers plenty of other crowd-pleasers, from revivals of classics to cutting-edge works by the hottest young playwrights. These productions tend to have shorter runs than famous musicals. Many productions star huge-name celebrities—London is a magnet for movie stars (both British and American) who want to stretch their acting chops.
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The Official London Theatre Guide, a free booklet that’s updated every two weeks, is a handy tool (find it at hotels, box offices, the City of London TI, and online at www.officiallondontheatre.co.uk). Check reviews at TimeOut.com/london.


Most performances are nightly except Sunday, usually with two or three matinees a week. The few shows that run on Sundays are mostly family fare.


TICKETS


Most shows have tickets available on short notice—likely at a discount. But if your time in London is limited—and you have your heart set on a particular show that’s likely to sell out, you can buy peace of mind by booking tickets from home. For floor plans of the various theaters, see www.theatremonkey.com.


Advance Tickets: It’s generally cheapest to buy your tickets directly from the theater, either through its website or the box office (by phone or in person). In most cases, a theater will reroute you to a third-party vendor such as Ticketmaster (typically with ticket fees). You can have your tickets emailed to you or pick them up before show time at Will Call.


Discount Tickets: The TKTS Booth at Leicester Square sells discounted tickets (25-50 percent off) for many shows (£3/ticket service charge, Mon-Sat 10:30-18:00, possibly longer hours at busy times, shorter hours on Sun). Buy tickets in person at the kiosk or on their website (http://officiallondontheatre.com/tkts).


Theater Box Office: Even if a show is “sold out,” there’s usually a way to get a seat. Many theaters offer various discounts or “concessions”: same-day tickets, cheap returned tickets, standing-room, matinee, senior or student standby deals, and more. Start by checking the show’s website, then call the box office or simply drop by (many theaters are right in the tourist zone).


Same-day tickets (called “day seats”) can be an excellent deal. These tickets (usually £25 or less) often are in the nosebleed rows or have a restricted view. Some same-day tickets are available only in person when the box office opens (typically at 10:00; for popular shows). Increasingly, theaters sell these tickets online, or as “rush tickets” through the TodayTix app. Another strategy is to show up at the box office shortly before show time (best on weekdays) and—before paying full price—ask about cheaper options. Last-minute return tickets are often sold at great prices as curtain time approaches.


For a helpful guide to cheap and last-minute tickets, consult www.theatremonkey.com/day-seat-finder; also check www.londontheatretickets.org or www.timeout.com/london/theatre.


Other Agencies: Although booking through a middleman such as your hotel or a ticket agency is quick and easy, prices are greatly inflated (legitimate resellers add a maximum 25 percent booking fee). Ticket agencies and third-party websites are often just scalpers with an address. If you do buy from an agency, choose one who is a member of the Society of Ticket Agents and Retailers (look for the STAR logo—short for “secure tickets from authorized retailers”).


Scalpers (“Touts”): Scalpers hawk tickets outside theaters. Just like at home, those people may be honest folk whose date just happened to cancel at the last minute...or unscrupulous thieves selling forgeries. London has many of the latter.


Beyond the West End: Tickets for lesser-known shows tend to be cheaper (figure £15-30), in part because most of the smaller theaters are government subsidized. Read up on the latest offerings online; Timeout.com is a great place to start. Major noncommercial theaters include the National Theatre, Barbican Centre, Royal Court Theatre, Menier Chocolate Factory, and Bridge Theatre. The Royal Shakespeare Company performs at various theaters around London.


Shakespeare’s Globe


To see Shakespeare in a replica of the theater for which he wrote his plays, attend a play at the Globe. In this round, thatched-roof, open-air theater, the plays are performed much as Shakespeare intended—under the sky, with no amplification.


The play’s the thing from mid-April through mid-October (usually Tue-Sat 14:00 and 19:30, Sun either 13:00 and/or 18:30, tickets can be sold out months in advance). You’ll pay £5 to stand and £23-52 to sit, usually on a backless bench (only a few rows and the pricier Gentlemen’s Rooms have seats with backs, £2 cushions and £4 add-on backrests a good investment; dress for the weather). Note: While this is a wonderful theater-going experience, the seating is significantly less comfy than most venues—even for the pricier seats.
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A performance at Shakespeare’s Globe





The £5 “groundling” or “yard” tickets—which are open to rain—are most fun. Scurry in early to stake out a spot on the stage’s edge, where the most interaction with the actors occurs. You’re a crude peasant. You can lean your elbows on the stage, munch a snack (yes, you can bring in food—but bag size is limited), or walk around. I’ve never enjoyed Shakespeare as much as here, performed as it was meant to be, in the “wooden O.” If you can’t get a ticket, take a guided tour of the theater and museum by day (see here).


At the indoor Sam Wanamaker Playhouse, you can enjoy Shakespearean-era plays, new works by up-and-coming playwrights, and early-music concerts throughout the winter.


Buying Tickets: To reserve tickets for plays at the Globe or Playhouse, drop by the box office (Mon-Fri 11:00-18:00, Sat from 10:00, Sun 10:00-17:00, open one hour later on performance days, New Globe Walk entrance, box office +44 20 7401 9919). You can also reserve online (www.shakespearesglobe.com, £2.50 booking fee). If tickets are sold out, try calling around noon the day of the performance to see if the box office expects any returned tickets. If so, they’ll advise you to show up a little more than an hour before the show, when these tickets are sold (first-come, first-served).




Evensong


One of my favorite experiences in Britain is to attend evensong at a great church. Evensong is an evening worship service that is typically sung rather than said (though some parts—including scripture readings, a few prayers, and a homily—are spoken). It follows the traditional Anglican service in the Book of Common Prayer, including prayers, scripture readings, canticles (sung responses), and hymns that are appropriate for the early evening—traditionally the end of the working day and before the evening meal. In major churches with resident choirs, a singing or chanting priest leads the service, and a choir—usually made up of both men’s and boys’ voices (to sing the lower and higher parts, respectively)—sings the responses. The choir usually sings a cappella, or is accompanied by an organ. Visitors are welcome and are given an order of service or a prayer book to help them follow along.


Impressive places for evensong include Westminster Abbey and St. Paul’s. Evensong typically takes place in the small choir area—which is far more intimate than the main nave. (It generally occurs daily between 17:00 and 18:00, often two hours earlier on Sun)—check with individual churches for specifics. At smaller churches, evensong is sometimes spoken, not sung.


Note that evensong is not a performance—it’s a somewhat somber worship service. If you enjoy worshipping in different churches, attending evensong can be a highlight. Most major churches also offer organ or choral concerts—look for posted schedules or ask at the information desk or gift shop.





Getting There: The theater is on the South Bank, directly across the Thames over the Millennium Bridge from St. Paul’s Cathedral (Tube: Mansion House or London Bridge).


Concerts at Churches


For easy, cheap, or free concerts in historic churches, attend a lunch concert, especially:


St. Bride’s Church, with free half-hour lunch concerts twice a week at 13:15 (usually Tue and Fri—confirm in advance, church +44 20 7427 0133, www.stbrides.com).


Temple Church, also in The City, with free organ recitals weekly (Wed at 13:15, www.templechurch.com).


St. Dunstan-in-the-West, on Fleet Street, hosts free 45-minute concerts; you’re welcome to bring a bag lunch (some Wed and Fri at 13:15—confirm at www.stdunstaninthewest.org).


St. James’s at Piccadilly, with 50-minute concerts on Mon, Wed, and Fri at 13:10 (donation suggested, info +44 20 7734 4511, www.sjp.org.uk).


St. Martin-in-the-Fields offers afternoon concerts on select weekdays; check online for schedule (donation suggested, church +44 20 7766 1100, www.stmartin-in-the-fields.org). St. Martin-in-the-Fields also hosts fine evening concerts by candlelight (£9-35, several nights a week at 19:30) and live folk and jazz in its underground Café in the Crypt (£8-18, Wed at 20:00).


Evensong services are held at several churches, including St. Paul’s Cathedral (see here) and Westminster Abbey (see here).


Free organ recitals are usually held on Sunday at 17:00 in Westminster Abbey (30 minutes, +44 20 7222 5152). Many other churches have free concerts; ask for the London Organ Concerts Guide at the TI.





SLEEPING



London is an expensive city for lodging. Expect cheaper rooms to be relatively dumpy. Focus on choosing the right neighborhood, which is as important as selecting the right hotel.


Hotel Deals Online: Given London’s high hotel prices, it’s worth searching for a deal. For more options, browse these accommodation discount sites: www.londontown.com (an informative site with a discount booking service), www.athomeinlondon.co.uk and www.londonbb.com (both list central B&Bs), www.lastminute.com, www.visitlondon.com, and www.eurocheapo.com.


Victoria Station Neighborhood


The safe, surprisingly tidy streets behind Victoria Station teem with accommodations.


$$$$ The Beverley Hotel, at the lower end of this price range, has 14 tidy, well-equipped, modern rooms that feel upscale for the price (air-con, 13 Belgrave Road, +44 20 7630 1884, www.thebeverleylondon.com, info@thebeverleylondon.com).


$$$$ Eccleston Square Hotel is a splurge with professional polish. Its 39 stylish, high-tech rooms are located on a less-busy side street, facing a small park (air-con, elevator, 37 Eccleston Square, +44 20 3503 0694, www.ecclestonsquarehotel.com, stay@ecclestonsquarehotel.com).


If considering chain hotels, the fine $$$ Premier Inn London Victoria is in this area (82 Eccleston Square, www.premierinn.com).


Bayswater and Notting Hill


$$$ Vancouver Studios has 50 modern, tastefully furnished rooms that come with fully equipped kitchenettes, or you can pay for a continental breakfast. It’s nestled between Kensington Gardens Square and Prince’s Square and offers a more personal welcome than the others listed here. They have their own cozy coffee shop/bar and a tranquil garden patio out back (laundry, 30 Prince’s Square, +44 7754 286 145, www.vancouverstudios.co.uk, info@vancouverstudios.co.uk).


$$$ Phoenix Hotel offers spacious, stately public spaces and 125 modern-feeling rooms with classy decor. While the rates can vary wildly, it’s a good choice if you can get a deal (elevator, 1 Kensington Gardens Square, +44 20 7229 2494, www.phoenixhotel.co.uk, reservations@phoenixhotel.co.uk).


$$ London House Hotel has 103 modern, cookie-cutter rooms at reasonable prices (family rooms, air-con, elevator, 81 Kensington Gardens Square, +44 20 7243 1810, www.londonhousehotels.com, reservations@londonhousehotels.com).


$$ Garden Court Hotel is understated, with 40 simple, dated rooms (family rooms, air-con in some rooms, elevator, 30 Kensington Gardens Square, +44 20 7229 2553, www.gardencourthotel.co.uk, info@gardencourthotel.co.uk).


$$ Kensington Gardens Hotel, with the same owners as the Phoenix Hotel, laces 17 rooms together in a tall, skinny building (breakfast served at Phoenix Hotel, 9 Kensington Gardens Square, +44 20 7243 7600, www.kensingtongardenshotel.co.uk, info@kensingtongardenshotel.co.uk).


The $$$$ Portobello Hotel, classy and personable, is on a quiet, upscale-feeling residential street in the heart of Notting Hill. Its 21 rooms and beautiful lobby/lounge are a tasteful mix of funky and elegant—both the style and location give it an urban-fresh feeling (air-con, elevator, 22 Stanley Gardens, +44 20 7727 2777, www.portobellohotel.com, stay@portobellohotel.com).


North London


$$$$ Charlotte Street Hotel, in the Fitzrovia neighborhood close to the British Museum, is higher-end than most of my listings. This plush place has inviting public spaces and 52 bright, elegant rooms (connecting family rooms, air-con, elevator, 15 Charlotte Street, Tube: Tottenham Court Road, +44 20 7806 2000, www.charlottestreethotel.com, reservations@charlottestreethotel.com).
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$$$$ The Mandeville Hotel, at the center of the action just one block from Bond Street Tube station, has a genteel British vibe, with high ceilings, tasteful art, just-vibrant-enough colors, and 142 rooms. It’s a worthy splurge for its amenities and location, especially if you score a good deal (air-con, elevator, Mandeville Place, +44 20 7935 5599, www.mandeville.co.uk, info@mandeville.co.uk).
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Other Sleeping Options


Big, Good-Value, Modern Hotels


If you can score a double for £100 (or less—often possible with promotional rates) and don’t mind a modern, impersonal, American-style hotel, these can be a decent value in pricey London.


I’ve listed a few dominant chains, along with a rundown on their more convenient London locations. Quality and neighborhoods can vary wildly, so check online reviews.


$$ Motel One, the German chain that specializes in affordable style, has a branch at Tower Hill, a 10-minute walk north of the Tower of London (24 Minories—see map on here, +44 20 7481 6420, www.motel-one.com, london-towerhill@motel-one.com).


$$ Premier Inn has more than 70 hotels in greater London. Convenient locations include a branch inside London County Hall (next to the London Eye), at Southwark/Borough Market (near Shakespeare’s Globe, 34 Park Street), Southwark/Tate Modern (15 Great Suffolk Street), Kensington/Earl’s Court (11 Knaresborough Place), Victoria (82 Eccleston Square), and Leicester Square (1 Leicester Place). In North London, three branches cluster between King’s Cross St. Pancras and the British Museum: King’s Cross, St. Pancras, and Euston. Just east of the museum is the Holborn location (27 Red Lion Street). Avoid the Tower Bridge location, south of the bridge and a long walk from the Tube—but London City Tower Hill, north of the bridge on Prescot Street (see map on here), works fine (www.premierinn.com).


$$ Travelodge has close to 70 locations in London, including at King’s Cross (200 yards in front of King’s Cross Station, Gray’s Inn Road) and Euston (1 Grafton Place). Other handy locations include King’s Cross Royal Scot, Marylebone, Covent Garden, Liverpool Street, Southwark, and Farringdon; www.travelodge.co.uk.


$$ Ibis, the budget branch of the AccorHotels group, has a few dozen options across the city, with a handful of locations convenient to London’s center, including London Blackfriars (49 Blackfriars Road) and London City Shoreditch (5 Commercial Street). The more design-focused Ibis Styles has branches near Earl’s Court (15 Hogarth Road) and Southwark, with a theater theme (43 Southwark Bridge Road; ibis.accorhotels.com).


$ EasyHotel, with several branches in good neighborhoods, offers generally tiny, super-efficient, no-frills rooms that feel popped out of a plastic mold, down to the prefab ship’s head-type “bathroom pod.” If you go with the base rate, it’s like hosteling with privacy. But you get what you pay for (thin walls, flimsy construction, noisy fellow guests, and so on). They’re only a good deal if you book far enough ahead to get a good price and skip the many extras. Locations include Victoria (34 Belgrave Road), South Kensington (14 Lexham Gardens), and Paddington (10 Norfolk Place); www.easyhotel.com.


$ Hub by Premier Inn—the budget chain’s no-frills, pod-style division—offers extremely small rooms (just a little bigger than the bed) in convenient locations for low prices (from £69). They have a beautifully located branch right in the heart of Soho but tucked down a quieter back street (www.premierinn.com/gb/en/hub.html).


Hostels


¢ London Central Youth Hostel is the flagship of London’s hostels. Families and travelers of any age will feel welcome in this wonderful facility. You’ll pay the same price for any bed—so try to grab one with a bathroom (families welcome to book an entire room, book long in advance; between Oxford Circus and Great Portland Street Tube stations at 104 Bolsover Street—see map on here, +44 345 371 9154, www.yha.org.uk, londoncentral@yha.org.uk).


¢ Generator Hostel is a brightly colored, hip hostel with a café and a DJ spinning the hits. It’s in a renovated building tucked behind a busy street halfway between King’s Cross and the British Museum (37 Tavistock Place—see map on here, Tube: Russell Square, +44 20 7388 7666, http://staygenerator.com, ask.london@generatorhostels.com).
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EATING


Whether it’s dining well with the upper crust, sharing hearty pub fare with mates, or venturing to a fringe neighborhood to try the latest hotspot or street food at a market, eating out is an essential part of the London experience.


Central London


Soho


With its status as the place where budding restaurateurs stake their claim on London’s culinary map, Soho is a magnet for diners.


$$$ Andrew Edmunds Restaurant is a tiny candlelit space where you’ll want to hide your guidebook and not act like a tourist. This little place—with a loyal clientele—is the closest I’ve found to Parisian quality in a cozy restaurant in London. The extensive wine list, modern European cooking, and creative seasonal menu are worth the splurge (daily 12:30-15:30 & 17:30-22:45, these are last-order times, come early or call ahead, request ground floor rather than basement, 46 Lexington Street, +44 20 7437 5708, www.andrewedmunds.com).


$$$ Temper Soho pleases well-heeled carnivores. From the nondescript office-block entrance, you’ll descend to a cozy, stylish cellar filled with rich smoke from meat grilling on open fires. The portions are small and pricey (order multiple courses), but meat lovers willing to pay leave satisfied (Mon-Sat 12:00-22:30, Sun until 21:00, 25 Broadwick Street, +44 20 3879 3834).


$$$ Bocca di Lupo, a stylish and popular option, serves half and full portions of classic regional Italian food. Dressy but with a fun energy, it’s a place where you’ll be glad you made a reservation. The counter seating, on cushy stools with a view into the lively open kitchen, is particularly memorable, or you can take a table in the snug, casual back end (daily 12:30-15:00 & 17:15-23:00, 12 Archer Street, +44 20 7734 2223, www.boccadilupo.com).


$$$ Kricket Soho serves upmarket “Indian-inspired cooking” a few steps from Piccadilly Circus. Opt for the tight, stylish, unpretentious main floor (with counter seating surrounding an open kitchen) or the dining room in the cellar. The small-plates menu is an education in Indian cuisine beyond the corner curry house, with kulchas (miniature naan breads with toppings), kheer (rice pudding), and KFC—Keralan fried chicken (Mon-Sat 12:00-14:30 & 17:15-22:30, closed Sun, 12 Denman Street, +44 20 7734 5612).


$$$$ NOPI is one of a handful of restaurants run by London celebrity chef Yotam Ottolenghi. The main floor seats diners at traditional tables; the cellar features communal tables looking into the busy kitchen. The cuisine is typical of Ottolenghi’s masterful Eastern Mediterranean cooking, with an emphasis on seasonal produce. If you want to splurge in Soho, do it here (Mon-Sat 10:00-15:00 & 17:30-22:30, Sun until 16:00, 21 Warwick Street, +44 20 7494 9584, www.ottolenghi.co.uk).
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$$ Hoppers is an easy entry into Sri Lankan cuisine—reminiscent of Indian but with more tropical flourishes. You’ll be glad the menu comes with a glossary of key terms—for example, hopper (a spongy yet firm rice-and-coconut pancake, shaped like a bowl), kari (Tamil for “curry”), and roti (flatbread). Be adventurous, and seek the waitstaff’s advice (daily 12:00-14:30 & 17:30-22:30, 49 Frith Street, +44 20 3319 8110).


Gelato: Across the street from Bocca di Lupo (listed earlier) is its sister gelateria, Gelupo, with a wide array of ever-changing but always creative and delicious dessert favorites. Take away or enjoy their homey interior (daily 11:00-23:00, 7 Archer Street, +44 20 7287 5555).


Near Piccadilly


$$$$ The Wolseley is the grand 1920s showroom of a long-defunct British car. The last Wolseley drove out with the Great Depression, but today this old-time bistro bustles with formal waiters serving traditional Austrian and French dishes in an elegant setting fit for its location next to the Ritz. Although the food can be unexceptional, prices are reasonable considering the grand presentation and setting. Reservations are a must (cheaper soup, salad, and sandwich “café menu” available in all areas of restaurant, daily 11:30-23:00, 160 Piccadilly, +44 20 7499 6996, www.thewolseley.com). They’re popular for their fancy cream tea or afternoon tea (see “Taking Tea” sidebar).


$$$ Brasserie Zédel is the former dining hall of the old Regent Palace Hotel, the biggest hotel in the world when built in 1915. Climbing down the stairs from street level, you’re surprised by a gilded grand hall that feels like a circa 1920 cruise ship, filled with a boisterous crowd enjoying old-fashioned French brasserie dishes. With vested waiters, fast service, and paper tablecloths, it’s great for a group of friends. After 21:30, the lights dim, the candles are lit, and it gets more romantic with live jazz (nightly inexpensive plats du jour, daily 11:30-24:00, 20 Sherwood Street, +44 20 7734 4888). Across the atrium is the hotel’s original Bar Américain (which feels like the 1930s) and the Crazy Coqs venue—busy with “Live at Zédel” music, theater, comedy, and literary events (see www.brasseriezedel.com for schedule).


Near Covent Garden


$$$ Dishoom, a small chain, is London’s hotspot for upscale Indian cuisine. The dishes seem familiar, but the flavors are a revelation. People line up early (starting around 17:00) for a seat, either on the bright, rollicking, brasserie-like ground floor or in the less appealing basement. Reservations are possible only until 17:45. With its oversized reputation, long lines of tourists, and multiple locations, it’s easy to think it’s overrated. But the food is simply phenomenal (daily 8:00-23:00, 12 Upper St. Martin’s Lane, +44 20 7420 9320, www.dishoom.com). Other locations include near King’s Cross Station, Carnaby Street, Kensington (several blocks west of the Royal Albert Hall), and Shoreditch.
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$$ Lamb and Flag Pub is a survivor—a spit-and-sawdust pub serving traditional grub (like meat pies) two blocks off Covent Garden, yet seemingly a world away. Here since 1772, this pub was a favorite of Charles Dickens and is now a hit with local workers. At lunch, it’s all food. In the evening, the ground floor is for drinking and the food service is upstairs (long hours daily, 33 Rose Street, go up the narrow alley from Floral Street, +44 20 7497 9504).


Near Trafalgar Square


$$ St. Martin-in-the-Fields Café in the Crypt is just right for a tasty meal on a monk’s budget—maybe even on a monk’s tomb. You’ll dine sitting on somebody’s gravestone in an ancient crypt. Their enticing buffet line is kept stocked all day, serving breakfast, lunch, and dinner (hearty traditional desserts, free jugs of water). You’ll find the café directly under St. Martin-in-the-Fields, facing Trafalgar Square—enter through the glass pavilion next to the church (generally daily 10:00-19:30, profits go to the church, Tube: Charing Cross, +44 20 7766 1158). On Wednesday evenings you can dine to the music of a live jazz band at 20:00 (food available until 21:00, band plays until 22:00). While here, check out the concert schedule for the busy church upstairs (or visit www.stmartin-in-the-fields.org).


$$ The Chandos Pub’s Opera Room floats amazingly apart from the tacky crush of tourism around Trafalgar Square. Look for it opposite the National Portrait Gallery (corner of William IV Street and St. Martin’s Lane) and climb the stairs—to the left or right of the pub entrance—to the Opera Room. This is a fine Trafalgar rendezvous point and wonderfully local pub. They serve sandwiches and a better-than-average range of traditional pub meals; meat pies and fish-and-chips are their specialty. The ground-floor pub is stuffed with regulars and offers snugs (private booths) and more serious beer drinking. To eat on that level, you have to order upstairs and carry it down (kitchen open daily 11:30-21:00, Fri until 18:00, order and pay at the bar, 29 St. Martin’s Lane, Tube: Leicester Square, +44 20 7836 1401).


Victoria Station Neighborhood


$$ Grumbles brags it’s been serving “good food and wine at non-scary prices since 1964.” Offering a delicious mix of “modern eclectic French and traditional English,” this unpretentious little place with cozy booths inside (on two levels) and a few nice sidewalk tables is the best spot to eat well in this otherwise workaday neighborhood. Their traditional dishes are their forte (early-bird specials, open daily 12:00-14:30 & 18:00-23:00, reservations wise, half a block north of Belgrave Road at 35 Churton Street, +44 20 7834 0149, www.grumblesrestaurant.co.uk).


$ Pimlico Fresh’s breakfasts and lunches feature fresh, organic ingredients, served up with good coffee and/or fresh-squeezed juices. This place is heaven if you need a break from your hotel’s bacon-eggs-beans routine (takeout lunches, vegetarian options; Mon-Fri 7:30-18:00 or later, Sat-Sun from 9:00, breakfast served until 15:00, 86 Wilton Road, +44 20 7932 0030).


$$$ Seafresh Fish Restaurant is the neighborhood place for plaice—and classic and creative fish-and-chips cuisine. You can either step up to the cheaper $ takeout counter, or eat in—enjoying a white-fish ambience. Though Mario’s father started this place in 1965, it feels like the chippy of the 21st century (daily 11:30-22:30, takeout from 11:00 and closed Sun, 80 Wilton Road, +44 20 7828 0747).


$$ The Jugged Hare, a 10-minute walk from Victoria Station, fills a lavish old bank building, with vaults replaced by kegs of beer and a kitchen. They have a traditional menu and a plush, vivid pub scene good for a meal or just a drink (food served Mon-Fri 11:00-21:00, Sat-Sun until 20:00, 172 Vauxhall Bridge Road, +44 20 7828 1543).




Taking Tea


While visiting London, consider partaking in this most British of traditions. While some tearooms—such as the finicky Fortnum & Mason—still require a jacket and tie, most happily welcome tourists in jeans and sneakers (and cost, on average, £35-50). Most tearooms are usually open for lunch and close about 17:00.


Popular choices are a “cream tea,” which consists of tea and a scone or two, or the pricier “afternoon tea,” which comes with pastries and finger foods such as small, crustless sandwiches. It’s perfectly acceptable for two people to order one afternoon tea and one cream tea and share the afternoon tea’s goodies. At many places, you can spring an extra £10 or so to upgrade to a boozy “champagne tea.”


Many museum restaurants offer a fine inexpensive tea experiences. For example, the $$ Victoria and Albert Museum may not offer a formal “afternoon tea,” but you can assemble your own à la carte tea and treats in elegant surroundings.


$$$ The Wolseley serves a good afternoon tea between their meal service. Split one with your companion and enjoy two light meals at a great price in classic elegance (Mon-Fri 15:00-18:30, Sat-Sun from 15:30, see full listing on here).


$$$$ Fortnum & Mason department store offers tea at several restaurants within its walls. You can “Take Tea in the Parlour” for a reasonably priced experience (including ice cream and scones; Mon-Sat 10:00-18:00, Sun 12:00-17:30). The pièce de resistance is their Diamond Jubilee Tea Salon, named in honor of Queen Elizabeth II’s 60th year on the throne. At royal prices, consider it dinner (daily 11:30-19:00, dress up a bit—no shorts, “children must be behaved,” 181 Piccadilly—see the map on here, smart to reserve at least a week in advance, +44 20 7734 8040, www.fortnumandmason.com).


$$$$ The Orangery at Kensington Palace offers an elegant (and expensive) afternoon tea in its bright white hall near William and Kate’s former residence. Check online to see if it’s open after its lengthy renovation, and to find the latest cost and hours (a 10-minute walk through Kensington Gardens from either Queensway or High Street Kensington Tube stations to the orange brick building, about 100 yards from Kensington Palace—see map on here; +44 20 3166 6113, http://www.hrp.org.uk).





$$ St. George’s Tavern, while part of a chain, is the neighborhood’s most lively pub for an after-work drink or a full meal. They serve the same dinner menu in three zones: on the sidewalk to catch the sun and enjoy some people-watching (mostly travelers with wheelie bags), in the ground-floor pub, and in a classier downstairs dining room with full table service (daily 12:00-22:00, corner of Hugh Street and Belgrave Road, +44 20 7630 1116).


Bayswater, Notting Hill, and Kensington


$$ Cocotte is a “healthy rotisserie” restaurant specializing in delectable roast chicken, plus tempting sides and healthy salads (dine in or take away; daily 12:00-22:00, 95 Westbourne Grove, +44 20 3220 0076).


$$$ Farmacy is focused on organic vegan fare...with a side of pretense. The menu includes earth bowls, meatless burgers and tacos, and superfood smoothies. With an all-natural, woodgrain vibe, it feels like a top-end health food store (daily 9:00-16:00 & 18:00-22:00, 74 Westbourne Grove, +44 20 7221 0705).


$$$ Hereford Road is a cozy, mod eatery tucked away on Leinster Square, serving heavy, meaty English cuisine made with modern panache. Cozy two-person booths face the open kitchen up top; the main dining room is down below under skylights. There are also a few sidewalk tables (Tue-Sun 18:00-22:00, also open for lunch Fri-Sun 12:00-14:30, closed Mon, reservations smart, 3 Hereford Road, +44 20 7727 1144, www.herefordroad.org).


$$$$ Mazi, close to the Notting Hill Gate Tube stop, is a highly regarded Greek restaurant serving refined renditions of classic dishes, including Greek salad, grilled octopus, and loukoumades (doughnuts) in a contemporary, sophisticated setting. Since ordering several small plates can add up, the £19 two-course lunch is a good deal (daily 12:00-15:00 & 18:30-24:00, 12 Hillgate Street, +44 20 7229 3794).


Near Kensington Gardens


$$$$ Maggie Jones’s has been feeding locals for over 50 years. Its countryside antique decor and candlelight make a visit a step back in time. It’s a longer walk than most of my recommendations, but you’ll get solid English cuisine. The portions are huge (especially the meat-and-fish pies, their specialty), and prices are a bargain at lunch. You’re welcome to split your main course. The candlelit upstairs is the most romantic, while the basement is lively (daily 12:00-14:00 & 17:00-21:00, reservations recommended, 6 Old Court Place, east of Kensington Church Street, near High Street Kensington Tube stop, +44 20 7937 6462, www.maggie-jones.co.uk).


$$$$ The Shed offers farm-to-table dishes in a rustic-chic setting. Owned by three brothers—a farmer, a chef, and a restaurateur—The Shed serves locally sourced modern English dishes. The portions are hearty, with big, meaty flavors—a change of pace from London’s delicate high-end dining scene. It’s tucked a block off busy Notting Hill Gate (Mon-Sat 18:00-24:00, also open for lunch Tue-Sat 12:00-15:00, closed Sun, reservations smart, 122 Palace Gardens Terrace, +44 20 7229 4024, www.theshed-restaurant.com).


$$ The Churchill Arms Pub and Thai Kitchen is a combo establishment that’s a hit in the neighborhood. It offers good beer and a thriving old-English ambience in front and hearty Thai dishes in an enclosed patio in the back. You can eat the Thai food in the tropical hideaway (table service) or in the atmospheric pub section (order at the counter). Arrive by 18:00 or after 21:00 to avoid a line (food served daily 12:00-22:00, 119 Kensington Church Street, +44 20 7727 4242 for pub or +44 20 7792 1246 for restaurant).


$ Café Diana is a healthy little eatery serving sandwiches, salads, and Middle Eastern food. It’s decorated—almost shrine-like—with photos of Princess Diana, who used to drop by for pita sandwiches (daily 8:00-23:00, cash only, 5 Wellington Terrace, on Bayswater Road, opposite Kensington Palace Garden gates, where Di once lived, +44 20 7792 9606, Abdul).


North London


To avoid the touristy crush right around the British Museum, head a few blocks west to the Fitzrovia area. Here, tiny Charlotte Place is lined with small eateries (including my two listings); nearby, the much bigger Charlotte Street has several more good options (Tube: Goodge Street). See the map on here for locations.


$ Salumeria Dino serves up hearty sandwiches, pasta, and Italian coffee. Dino, a native of Naples, has run his little shop for more than 30 years and has managed to create a classic-feeling Italian deli (also takeaway cappuccinos, Mon-Sat 8:00-17:00, closed Sun, 15 Charlotte Place, +44 20 7580 3938).


$$ Lantana, next door to Salumeria Dino, is an Australian coffee shop that sells modern soups, sandwiches, and salads in a sleek contemporary setting (Mon-Fri 8:00-18:00, Sat-Sun 9:00-16:00, 13 Charlotte Place, +44 20 7637 3347).


TRANSPORTATION


Getting Around London


To travel smart in a city this size, you must get comfortable with public transportation. London’s excellent taxis, buses, and subway (Tube) system can take you anywhere you need to go—a blessing for travelers’ precious vacation time, not to mention their feet.


For specific directions on how to get from point A to point B on London’s transit, detailed transit maps, updated prices, and general information, check www.tfl.gov.uk or call the info line at +44 343 222 1234.


Tickets and Cards


For most tourists, using a contactless credit card or the Oyster card transit pass is the most economical way to ride the Tube, buses, Docklands Light Railway (DLR), and Overground (suburban trains). The transit system has nine zones, but almost all tourist sights are within Zones 1 and 2. For more information, visit www.tfl.gov.uk/tickets.


Contactless Credit Card: For visitors, the easiest payment method is a tap-enabled credit card (or a credit card linked to your phone or smartwatch). Pick a card with no foreign transaction fees as your default on your smart device. To use your card, simply touch it against the yellow card reader at the turnstile or entrance. It flashes green and the fare is automatically deducted. (You must tap the same card again to “touch out” as you exit the Tube, but not buses and trams.) Each person must use their own credit card with a unique number to tap in and out for each journey. If you use a smart device to tap in, use the same device to tap out (meaning you cannot tap in with your phone and then out with your watch).


[image: image]


Oyster Card: Buy the card at any Tube station ticket machine, or look for nearby shops displaying the Oyster logo, where you can purchase a card or add credit. You’ll pay £7 up front for the card, then load it with credit.


One ride between Zones 1 and 2 during peak time costs £3.40 (£2.80 during off-peak). An automatic price cap guarantees you’ll never pay more than £8.10 in one day for rides within Zones 1 and 2. If you think you’ll take more than two rides in a day, £10 of credit will cover you, but it’s smart to add a little more if you expect to travel outside the city center. If you’re staying six or more days, consider adding a 7-Day Travelcard to your Oyster card (details later).


Oyster cards are not shareable among companions for the same ride; all travelers need their own. If your balance gets low, simply add credit—or “top up”—at a ticket machine or authorized shop. You can always see how much credit remains on your card by touching your card to the pad at any ticket machine.


Individual Tickets: Paper tickets for the Tube are ridiculously expensive (£6.70/ride). At every Tube station, paper tickets are sold at easy-to-use self-service machines (hit “Adult Single” and enter your destination). Tickets are valid only on the day of purchase. But unless you’re literally taking only one Tube ride your entire visit, you’ll save money (and time) with a contactless credit card or an Oyster card.


7-Day Travelcard: Various Tube passes and deals are available, but the only option of note is the 7-Day Travelcard, which must be loaded onto an Oyster card. This is the best choice if you’re staying six or more days and plan to use public transit at least three times per day (£40.70 for Zones 1-2; £74.40 for Zones 1-6). For most travelers, the Zone 1-2 pass works best. Heathrow Airport is in Zone 6, but there’s no need to buy the Zones 1-6 version if that’s the only ride outside the city center you plan to take—instead you can pay a small supplement to cover the difference. Note that if you are using a contactless card or pay-as-you-go Oyster card, a weekly cap limits how much you pay in a fixed Monday-Sunday period.


A Travelcard gives you a 33 percent discount on most Thames cruises. Using a contactless credit card or an Oyster card gives you roughly a 10 percent discount on Thames Clippers (including the Tate Boat museum ferry).


Family Discounts: A paying adult can take up to four kids (ages 10 and under) for free on the Tube, Docklands Light Railway (DLR), Overground, and buses. Kids ages 11-15 get a discount. Explore other child and student discounts at www.tfl.gov.uk/tickets—or ask a Tube station employee.


By Tube


London’s subway system is called the Tube or Underground (but never “subway,” which, in Britain, refers to a pedestrian underpass). The Tube is one of this planet’s great people-movers and usually the fastest long-distance transport in town (runs Mon-Sat about 5:00-24:00, Sun about 7:00-23:00; Central, Jubilee, Northern, Piccadilly, and Victoria lines also run Fri-Sat 24 hours). Three other commuter rail lines are tied into the network and use the same tickets: the Docklands Light Railway (DLR), the Overground, and the Elizabeth line, which speeds through central London connecting Reading and Heathrow in the west with Paddington, Bond, Tottenham Court Road, Farringdon, and Liverpool Street Tube stations in central London, before continuing to the city’s outlying eastern neighborhoods.


Each line has a name (such as Circle, Northern, or Bakerloo) and two directions (indicated by the end-of-the-line stops). Find the line that will take you to your destination, and figure out roughly which direction (north, south, east, or west) you’ll need to go to get there.


[image: image]
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At the Tube station, with an Oyster card, touch it flat against the turnstile’s yellow card reader, both when you enter and exit the station. If you’re using contactless pay, hold your credit card, smartphone, or smartwatch above the reader. With a paper ticket, feed it into the turnstile, reclaim it, and hang on to it—you’ll need it later. Whichever payment method you choose, you must use the same to exit (meaning you cannot tap in with your phone and then out with your watch).


Find your train by following signs to your line and the (general) direction it’s headed (such as Central Line: Eastbound). Since some tracks are shared by several lines, double-check before boarding: Make sure your destination is one of the stops listed on the sign at the platform. Also, check the electronic signboards that announce which train is next, and make sure the destination (the end-of-the-line stop) is the direction you want. Some trains—particularly on the Circle and District lines—split off for other directions, but each train has its final destination marked above its windshield and on the side of the cars.


Trains run about every 3-10 minutes. A general rule of thumb is that it takes 30 minutes to travel six Tube stops (including walking time within stations), or roughly 5 minutes per stop. Check maps and signs for the most convenient exit.


The system can be fraught with construction delays, breakdowns, and strikes. Pay attention to signs and announcements explaining necessary detours. Rush hours (8:00-10:00 and 16:00-19:00) can be packed and sweaty. If one train is stuffed—and another is coming in three minutes—it may be worth a wait to avoid the sardine routine. For help, check out the “Plan a Journey” feature at www.tfl.gov.uk.


By Bus


If you figure out the bus system, you’ll swing like Tarzan through the urban jungle of London (see sidebar for a list of handy routes). Get in the habit of hopping buses for quick little straight shots, even just to get to a Tube stop. However, during bump-and-grind rush hours (8:00-10:00 and 16:00-19:00), you’ll usually go faster by Tube.


You can’t buy single-trip tickets for buses, and you can’t use cash to pay when boarding. Instead, you must have a contactless credit card, an Oyster card, or a one-day Bus & Tram Pass (£5.50, can buy on day of travel only from ticket machine in any Tube station). If you’re using a contactless credit card or Oyster card, any bus ride in downtown London within one hour costs £1.75 (capped at £5.25/day).


When your bus approaches, it’s wise to hold your arm out to let the driver know you want on. Hop on and confirm your destination with the driver (often friendly and helpful).


As you board, touch your contactless credit card or Oyster card to the card reader, or show your Bus & Tram Pass to the driver. Unlike on the Tube, there’s no need to show or tap your card when you hop off.


By Taxi


London is the best taxi town in Europe. Big, black, carefully regulated cabs are everywhere—there are about 25,000 of them.


I’ve never met a crabby cabbie in London. They love to talk, and they know every nook and cranny in town. I ride in a taxi each day just to get my London questions answered. Drivers must pass a rigorous test on “The Knowledge” of London geography to earn their license.


If a cab’s top light is on, just wave it down. Drivers flash their lights when they see you wave. They have a tight turning radius, so you can hail cabs going in either direction. If waving doesn’t work, ask someone where you can find a taxi stand. Phoning a cab will get you one in a few minutes but costs a little more (+44 871 871 8710).


[image: image]


Rides start at £3.80. The regular tariff #1 covers most of the day (Mon-Fri 5:00-20:00), tariff #2 is during “unsociable hours” (Mon-Fri 20:00-22:00 and Sat-Sun 5:00-22:00), and tariff #3 is for nighttime (22:00-5:00) and holidays. Rates go up about 20 percent with each higher tariff. Extra charges are explained in writing on the cab wall. All cabs accept credit and debit cards. Tip a cabbie by rounding up (maximum 10 percent).


Connecting downtown sights is quick and easy and will cost you about £10-15 (for example, St. Paul’s to the Tower of London, or between the two Tate museums). For a short ride, three adults in a cab generally travel at close to Tube prices—and groups of four or five adults should taxi everywhere. All cabs can carry five passengers, and some take six, for the same cost as a single traveler.


Don’t worry about meter cheating. Licensed British cab meters come with a sealed computer chip and clock that ensures you’ll get the correct tariff. The only way a cabbie can cheat you is by taking a needlessly long route. Don’t take a cab in bad traffic—especially to a destination efficiently served by the Tube.
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