

[image: cover-image]





Rick Steves



GREAT BRITAIN


[image: ]




[image: ]




[image: ]





CONTENTS



Index


Map Index


Great Britain


ENGLAND


London


Windsor & Cambridge


Bath


Glastonbury & Wells


Avebury, Stonehenge & Salisbury


The Cotswolds


Stratford-upon-Avon


Ironbridge Gorge


Liverpool


The Lake District


York


Durham & Northeast England


WALES


North Wales


South Wales


SCOTLAND


Edinburgh


Glasgow


Stirling & Nearby


St. Andrews


Oban & the Inner Hebrides


Glencoe & Fort William


Inverness & Loch Ness


Britain: Past & Present


Practicalities


Appendix


Credits


Copyright





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 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.
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This book offers you a balanced mix of Great Britain’s biggies (such as Big Ben and Stonehenge) and more intimate locales (ancient Roman lookouts and misty Scottish isles). It’s selective: Rather than listing dozens of hikes in the Lake District, I recommend only the best ones. And it’s in-depth: My self-guided museum tours and city walks provide 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.


We visit Great Britain 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.


Have a brilliant holiday! Happy travels!
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Travel Smart


What’s so great about Britain? Plenty. You can watch a world-class Shakespeare play, do The Beatles blitz in Liverpool, and walk along a windswept hill in the footsteps of Wordsworth. Climb cobblestone streets as you wander Edinburgh’s Royal Mile, or take a ferry to a remote isle. Ponder a moody glen, lonesome stone circle, or ruined abbey. Try getting your tongue around a few Welsh words, relax in a bath in Bath, and enjoy evensong at Westminster Abbey. Stroll through a cute-as-can-be Cotswold town, try to spot an underwater monster in Loch Ness, and sail along the Thames past Big Ben. Great Britain has it all.


Regardless of the revolution we had 230-some years ago, many American travelers feel that they “go home” to Great Britain. This popular tourist destination retains a strange influence and power over us.


The isle of Great Britain is small (about the size of Idaho)—600 miles long and 300 miles at its widest point. Its highest mountain (Scotland’s Ben Nevis) is 4,406 feet, a foothill by our standards. The population is a fifth that of the US. But at its peak in the mid-1800s, Great Britain owned one-fifth of the world and accounted for over half of the planet’s industrial output. Today, though its landholdings have greatly diminished, its impact remains huge.


Great Britain is a major global player, with a rich heritage, lively present, and momentous future. Whether its impending departure from the European Union (“Brexit”) speeds up or slows down its progress, the result is sure to be interesting.
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In Britain, the people are down-to-earth, and the scenery is charming and iconic.





It’s easy to think that “Britain” and “England” are one and the same. But actually, three unique countries make up Great Britain: England, Wales, and Scotland. (Add Northern Ireland and it’s called the United Kingdom—but you’ll need a different guidebook.) Let’s take a quick tour through Great Britain’s three nations.


ENGLAND


England is a cultural, linguistic touchstone for the almost one billion humans who speak English. It’s the core of the United Kingdom: home to four out of five UK citizens, the seat of government, the economic powerhouse, and the center of higher learning.


South England, which includes London, has always had more people and more money than the north. Blessed with rolling hills, wide plains, and the River Thames, this region for centuries was rich with farms and its waterways flowed with trade. Then and now, high culture flourished in London, today a thriving metropolis of eight million people.




Britain’s Pub Hub


In Britain, a pub is a home away from home. Spend some time in one and you’ll have your finger on the pulse of the community. These cozy hangouts are extended living rooms, where locals and travelers alike can eat, drink, get out of the rain, watch a sporting event, and meet people.


Britain’s pubs are also national treasures, with great cultural value and rich histories, not to mention good beer and grub. Crawling between classic pubs is more than a tipsy night out—it’s bona fide sightseeing. Each offers a glimpse—and a taste—of traditional British culture.


The odd names of pubs can go back hundreds of years. Because many medieval pub-goers were illiterate, pubs were simply named for the picture hanging outside (e.g., The Crooked Stick, The Queen’s Arms—meaning her coat of arms).


The Golden Age for pub building was in the late Victorian era (c. 1880–1905). In this class-conscious time, pubs were divided into sections by screens (now mostly gone), allowing the wealthy to drink in a more refined setting. Pubs were really “public houses,” featuring nooks (snugs) for groups and clubs to meet, friends and lovers to rendezvous, and families to get out of the house at night.


Fancy, late-Victorian pubs often come with heavy embossed wallpaper ceilings, decorative tile work, finely etched glass, ornate carved stillions (the big central hutch for storing bottles and glass), and even urinals equipped with a place to set your glass. Today, as more and more banks move out of lavish, high-rent old buildings, they’re being refitted as pubs with elegant bars and freestanding stillions.
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Pubs are neighborhood hang-outs with personality, quaint names, and cozy or even elegant settings.





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.


And, of course, there’s the number-one reason people have always flocked to pubs: beer. The British take great pride in their brews. Many Brits think that drinking beer cold and carbonated, as Americans do, ruins the taste. Most pubs will have lagers (cold, refreshing, American-style beer), ales (amber-colored, cellar-temperature beer), bitters (hop-flavored ale, perhaps the most typical British beer), and stouts (dark and somewhat bitter, like Guinness). At pubs, long-handled pulls are used to pull the traditional, rich-flavored “real ales” up from the cellar. These are the connoisseur’s favorites: fermented naturally, varying from sweet to bitter, often with a hoppy or nutty flavor. Short-handled pulls mean colder, fizzier, mass-produced, and less interesting keg beers.
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Pubs offer hearty food (such as bangers and mash), various ales and beer, and friendly service.





Like in days past, people go to a pub to be social. If that’s your aim, stick by the bar (rather than a table) and people will assume you’re in the mood to talk. Go pubbing in the evening for a lively time. No matter what time of day, a visit to a historic pub is an enriching experience.





Known today for its beautiful landscapes, hilly North England tends to have poor soil, so the traditional economy was based on livestock (grazing cows and sheep). In the 19th century, however, as the north became a center of coal mining and iron production, its heartland was dotted with belching smokestacks. But now its working-class cities and ports (such as Liverpool) are experiencing a comeback, buoyed by tourism, vibrant arts scenes, and higher employment.


England’s economy can stand alongside those of many much larger nations. It boasts high-tech industries (software, chemicals, aviation), international banking, textile manufacturing, and significant beef exports. England is an urban, industrial, and post-industrial colossus, yet its farms, villages, and people are down-to-earth.


For the tourist, England offers a little of everything we associate with Britain: castles, cathedrals, and ruined abbeys; chatty locals nursing beers in village pubs; mysterious prehistoric stone circles and Roman ruins; tea, scones, and clotted cream; hikes across unspoiled, sheep-speckled hillsides; and drivers who cheerfully wave from the “wrong” side of the road. And then there’s London, a world in itself, with famous cathedrals (St. Paul’s), museums (British Museum), and royalty (Buckingham Palace). London rivals New York as the best scene for live theater, and England entertains millions of people with its movies and music.
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Bustling London offers nonstop entertainment, while England’s countryside provides a tranquil retreat.





For a thousand years, England has been the cultural heart of Britain. Parliamentary democracy, science (Isaac Newton), technology (Michael Faraday), and education (Cambridge and Oxford) were nurtured here. In literature, England has few peers in any language, producing great legends (King Arthur, Beowulf, and The Lord of the Rings), poetry (by Chaucer, Wordsworth, and Byron), novels (by Dickens, Austen, and J. K. Rowling), and plays (by Shakespeare).


You can trace the evolution of England’s long, illustrious history as you travel. Prehistoric peoples built the mysterious stone circles of Stonehenge and Avebury. Then came the Romans, who built Hadrian’s Wall and the baths at Bath. Viking invaders left their mark in York, and the Normans built the Tower of London. As England Christianized, the grand cathedrals of Salisbury, Wells, and Durham arose. Next came the castles and palaces of the English monarchs (Windsor) and the Shakespeare sights from the era of Elizabeth I (Stratford-upon-Avon). Then tiny England became a maritime empire (the Cutty Sark at Greenwich) and the world’s first industrial power (Ironbridge Gorge). England’s Romantic poets were inspired by the unspoiled nature and villages of the Lake District and the Cotswolds. In the 20th century, gritty Liverpool gave the world The Beatles. Today London is on the cutting edge of 21st-century trends.


WALES


Humble, charming Wales is traditional and beautiful—it seems trapped in a time warp. At first, you’ll feel you’re still in England, but soon you’ll awaken to the crusty yet poetic vitality of this small country. Don’t ask for an “English breakfast” at your B&B—they’ll politely remind you that it’s a “Welsh breakfast,” made with Welsh ingredients.


For the tourist, Wales is a land of stout castles (Conwy, Caernarfon, and more), salty harbors, chummy community choirs, slate-roofed villages, and a landscape of mountains, moors, and lush green fields dotted with sheep. Snowdonia National Park is a hiker’s paradise, with steep but manageable mountain trails, cute-as-a-hobbit villages (Beddgelert and Betws-y-Coed), and scenery more striking than most anything in England. Fascinating slate-mine museums (such as at Blaenau Ffestiniog), handy home-base towns (Conwy and Caernarfon), and enticing offbeat attractions round out Wales’ appeal.
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Wales builds its towns with native stone (Beddgelert, left) and boasts Europe’s longest town name, with 58 letters, nicknamed Llanfair PG.





Culturally, Wales is “a land of poets and singers”—or so says the national anthem. From the myths of Merlin and King Arthur to the 20th-century poetry of Dylan Thomas, Wales has a long literary tradition. In music, the country nourishes its traditional Celtic folk music (especially the harp).


You’ll enjoy hearing the locals speak Welsh with one another (before effortlessly switching to English for you). Their tongue-twisting, fun-to-listen-to language, with its mix of harsh and melodic tones, transports listeners to another time and place.


SCOTLAND


Rugged, feisty, and spirited Scotland is the home of kilts, bagpipes, golf, shortbread, haggis, and whisky—to wash down the haggis.


Scotland consists of two parts: the Lowlands (flatter, southern, and urban) and the Highlands (rugged, northern, and remote). The Lowlands star the Scottish capital of Edinburgh, with its bustling Royal Mile and stirring hilltop castle. The underrated city of Glasgow has a friendly, down-to-earth appeal and youthful vibe, while St. Andrews has world-famous golf courses and sandy beaches.
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To commune with the traditional Scottish soul, head for the Highlands’ hills, lochs (lakes), castles, and whisky distilleries (where sampling is encouraged). The Highlands are bisected by the engineering marvel of the Caledonian Canal, which includes the famous Loch Ness (wave hi to Nessie). Hardy souls set sail from Oban for nearby islands.


While the Scots are known for their telltale burr and some unique words (aye, just listen for a wee blether), they’re also trying to keep alive their own Celtic tongue: Gaelic (pronounced “gallic”). Few Scots speak Gaelic in everyday life, but legislation protects it, and it’s beginning to appear on road signs. That’s just one small sign of the famously independent Scottish spirit. Since the days of William “Braveheart” Wallace, the Scots have chafed under English rule. Thanks to the recent trend of “devolution,” Scotland has become increasingly autonomous and has its own parliament.


Whether you’re going to Scotland, Wales, England, or (my choice) all three, you’ll have a grand adventure—and a great experience—in Great Britain. Cheerio!



Great Britain’s Top Destinations



There’s so much to see in Great Britain and so little time. This overview breaks Britain’s top destinations into must-see sights (to help first-time travelers plan their trip) and worth-it sights (for those with extra time or special interests). I’ve also suggested a minimum number of days to allow per destination.
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MUST-SEE DESTINATIONS


These top cities give you an excellent, diverse sampler of the best of Great Britain.



▲▲▲London (allow 3-4 days)



London has world-class museums, bustling markets, and cutting-edge architecture sharing the turf with the Tower of London and St. Paul’s Cathedral. Enjoy London’s cuisine scene, parks, grand squares, and palaces. Live theater takes center stage at night.



▲▲▲Bath (2 days)



Bath is a genteel Georgian showcase city, built around an ancient Roman bath. Its glorious abbey, harmonious architecture, engaging walking tours, and small-town feel make it a good candidate for your first stop in Britain. Fun day trips include Glastonbury, Wells, Stonehenge, and more.



▲▲▲York (1-2 days)



The walled medieval town has a grand Gothic cathedral (with a divine evensong) and fine museums (Viking, Victorian, and railway). Classy restaurants hide out in the atmospheric old center, with its “snickelway” passages and colorful Shambles shopping lane.



▲▲▲Edinburgh (2 days)



The proud, endlessly entertaining Scottish capital has an imposing castle, attractions-studded Royal Mile, and excellent museums. You’ll see all the clichés (ghost tours, whisky tastings, haggis, bagpipes, and kilts) and enjoy exuberant nightlife, especially during the city’s famous festivals in August, featuring theater, music, and dance.
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London’s Millennium Bridge leading to St. Paul’s; Bath’s ancient Roman Baths museum and riverside setting; a street festival in Edinburgh
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WORTH-IT DESTINATIONS


You can weave any of these destinations—rated ▲ or ▲▲—into your itinerary. It’s easy to add some destinations based on proximity (if you’re going to the Cotswolds, Stratford-upon-Avon is next door), but some out-of-the-way places (such as Hadrian’s Wall or Inverness) can also merit the journey, depending on your time and interests.


ENGLAND



▲▲Windsor and Cambridge (1-2 days)



Good day trips from London include Windsor, starring the Queen’s impressive home-sweet-castle. Cambridge, one of England’s best university towns, features the stunning King’s College Chapel and Wren Library.



▲▲Glastonbury and Wells (1 day)



Little Glastonbury has a mystical, New Age vibe, with its Holy Grail and King Arthur lore. The enjoyable town of Wells has an ingeniously fortified cathedral. Both towns are easy to visit from Bath.



▲▲Avebury, Stonehenge, and Salisbury (1 day)



For spine-tingling stone circles, see famed Stonehenge (worth ▲▲▲ on its own) and the smaller, less touristy Avebury. Nearby is Salisbury and its striking cathedral.



▲▲The Cotswolds (1-2 days)



These quaint villages—the cozy market town of Chipping Campden, popular Stow-on-the-Wold, and the handy transit hub of Moreton-in-Marsh—are scattered over a hilly countryside, which can be fun to explore on foot, by bike, or by car.
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Cambridge’s King’s College Chapel; Glastonbury’s ruined abbey; a Cotswolds pub stop; Changing of the Guard at Windsor





	


[image: ]



	Boats moored in the Lake District 


	



▲Stratford-upon-Avon (half-day to 1 day)



Shakespeare’s pretty hometown, featuring residences that belonged to the bard and his loved ones, is the top venue for performances of his plays.



▲Ironbridge Gorge (half-day to 1 day)



Boasting the planet’s first iron bridge, this unassuming village was the birthplace of the Industrial Revolution, with sights and museums that tell the world-changing story.



▲Liverpool (half-day to 1 day)



The rejuvenated port city is The Beatles’ hometown, with a host of related sights (including the homes of John and Paul), museums, and pub-and-club nightlife.



▲▲The Lake District (2 days)



This peaceful region, dotted with lakes, hills, and sheep, is known for its enjoyable hikes, time-passed valleys, and William Wordsworth and Beatrix Potter sights.



▲Durham and Northeast England (1-2 days)



The youthful workaday town has a magnificent cathedral, plus (nearby) an open-air museum, the Roman remains of Hadrian’s Wall, Holy Island, and Bamburgh Castle.


WALES



▲▲North Wales (1-2 days)



The scenically rugged land features castle towns (Conwy, Caernarfon, and Beaumaris), the natural beauty of Snowdonia National Park, tourable slate mines (Blaenau Ffestiniog), colorful Welsh villages (Beddgelert and Llangollen), and charming locals who speak a tongue-twisting old language.



▲▲South Wales (1-2 days)



The revitalized Welsh capital of Cardiff, poetic Tintern Abbey, castle towns (Caerphilly and Chepstow), and an open-air museum of Welsh culture offer an easy, rewarding look at Wales from Bath or the Cotswolds.


SCOTLAND



▲▲Glasgow (1-2 days)



The best sight of Scotland’s underrated, cultural “second city” may be its chatty, welcoming locals, with its nightlife a close second. The city is a hotbed of Art Nouveau architecture, thanks to native son Charles Rennie Mackintosh.



▲Stirling and Nearby (half-day to 1 day)



Stirling, one of Scotland’s top castles (home of the Stuart kings), overlooks a historic plain, with great sights nearby—from sculptures of giant horse heads to a Ferris wheel for boats to the time-warp village of Culross.



▲▲St. Andrews (1 day)



Famous for golf, this is the only town in Britain where tee time is more prized than tea time. St. Andrews also boasts Scotland’s top university and has a long sandy beach, both of which contribute to the town’s youthful vibe.
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Caernarfon Castle in North Wales; Cardiff in South Wales






▲▲Oban and the Inner Hebrides (1-2 days)



The port town of Oban, with an easy-to-visit distillery, is a handy anchor for boat trips to the isles of the Inner Hebrides: rugged Mull, spiritual Iona, and remote Staffa’s puffin colony and striking basalt columns.



▲Glencoe and Fort William (half-day to 1 day)



The village of Glencoe is near the stirring “Weeping Glen,” where government Redcoats killed the clansmen who sheltered them. Today the region offers lush Highland scenery and fine hikes, plus the transit-hub town of Fort William.



▲▲Inverness and Loch Ness (half-day to 1 day)



The pleasant, regional capital is a launchpad for day trips to Highland sights, including Culloden Battlefield (Scotland’s Alamo) and monster-spotting at the famous Loch Ness.
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Touring Glasgow’s museums; golfing at St. Andrews; visiting the idyllic isle of Iona
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Planning Your Trip


To plan your trip, you’ll need to design your itinerary—choosing where and when to go, how you’ll travel, and how many days to spend at each destination. For my best general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.


DESIGNING AN ITINERARY


As you read this book and learn your options...


Choose your top destinations.


My recommended itinerary (see the sidebar on the next page) gives you an idea of how much you can reasonably see in three weeks, but you can adapt it to fit your own interests and time frame.


If you enjoy big cities, you could easily spend a week in London (top-notch museums, food, street life, and entertainment); Edinburgh and Glasgow are also engaging and lively. For a slower pace of life, settle in any of Britain’s many appealing towns, such as York or Bath. If villages beckon, linger in the Cotswolds, where time has all but stopped.


Nature lovers get wonderfully lost in the Lake District, Wales, and the Scottish Highlands. Sailors depart from Oban for islands beyond.


Literary fans make a pilgrimage to Stratford-upon-Avon (Shakespeare), Bath (Austen), and the Lake District (Wordsworth and Potter). Beatles fans from here, there, and everywhere head to Liverpool.




Britain’s Best Three-Week Trip by Car


While this three-week itinerary is designed for car travel, it can also be done, with modifications, by public transportation (see here).








	Day

	Plan

	Sleep in










	1

	Arrive in London, connect to Bath (by train or bus)

	Bath






	2

	Sightsee Bath

	Bath






	3

	Pick up car, visit Avebury, Wells, Glastonbury, or Stonehenge

	Bath






	4

	South Wales, Cardiff, Tintern

	Chipping Campden






	5

	Explore the Cotswolds, Blenheim

	Chipping Campden






	6

	Stratford

	Ironbridge Gorge






	7

	Ironbridge Gorge to North Wales

	Conwy






	8

	Highlights of North Wales

	Conwy






	9

	Liverpool

	Liverpool






	10

	South Lake District

	Keswick area






	11

	North Lake District

	Keswick area






	12

	Drive up west coast of Scotland

	Oban






	13

	Explore the Highlands, Loch Ness

	Edinburgh






	14

	Edinburgh

	Edinburgh






	15

	Edinburgh

	Edinburgh






	16

	Hadrian’s Wall, Beamish Museum, Durham’s cathedral and evensong

	Durham






	17

	Drive to York, turn in car

	York






	18

	York

	York






	19

	Early train to London

	London






	20

	London

	London






	21

	London

	London






	22

	Whew!
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History buffs choose their era: prehistoric (Stonehenge), ancient Roman (Bath and Hadrian’s Wall), medieval (York), Industrial Revolution (Ironbridge Gorge), royal (Tower of London, Windsor Castle, Edinburgh Castle), and many more. If you’ve ever wanted to storm a castle before afternoon tea, you’re in the right place.


Decide when to go.


May through September is peak season, with longer days, the best weather, a busy schedule of tourist fun—and big crowds (especially in cities). Early spring and fall still offer decent weather and smaller crowds. Winter travelers encounter fewer tourists and soft room prices (except in London), but sightseeing hours are shorter and the weather is reliably bad. In the countryside, some attractions open only on weekends or close entirely (Nov-Feb). While rural charm falls with the leaves, city sightseeing is fine in winter.


For weather specifics, see the climate chart in the appendix.
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Expect a mix of sun and clouds, whether at Scotland’s gigantic Kelpies or England’s top-of-the-world Lake District.





Connect the dots.


Link your destinations into a logical route. Determine which cities you’ll fly into and out of. Begin your search for transatlantic flights at Kayak.com.


Decide if you’ll travel by car or public transportation, or a combination. A car is helpful for exploring the Cotswolds, Ironbridge Gorge, the Lake District, or Scottish Highlands (where public transportation can be sparse), but is useless in big cities (park it). Some travelers rent a car on site for a day or two, and use public transportation for the rest.


Trains are faster and more expensive than buses (which don’t run as often on Sundays). Minibus tours can cover regional sights efficiently for travelers without wheels.


To determine approximate travel times between destinations, study the driving map in the Practicalities chapter or check Google Maps; visit NationalRail.co.uk for train schedules.


If traveling beyond Great Britain, consider taking the Eurostar train (for instance, London to Paris) or a budget flight; check Skyscanner.com for flights within Europe.


Write out a day-by-day itinerary.


Figure out how many destinations you can comfortably fit in. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more. Allow enough days per stop (see estimates in “Great Britain’s Top Destinations,” earlier). Minimize one-night stands, especially consecutive ones. It can be worth taking a late-afternoon drive or train ride to settle into a town for two consecutive nights—and gain a full day for sightseeing. Include sufficient time for transportation; whether you travel by car or public transit, it’ll take you a half-day to get between most destinations.




Britain’s Best Three-Week Trip by Public Transportation


For three weeks without a car, cut back on the sights with the most frustrating public transportation (parts of Wales, Ironbridge Gorge, and the Scottish Highlands). Lacing together the cities by train is slick (though some journeys in this itinerary involve transfers—usually just one). Buses, slower and cheaper, can get you where the trains don’t go (but service is scarce on Sundays).








	Day

	Plan

	Sleep in










	1

	Arrive in London, connect to Bath (by train or bus)

	Bath






	2

	Sightsee Bath

	Bath






	3

	Stonehenge and Avebury by minibus day tour

	Bath






	4

	To Cotswolds by train to Moreton-in-Marsh (2.5 hours), then bus to Chipping Campden (0.5 hour)

	Chipping Campden (or Moreton-in-Marsh)






	5

	Cotswolds, or day-trip to Stratford (1.5 hours by bus), or Blenheim (1 hour by train-plus-bus)

	Chipping Campden (or Moreton-in-Marsh)






	6

	To North Wales by train (5-6 scenic hours)

	Conwy






	7

	See highlights of North Wales on a leisurely train and bus loop

	Conwy






	8

	To Liverpool by train (2 hours)

	Liverpool






	9

	To Lake District by train to Penrith, then bus to Keswick (about 3 hours)

	Keswick






	10

	Explore Lake District on foot and/or by bus or boat

	Keswick






	11

	To Oban, Scotland, by train (5-6 scenic hours)

	Oban






	12

	Boat tour of islands of Mull, Iona, and possibly Staffa

	Oban






	13

	To Glasgow by train or bus (3 hours)

	Glasgow






	14

	More Glasgow, then to Edinburgh by train (1 hour)

	Edinburgh






	15

	Edinburgh

	Edinburgh






	16

	Edinburgh

	Edinburgh






	17

	To York by train (2.5 hours)

	York






	18

	York

	York






	19

	Early train to London (2 hours)

	London






	20

	London

	London






	21

	London

	London






	22

	Whew!

	 












Staying in a home base (like London or Bath) and making day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels.


Take sight closures into account. Avoid visiting a town on the one day a week its must-see sights are closed. Check if any holidays or festivals fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights (for the latest, visit Britain’s tourist website, www.visitbritain.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.




[image: ]


Cosmopolitan London celebrates cultural festivals. Make time for people-watching.







Trip Costs Per Person


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 London costs about $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.


Public Transportation: For a three-week trip, allow $725 for second-class trains and bus travel, and $30 for the London Tube. A BritRail pass is a good value; buy it before you go. In some cases, a short flight can be cheaper than taking the train.


Car Rental: Allow roughly $250 per week, not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance.


AVERAGE DAILY EXPENSES PER PERSON
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Budget Tips


To cut your daily expenses, take advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout Great Britain and mentioned in this book.


City transit passes (for multiple rides or all-day usage) decrease your cost per ride. For example, it’s smart to get an Oyster card in London, valid on the Tube and buses.


Avid sightseers buy combo-tickets or passes that cover multiple museums. If a town doesn’t offer deals, visit only the sights you most want to see, and seek out free sights and experiences (people-watching counts).


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


Reserve 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). Rooms can cost less outside of peak season. And even seniors can sleep cheap in hostels (most have private rooms) for about $30 per person. Or check Airbnb-type sites for deals.


It’s no hardship to eat cheap in Britain. You can get tasty, inexpensive meals at pubs, cafeterias, chain restaurants, ethnic eateries, and fish-and-chips joints. Some upscale restaurants offer early-bird dinner specials. Most grocery stores sell ready-made sandwiches; cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.


When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as an elegant afternoon tea or a splashy London musical. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.
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Eating Indian food is “going local” in Britain. Save money when you can, but splurge on experiences, like a play in London.
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BEFORE YOU GO


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more information on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter (and RickSteves.com for helpful travel tips and talks).


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 up to six weeks to renew or get a passport (www.travel.state.gov).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Figure out your transportation options. 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, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.


Make reservations or buy tickets in advance for must-see plays, special tours, or sights. If there’s a show you’re set on seeing, purchase tickets before you go. At Stonehenge, you’ll need reservations to go inside the circle. To tour the interior of the Lennon and McCartney homes in Liverpool, reserve ahead.


Edinburgh is crowded in August during festival time; book ahead for theater, dance, and the Military Tattoo. You can also book online for Edinburgh Castle. To golf at St. Andrews’ famous Old Course, you must apply in the year prior to when you want to play. In London, you can save time in line by buying Fast Track tickets for some sights.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Call your bank. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Ask about transaction fees, and get the PIN number for your credit card. You don’t need to bring pounds for your trip; you can withdraw currency from cash machines in Europe.


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


Rip up this book! Turn chapters into mini guidebooks:


Break the book’s spine and use a utility knife to slice apart


chapters, keeping gummy edges intact. Reinforce the chapter


spines with clear wide tape; use a heavy-duty stapler; or


make or buy a cheap cover (see RickSteves.com), swapping


out chapters as you travel.


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a daypack. Use the packing checklist in the appendix as a guide.




Rick’s Free Video Clips and Audio Tours


Travel smarter with these free, fun resources:


Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains over 400 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 (just enter a topic in the search bar to find everything I’ve filmed on a subject).
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Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book (look for the [image: ]), these audio tours cover sights and neighborhoods in London and Edinburgh. The app also offers insightful interviews from my public radio show with experts from Europe and around the globe. Find it in your app store or at RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.
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Travel Smart


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.


Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Keep your cash, credit cards, and passport secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket. 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 photocopies or take photos of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up photos and files frequently.


Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi can be a good value if you’re too tired to tackle the Tube or wait for a bus. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as making advance reservations, or sightseeing early or late.


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


Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the British people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the friendliest pub, favorite castle, best London show, or silliest name for a sweet treat. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”
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Great Britain...here you come!







ENGLAND
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ENGLAND



Map: England


England (pop. 55 million) is a hilly country about the size of Louisiana (50,350 square miles) that occupies the southern two-thirds of the isle of Britain (with 80 percent of its population). Scotland is to the north and the English Channel to the south, with the North Sea to the east and Wales (and the Irish Sea) to the west. England’s highest mountain (Scafell Pike in the Lake District) is 3,206 feet, a foothill by American standards. Fed by ocean air, the climate is mild, with a chance of cloudy, rainy weather almost any day of the year.
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England has an economy that can stand alongside many much larger nations. It boasts high-tech industries (software, chemicals, aviation), international banking, and textile manufacturing, and is a major exporter of beef. While farms and villages remain, England is now an urban, industrial, and post-industrial colossus.


England traditionally has been very class-conscious, with the land-wealthy aristocracy, the middle-class tradesmen, and the lower-class farmers and factory workers. While social stratification has diminished somewhat with the new global economy, regional differences remain strong. Locals can often identify where someone is from by their dialect or local accent—Geordie, Cockney, or Queen’s English.
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England is set apart from its fellow UK countries (Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland) by its ethnic makeup. Traditionally, those countries had Celtic roots, while the English mixed in Saxon and Norman blood. In the 20th century, England welcomed many Scots, Welsh, and Irish as low-wage workers. More recently, it’s become home to immigrants from former colonies of its worldwide empire—particularly from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, the Caribbean, and Africa—and to workers from poorer Eastern European countries. These days it’s not a given that every “English” person speaks English. Nearly one in three citizens does not profess the Christian faith. As the world becomes more interconnected, it’s possible for many immigrants to physically inhabit the country while remaining closely linked to their home culture—rather than truly assimilating into England.
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This is the current English paradox. England—the birthplace and center of the extended worldwide family of English speakers—is losing its traditional Englishness. Where Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland have cultural movements to preserve their local languages and customs, England does not. Politically, there is no “English” party in the UK Parliament; England must depend on the decisions of the UK government at large. Except for the occasional display of an English flag (the red St. George’s cross on a white background) at a football (soccer) match, many English people don’t really think of themselves as “English”—more as “Brits,” a part of the wider UK.
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Today, England races forward as a leading global player. Whether the UK’s impending departure from the European Union (Brexit) speeds up or slows down England’s progress, the result is sure to be interesting (for more on Brexit, see here). With its rich heritage, lively present, and momentous future, England is a culturally diverse land in transition. Catch it while you can.
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LONDON


London at a Glance


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Map: Greater London


Map: London’s Neighborhoods


Orientation to London


TOURIST INFORMATION


ARRIVAL IN LONDON


HELPFUL HINTS


GETTING AROUND LONDON


Map: London


Map: Handy Bus Routes


Tours in London


BY HOP-ON, HOP-OFF DOUBLE-DECKER BUS


BY BUS OR CAR


ON FOOT


BY BIKE


BY CRUISE BOAT


Westminster Walk


Map: Westminster Walk


Sights in London


Shopping in London


SHOPPING STREETS


FANCY DEPARTMENT STORES


STREET MARKETS


Entertainment in London


THEATER (A.K.A. “THEATRE”)


CONCERTS AT CHURCHES


SUMMER EVENINGS ALONG THE SOUTH BANK


SPORTING EVENTS


Sleeping in London


VICTORIA STATION NEIGHBORHOOD


Map: London’s Hotel Neighborhoods


Map: Victoria Station Neighborhood


“SOUTH KENSINGTON,” SHE SAID, LOOSENING HIS CUMMERBUND


NEAR EARL’S COURT


Map: South Kensington Neighborhood


BAYSWATER, NOTTING HILL, AND NEARBY


Map: Earl’s Court, Bayswater & Notting Hill


NORTH LONDON


OTHER SLEEPING OPTIONS


Map: North London Neighborhood


Eating in London


CENTRAL LONDON


Map: Central London Restaurants


VICTORIA STATION NEIGHBORHOOD


Map: Historic Pubs


SOUTH KENSINGTON


BAYSWATER, NOTTING HILL, AND NEARBY


NORTH LONDON


EAST LONDON


FOOD MARKETS


TAKING TEA IN LONDON


London Connections


BY PLANE


Map: London’s Airports


BY TRAIN


Map: London’s Major Train Stations


BY BUS


Map: Public Transportation near London


CROSSING THE CHANNEL BY EUROSTAR TRAIN


Map: Rail Routes


London is more than 600 square miles of urban jungle—a world in itself and a barrage on all the senses. On my first visit, I felt extremely small. The city’s museums and landmarks are just the beginning. It’s the L.A., D.C., and N.Y.C. of Britain—a living, breathing, thriving organism...a coral reef of humanity.
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London has changed dramatically in recent years, and many visitors are surprised to find how “un-English” it is. ESL (English as a second language) seems like the city’s first language, as native Brits are now a minority in major parts of the city that once symbolized white imperialism. London is a city of eight million separate dreams, inhabiting a place that tolerates and encourages them. Arabs have nearly bought out the area north of Hyde Park. Chinese takeouts outnumber fish-and-chips shops. Eastern Europeans pull pints in British pubs, and Italians express your espresso. Many hotels are run by people with foreign accents (who hire English chambermaids), while outlying suburbs are home to huge communities of Indians and Pakistanis.


The city, which has long attracted tourists, seems perpetually at your service, with an impressive slate of sights, entertainment, and eateries, all linked by a great transit system. With just a few days here, you’ll get no more than a quick splash in this teeming human tidal pool. But with a good orientation, you’ll find London manageable and fun. You’ll get a sampling of the city’s top sights, history, and cultural entertainment, and a good look at its ever-changing human face.


Blow through the city on the open deck of a double-decker orientation tour bus, and take a pinch-me-I’m-in-London walk through the West End. Ogle the crown jewels at the Tower of London, gaze up at mighty Big Ben, and see the Houses of Parliament in action. Cruise the Thames River, and take a spin on the London Eye. Hobnob with poets’ tombstones in Westminster Abbey, and visit with Leonardo, Botticelli, and Rembrandt in the National Gallery. Enjoy Shakespeare in a replica of the Globe theater and marvel at a glitzy, fun musical at a modern-day theater. Whisper across the dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral, then rummage through our civilization’s attic at the British Museum. And sip your tea with pinky raised and clotted cream dribbling down your scone.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


The sights of London alone could easily fill a trip to England. It’s a great one-week getaway. But on a three-week tour of England, I’d give London three busy days. You won’t be able to see everything, so don’t try. You’ll keep coming back to London. After dozens of visits myself, I still enjoy a healthy list of excuses to return. If you’re flying in to one of London’s airports, consider starting your trip in Bath and making London your English finale. Especially if you hope to enjoy a play or concert, a night or two of jet lag is bad news.


Here’s a suggested three-day schedule:
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Day 1


Use my Westminster Walk to link the following sights:








	9:00

	Be in line at Westminster Abbey (opens at 9:30, closed Sun), to tour the place with fewer crowds.






	11:00

	Visit the Churchill War Rooms.






	13:00

	Eat lunch at the Churchill War Rooms café or nearby, or grab a later lunch near Trafalgar Square.






	15:00

	Visit the National Gallery and any nearby sights that interest you (National Portrait Gallery or St. Martin-in-the-Fields Church)






	Evening

	Dinner and a play in the West End.









Day 2








	8:30

	Take a double-decker hop-on, hop-off London sightseeing bus tour (from Victoria Station or Green Park).






	10:00

	Hop off at Trafalgar Square and walk briskly to Buckingham Palace to secure a spot to watch the Changing of the Guard.






	11:00

	Buckingham Palace (guards usually change May-July daily at 11:00, Aug-April Sun-Mon, Wed, and Fri—confirm online).






	14:00

	After lunch, tour the British Museum.






	16:00

	Tour the British Library.






	Evening

	Choose from a play, concert, or walking tour, or do some shopping at one of London’s elegant department stores (Harrod’s, Liberty, and Fortnum & Mason are open until 20:00 or 21:00 except on Sun).
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Day 3








	9:00

	Tower of London (crown jewels first, then Beefeater tour and White Tower; note that the Tower opens at 10:00 Sun-Mon).






	12:00

	Grab a picnic, catch a boat at Tower Pier, and have lunch on the Thames while cruising to Blackfriars Pier.






	13:00

	Tour St. Paul’s Cathedral and climb its dome for views (cathedral closed Sun except for worship).






	15:00

	Walk across Millennium Bridge to the South Bank to visit the Tate Modern, Shakespeare’s Globe, or other sights.






	Evening

	Catch a play at Shakespeare’s Globe, or see the other suggestions under Days 1 and 2.
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Day 4 (or more)


Visit London’s remaining top-tier sights: the Victoria and Albert Museum, Tate Britain, or London Eye. Or you can choose one of the city’s many other museums (Natural History Museum, Imperial War Museum, Museum of London, etc.); take a day trip, cruising to Kew Gardens or Greenwich; or hit a street market.


Orientation to London


To grasp London more comfortably, see it as the old town in the city center without the modern, congested sprawl. (Even from that perspective, it’s still huge.)


The Thames River (pron. “tems”) runs roughly west to east through the city, with most sights on the North Bank. Mentally, maybe even physically, trim down your map to include only the area between the Tower of London (to the east), Hyde Park (west), Regent’s Park (north), and the South Bank (south). This is roughly the area bordered by the Tube’s Circle Line. This four-mile stretch between the Tower and Hyde Park (about a 1.5-hour walk) looks like a milk bottle on its side (see map above), and holds 80 percent of the sights mentioned in this chapter.


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


Central London: This area contains Westminster and what Londoners call the West End. The Westminster district includes Big Ben, Parliament, Westminster Abbey, and Buckingham Palace—the grand government buildings from which Britain is ruled. Trafalgar Square, London’s gathering place, has many 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 main shopping zones.


North London: Neighborhoods in this part of town—including Bloomsbury, Fitzrovia, and Marylebone—contain such major sights as the British Museum and the overhyped Madame Tussauds Waxworks. Nearby, along busy Euston Road, is the British Library, plus a trio of train stations (one of them, St. Pancras International, is linked to Paris by the Eurostar “Chunnel” train).


The City: Today’s modern financial district, called simply “The City,” was a walled town in Roman times. Gleaming skyscrapers are interspersed with historical landmarks such as St. Paul’s Cathedral, legal sights (Old Bailey), and the Museum of London. 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—the former stomping ground of Cockney ragamuffins and Jack the Ripper, and now an increasingly gentrified neighborhood of hipsters, “pop-up” shops, and an emerging food scene.


The South Bank: The South Bank of the Thames River offers major sights (Tate Modern, Shakespeare’s Globe, London Eye, Imperial War Museum) linked by a riverside walkway. Within this area, Southwark (SUTH-uck) stretches from the Tate Modern to London Bridge. Pedestrian bridges connect the South Bank with The City and Trafalgar Square.


West London: This huge area contains neighborhoods such as Mayfair, Belgravia, Pimlico, Chelsea, South Kensington, and Notting Hill. It’s home to London’s wealthy and has many trendy shops and enticing restaurants. Here you’ll find a range of museums (Victoria and Albert Museum, Tate Britain, and more), my top hotel recommendations, lively Victoria Station, and the vast green expanses of Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens.


Outside the Center: The Docklands, London’s version of Manhattan, is farther east than the East End. Historic Greenwich is southeast of London and across the Thames. Kew Gardens and Hampton Court Palace are southwest of London. To the north of London is the Warner Bros. Studio Tour for Harry Potter fans.


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 everywhere, but most are private agencies that make a big profit selling tours and advance sightseeing and/or theater tickets; others are run by Transport for London (TFL) and are primarily focused on providing public-transit advice.


The City of London Information Centre, on the street just below St. Paul’s Cathedral, is the only publicly funded—and impartial—“real” TI (Mon-Sat 9:30-17:30, Sun 10:00-16:00; Tube: St. Paul’s, tel. 020/7332-1456, www.visitthecity.co.uk).


While officially a service of The City (London’s financial district), this office also provides information about the rest of London. It sells Oyster cards, London Passes, and advance “Fast Track” sightseeing tickets (all described later). It also stocks various free publications: London Planner (a monthly that lists all the sights, events, and hours), walking-tour brochures, the biweekly Official London Theatre Guide, a free Tube and bus map, the Guide to River Thames Boat Services, and brochures describing self-guided themed walks in The City (including Dickens, modern architecture, Shakespeare, film locations, and walks for kids).


The TI gives out a free map of The City and sells several citywide maps; ask if they have a free map with coupons for discounts on sights. Skip their theater box office; you’re better off booking direct.


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


Fast Track Tickets: To skip the ticket-buying queues at certain London sights, you can buy Fast Track tickets (sometimes called “priority pass” tickets) in advance—and they’re typically cheaper than tickets sold right at the sight. These are particularly smart for the Tower of London (a voucher you exchange for a ticket at the Tower’s group-ticket window), The Shard, and Madame Tussauds Waxworks, all of which get very busy in high season. They’re available through various sales outlets (including the City of London TI, souvenir stands, and faux TIs scattered throughout touristy areas).


London Pass: This pass, which covers many big sights and lets you skip some lines, is expensive but potentially worth the investment for extremely busy sightseers who will be using it on consecutive days. Among the many sights it includes are the Tower of London, Westminster Abbey, Churchill War Rooms, and Windsor Castle, as well as many temporary exhibits and audioguides at otherwise “free” biggies. Think through your sightseeing plans, study their website to see what’s covered, and do the math before you buy. Note: Adding an Oyster card to your order is a needless complication; it’s easier to buy them on arrival (£75/1 day, £99/2 days, £125/3 days, £169/6 days, £199/10 days; days are calendar days rather than 24-hour periods; comes with 180-page guidebook, also sold at major train stations and airports, tel. 020/7293-0972, www.londonpass.com).


ARRIVAL IN LONDON


For more information on getting to or from London, see “London Connections” at the end of this chapter.


By Train: London has nine major train stations, all connected by the Tube (subway). All have ATMs, and many of the larger stations also have shops, fast food, exchange offices, and luggage storage. From any station, you can ride the Tube or taxi to your hotel.


By Bus: The main intercity bus station is Victoria Coach Station, one block southwest of Victoria train/Tube station.


By Plane: London has six airports. Most tourists arrive at Heathrow or Gatwick airport, although flights from elsewhere in Europe may land at Stansted, Luton, Southend, or London City airport.


HELPFUL HINTS


Theft Alert: Wear a money belt and keep your wallet in your front pocket. The Artful Dodger is alive and well in London. Be on guard, particularly on public transportation and in places crowded with tourists, who, considered naive and rich, are targeted. The Changing of the Guard scene is a favorite for thieves. More than 7,500 purses are stolen annually at Covent Garden alone.


Pedestrian Safety: Cars drive on the left side of the road—which can be as confusing for foreign pedestrians as for foreign drivers. Before crossing a street, I always look right, look left, then look right again just to be sure. While Londoners are champion jaywalkers, you shouldn’t try it; jaywalking is treacherous when you’re disoriented about which direction traffic is coming from.


Medical Problems: Local hospitals have good-quality 24-hour emergency care centers, where any tourist who needs help can be seen by a doctor. Your hotel has details. St. Thomas’ Hospital, immediately across the river from Big Ben, has a fine reputation.


Sunday Sightseeing: On Sundays, the Houses of Parliament, City Hall, and Old Bailey are closed and the neighborhood called The City is dead. Westminster Abbey and St. Paul’s are open for worship but closed to sightseers (the Diamond Jubilee Galleries at the Abbey is closed). Most big stores open late (11:30) and close early (18:00). Most street markets flourish but Portobello Road and Borough markets are closed. Many theaters are quiet, as most actors take today off—Shakespeare’s Globe is an exception.


“Free” Museums: Many of London’s great museums don’t charge admission—though they do suggest a donation (typically £5).


Advance Tickets: Buying tickets online in advance is always smart if you don’t mind sticking to a schedule. You’ll generally save a few pounds per sight and can skip the ticket-buying line once you arrive—though you may need to wait in a security line or pick up your ticket at the sight.


You must book ahead for The Making of Harry Potter: Warner Bros. Studio Tour. For summer, weekends, and holiday periods, consider booking ahead (or risk wasting time in long lines) for the following London sights: Westminster Abbey, the Houses of Parliament, the Churchill War Rooms, St. Paul’s Cathedral, the Tower of London, and the London Eye.


Getting Your Bearings: London is well signed, with thoughtfully designed, pedestrian-focused maps all over town—especially handy when exiting Tube stations. In this sprawling city—where predictable grid-planned streets are relatively rare—it’s also smart to use a good map. For suggestions, see here.


Festivals: For one week in February and another in September, fashionistas descend on the city for London Fashion Week (www.londonfashionweek.co.uk). The famous Chelsea Flower Show blossoms in late May (book ahead for this popular event at www.rhs.org.uk/chelsea). During the annual Trooping the Colour in June, there are military bands and pageantry, and the Queen’s birthday parade (www.qbp.army.mod.uk). Tennis fans pack the stands at the Wimbledon Tennis Championship in late June to early July (www.wimbledon.com), and partygoers head for the Notting Hill Carnival in late August.


Traveling in Winter: London dazzles year-round, so consider visiting in winter, when airfares and hotel rates are generally cheaper and there are fewer tourists. For ideas on what to do, see the “Winter Activities in London” article at www.ricksteves.com/winteracts.


Useful Apps: Mapway’s free Tube Map London Underground and Bus Times London (www.mapway.com) apps show the easiest way to connect Tube stations and provide bus stops and route information. When you are online, the apps provide live updates about delays, closures, and time estimates for your journey. The handy Citymapper app for London covers every mode of public transit in the city. And Time Out London’s free app has reviews and listings for theater, museums, and movies. See here for mapping app suggestions.


Bookstores: Located between Covent Garden and Leicester Square, the very good Stanfords Travel Bookstore stocks a huge selection of guidebooks (including current editions of my titles), travel-related novels, maps, and gear (Mon-Sat 9:00-20:00, Sun 11:30-18:00, 7 Mercer Walk, Tube: Leicester Square, tel. 020/7836-1321, www.stanfords.co.uk).


Two impressive Waterstones bookstores have the biggest collection of travel guides in town: on Piccadilly (Mon-Sat 9:00-22:00, Sun 12:00-18:30, café, great views from top-floor bar, 203 Piccadilly, tel. 0843-290-8549) and on Trafalgar Square (Mon-Sat 9:00-21:00, Sun 12:00-18:00, Costa Café on second floor, tel. 020/7839-4411).


Daunts Books, in a church-like Edwardian building, is a North London staple known for arranging books by geography, regardless of subject or author (Mon-Sat 9:00-19:30, Sun 11:00-18:00, 83 Marylebone High Street, Tube: Baker Street, tel. 020/7724-2295, www.dauntbooks.co.uk).


Foyles’ flagship store is a world of books (and literary events), between Soho and Covent Garden (Mon-Sat 9:00-21:00, Sun 11:30-18:00, 107 Charing Cross Road, tel. 020/7437-5660, www.foyles.co.uk).


Baggage Storage: Train stations have left-luggage counters, where each bag is scanned (just like at the airport); expect up to 45-minute waits (£12.50/24 hours per item, most stations open daily 7:00-23:00). You can also store bags at the airports (similar rates and hours, www.left-baggage.co.uk).


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. And, as the streets become ever more congested, the key is to master the Tube.


For more information about public transit (bus and Tube), the best source is the helpful Welcome to London brochure, which includes both a Tube map and a handy schematic map of the best bus routes (available free at TIs, museums, and hotels).


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 0343-222-1234.


Tickets and Cards


London’s is one of the most expensive public transit systems in the world, so for most tourists, the Oyster Card transit pass is better than individual tickets. Here’s the lowdown.


The transit system has nine zones, but almost all tourist sights are within Zones 1 and 2, so those are the prices I’ve listed. For more information, visit www.tfl.gov.uk/tickets.


[image: ]


Individual Tickets: Paper tickets for the Tube are ridiculously expensive (£5 per Tube ride). At every Tube station, 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) by buying an Oyster card.


Oyster Card: A pay-as-you-go Oyster card allows you to ride the Tube, buses, Docklands Light Railway (DLR), and Overground (mostly suburban trains) for about half the rate of individual tickets. To use the 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 also tap your card again to “touch out” as you exit the Tube, but not buses.)


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 without the wait. You’ll pay a refundable £5 deposit up front, then load it with as much credit as you’ll need. One ride between Zones 1 and 2 during peak time costs £2.90; off peak is a little cheaper (£2.40/ride). The system comes with an automatic price cap that guarantees you’ll never pay more than £7 in one day for rides within Zones 1 and 2. If you think you’ll take two or more rides in a day, £7 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 below). For a three-day visit, I get an Oyster card with £20 of credit, for a total of £25.
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Note that Oyster cards are not shareable among companions taking the same ride; all travelers need their own. If your balance gets low, simply add credit—or “top up”—at a ticket machine or shop. You can always see how much credit remains on your card (along with a list of where you’ve traveled) by touching it to the pad at any ticket machine.


You’ll see advertisements for “contactless payment” using a credit card or mobile device, but that service is intended for residents, not travelers—your best bet is an Oyster card.


Remember to turn in your Oyster card after your last ride (you’ll get back the £5 deposit and unused balance up to £10) at a ticket window or by selecting “Pay as you go refund” on any ticket machine that gives change. This will deactivate your card. For balances of more than £10, you must go to a ticket window for your refund. If you don’t deactivate your card, the credit never expires—you can use it again on a future trip.


Passes and Discounts


7-Day Travelcard: Various Tube passes and deals are available but the only option of note is the 7-Day Travelcard. This is the best choice if you’re staying six or more days and plan to use public transit a lot (£35.10 for Zones 1-2; £64.20 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. You can add the 7-Day Travelcard to your Oyster card, or purchase the paper version at any National Rail train station.


Families: 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.


River Cruises: A Travelcard gives you a 33 percent discount on most Thames cruises (described later under “Tours in London: By Cruise Boat”). The Oyster card gives you roughly a 10 percent discount on Thames Clippers (including the Tate Boat museum ferry).


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). Two other commuter rail lines are tied into the network and use the same tickets: the Docklands Light Railway (called DLR) and the Overground. The new Crossrail system will eventually cut through central London connecting Heathrow with Paddington, Bond, and Liverpool Street Tube stations on the Elizabeth line before continuing to the city’s outlying eastern neighborhoods.
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Get your bearings by studying a map of the system, free at any station, or download a transit app (described earlier). 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.


At the Tube station, there are two ways to pass through the turnstile. With an Oyster card, touch it flat against the turnstile’s yellow card reader, both when you enter and exit the station. With a paper ticket or paper Travelcard, feed it into the turnstile, reclaim it, and hang on to it—you’ll need it later.


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.
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Trains run about every 3-10 minutes. (The Victoria line brags that it’s the most frequent anywhere, with trains coming every 100 seconds at peak time.) 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.


When you leave the system, “touch out” with your Oyster card at the electronic reader on the turnstile, or feed your paper ticket into the turnstile (it will eat your now-expired ticket). With a paper Travelcard, it will spit out your still-valid card. Check maps and signs for the most convenient exit.


The system can be fraught with construction delays and breakdowns. 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. Also, the cars closer to the middle of the train are generally more crowded, so if you anticipate crowds, stand closer to the ends of the platform. I’ve often scored a seat on an otherwise packed train using this simple strategy. (But note that at a few shorter stations, the doors of the cars at the very start and end of the train can’t open—listen for announcements and move closer to the middle of the platform if necessary.)


For help, check out the “Plan a Journey” feature at www.tfl.gov.uk.


Tube Etiquette and Tips


• When your train arrives, stand off to the side and let riders exit before you board.


• When the car is jam-packed, avoid using the hinged seats near the doors of some trains—they take up valuable standing space.


• If you’re blocking the door when the train stops, step out of the car and off to the side, let others off, then get back on.


• Talk softly in the cars. Listen to how quietly Londoners communicate and follow their lead.


• On escalators, stand on the right and pass on the left. But note that in some passageways or stairways, you might be directed to walk on the left (the direction Brits go when behind the wheel).


• Discreet eating and drinking are fine; drinking alcohol and smoking are banned.


• Be zipped up to thwart thieves.


• Carefully check exit options before surfacing to street level. Signs point clearly to nearby sights—you’ll save lots of walking by choosing the right exit.


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.
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You can’t buy single-trip tickets for buses, and you can’t use cash to pay when boarding. Instead, you must have an Oyster card, a paper Travelcard, or a one-day Bus & Tram Pass (£5, can buy on day of travel only—not beforehand, from ticket machine in any Tube station). If you’re using your Oyster card, any bus ride in downtown London costs £1.50 (capped at £4.50/day).


The first step in mastering London’s bus system is learning how to decipher the bus-stop signs. The accompanying photo shows a typical sign listing the buses (the N91, N68, etc.) that come by here and their destinations (Oakwood, Old Coulsdon, etc.). In the first column, find your destination on the list—e.g., to Paddington (Tube and rail station). In the next column, find a bus that goes there—the #23 (routes marked “N” are night-only). In the final column, a letter within a circle (e.g., “H”) tells you exactly which nearby bus stop to use. Find your stop on the accompanying bus-stop map, then make your way to that stop—you’ll know it’s yours because it will have the same letter on its pole.




Handy Bus Routes


The best views are upstairs on a double-decker. Check the bus stop closest to your hotel—it might be convenient to your sightseeing plans. Here are some of the most useful routes:


Route #9: High Street Kensington to Knightsbridge (Harrods) to Hyde Park Corner to Trafalgar Square to Aldwych (Somerset House).


Route #11: Victoria Coach Station to Victoria Station (train) to Westminster Abbey to Trafalgar Square to Covent Garden to St. Paul’s and Liverpool Street Station and the East End.


Route #15: Trafalgar Square to St. Paul’s to Tower of London (occasionally with heritage “Routemaster” old-style double-decker buses).


Routes #23 and #159: Paddington Station (#159 begins at Marble Arch) to Oxford Circus to Piccadilly Circus to Trafalgar Square; from there, #23 heads east to St. Paul’s and Liverpool Street Station, while #159 heads to Westminster and the Imperial War Museum. In addition, several buses (including #6, #12, and #139) also make the corridor run between Marble Arch, Oxford Circus, Piccadilly Circus, and Trafalgar Square.
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Route #24: Pimlico to Victoria Station to Westminster Abbey to Trafalgar Square to Euston Square, then all the way north to Camden Town (Camden Lock Market) and Hampstead Heath.


Route #38: Victoria Station to Hyde Park Corner to Piccadilly Circus to British Museum.


Route #88: Tate Britain to Westminster Abbey to Trafalgar Square to Piccadilly Circus to Oxford Circus to Great Portland Street Station (Regent’s Park), then north to Camden Town.


Route #148: Westminster Abbey to Victoria Station to Notting Hill and Bayswater (by way of the east end of Hyde Park and Marble Arch).
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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 Oyster card to the card reader, or show your paper Travelcard or Bus & Tram Pass to the driver. Unlike on the Tube, there’s no need to show or tap your card when you hop off. On the older heritage “Routemaster” buses without card readers (used on the #15 route on summer weekends), you simply take a seat, and the conductor comes around to check cards and passes.


To alert the driver that you want to get off, press one of the red buttons (on the poles between the seats) before your stop.


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.
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If a cab’s top light is on, just wave it down. Drivers flash 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. Telephoning a cab will get you one in a few minutes, but costs a little more (tel. 0871-871-8710).


Rides start at £3. 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 £8-12 (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, however, take a cab in bad traffic—especially to a destination efficiently served by the Tube.


If you overdrink and ride in a taxi, be warned: Taxis charge up to £60 for “soiling” (a.k.a., pub puke).


By Uber


Uber faces legal challenges in London and may not be operating when you visit. If Uber is running, it can be much cheaper than a taxi and is a handy alternative if there’s a long line for a taxi or if no cabs are available. Uber drivers generally don’t know the city as well as regular cabbies, and they don’t have the access to some fast lanes that taxis do. Still, if you like using Uber, it can work great here.


By Car


If you have a car, stow it—you don’t want to drive in London. An £11.50 congestion charge is levied on any private car entering the city center during peak hours (Mon-Fri 7:00-18:00, no charge Sat-Sun and holidays). You can pay the fee either online or by phone (www.cclondon.com, from within the UK call 0343/222-2222, from outside the UK call 011-44-20/7649-9122, phones answered Mon-Fri 8:00-22:00, Sat 9:00-15:00, be ready to give the vehicle registration number and country of registration). There are painfully stiff penalties for late payments.


By Boat


It’s easy to connect downtown London sights between Westminster and the Tower of London by boat (see here).


By Bike


London operates a citywide bike-rental program similar to ones in other major European cities, and new bike lanes are still cropping up around town. Still, London isn’t (yet) ideal for biking. Its network of designated bike lanes is far from complete, and the city’s many one-way streets (not to mention the need to bike on the “wrong” side) can make biking here a bit more challenging. If you’re accustomed to urban biking, it can be a good option for connecting your sightseeing stops, but if you’re just up for a joyride, stick to London’s large parks.
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Santander Cycles, intended for quick point-to-point trips, are fairly easy to rent and a giddy joy to use. These cruisers have big, cushy seats, a bag rack with elastic straps, and three gears. Approximately 750 bike-rental stations are scattered throughout the city. To rent a bike, you’ll pay an access fee (£2/day). The first 30 minutes are free; if you keep the bike for longer, you’ll be charged £2 for every additional 30-minute period. Maps showing docking stations are available at major Tube stations, at www.tfl.gov.uk, and via the free app.


Helmets are not provided, so ride carefully. Stay to the far-left side of the road and watch closely at intersections for left-turning cars. Be aware that in most parks (including Hyde Park/Kensington Gardens) only certain paths are designated for bike use—you can’t ride just anywhere. Maps posted at park entrances identify bike paths, and non-bike paths are generally clearly marked.


Some bike tour companies also rent bikes (for details, see their listings later in this chapter).


Tours in London


[image: ] To sightsee on your own, download my free Rick Steves Audio Europe app with audio tours that illuminate some of London’s top sights and neighborhoods, including my Westminster Walk, Historic London: The City Walk, and tours of the British Museum, British Library, and St. Paul’s Cathedral (see sidebar on here for details).


BY HOP-ON, HOP-OFF DOUBLE-DECKER BUS


London is full of hop-on, hop-off bus companies competing for your tourist pound. I’ve focused on the two companies I like the most: Original and Big Bus. Both offer essentially the same tours of the city’s sightseeing highlights—an experience rated ▲▲▲.


These once-over-lightly bus tours drive by all the famous sights, providing a stress-free way to get your bearings and see the biggies: Piccadilly Circus, Trafalgar Square, Big Ben, St. Paul’s, the Tower of London, Marble Arch, Victoria Station, and elsewhere. With a good guide, decent traffic, and nice weather, I’d sit back and enjoy the entire tour. (If traffic is bad or you don’t like your guide, you can hop off and try the next departure.)


Each company offers at least one route with live (English-only) guides, and a second (sometimes slightly different route) with recorded, dial-a-language narration. In addition to the overview tours, both Original and Big Bus include the Thames River boat trip by City Cruises (between Westminster and the Tower of London) and several walking tours. Employees for both companies will try hard to sell you tickets and Fast Track admissions to various sights in London. Review your sightseeing plan carefully in advance so you can take advantage of offers that will save you time or money, but skip the rest.




Combining a London Bus Tour and the Changing of the Guard


For a grand and efficient intro to London, consider catching an 8:30 departure of a hop-on, hop-off overview bus tour, riding most of the loop (which takes just over 1.5 hours, depending on traffic). Hop off just before 10:00 at Trafalgar Square (Cockspur Street, stop “S”) and walk briskly to Buckingham Palace to find a spot to watch the Changing of the Guard ceremony at 11:00.





Pick up a map from any flier rack or from one of the countless salespeople, and study the color-coded system. 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).


Buses run daily about every 10-15 minutes in summer and every 10-20 minutes in winter, starting at about 8:30. The last full loop usually leaves Victoria Station at around 20:00 in summer, and 17:00 in winter.


You can buy tickets online in advance, from drivers, or from staff at street kiosks (credit cards accepted at kiosks at major stops such as Victoria Station; the standard tickets are typically valid 24 hours in summer, 48 hours in winter).


Original London Sightseeing Bus Tour


They offer two versions of their basic highlights loop, both marked with a yellow triangle (confirm version with the driver before boarding): The Original Tour (T1, live guide) and the City Sightseeing Tour (T2, same route but with recorded narration and a kids’ soundtrack option). Other routes include the orange-triangle British Museum Tour (T5, connecting the museum and King’s Cross neighborhoods with central London), and the blue-triangle Royal Borough Tour (T4, high-end shopping and regal hangouts). All routes are covered by the same ticket (£32, RS%—£6 discount with this book, limit four discounts per book, they’ll rip off the corner of this page—raise bloody hell if the staff or driver won’t honor this discount; www.theoriginaltour.com).


Big Bus London Tours


For £37 (cheaper online), you get the same basic overview tours: Red buses come with a live guide, while the blue route has a recorded narration and a one-hour longer path that goes around Hyde Park. These pricier Big Bus tours tend to have more departures—meaning shorter waits for those hopping on and off (tel. 020/7808-6753, www.bigbustours.com).


BY BUS OR CAR


London by Night Sightseeing Tour


Various companies offer a 1- to 2-hour circuit, but after hours, with no extras (e.g., walks, river cruises), at a lower price. While the narration can be lame, the views at twilight are grand—though note that it stays light until late on summer nights, and London just doesn’t do floodlighting as well as, say, Paris. Golden Tours buses depart at 19:00 and 20:00 from their offices on Buckingham Palace Road (£28, tel. 020/7630-2028; www.goldentours.com). See London By Night buses offer live English guides and daily departures from Green Park (next to the Ritz Hotel) at 19:30, 20:00, 20:30, 21:15, 21:45, and 22:15; Oct-March at 19:30 and 21:20 only (£28.50, tel. 020/7183-4744, www.seelondonbynight.com). For a memorable and economical evening, munch a scenic picnic dinner on the top deck. (There are plenty of takeaway options near the various stops.)


Driver-Guides


These guides have cars or a minibus (particularly helpful for travelers with limited mobility), and also do walking-only tours: Janine Barton (£390/half-day, £575/day, day tours outside of London start at £625 depending on the distance, registered Blue Badge guide, tel. 020/7402-4600, www.seeitinstyle.synthasite.com, jbsiis@aol.com); Mike Dickson (£345/half-day, £535/day, overnights also possible, registered Blue Badge guide; mobile 07769/905-811, michael.dickson5@btinternet.com); and David Stubbs (£375 for 1-3 people, £395 for 4-6 people, £415 for 7-8, also does tours to the Cotswolds, Stonehenge, Stratford, Windsor Castle, and Bath; mobile 07775-888-534, www.londoncountrytours.co.uk, info@londoncountrytours.co.uk).


ON FOOT


Top-notch local guides lead (sometimes big) groups on walking tours—worth ▲▲—through specific slices of London’s past. Look for brochures at TIs or ask at hotels. Time Out, the weekly entertainment guide, lists some, but not all, scheduled walks. Check with the various tour companies by phone or online to get their full picture.


To take a walking tour, simply show up at the announced location and pay the guide. Then enjoy two chatty hours of Dickens, Harry Potter, the Plague, Shakespeare, street art, The Beatles, Jack the Ripper, or whatever is on the agenda.


London Walks


Just perusing this leading company’s fascinating lineup opens me up to dimensions of London I never considered, and inspires me to stay longer. Their extensive daily schedule is online, as well as in a white London Walks brochure (most reliably found in the Café in the Crypt, below Trafalgar Square’s St. Martin-in-the-Fields Church). Their two-hour walks are led by top-quality professional guides ranging from archaeologists to actors (£12, cash only, walks offered year-round, private tours available, tel. 020/7624-3978, www.walks.com).


London Walks also offers day trips into the countryside, a good option for those with limited time (£20 plus £15-70 for transportation and admission costs, cash only: Stonehenge/Salisbury, Oxford/Cotswolds, Cambridge, Bath, and so on). These are economical in part because everyone gets group discounts for transportation and admissions.


Sandemans New London “Free Royal London Tour”


This company offers tours covering the basic London sights in a youthful, light, and irreverent way that can be both entertaining and fun, but it’s misleading to call them “free,” as tips are expected. Given that London Walks offers daily tours at a reasonable price, taking this “free” tour makes no sense to me (daily at 10:00, 11:00, and 13:00; meet at Covent Garden Piazza by the Apple Store, Tube: Covent Garden). Sandemans also offers guided tours for a charge, including a Pub Crawl (£10, nightly at 19:30, meet at Brewmaster, 37 Cranbourn Street, Tube: Leicester Square, www.neweuropetours.eu).


Beatles Walks


Fans of the still-Fab Four can take one of three Beatles walks (London Walks has two that run 5 days/week; for more on Beatles sights, see here).


Jack the Ripper Walks


Each walking-tour company seems to make most of its money with “haunted” and Jack the Ripper tours. While almost no hint of the dark and scary London of Jack the Ripper’s time survives, guides do a good job of spinning the story.


Two reliably good two-hour tours start every night at the Tower Hill Tube station exit. London Walks leaves nightly at 19:30, plus Saturdays at 15:00 (£12, pay at the start, tel. 020/7624-3978, www.jacktheripperwalk.com). Ripping Yarns, which leaves nightly at 18:30, is guided by off-duty Yeoman Warders—the Tower of London “Beefeaters” (£8, pay at end, mobile 07813-559-301, www.jack-the-ripper-tours.com). After taking both, I found the London Walks tour more entertaining, informative, and with a better route (along quieter, once hooker-friendly lanes, with less traffic), starting at Tower Hill and ending at Liverpool Street Station. Groups can be huge for both, and one group can be nearly on top of another, but there’s always room—just show up.


Private Walks with Local Guides


Standard rates for London’s registered Blue Badge guides are about £165-200 for four hours and £270 or more for nine hours (tel. 020/7611-2545, www.guidelondon.org.uk or www.britainsbestguides.org). I know and like these fine local guides: Sean Kelleher, an engaging storyteller who knows his history (tel. 020/8673-1624, mobile 07764-612-770, sean@seanlondonguide.com); Britt Lonsdale, who’s great with families (£265/half-day, £365/day, tel. 020/7386-9907, mobile 07813-278-077, brittl@btinternet.com); Joel Reid, an imaginative guide who breathes life into the major sights but also loves sharing off-the-beaten-track London (mobile 07887-955-720, joelyreid@gmail.com); and two others who work in London when they’re not on the road leading my Britain tours: Tom Hooper (mobile 07986-048-047, tomh1@btinternet.com) and Gillian Chadwick (£300/day, mobile 07889-976-598, gillychad@hotmail.co.uk). If you have a particular interest, London Walks (see earlier) can book one for your exact focus (£215/half-day).


BY BIKE


Many of London’s best sights can be laced together with a pleasant pedal through its parks.


London Bicycle Tour Company


Three tours leave from their base next to the Imperial War Museum, south of the Thames (all are £27). Sunday is the best, as there is less car traffic; optional helmets are included. The following tour times are for peak season (April-Oct); times are different for off-season, when you need to book ahead (Classic Tour—daily at 10:30, 8 miles, 3 hours, includes Westminster, Buckingham Palace, Covent Garden, and St. Paul’s; Love London Tour—daily at 14:30, 8 miles, 3 hours, includes Westminster, Buckingham Palace, Hyde Park, Soho, and Covent Garden; Old Town Tour—Sat-Sun at 14:00, 9 miles, 3.5 hours, includes south side of the river to Tower Bridge, the East End, The City, and St. Paul’s). They also rent bikes (£3.50/hour, £20/day; office open daily 9:30-18:00, shorter hours Nov-March, 74 Kennington Road, tel. 020/7928-6838, www.londonbicycle.com).



Fat Tire Bike Tours



These bike tours cover the highlights of downtown London, on two different itineraries (RS%—£2 discount with this book): Royal London (£26, daily at 11:00 in peak season, also at 15:30 in summer, 7 miles, 4 hours, meet at Queensway Tube station; includes Parliament, Buckingham Palace, Hyde Park, and Trafalgar Square) and River Thames (£48, nearly daily in summer at 10:30, 4.5 hours, reservations required, meet just outside Southwark Tube Station; includes London Eye, St. Paul’s, Tower of London, and London Bridge). Their guiding style is light, mixing history with humor (must reserve ahead for kids’ bikes, off-season tours also available, mobile 078-8233-8779, www.fattiretours.com/london). They also offer a range of walking tours that include a fish-and-chips dinner, a beer-tasting pub tour, and theater packages.


BY CRUISE BOAT


London offers many made-for-tourist cruises, most on slow-moving, open-top boats accompanied by entertaining commentary (an experience worth ▲▲). Several companies offer essentially the same trip. Generally speaking, you can either do a short city-center cruise by riding a boat 30 minutes from Westminster Pier to Tower Pier (particularly handy if you’re interested in visiting the Tower of London anyway), or take a longer cruise that includes a peek at the East End, riding from Westminster all the way to Greenwich (save time by taking the Tube back).
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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).


A one-way trip within the city center costs about £11; going all the way to Greenwich costs about £3 more. Most companies charge around £4 more for a round-trip ticket. Others sell hop-on, hop-off day tickets (around £19). But I’d rather savor a one-way cruise, then zip home by Tube.


You can buy tickets at kiosks on the docks; always ask about discounts (they vary by company). With a Travelcard, you get a 33 percent discount off most cruises; the Oyster card can often be used as payment but nets you a discount only on Thames Clippers. You can purchase drinks and overpriced snacks on board. Budget travelers can pack a picnic for the cruise.




Thames Boat Piers


Thames boats (both tour and commuter boats) stop at these piers in the town center and beyond. 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—see the color maps in the back of this book).


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 (though the Thames Clippers boats don’t stop here). 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.


London Bridge Pier (a.k.a. London Bridge City Pier, South Bank): Near the HMS Belfast.


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


St. Katharine’s Pier (North Bank): Just downstream from the Tower of London.


Canary Wharf Pier (North Bank): At the Docklands, London’s new “downtown.”


Greenwich, Kew Gardens, and Hampton Court Piers: These outer London piers may also come in handy.





The three dominant companies are City Cruises (handy 45-minute cruise from Westminster Pier to Tower Pier; www.citycruises.com), Thames River Services (fewer stops, classic boats, friendlier and more old-fashioned feel; www.thamesriverservices.co.uk), and Circular Cruise (full cruise takes about an hour, operated by Crown River Services, www.circularcruise.london). I’d skip the London Eye’s River Cruise from London Eye Pier, as it’s more expensive and shorter. The speedy Thames Clippers (described later) are designed more for no-nonsense transport than lazy sightseeing.


To compare all of your options in one spot, head to Westminster Pier, which has a row of kiosks for all of the big outfits.


Cruising Downstream, to Greenwich: Both City Cruises and Thames River Services head from Westminster Pier to Greenwich. The cruises are usually narrated by the captain, with most commentary given on the way to Greenwich. The companies’ prices are the same, though their itineraries are slightly different (Thames River Services makes only one stop en route and takes an hour, while City Cruises makes two stops and adds about 15 minutes). The Thames Clippers boats, described below, are cheaper and faster (about 20-55 minutes to Greenwich), but have no commentary and no up-top seating.


Cruising Upstream, to Kew Gardens and Hampton Court Palace: Thames River Boats leave for Kew Gardens from Westminster Pier (£15 one-way, £22 round-trip, discounts with Travelcard, 2-4/day depending on season, 1.5 hours, boats sail April-Oct, about half the trip is narrated, www.thamesriverboats.co.uk). Most boats continue on to Hampton Court Palace for an additional £4 (and another 1.5 hours).


Commuting by Clipper


The sleek, 220-seat catamarans used by Thames Clippers are designed for commuters rather than sightseers. Think of the boats as express buses on the river—they zip through London every 20-30 minutes, stopping at most of the major docks en route. They’re fast: roughly 20-30 minutes from Embankment to Tower, 10 more minutes to Docklands/Canary Wharf, and 15 more minutes to Greenwich. The boats are less pleasant for joyriding than the cruises described earlier, with no commentary and no open deck up top (the only outside access is on a crowded deck at the exhaust-choked back of the boat, where you’re jostling for space to take photos). Any one-way ride in Central London (roughly London Eye to Tower Pier) costs £8.60; a one-way ride to East London (Canary Wharf and Greenwich) is £10, and a River Roamer all-day ticket costs £19.80 (discounts online and with Travelcard and Oyster card, www.thamesclippers.com).


Thames Clippers also offers two express trips. The Tate Boat ferry service, which directly connects the Tate Britain (Millbank Pier) and the Tate Modern (Bankside Pier), is made for art lovers (£8.60 one-way, covered by River Roamer day ticket; buy ticket at kiosks or self-service machines before boarding or use Oyster Card; for frequency and times, see www.tate.org.uk/visit/tate-boat). The O2 Express runs only on nights when there are events at the O2 arena (departs from London Eye Pier, can sell out in advance).




London at a Glance


▲▲▲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 9:00-16:00 (Sept-April until 14:00); Diamond Jubilee 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, July-Aug until 19:00.





▲▲▲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-Sat 8:30-16:30, 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 9:00-17:30, 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 (select galleries only).





▲▲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 10:00-18:00, Fri until 21:00.





▲▲Covent Garden Vibrant people-watching zone with shops, cafés, street musicians, and an iron-and-glass arcade that once hosted a produce market.





▲▲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, dominating—and 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 Works by Monet, Matisse, Dalí, Picasso, and Warhol displayed in a converted powerhouse complex. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00, Fri-Sat until 22:00.





▲▲Shakespeare’s Globe Timbered, thatched-roof reconstruction of the Bard’s original “wooden O.” Hours: Theater complex, museum, and actor-led tours generally daily 9:00-17:30; April-Oct generally morning theater tours only. Plays are also staged here.





▲▲Tate Britain Collection of British painting from the 16th century through modern times, including works by Blake, the Pre-Raphaelites, and Turner. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.





▲▲Natural History Museum A Darwinian delight, packed with stuffed creatures, engaging exhibits, and enthralled kids. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.





▲▲Greenwich Historic borough just east of the city center, with Cutty Sark tea clipper, Royal Observatory, and a pleasant market. Hours: Most sights open daily 10:00-17:00.





▲▲Kew Gardens Greenhouses, an arboretum, and many gardens hosting diverse plants from around the world. Hours: Mon-Thu 10:00-19:00, Fri-Sun until 20:00, closes earlier Sept-March.





▲▲Hampton Court Palace The opulent digs of Henry VIII. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00, Nov-March until 16:30.






Westminster Walk



(See “Westminster Walk” map.)


Just about every visitor to London strolls along historic Whitehall from Big Ben to Trafalgar Square. This self-guided walk gives meaning to that touristy ramble (most of the sights you’ll see are described in more detail later). Under London’s modern traffic and big-city bustle lie 2,000 fascinating years of history. You’ll get a whirlwind tour as well as a practical orientation to London. [image: ] You can download a free, extended audio version of this walk; see here.


Start halfway across 1 Westminster Bridge 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).


En route to Parliament Square, you’ll pass a 2 statue of Boadicea, 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 four red phone booths lining the north side of 3 Parliament Square along Great George Street—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, and walk toward Trafalgar Square. You’ll see the thought-provoking 5 Cenotaph 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.


Continuing on Whitehall, stop at the barricaded and guarded 6 #10 Downing Street to see the British “White House,” the traditional home of the prime minister since the position was created in the early 18th century. Break the bobby’s boredom and ask him a question. The huge building across Whitehall from Downing Street is the Ministry of Defence (MOD), the “British Pentagon.”


[image: ]


Nearing Trafalgar Square, look for the 17th-century 7 Banqueting House 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 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 Queen’s personal bodyguard.


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


To get to Piccadilly from Trafalgar Square, walk up Cockspur Street to Haymarket, then take a short left on Coventry Street to colorful Piccadilly Circus (see map on here).


Near Piccadilly, you’ll find several theaters. Leicester Square (with its half-price TKTS booth for plays—see here) thrives just a few blocks away. Walk through trendy Soho (north of Shaftesbury Avenue) for its fun pubs. From Piccadilly or Oxford Circus, you can take a taxi, bus, or the Tube home.


Sights in Central London


WESTMINSTER


▲▲▲Westminster Abbey


Map: Westminster Abbey Tour


▲▲Houses of Parliament (Palace of Westminster)


Map: Houses of Parliament


▲▲▲Churchill War Rooms


Horse Guards


▲Banqueting House


ON TRAFALGAR SQUARE


Map: Trafalgar Square Area


▲▲▲National Gallery


Map: National Gallery


▲▲National Portrait Gallery


▲St. Martin-in-the-Fields


THE WEST END AND NEARBY


▲Piccadilly Circus


▲Soho


▲▲Covent Garden


▲London Transport Museum


Map: West End & Nearby


▲Courtauld Gallery


BUCKINGHAM PALACE AREA


▲State Rooms at Buckingham Palace


Queen’s Gallery at Buckingham Palace


Royal Mews


▲▲Changing of the Guard at Buckingham Palace


Map: Buckingham Palace Area


Sights in North London


▲▲▲British Museum


Map: British Museum Overview


Map: North London


▲Sir John Soane’s Museum


▲▲▲British Library


Map: British Library Tour


▲Wallace Collection


▲Madame Tussauds Waxworks


Sherlock Holmes Museum


Sights in The City


▲▲▲St. Paul’s Cathedral


Map: The City, The Tower & East London


Map: St. Paul’s Cathedral


▲Old Bailey


The Guildhall


▲Museum of London


▲▲▲Tower of London


Map: Tower of London


Tower Bridge


Sights in East London


▲The East End


Map: East End


▲Museum of the Home


Sights on the South Bank


▲Jubilee Walkway


▲▲London Eye


Map: The South Bank


▲▲Imperial War Museum


FROM TATE MODERN TO CITY HALL


▲▲Tate Modern


▲Millennium Bridge


▲▲Shakespeare’s Globe


▲Southwark Cathedral


▲Old Operating Theatre Museum and Herb Garret


The Shard


HMS Belfast


City Hall


Sights in West London


▲▲Tate Britain


Map: West London


▲National Army Museum


HYDE PARK AND NEARBY


▲Apsley House (Wellington Museum)


▲Hyde Park and Speakers’ Corner


Kensington Palace


▲▲▲Victoria and Albert Museum


Map: Victoria & Albert Museum Tour


▲▲Natural History Museum


▲Science Museum


Sights in Greater London


EAST OF LONDON


▲▲Greenwich


▲▲Cutty Sark


Map: Greenwich


Old Royal Naval College


▲Painted Hall


▲National Maritime Museum


▲▲Royal Observatory Greenwich


▲The Docklands


WEST OF LONDON


▲▲Kew Gardens


▲▲Hampton Court Palace


NORTH OF LONDON


The Making of Harry Potter: Warner Bros. Studio Tour 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 (above) and my free [image: ] audio tour.



▲▲▲Westminster Abbey



(See “Westminster Abbey Tour” map.)


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: £23, £5 more for timed-entry ticket to worthwhile Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Galleries, family ticket available, cheaper online; Abbey—Mon-Fri 9:30-16:30, Wed until 19:00 (main church only), Sat 9:00-16:00 (Sept-April until 14:00), guided tours available; Queen’s Galleries—Mon-Fri 10:00-16:00, Sat 9:30-15:30; cloister—Mon-Sat 8:00-18:00; closed Sun to sightseers but open for services; last entry one hour before closing; Tube: Westminster or St. James’s Park, tel. 020/7222-5152, www.westminster-abbey.org.


Timed-Entry Tickets: Avoid long ticket-buying lines (especially in summer) by buying a timed-entry ticket on the Abbey’s website (don’t buy tickets from copycat websites; use the official “.org” site). If you choose to add the Queen’s Galleries, book that entry about an hour after you’ll start your Abbey visit.


[image: ]


When to Go: It’s most crowded every day at midmorning and all day Saturdays and Mondays. Visit early, during lunch, or late to avoid tourist hordes. Weekdays after 14:30 are less congested; come late and stay for the 17:00 evensong.


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 8:00 (communion), 9:00 (prayer), 15:00 (evensong; May-Aug it’s at 17:00); Sun services generally come with more music: at 8:00 (communion), 10:00 (sung Matins), 11:15 (sung Eucharist), 15:00 (evensong), 18:30 (evening service). 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 17:45 (30 minutes). Things can change, so get the latest info for your particular day from posted signs or the Abbey’s website.


Tours: The included audioguide is excellent. Vergers (docents) give informative 90-minute guided tours (£5, schedule posted outside and inside entry, up to 6/day in summer, 2-4/day in winter).


[image: ] Self-Guided Tour: You’ll have no choice but to follow the steady flow of tourists through the church, along the route laid out for the audioguide. Here are the Abbey’s top stops.


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


1 Memorials: Westminster Abbey has become a place where the nation comes to remember its own. You’ll pass by 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: Look down the long and narrow center aisle of the church. Lined with the praying hands of the Gothic arches, glowing with light from the stained glass, this is more than a museum. 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.


[image: ]


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). He’s in the third bay from the end (marked S: Edwardus rex...), dressed in white and blue, with his crown, scepter, and ring. The Abbey’s 10-story nave is the tallest in England. The sleek chandeliers, 10 feet tall, look small in comparison (16 were given to the Abbey by the Guinness family).


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. Take time to contemplate the 800,000 men 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 had to step 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: 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: 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).


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


5 Shrine of Edward the Confessor: 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 getting good results, he was made a saint. His personal renown began the tradition of burying royalty in this church. Edward’s 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 top of the stone staircase, veer left into the private burial chapel of Queen Elizabeth I.


6 Tomb of Queens Elizabeth I and Mary I: 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).


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


7 Chapel of King Henry VII (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: 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: 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. 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: 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: 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.


[image: ]


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


12 Great Cloister: 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.


• Go back into the church for the last stop.


13 Coronation Chair: 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)



(See “Houses of Parliament” map.)


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.


[image: ]


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.


[image: ]


Cost and Hours: Free when Parliament is in session, otherwise must visit with a paid tour (see next); 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: Audioguide-£19.50, guided tour-£26.50, 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 020/7219-4114. The ticket office also sells tour tickets, 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 minutes before your tour time to clear security.


Choosing a House: The House of Lords meets 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).


Crowd-Beating Tips: For the public galleries, lines tend to be 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: ] 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. Line up for the airport-style security check. You’ll be given a visitor badge. If you have questions, the attendants are helpful.


• First, take in the cavernous...


2 Westminster Hall: 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. Guy Fawkes was condemned for plotting to blow up the Halls of Parliament in 1605.


[image: ]


• Continue up the stairs, and enter...


3 St. Stephen’s Hall: 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. The room’s murals depict major events in English history.


• Continue into the...


4 Central Lobby: 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. The room’s decor trumpets the enlightenment of the British governing system. The colorful mosaics over the four doors represent the countries of the United Kingdom.


• 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: 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 the Queen’s gilded throne, where she 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 (the Labour Party). Unaffiliated Crossbenchers sit in between.


6 House of Commons: The Commons Chamber may be much less grandiose than the Lords’, but this is where the sausage gets made. The House of Commons is as powerful as the Lords, prime minister, and Queen combined. Of today’s 650-plus MPs, only 450 can sit—the rest have to stand at the ends. As in the House of Lords, the ruling party sits on the right of the Speaker, opposition sits on the left.


Keep an eye out for two red lines on the floor, which must not be crossed when debating the other side. (They’re supposedly two sword-lengths apart, to prevent a literal clashing of swords.) Between the benches is the canopied Speaker’s Chair, for the chairman who keeps order and chooses who can speak next. A green bag on the back of the chair holds petitions from the public. The clerks sit at a central table that holds the ceremonial mace, a symbol of the power given Parliament by the monarch, who is not allowed in the Commons Chamber. When the prime minister visits, his ministers (or cabinet) join him on the front bench, while lesser MPs (the “backbenchers”) sit behind. It’s often a fiery spectacle, as the prime minister defends his 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 Serjeant at Arms and his Parliamentary bouncers.


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 (£5.70, daily 10:00-18:00, shorter hours and closed Mon-Fri in off-season; tel. 020/7222-2219). 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.



▲▲▲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. Allow 1-2 hours for your visit.
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Affording London’s Sights


London is one of Europe’s most expensive cities, with the dubious distinction of having some of the world’s steepest admission prices. But with its many free museums and affordable plays, this cosmopolitan, cultured city 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, Wallace Collection, Imperial War Museum, Victoria and Albert Museum, Natural History Museum, Science Museum, Sir John Soane’s Museum, the Museum of London, the Museum of the Home, and the Guildhall. About half of these museums request a donation of about £5, but whether you contribute is up to you. If you feel like supporting these museums, renting audioguides, using their café, and buying a few souvenirs all help.


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 higher 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 (see here). For other freebies, check out www.whatsfreeinlondon.co.uk. 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 legal action at the Old Bailey and the legislature at work in the Houses of Parliament. You can get into the chapels at the Tower of London and Windsor Castle by attending Sunday services. And, Greenwich is an inexpensive outing. Many of its sights are free, and the DLR journey is cheap.


Good-Value Tours: The London Walks tours with professional guides (£12) are one of the best deals going. (Note that the guides for the “free” walking tours are unpaid by their companies, and they expect tips—I’d pay up front for an expertly guided tour instead.) Hop-on, hop-off big-bus tours, while expensive (around £30-40), 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 ride to Greenwich costs about £12 one-way, but most boats come with entertaining commentary. A three-hour bicycle tour is about £27.


Buy Tickets Online: Tickets for many of London’s most popular and expensive sights can be purchased online in advance, which will not only save you from standing in ticket-buying lines, but also will usually save you a few pounds per ticket.


Pricey...but Worth It? Big-ticket sights worth their hefty admission fees are the Tower of London, Kew Gardens, Shakespeare’s Globe, and the Churchill War Rooms. The London Eye has become a London must-see—but you may feel differently when you see the price. St. Paul’s Cathedral becomes more worthwhile if you climb the dome for the stunning view. Hampton Court Palace is well presented and a reasonable value if you have an interest in royal history. The Queen charges royally for a peek inside Buckingham Palace and her fine art gallery and carriage museum. Madame Tussauds Waxworks is pricey but still hard for many to resist (see here for info on discounts). Harry Potter fans gladly pay the Hagrid-size fee to see the sets and props at the Warner Bros. Studio Tour (but those who wouldn’t know a wizard from a Muggle needn’t bother).


Totally Pants (Brit-speak for Not Worth It): The London Dungeon is gimmicky, overpriced, and a terrible value...despite the long line. The cost of the wallet-bleeding ride to the top of The Shard is even more breathtaking than the view from Western Europe’s tallest skyscraper.


Theater: Compared with Broadway’s prices, London’s theater can be a bargain. Seek out the freestanding TKTS booth at Leicester Square 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, and even popular shows may have some seats under £20 (possibly with restricted views). A £5 “groundling” ticket for a play at Shakespeare’s Globe is the best theater deal in town. Tickets to the Open Air Theatre at north London’s Regent’s Park start at £25. For more on all of these options, see “Entertainment in London,” later.





Cost and Hours: £22 for timed-entry ticket (buy online in advance), includes essential audioguide; daily 9:30-18:00, July-Aug until 19:00, last entry one hour before closing; on King Charles Street, 200 yards off Whitehall—follow signs, Tube: Westminster; tel. 020/7930-6961, www.iwm.org.uk/churchill-war-rooms. The museum’s gift shop is great for anyone nostalgic for the 1940s.


Advance Tickets Recommended: While you can buy a ticket on-site, ticket-buying lines 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. Note: London Pass holders do not get to skip the line here—they wait along with ticket buyers.


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. Be patient—it’s well worth it. 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.


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. It’s extremely well presented and engaging, using artifacts, quotes, political cartoons, clear explanations, and interactive exhibits to bring the colorful statesman to life. You’ll get a taste of Winston’s wit, irascibility, work ethic, passion for painting, American ties, writing talents, and drinking habits. The exhibit shows Winston’s warts as well: It questions whether his party-switching was just political opportunism, examines the basis for his opposition to Indian self-rule, and reveals him to be an intense taskmaster who worked 18-hour days and was brutal to his staffers (who deeply respected him nevertheless).


A long touch-the-screen timeline lets you zero in on events in his life from birth (November 30, 1874) to his first appointment as prime minister in 1940. When World War II broke out, Prime Minister Chamberlain’s appeasement policies were discredited, and—on the day that Germany invaded the Netherlands—the king appointed Churchill prime minister. 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. Imagine: Churchill began his military career riding horses in the cavalry and ended it speaking out against nuclear proliferation. Churchill guided the nation through its darkest hour. His greatest contribution may have been his stirring radio speeches that galvanized the will of the British people. It’s all the more amazing considering that, in the 1930s, the man I regard as the greatest statesman of the 20th century was seen as a washed-up loony ranting about the growing threat of fascist Germany.


Eating: Rations are available at the $$ museum café or, better, get a pub lunch at the nearby $$ Westminster Arms (food served downstairs, on Storey’s Gate, a couple of blocks south of the museum).



Horse Guards



Mounted sentries change at the top of every hour, courtyard guards change Monday-Saturday at 11:00 (Sun at 10:00), and a colorful dismounting ceremony takes place daily at 16:00. The rest of the day, they just stand there—making for boring video (at Horse Guards Parade on Whitehall, directly across from the Banqueting House, between Trafalgar Square and 10 Downing Street, Tube: Westminster, www.changing-guard.com). Buckingham Palace pageantry is canceled when it rains, but the Horse Guards change regardless of the weather.
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▲Banqueting House



England’s first Renaissance building (1619-1622) is still standing. Designed by Inigo Jones, built by King James I, and decorated by his son Charles I, the Banqueting House came to symbolize the Stuart kings’ “divine right” management style—the belief that God himself had anointed them to rule. The house is one of the few London landmarks spared by the 1698 fire and the only surviving part of the original Palace of Whitehall. Today it opens its doors to visitors, who enjoy a restful 10-minute audiovisual history, a 45-minute audioguide, and a look at the exquisite banqueting hall itself. As a tourist attraction, it’s basically one big room, with sumptuous ceiling paintings by Peter Paul Rubens. At Charles I’s request, these paintings drove home the doctrine of the legitimacy of the divine right of kings. Ironically, in 1649—divine right ignored—King Charles I was famously executed right here.


Cost and Hours: £7, includes audioguide, daily 10:00-17:00, may close for government functions—though it’s always open at least until 13:00 (call ahead for recorded info), immediately across Whitehall from the Horse Guards, Tube: Westminster, tel. 020/3166-6155, www.hrp.org.uk.


ON TRAFALGAR SQUARE


(See “Trafalgar Square Area” map.)


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. A remodeling of the square has rerouted car traffic, helping reclaim the area for London’s citizens. 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, inspiring the steeple-over-the-entrance style of many town churches in New England. 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, hordes of people, and—until recently—even more pigeons. A former London mayor decided that London’s “flying rats” were a public nuisance and evicted Trafalgar Square’s venerable seed salesmen (Tube: Charing Cross).
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▲▲▲National Gallery



(See “National Gallery” map.)


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. You’ll peruse 700 years of art—from gold-backed Madonnas to Cubist bathers.
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Cost and Hours: Free, £5 suggested donation, special exhibits extra; daily 10:00-18:00, Fri until 21:00, last entry to special exhibits 45 minutes before closing; floor plan-£2; on Trafalgar Square, Tube: Charing Cross or Leicester Square, tel. 020/7747-2885, www.nationalgallery.org.uk.


Tours: Free one-hour overview tours leave from the Sainsbury Wing info desk Mon-Fri at 14:00 (no tours Sat-Sun); excellent £5 audioguides—choose from one-hour highlights tour, several theme tours, or an option that lets you dial up info on any painting in the museum.


Eating: Consider splitting afternoon tea at the $$$ National Dining Rooms, on the first floor of the Sainsbury Wing (see here). The $$$ National Café, located near the Getty Entrance, has a table-service restaurant and café. Seek out the $ Espresso Bar, near the Portico and Getty entrances, for sandwiches and pastries.


Visiting the Museum: Enter through the Sainsbury Entrance (facing Trafalgar Square), in the modern annex to the left of the classic building, and climb the stairs.


Medieval: In Room 51 (and nearby rooms), 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 altarpieces, The Wilton Diptych, is tucked in the small alcove in Room 51. Two saint/kings and St. John the Baptist present King Richard II (left panel) to the Virgin Mary and her rosy-cheeked baby (right panel), who are surrounded by angels with flame-like wings. Despite the gold-leaf background, the kings have distinct, down-to-earth faces.


Italian Renaissance: In painting, the Renaissance meant realism. Artists rediscovered the beauty of nature and the human body. In Room 63, 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 woman likely is not pregnant—the fashion of the day was to gather up the folds of one’s extremely full-skirted dress).


Michelangelo’s (unfinished) The Entombment is inspired by ancient statues of balanced, anatomically perfect, nude Greek gods. Renaissance balance and symmetry reign. Christ is the center of the composition, flanked by two people leaning equally, who support his body with strips of cloth. They, in turn, are flanked by two others.
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Raphael’s Pope Julius II gives a behind-the-scenes look at this complex leader. On the one hand, the pope is an imposing pyramid of power, with a velvet shawl, silk shirt, and fancy rings boasting of wealth and success. But at the same time, he’s a bent and broken man, his throne backed into a corner, 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.


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.
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Baroque: While artists in Protestant and democratic Europe painted simple scenes, those in Catholic and aristocratic countries turned to the style called Baroque. Baroque art took what was flashy in Venetian art and made it flashier, what was gaudy and made it gaudier, what was dramatic and made it 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. Come-as-you-are poets like Wordsworth found the same ecstasy just in being outside. 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. Even British portraits (by Thomas Gainsborough and others) placed refined lords and ladies amid idealized greenery. 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. Van Gogh was the point man of his culture. He added emotion to Impressionism, infusing life even into inanimate objects. These sunflowers, painted with characteristic swirling brushstrokes, shimmer and writhe in either agony or ecstasy—depending on your own mood.


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



A selective walk through this 500-year-long Who’s Who of British history is quick and free, and puts faces on the story of England. The collection is well-described, not huge, and in historical sequence, from the 16th century on the second floor to today’s royal family, usually housed on the ground floor. Some highlights: Henry VIII and wives; portraits of the “Virgin Queen” Elizabeth I, Sir Francis Drake, and Sir Walter Raleigh; the only real-life portrait of William Shakespeare; Oliver Cromwell and Charles I with his head on; portraits by Gainsborough and Reynolds; the Romantics (William Blake, Lord Byron, William Wordsworth, and company); Queen Victoria and her era; and the present royal family, including the late Princess Diana and the current Duchess of Cambridge—Kate.


Cost and Hours: Free, £5 suggested donation, special exhibits extra; daily 10:00-18:00, Fri until 21:00; excellent audioguide-£3, floor plan-£2; entry 100 yards off Trafalgar Square (around the corner from National Gallery, opposite Church of St. Martin-in-the-Fields), Tube: Charing Cross or Leicester Square, tel. 020/7306-0055, www.npg.org.uk.



▲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.
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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; Mon-Fri 8:30-18:00, Sat-Sun from 9:00, closed to visitors during services—listed at the entrance and on the website; Tube: Charing Cross, tel. 020/7766-1100, www.stmartin-in-the-fields.org. The church is famous for its concerts, including a free lunchtime concert several days a week and evening concerts (for details, see “Entertainment in London,” later, as well as the church’s website).


THE WEST END AND NEARBY


(See “West End & Nearby” map.)



▲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 and swimming with youth on the rampage.


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.
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▲Soho



North of Piccadilly, once-seedy Soho has become trendy—with many recommended restaurants—and is well worth a gawk. It’s the epicenter of London’s thriving, colorful youth scene, a fun and funky Sesame Street of urban diversity.



▲▲Covent Garden



This large square is filled with people and street performers—jugglers, sword swallowers, magicians, 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 (when such buildings were all the Industrial Age rage) to house the stalls of what became London’s chief produce market. Covent Garden remained a produce market until 1973, when its venerable arcades were converted to boutiques, cafés, and antique shops. A tourist market thrives here today (for details, see here).
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The “Actors’ Church” of St. Paul, the Royal Opera House, and the London Transport Museum (described next) all border the square, and theaters are nearby. The area is a people-watcher’s delight, with cigarette eaters, Punch-and-Judy acts, food that’s not good for you (or your wallet), trendy crafts, and row after row of boutique shops and market stalls. Better Covent Garden lunch deals can be found by walking a block or two away from the eye of this touristic hurricane (check out the places north of the Tube station, along Endell and Neal Streets).



▲London Transport Museum



This modern, well-presented museum is fun for kids and thought-provoking for adults (if a bit overpriced). Whether you’re cursing or marveling at the buses and Tube, the growth of Europe’s third-biggest city (after Istanbul and Moscow) has been made possible by its public transit system.


Cost and Hours: £18, kids under 18 free, daily 10:00-18:00, last entry 45 minutes before closing; pleasant upstairs café with Covent Garden view; in southeast corner of Covent Garden courtyard, Tube: Covent Garden, tel. 020/7379-6344, www.ltmuseum.co.uk.


Visiting the Museum: Take the elevator up to the top floor...and the year 1800, when horse-drawn vehicles ruled the road. Next, you descend to the first floor and the world’s first underground Metro system, which used steam-powered locomotives (the Circle Line, c. 1865). On the ground floor, horses and trains are replaced by motorized vehicles (cars, taxis, double-decker buses, streetcars), resulting in 20th-century congestion. How to deal with it? In 2003, car drivers in London were slapped with a congestion charge, and today, a half-billion people ride the Tube every year.
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▲Courtauld Gallery



This gallery, part of the Courtauld Institute of Art, may be closed for a multiyear renovation when you visit. If it is open, you’ll see medieval European paintings and works by Rubens, the Impressionists (Manet, Monet, and Degas), Post-Impressionists (Cézanne and an intense Van Gogh self-portrait), and more. The gallery is located within the grand Somerset House; enjoy the riverside eateries and the courtyard featuring a playful fountain.


Cost and Hours: £7, price can change with exhibit; generally daily 10:00-18:00 but may be closed for renovation; in Somerset House on the Strand, Tube: Temple or Covent Garden, recorded info tel. 020/7848-2526, www.courtauld.ac.uk.



BUCKINGHAM PALACE AREA



(See “Buckingham Palace Area” map.)


The working headquarters of the British monarchy, Buckingham Palace is where the Queen carries out her official duties as the head of state. She and other members of the royal family also maintain apartments here. The property hasn’t always been this grand—James I (1603-1625) first brought the site under royal protection as a place for his mulberry plantation, for rearing silkworms.
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Combo-Tickets: A £45 “Royal Day Out” combo-ticket covers the three palace sights that charge admission: the State Rooms, the Queen’s Gallery, and the Royal Mews; the £20.70 version covers the Queen’s Gallery and Royal Mews. You can also pay for each of these sights separately (prices listed later). For more information or to book online, see www.rct.uk. Many tourists are more interested in the Changing of the Guard, which costs nothing at all to view.



▲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 Queen is at home, the royal standard flies (a red, yellow, and blue flag); otherwise, the Union Jack flaps in the wind. The Queen opens her palace to the public—but only for a couple of months in summer, when she’s out of town.


Cost and Hours: £25 for State Rooms and throne room, includes audioguide; late July-Sept only, daily 9:30-19:30, Sept until 18:30, last entry 75 minutes before closing; limited to 8,000 visitors a day by timed entry; come early to the palace’s Visitor Entrance (opens at 9:00), or book ahead in person, by phone, or online; Tube: Victoria, tel. 0303/123-7300—but Her Majesty rarely answers.


Queen’s Gallery at Buckingham Palace


A small sampling of Queen Elizabeth’s personal collection of art is on display in five rooms in a wing adjoining the palace. Her 7,000 paintings, one of the largest private art collections in the world, are actually a series of collections built upon by each successive monarch since the 16th century. 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.


Cost and Hours: £12 but can change depending on exhibit, daily 10:00-17:30, from 9:30 late July-Sept, last entry 75 minutes before closing, Tube: Victoria, tel. 0303/123-7301. Men shouldn’t miss the mahogany-trimmed urinals.


Royal Mews


A visit to the Queen’s working stables is likely to be disappointing unless you follow the included audioguide or the hourly guided tour (April-Oct only, 45 minutes), in which case it’s fairly entertaining—especially if you’re interested in horses and/or royalty. You’ll see only a few of the Queen’s 30 horses (most active between 10:00 and 12:00), a fancy car, and a bunch of old carriages, finishing with the Gold State Coach (c. 1760, 4 tons, 4 mph). Queen Victoria said absolutely no cars. When she died, in 1901, the mews got its first Daimler. Today, along with the hay-eating transport, the stable is home to five Bentleys and Rolls-Royce Phantoms, with at least one on display.


Cost and Hours: £12; daily 10:00-17:00, off-season until 16:00, closed Sun in Nov and all of Dec-Jan; last entry 45 minutes before closing, generally busiest immediately after Changing of the Guard, guided tours on the hour in summer; Buckingham Palace Road, Tube: Victoria, tel. 0303/123-7302.



▲▲Changing of the Guard at Buckingham Palace



This is the spectacle every London visitor has to see at least once: stone-faced, bearskin-hatted guards changing posts with much fanfare, accompanied by a brass band. (This is also where you’ll see nearly every tourist in London gathered in one place at the same time.)
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The most famous part takes place right in front of Buckingham Palace at 11:00. But before and after that, over the course of about an hour, several guard-changing ceremonies and parades converge within a few hundred yards of Buckingham Palace in a perfect storm of red-coated pageantry, more or less simultaneously. Most tourists just show up near the palace gate and get lost in the crowds, but if you’re savvy, you can catch a satisfying glimpse from less crowded locations with much less wait than if you station yourself at the palace gate (see the “Changing of the Guard Timeline” sidebar). Once it’s all over, unwind with a stroll through nearby St. James’s Park.


Cost and Hours: Free, May-July daily at 11:00, Aug-April Sun-Mon, Wed, and Fri, no ceremony in very wet weather; exact schedule subject to change—call 020/7766-7300 for the day’s plan, or check www.householddivision.org.uk (search “Changing the Guard”); Buckingham Palace, Tube: Victoria, St. James’s Park, or Green Park. Or hop into a big black taxi and say, “Buck House, please.”


[image: ]


Tips: Download the official app for maps and background on the pageantry (www.rct.uk). The only public WC in the area is near St. James’s Palace, just inside the gate to the park from Marlborough Road.


Viewing the Official Ceremony: The center of all this fanfare is the half-hour ceremony that takes place in the forecourt (between the palace and the fence) in front of Buckingham Palace. At 11:00 a batch of fresh guards meets the Old Guard in the courtyard, where the captain of the Old Guard hands over the keys. As the band plays, soldiers parade regimental flags (or “colours”), get counted and inspected—all with a lot of shouting—and finally exchange compliments before the tired guards return to Wellington Barracks, and a subset of the New Guard heads off to take over at St. James’s Palace.


By the Palace Fence: If the actual changing of the Buckingham Palace guards is a must-see for you, show up at least an hour early to get a place front and center, next to the fence (shorter travelers should aim for two hours ahead in high season).




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).












Near the Victoria Memorial: If you can’t get a spot right by the gates, try the high ground on the circular Victoria Memorial, which can give you good (if more distant) views of the palace as well as the arriving and departing processions along The Mall and Spur Road. If grabbing an early spot, think about whether you’ll still have a view once the crowds fill in—balustrades and other raised spots go quickly.


Following the Procession: If the main ceremony doesn’t seem worth all the waiting and jostling, you can still enjoy plenty of fun fanfare—and the thrill of participating in the action—by planting yourself on the route of a string of processions that happen before, during, and after the official guard changing at Buckingham Palace.


To catch as much as possible, here’s what I’d do:


Show up at St. James’s Palace by 10:30 to see its soon-to-be-off-duty guards mobilizing in the courtyard (grab a spot just across Marlborough Road from the courtyard; people grouped on the palace side of the street will be asked to move when the inspection begins).


Just before they prepare to leave (at 10:43), march ahead of them down Marlborough Road to The Mall and pause at the corner to watch them parade past, possibly with a band, on their way to Buckingham Palace.


Then cut through the park and head to the Wellington Barracks—where a fresh batch of guards is undergoing inspection before they leave (at 10:57) for Buckingham Palace.


March along with the New Guard and their full military band, from the barracks to Buckingham Palace.


If it’s too packed to see any of the action behind the palace gates, snap a few photos of the passing guards—and the crowds—before making your way back up The Mall, to where it meets Stable Yard Road, in time to watch several more processions: relief guards coming from Buckingham Palace at 11:10 for a switch of sentries at Clarence House (Prince Charles’ official home), then other guards heading down The Mall toward Buckingham Palace at 11:25, and, at 11:37, a procession of cavalry guards en route from the Horse Guards to their barracks in Green Park.


Finally, at about 11:45, plant yourself back at the corner of The Mall and Marlborough Road for a great photo op as one last procession, the bulk of St. James’s Palace New Guard, makes its way from Buckingham Palace to start its shift.


Join a Tour: Local tour companies such as Fun London Tours more or less follow the route above but add in history and facts about the guards, bands, and royal family to their already entertaining march. These walks add color and good value to what can otherwise seem like a stressful mess of tourists (£17, Changing of the Guard tour starts at Piccadilly Circus at 9:40, must book online in advance, www.funlondontours.com).


Sights in North London



▲▲▲British Museum



(See “British Museum Overvoiew” map.)


Simply put, this is the greatest chronicle of civilization...anywhere. A visit here is like taking a long hike through Encyclopedia Britannica National Park. 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—famous as the place where Karl Marx hung out while formulating his ideas on communism and writing Das Kapital—sometimes hosts special exhibits.
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Cost and Hours: Free, £5 donation requested, special exhibits usually 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; free guided tours offered, multimedia guide-£7; Great Russell Street, Tube: Tottenham Court Road, ticket desk tel. 020/7323-8181, www.britishmuseum.org.


Tours: Free 40-minute EyeOpener tours by volunteers focus on select rooms (daily 11:00-15:45, generally every 15 minutes). More in-depth 90-minute tours are offered Fri-Sun at 11:30 and 14:00. Ask about other specialty tours and lectures.
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The £7 multimedia guide offers dial-up audio commentary and video on 200 objects, as well as several substantial and cerebral theme tours (must leave photo ID). There’s also a fun family multimedia guide offering various themed routes.
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[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.


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. 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 writing could be decoded.


The hieroglyphic writing in the upper part of the stone was indecipherable for a thousand years. Did a picture of a bird mean “bird”? Or was it a sound, forming part of a larger word, like “burden”? As it turned out, hieroglyphics are a complex combination of the two, surprisingly more phonetic than symbolic. (For example, the hieroglyph that looks like a mouth or an eye is the letter “R.”)
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The Rosetta Stone allowed linguists to break the code. It contains a single inscription repeated in three languages. The bottom third is plain old Greek, while the middle is medieval Egyptian. By comparing the two known languages with the one they didn’t know, translators figured out the hieroglyphics.


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 pyramids were supersized tombs for the rich and famous.) The result is that we now have Egyptian bodies that are as well preserved as Larry King.


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.


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: Long before Saddam Hussein, Iraq was home to other palace-building, iron-fisted rulers—the Assyrians. They 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.”


The British Museum’s valuable collection of Assyrian artifacts has become even more priceless since the recent destruction of ancient sites in the Middle East by ISIS terrorists.


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.)
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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 Iraq) and passed down to their less-civilized descendants, the Assyrians.


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: The history of ancient Greece (600 BC-AD 1) could be subtitled “making order out of chaos.” While Assyria was dominating the Middle East, “Greece”—a gaggle of warring tribes roaming the Greek peninsula—was floundering in darkness. But by about 700 BC, these tribes began settling down, experimenting with democracy, forming self-governing city-states, and making ties with other city-states.


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.


The highlight is the Parthenon Sculptures—taken from the temple dedicated to Athena, the crowning glory of an enormous urban-renewal plan during Greece’s Golden Age.


While the building itself remains in Athens, many of the Parthenon’s best sculptures are right here in the British Museum—the so-called Elgin Marbles, named for the shrewd British ambassador who had his men hammer, chisel, and saw them off the Parthenon in the early 1800s.
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These much-wrangled-over bits of the Parthenon (from about 450 BC) are indeed impressive. 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).



▲Sir John Soane’s Museum



Architects love this quirky place, as do fans of interior decor, eclectic knickknacks, and Back Door sights. Tour this furnished home on a bird-chirping square and see 19th-century chairs, lamps, wood-paneled nooks and crannies, sculptures, and stained-glass skylights just as they were when the owner lived here. As professor of architecture at the Royal Academy, Soane created his home to be a place of learning, cramming it floor to ceiling with ancient relics, curios, and famous paintings, including several excellent Canalettos and Hogarth’s series on The Rake’s Progress (which is hidden behind a panel in the Picture Room and opened randomly at the museum’s discretion, usually twice an hour). Soane even purchased the Egyptian sarcophagus of King Seti I (Ramesses II’s father, on display in the basement) after the British Museum turned it down—at the time, they couldn’t afford the £2,000 sticker price.
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In 1833, just before his death, Soane established his house as a museum, stipulating that it be kept as nearly as possible in the state he left it. If he visited today, he’d be entirely satisfied by the diligence with which the staff safeguards his treasures. You’ll leave wishing you’d known the man.


Cost and Hours: Free, but donations much appreciated; Wed-Sun 10:00-17:00, closed Mon-Tue; often long entry lines (especially Sat), knowledgeable volunteers in most rooms, guidebook-£5; free 30-minute tour of private apartment at 13:15 and 14:00, £15 one-hour highlights tour must be booked ahead online and runs Thu-Sun at 12:00 plus Sat-Sun at 11:00; 13 Lincoln’s Inn Fields, quarter-mile southeast of British Museum, Tube: Holborn, tel. 020/7405-2107, www.soane.org.



▲▲▲British Library



(See “British Library Tour” map.)


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.


Cost and Hours: Free, £5 suggested donation, admission charged for special exhibits; 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, tel. 019/3754-6060, info tel. 020/7412-7676, www.bl.uk.


Tours: There are no guided tours or audioguides for the permanent collection. There are, however, guided tours of the building itself—the archives and reading rooms (for details, call 019/3754-6546 or see the website). Touch-screen computers in the permanent collection let you page virtually through some of the rare books.


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


Visiting the Library: Entering the library courtyard, you’ll see a big statue of a naked Isaac Newton bending forward with a compass to measure the universe. The statue symbolizes the library’s purpose: to gather all knowledge and promote humanity’s endless search for truth.


Stepping inside, you’ll find in the middle of the building a 50-foot-tall wall of 65,000 books teasingly exposing its shelves. In 1823 King George III gifted his collection to the people under the condition the books remain on display for all to see. The high-tech bookshelf—with moveable lifts to reach the highest titles—sits behind glass, inaccessible to commoners but ever visible. Likewise, the reading rooms upstairs are not open to the public.


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. Note that exhibits change often, and many of the museum’s old, fragile manuscripts need to “rest” periodically in order to stay well preserved. 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.
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In the display cases called 3 Art of the Book, you’ll find various medieval-era books, some beautifully illustrated or “illuminated.” The lettering is immaculate, but all are penned by hand. 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 can read an electronic copy of these manuscripts by using one of the touchscreen computers scattered around the room.


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. Until then, kings had ruled by God-given authority, above the laws of men. Now, for the first time, there were limits—in writing—on how a king could treat his subjects.


Return to the main room to find display cases featuring trailblazing 6 art and science documents by early scientists such as Galileo, Isaac Newton, and many more. 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 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.



▲Wallace Collection



Sir Richard Wallace’s fine collection of 17th-century Dutch Masters, 18th-century French Rococo, medieval armor, and assorted aristocratic fancies fills the sumptuously furnished Hertford House on Manchester Square. From the rough and intimate Dutch lifescapes of Jan Steen to the pink-cheeked Rococo fantasies of François Boucher, a wander through this little-visited mansion makes you nostalgic for the days of the empire. This collection would be a big deal in a midsize city, but here in London it gets pleasantly lost. Because this is a “closed collection” (nothing new is acquired and nothing permanent goes on loan), it feels more like visiting a classic English manor estate than a museum. It’s thoroughly enjoyable.
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Cost and Hours: Free, £5 suggested donation, daily 10:00-17:00, audioguide-£4, just north of Oxford Street on Manchester Square, Tube: Bond Street, tel. 020/7563-9500, www.wallacecollection.org.



▲Madame Tussauds Waxworks



This waxtravaganza is gimmicky, crass, and crazy expensive, but dang fun...a hit with the kind of tourists who skip the British Museum. 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 all the eerily realistic wax dummies—from the Queen and Will and Kate to the Beckhams—you’ll have the chance to learn how they created this waxy army; hop on a people-mover and cruise through 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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Cost and Hours: £35, kids-£30 (free for kids under 3), up to 25 percent cheaper online; combo-deal with the London Eye. Very flexible hours (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, tel. 0871-894-3000, www.madametussauds.com.




Beatles Sights


London’s city center is surprisingly devoid of sights associated with the famous ’60s rock band. To see much of anything, consider taking a guided walk (see here).


For a photo op, go to Abbey Road and walk the famous crosswalk pictured on the Abbey Road album cover (northwest of Regent’s Park, Tube: St. John’s Wood, get information and buy Beatles memorabilia at the small kiosk in the station). From the Tube station, it’s a five-minute walk west down Grove End Road to the intersection with Abbey Road. The Abbey Road recording studio is the low-key white building to the right of Abbey House (it’s still a working studio, so you can’t go inside). Ponder the graffiti on the low wall outside, and...imagine. To re-create the famous cover photo, shoot the crosswalk from the roundabout as you face north up Abbey Road. Shoes are optional.
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Nearby is Paul McCartney’s current home (7 Cavendish Avenue): Continue down Grove End Road, turn left on Circus Road, and then right on Cavendish. Please be discreet.


The Beatles Store is at 231 Baker Street (Tube: Baker Street). It’s small—some Beatles-logo T-shirts, mugs, pins, and old vinyl like you might have in your closet—and has nothing of historic value (open eight days a week, 10:00-18:30, tel. 020/7935-4464, www.beatlesstorelondon.co.uk; another rock memorabilia store is across the street).





Crowd-Beating Tips: The ticket-buying line can be an hour or more (believe the posted signs about the wait). To avoid the ticket line, book a Priority Entrance ticket and reserve a time slot at least a day in advance. Or, pay royally for a Fast Track ticket in advance (available from souvenir stands and shops or at the TI), which gives you access to a dedicated entrance with shorter lines. The place is less crowded (for both buying tickets at the door and for simply enjoying the place) if you arrive after 15:00.



Sherlock Holmes Museum



Around the corner from Madame Tussauds, this meticulous re-creation of the (fictional) apartment of the (fictional) detective sits at the (real) address of 221b Baker Street. The first-floor replica (so to speak) of Sherlock’s study delights fans with the opportunity to play Holmes and Watson while sitting in authentic 18th-century chairs. The second and third floors offer fine exhibits on daily Victorian life, showing off furniture, clothes, pipes, paintings, and chamber pots; in other rooms, models are posed to enact key scenes from Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s famous books.
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Cost and Hours: £15, daily 9:30-18:00, expect to wait 15 minutes or more—up to 2 hours in peak season; buy tickets inside the gift shop first, then get in line outside the museum (if you’re traveling with a partner, send one person in to buy tickets while the other waits in the entrance line); large gift shop for Holmes connoisseurs, including souvenirs from the BBC-TV series; Tube: Baker Street, tel. 020/7935-8866, www.sherlock-holmes.co.uk.


Nearby: Fans of BBC-TV’s Sherlock series starring Benedict Cumberbatch—which this museum doesn’t cover—may want to grab a bite or snap a photo at Speedy’s Café, the filming location for the show’s 221b exterior (located near Euston Station at 187 North Gower Street, Tube: Euston Square).


Sights in 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. Within The City are 23 churches designed by Sir Christopher Wren, mostly just ornamentation around St. Paul’s Cathedral. Today, while home to only 10,000 residents, The City thrives with around 400,000 office workers coming and going daily. 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: ] 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



(See “St. Paul’s Cathedral” map.)


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 St. Paul’s volunteer fire watchmen, who stayed on the dome. Today you can climb the dome for a great city view. The crypt (included with admission) is a world of historic bones and memorials, including Admiral Nelson’s tomb and interesting cathedral models.
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Cost and Hours: £20, cheaper online, includes church entry, dome climb, crypt, tour, and audioguide; Mon-Sat 8:30-16:30 (dome opens at 9:30), closed Sun except for worship; Tube: St. Paul’s, tel. 020/7246-8350, www.stpauls.co.uk.


Avoiding Lines: Purchasing online tickets 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 occasionally spoken, not sung). If you come 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. 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 “highlights” tours are offered throughout the day. The audioguide (included with admission) contains video clips that show the church in action.


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


Visiting the Cathedral: Even now, as skyscrapers encroach, the 365-foot-high dome of St. Paul’s rises majestically above the rooftops of the neighborhood. The tall dome is set on classical columns, capped with a lantern, topped by a six-foot ball, and iced with a cross. As the first Anglican cathedral built in London after the Reformation, it is Baroque: St. Peter’s in Rome filtered through clear-eyed English reason. Though often the site of historic funerals (Queen Victoria and Winston Churchill), St. Paul’s most famous ceremony was a wedding—when Prince Charles married Lady Diana Spencer in 1981.
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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.


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). General Wellington, Napoleon’s conqueror at Waterloo (1815) and the embodiment of British stiff-upper-lippedness, was honored here in a funeral packed with 13,000 fans.


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.


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 altar), 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.
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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.


Climb the Dome: The 528-step climb is worthwhile, and each level (or gallery) offers something different. First you get to the Whispering Gallery (257 shallow steps, with views of the church interior). Whisper sweet nothings into the wall, and your partner (and anyone else) standing far away can hear you. For best effects, try whispering (not talking) with your mouth close to the wall, while your partner stands a few dozen yards away with his or her 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. Looking west, you’ll see the London Eye, and you might be able to make out the towers of Westminster Abbey. To the south, across the Thames, is the rectangular smokestack of the Tate Modern, with Shakespeare’s Globe nestled nearby. To the east sprouts a glassy garden of skyscrapers, including the 600-foot-tall, black-topped Tower 42, the bullet-shaped 30 St. Mary Axe building (nicknamed “The Gherkin”), and two more buildings easily ID’d by their nicknames—“The Cheese Grater” and “The Walkie-Talkie.” Farther in the distance, the cluster of skyscrapers marks Canary Wharf. Just north of that was the site of the 2012 Olympic Games, now a pleasant park.


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.”



▲Old Bailey



To view the British legal system in action—lawyers in little blond wigs speaking legalese with an upper-crust accent—spend a few minutes in the visitors’ gallery at the Old Bailey courthouse, called the “Central Criminal Court.” Don’t enter under the dome; continue up the block about halfway to the modern part of the building—the entry is at Warwick Passage.


Cost and Hours: Free, generally Mon-Fri 10:00-13:00 & 14:00-17:00 depending on caseload, last entry at 12:40 and 15:40 but often closes an hour or so earlier, closed Sat-Sun, fewer cases in Aug; no kids under 14; 2 blocks northwest of St. Paul’s on Old Bailey Street (down a tunnel called Warwick Passage, follow signs to public entrance), Tube: St. Paul’s, tel. 020/7248-3277 www.cityoflondon.gov.uk.




London’s Best Views


Though London is a height-challenged city, you can get lofty perspectives on it from several high-flying places. 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.


Tate Modern: One of the best, easiest, and cheapest views (free) is to head to the Tate Modern’s annex—the Blavatnik Building—and ride the elevator to floor 10, where you’ll enjoy sweeping views of the skyline (plus the Tate’s own tower in the foreground). You can also ride to floor 6 of the main building. See here.


20 Fenchurch (a.k.a. “The Walkie-Talkie”): Get 360-degree views of London from the mostly enclosed Sky Garden, complete with a thoughtfully planned urban garden, bar, restaurants, and lots of locals. It’s free to access 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). If you can’t get a reservation, try arriving before 10:00 (or 11:00 on weekends) and ask to go up. Once in, you can stay as long as you like.


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 (see here, on Sun bar closes one hour before bookstore, www.5thview.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. See here.


Primrose Hill: For dramatic 360-degree city views, head to the huge grassy expanse at the summit of Primrose Hill, just north of Regent’s Park (off Prince Albert Road, Tube: Chalk Farm or Camden Town, www.royalparks.org.uk/parks/the-regents-park).


The Thames River: Various companies run boat trips on the Thames, offering a unique vantage point and unobstructed, ever-changing views of great landmarks (see here).





Bag Check: Old Bailey has a strictly enforced policy of no bags, mobile phones, cameras, computers, or food. Small purses are OK (but no phones or cameras inside). You can check bags at many nearby businesses, including the Capable Travel agency just down the street at 4 Old Bailey (£5/bag).


The Guildhall


Hiding out in The City, the Guildhall offers visitors a grand medieval hall and a delightful painting gallery for free (Mon-Sat 10:00-17:00, Sun 12:00-16:00). This served as the meeting spot for guilds in medieval times, and still hosts about 100 professional associations today. The Guildhall Art Gallery gives insight into old London society with mostly Victorian paintings.



▲Museum of London



This regular stop for local school kids gives the best overview of London history in town. Scale models and costumes help you visualize everyday life in the city through history—from Neanderthals, to Romans, to Elizabethans, to Victorians, to Mods, to today. The displays are chronological, spacious, and informative without being overwhelming, with enough whiz-bang multimedia displays (including the Plague and the Great Fire) to spice up otherwise humdrum artifacts.


Cost and Hours: Free, daily 10:00-18:00, last entry one hour before closing, see the day’s events board for special talks and tours, café, lockers, 150 London Wall at Aldersgate Street, Tube: Barbican or St. Paul’s plus a 5-minute walk, tel. 020/7001-9844, www.museumoflondon.org.uk.



▲▲▲Tower of London



(See “Tower of London” map.)


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: £30.30, cheaper online, family ticket available; Tue-Sat 9:00-17:30, Sun-Mon from 10:00; Nov-Feb closes one hour earlier; free Beefeater tours available, skippable audioguide-£5, Tube: Tower Hill, tel. 0844-482-7788, www.hrp.org.uk.


Advance Tickets: To avoid the long ticket-buying lines and save a few pounds off the gate price, buy tickets in advance for a specific day on the Tower website (print at home or collect on-site at group ticket office—see map).


Alternatively, you can buy a voucher on your way to the Tower at the Trader’s Gate gift shop, located down the steps from the Tower Hill Tube stop (look for the blue awning down in the stairway, between the Tube station and the busy street). The voucher is good any day and can be exchanged for a ticket at the group ticket office.


Visiting the Tower: Even an army the size of the ticket line couldn’t storm this castle. The 1 entrance gate where you’ll show your ticket was just part of two concentric rings of complete defenses. As you enter, consult the daily event schedule, and consider catching a Beefeater tour.


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. Princess Elizabeth, who was a prisoner here before she became Queen Elizabeth I, was carried down the Thames and through this gate on a barge, thinking about her mom, Anne Boleyn, who had been decapitated inside just a few years earlier. Many English leaders who fell from grace entered through here—Elizabeth was one of the lucky few to walk out.
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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. Over the centuries, the other walls and towers were built around it. Standing high above the rest of old London, 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. Torture ranged from stretching on the rack to the full monty: hanging by the neck until nearly dead, then “drawing” (cut open to be gutted), and finally quartering, with your giblets displayed on the walls as a warning.


Inside the White Tower is a 4 museum with exhibits re-creating medieval life and the Tower’s bloody history of torture and executions. 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). Upstairs, St. John’s Chapel (1080) is the oldest surviving part of the original Tower—and the oldest church in London. On the top floor are the Tower’s actual execution ax and chopping block.
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Across from the White Tower is the entrance to the 5 crown jewels. You’ll pass through a series of rooms with videos and exhibits showing the actual coronation items in the order that they’re used whenever a new king or queen is crowned. 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 orb symbolizes how Christianity rules over the earth, a reminder that even a “divine monarch” is not above God’s law. The Crown of the Queen Mother (Elizabeth II’s famous mum, who died in 2002) has the 106-carat Koh-I-Noor diamond glittering on the front (considered unlucky for male rulers, it adorns the crown of the king’s wife). The Imperial State Crown is what the Queen wears 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).




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. He played the lute and wrote folk songs; his “Pastime with Good Company” is still being performed. 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, a younger woman who stubbornly refused to be just the king’s mistress. Henry begged the pope for an annulment, but—for political reasons, not moral ones—the pope refused. Henry went ahead and divorced his wife anyway, and he was excommunicated.


The event sparked the English Reformation. With his defiance, Henry rejected papal authority in England. He forced monasteries to close, sold off some church land, and confiscated everything else for himself and the Crown. Within a decade, monastic institutions that had operated for centuries were left empty and gutted (many ruined sites can be visited today, including the abbeys of Glastonbury, St. Mary’s at York, Rievaulx, and Lindisfarne). 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. Hard-core Catholics had to assume a low profile. Many English welcomed this break from Italian religious influence, but others rebelled. For the next few generations, England would suffer through bitter Catholic-Protestant differences.


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—the “Flanders Mare.” 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.


In 1536 Henry suffered a serious accident while jousting. His health would never be the same. Increasingly, he suffered from festering boils and violent mood swings, and he became morbidly obese, tipping the scales at 400 pounds with a 54-inch waist.


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. (Ironically, Henry’s own heraldic motto was “Coeur Loyal”—true heart.) Once-wealthy England was becoming depleted, thanks to Henry’s expensive habits, which included making war on France, building and acquiring palaces (he had 50), 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.


When Henry died at age 55, he was succeeded by his nine-year-old son by Jane Seymour, Edward VI. Weak and sickly, Edward died six years later. Next to rule was Mary, Henry’s daughter from his first marriage. A staunch Catholic, she tried to brutally reverse England’s Protestant Reformation, earning the nickname “Bloody Mary.” Finally came Henry’s daughter with Anne Boleyn—Queen Elizabeth I, who ruled a prosperous, expanding England, seeing her father’s seeds blossom into the English Renaissance.


London abounds with “Henry” sights. He was born in Greenwich (at today’s Old Royal Naval College) and was crowned in Westminster Abbey. He built a palace along Whitehall and enjoyed another at Hampton Court. At the National Portrait Gallery, you can see portraits of some of Henry’s wives, and at the Tower you can see where he executed them. Henry is buried alongside his third wife, Jane Seymour, at Windsor Castle.





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. Knights exercised and jousted here, and it was the last place of refuge in troubled times.


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, where Sir Walter Raleigh was imprisoned for 13 years and wrote the first volume of his History of the World.


Walk under the Bloody Tower, cross the cobbled road, and bear right a few steps to find the stairs up onto the wall to reach the 10 Medieval Palace, built around 1240 by Henry III, the king most responsible for the expansive Tower of London complex we see today. From the throne room, continue up the stairs to 11 walk the wall for a fine view of Tower Bridge. Between the White Tower and the Thames are cages housing the 12 ravens. According to 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.


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: £9.80, daily 10:00-18:00 in summer, 9:30-17:30 in winter, enter at northwest tower, Tube: Tower Hill, tel. 020/7403-3761, www.towerbridge.org.uk.


Nearby: The best remaining bit of London’s Roman Wall is just north of the Tower (at the Tower Hill Tube station). The chic St. Katharine Dock, just east of Tower Bridge, has private yachts and mod shops. Across the bridge, on the South Bank, is the upscale Butlers Wharf area, as well as City Hall, museums, the Jubilee Walkway, and, towering overhead, the Shard.


Sights in East London



▲The East End



Immediately east of The City (and Liverpool Street Station), London’s East End is a vibrant neighborhood with great eateries, lively markets, and interesting street art. It’s also known as “Banglatown” for its Bangladeshi communities and curry houses along Brick Lane. Anchoring the area is Old Spitalfields Market, filled with mer-chants and creative food counters (see here and here).
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In medieval times, this was the less desirable end, in part because it was downwind from the noxious hide-tanning district. London’s east/west disparity was exacerbated in Victorian times, when the wind carried the pollution of a newly industrialized London. And it was during this time that Jack the Ripper terrorized this neighborhood.


This area has also long been the city’s arrival point for new immigrants, from the French Protestant Huguenots (late 16th century), to Ashkenazi Jews (late 19th century), to Bangladeshi refugees (1970s). This mixing of cultures—along with a spirit of redevelopment—has given this area a wonderful energy that’s well worth exploring.
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▲Museum of the Home



This low-key but well-organized museum (formerly the Geffrye Museum) is housed in an 18th-century almshouse north of Liverpool Street Station. Its rooms are furnished, themed to everyday life in different times and all very well described. It’s an intimate peek at the middle class as its comforts evolved from 1600 to 2000. In summer, explore the fragrant herb garden. The museum has been closed for renovation but should be reopened by the time you visit; check locally.


Cost and Hours: Free, £3 suggested donation, Tue-Sun 10:00-17:00, closed Mon, garden open April-Oct, 136 Kingsland Road, tel. 020/7739-9893, www.museumofthehome.org.uk.


Getting There: Take the Tube to Liverpool Street, then ride the bus 10 minutes north (bus #149 or #242—leave station through Bishopsgate exit and head left a few steps to find stop; hop off at the Pearson Street stop, just after passing the brick museum on the right). Or take the East London line on the Overground to the Hoxton stop, which is right next to the museum.





Sights on the 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.
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▲▲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.
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The experience starts with an engaging, four-minute show combining a 4-D movie with wind and water effects. Then it’s time to spin around the Eye. 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. Built to celebrate the new millennium, the Eye has become a permanent fixture on the London skyline and inspired countless other cities to build their own wheels.


Cost and Hours: £30, cheaper online, 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.


Advance Tickets and Crowd-Beating Tips: The London Eye is busiest between 11:00 and 17:00, especially on weekends year-round and every day in July and August. For visits during these times, buy timed-entry tickets online in advance at www.londoneye.com or in person at the box office (in the corner of the County Hall building nearest the Eye); day-of tickets can sell out. You can present your advance ticket on your phone; otherwise print it at home, retrieve it from an onsite ticket machine (bring your payment card and confirmation code), or stand in the “Ticket Collection” line. Even if you buy in advance, you may wait 30-45 minutes to board your capsule. The Fast Track ticket may still entail a wait up to 30 minutes—it’s probably not worth the expense.
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▲▲Imperial War Museum



This impressive museum covers the wars and conflicts of the 20th and 21st centuries. You can walk chronologically through World War I, to the rise of fascism, World War II, the Cold War, the Troubles in Northern Ireland, the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and terrorism. Rather than glorify war, the museum explores the human side of the wartime experience and its effect on people back home. It raises thoughtful questions about one of civilization’s more uncivilized, persistent traits. Allow plenty of time; lots of artifacts, interactive experiences, and multimedia exhibits can be engrossing.


Cost and Hours: Free, £5 suggested donation, special exhibits extra, daily 10:00-18:00, last entry one hour before closing, Tube: Lambeth North or Elephant and Castle; buses #3, #12, and #159 from Westminster area; tel. 020/7416-5000, www.iwm.org.uk.
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Visiting the Museum: Start in the atrium to grasp the massive scale of warfare as you wander among and under notable battle machines. The Spitfire plane overhead flew in the Battle of Britain. From here, the displays unfold chronologically as you work your way up from floor to floor. On level 0, enter The First World War, with hundreds of fascinating items. The highlight of the exhibit is a reconstructed trench, with a massive tank rearing overhead, where you’re bombarded with the sounds of war. Climb the stairs for exhibits on World War II. A video clip shows the mesmerizing Adolf Hitler, who roused a defeated Germany to rearm for war again. At the museum shop, double back to see displays on Britain’s fight against the Nazis in North Africa and Operation Overlord—i.e., D-Day.


Level 2, which may be under renovation in 2020, covers the Post-War Years, which began (as the plaque says) “In the shadow of The Bomb” (alongside an actual casing made for the Hiroshima bomb). Level 3 generally has temporary exhibits shedding light on why humans fight. The most powerful exhibit is on level 4—The Holocaust. Photos, video clips, and a few artifacts trace the sad story. A room-size model of the Auschwitz camp testifies to the scale of the slaughter and its banal orderliness. Crowning the museum on level 5, the Lord Ashcroft Gallery celebrates Britain’s heroes who received the Victoria and George Crosses.


FROM TATE MODERN TO CITY HALL


These sights are in Southwark (SUTH-uck), the core of the tourist’s South Bank. Southwark was for centuries the place Londoners would go to escape the rules and decency of the city and let their hair down. Bearbaiting, brothels, rollicking pubs, and theater—you name the dream, and it could be fulfilled just across the Thames. A run-down warehouse district through the 20th century, it’s been gentrified with classy restaurants, office parks, pedestrian promenades, major sights (such as the Tate Modern and Shakespeare’s Globe), and a colorful collection of lesser sights. The area is easy on foot and a scenic—though circuitous—way to connect the Tower of London with St. Paul’s.



▲▲Tate Modern



This striking museum fills a former power station across the river from St. Paul’s with a powerhouse collection including Dalí, Picasso, Warhol, and much more.


Cost and Hours: Free, £5 suggested donation, fee for special exhibits; daily 10:00-18:00, Fri-Sat until 22:00, last entry to special exhibits 45 minutes before closing, especially crowded on weekend days (crowds thin out Fri and Sat evenings); 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 10-15-minute walk; or connect by Tate Boat museum ferry from Tate Britain—see here; tel. 020/7887-8888, www.tate.org.uk.
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Tours: Free 45-minute guided tours are offered at the top of each hour between 11:00 and 16:00; free 10-minute gallery talks take place on occasion (see info desk for details).


Visiting the Museum: The permanent collection is generally on levels 2, 4, and part of level 3 of the Natalie Bell Building. Paintings are arranged according to theme, not artist. Paintings by Picasso, for example, might be scattered in different rooms on different levels. To help you get started, find the “Start Display” room on level 2—highlighting a range of artworks.


Since 1960, London has rivaled New York as a center for the visual arts. You’ll find British artists displayed here—look for work by David Hockney, Henry Moore, and Barbara Hepworth. American art is also prominently represented—keep an eye out for abstract expressionist works by Mark Rothko and Jackson Pollock, and the pop art of Andy Warhol and Roy Lichtenstein. After you see the Old Masters of Modernism (Matisse, Picasso, Kandinsky, and so on), push your mental envelope with works by Pollock, Miró, Bacon, Picabia, Beuys, Twombly, and beyond.


You’ll find temporary exhibits throughout the museum—some free, some requiring a special admission. Additionally, the main hall features a different monumental installation by a prominent artist each year. The museum’s newer twisted-pyramid, 10-story Blavatnik Building also hosts changing themed exhibitions, performance art, experimental film, and interactive sculpture incorporating light and sound.



▲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, 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.



▲▲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.
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then duration. So, a train connection listed as “2/hour, 1.5 hours” departs.
twice each hour and the journey lasts an hour and a half.

Book Updates

This book is updated regularly—but
things change. For the latest, visit
www.ricksteves.com/update.

How Was Your Trip?
Let us know at
www.ricksteves.com/feedback.
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