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THE BEST OF ENGLAND


Map: Top Destinations in England


THE BEST OF LONDON


THE BEST OF BATH


THE BEST OF THE COTSWOLDS


THE BEST OF THE LAKE DISTRICT


THE BEST OF YORK


THE BEST OF EDINBURGH


THE BEST OF THE REST


TRAVEL SMART


Designing Your Itinerary


Trip Costs


Map: Best of England in 2 Weeks


Before You Go


Travel Strategies on the Road


Climb the dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral and marvel at the pageantry of the guards at Buckingham Palace. Strike up a conversation just to hear the Queen’s English. Ponder an ancient stone circle and wander the windswept hills that inspired Wordsworth. See a Shakespeare play or the latest splashy West End musical. Bite into a scone smothered with clotted cream, sip a cup of tea, and wave your pinky as if it’s a Union Jack. From appealing towns to the grandeur of London, England delights.


England is the center of the United Kingdom in every way: home to four out of five UK citizens, the seat of government, the economic powerhouse, and the cultural heart. Regardless of the revolution we had centuries ago, many American travelers feel that they “go home” when they visit England.


The English people have a worldwide reputation for being cheery, courteous, and well mannered. And like days past, Brits flock to the pub to be social. No matter what time of day, a visit to a historic pub is an enriching experience—and you’ll likely make a new friend or two.


Even as England races forward into the 21st century, it preserves its rich history. This means stone circles, ruined abbeys, cathedrals, castles, and palaces are still yours to explore. Britannia rules—enjoy it royally.


THE BEST OF ENGLAND


This book focuses on England’s top destinations, offering a mix of exciting cities and irresistible villages.


London is one of the grandest cities in the world. The town of Bath has attracted visitors since the time of ancient Rome. Quaint Cotswolds towns offer an endearing contrast to the modern-day world. The serene Lake District—crisscrossed with trails, ridges, and lakes—has enough pubs to keep hikers watered and fed. York, with its colorful old town and ghost walks, is a popular haunt for travelers. Across the northern border, Edinburgh is too convenient to pass up—adding a wee bit of Scotland to your trip.


When there are interesting sights or towns near my top destinations, I cover these briefly (as “Near” sights), to help you fill out a free day or a longer stay.


Beyond the major destinations, I’ll cover the Best of the Rest—great destinations that don’t quite make my top cut, but are worth seeing if you have more time or specific interests: the historic college town of Oxford, majestic Blenheim Palace, Shakespeare’s hometown of Stratford-upon-Avon, rejuvenated Liverpool, small Durham with its big cathedral, and ancient Hadrian’s Wall.


To help you link the top sights, I’ve designed a two-week itinerary (on here), with tips for tailoring it to your interests.
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THE BEST OF LONDON


This thriving, teeming metropolis packs in all things British with a cosmopolitan flair: royal palaces, soaring churches, world-class museums, captivating theater, and people-friendly parks. Come prepared to celebrate the tradition and fanfare of yesterday while catching the buzz of a trendsetting city forging its future.







THE BEST OF LONDON
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London’s many grand parks provide a peaceful respite from the big city.







THE BEST OF LONDON
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Plays at Shakespeare’s Globe attract modern-day Juliets and Romeos.







THE BEST OF LONDON
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Spanning the Thames, the pedestrian-only Millennium Bridge connects St. Paul’s Cathedral and the Tate Modern museum.







THE BEST OF LONDON
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The pomp and pageantry of the Changing of the Guard entertains onlookers.







THE BEST OF LONDON
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It’s easy to eat well and affordably in cosmopolitan London.







THE BEST OF LONDON
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A statue of Churchill overlooks historic Parliament Square.







THE BEST OF LONDON
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The London Eye Ferris wheel, a fun addition to the cityscape, offers stunning views to riders.







THE BEST OF LONDON
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Street performers give London a lively vibe.







THE BEST OF BATH


This genteel Georgian showcase city, built around the remains of an ancient Roman bath, hosts an abbey, museums, a spa, walking tours, and graceful architecture that was part of Jane Austen’s world. Proud locals remind visitors that the town is routinely banned from the “Britain in Bloom” contest to give other towns a chance to win.







THE BEST OF BATH
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Bath’s glorious abbey takes center stage in town.







THE BEST OF BATH
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Jane Austen lived—and set two of her novels—in Bath.







THE BEST OF BATH
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The baths that gave the town its unusual name date to Roman times.







THE BEST OF BATH
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The Pump Room has tea, goodies, and samples of “curative” spa water to drink.







THE BEST OF BATH
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The fanciful Parade Gardens, worth a stroll, are near the shop-lined Pulteney Bridge.







THE BEST OF BATH
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The Bizarre Bath walking tour makes any evening enjoyable.







THE BEST OF BATH
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The Thermae Bath Spa taps the thermal springs burbling under Bath.







THE BEST OF BATH
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The lawn in front of the Royal Crescent offers a royal place to relax.







THE BEST OF THE COTSWOLDS


Scattered over this hilly countryside are fragrant fields, peaceful sheep, and dear villages. My favorites are cozy Chipping Campden and popular Stow-on-the-Wold—each with pubs, hikes, and charm to spare. All the Cotswold towns run on slow clocks and yellowed calendars. If the 21st century has come, they don’t care.







THE BEST OF THE COTSWOLDS
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Lovely little Chipping Campden invites and rewards exploration.







THE BEST OF THE COTSWOLDS
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Sheep are as much a part of the Cotswolds as the people.







THE BEST OF THE COTSWOLDS
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Visitors cool off at Bourton-on-the-Water.







THE BEST OF THE COTSWOLDS
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The lodgings in Stow-on-the-Wold can be as quaint as the village itself.







THE BEST OF THE COTSWOLDS
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In Broadway, the buildings—made of local limestone—give off a warm glow.







THE BEST OF THE COTSWOLDS
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At Cotswold Farm Park, it’s easy to make new friends.







THE BEST OF THE COTSWOLDS
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Pubs throughout the Cotswolds provide an atmospheric destination for hikers, bikers, and drivers.







THE BEST OF THE LAKE DISTRICT


The Lake District, about 30 miles long and 30 miles wide, is nature’s lush, green playground. This idyllic region of rugged ridges and tranquil lakes offers scenic hikes, cruises, joyrides, timeless vistas, and William Wordsworth and Beatrix Potter sights, plus an ancient stone circle perfect for pondering it all.







THE BEST OF THE LAKE DISTRICT
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Keswick, the best home base, has an appealing main square, fine eateries, and a lovely lake.







THE BEST OF THE LAKE DISTRICT
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Ullswater is one of the many lakes that give the district its name.







THE BEST OF THE LAKE DISTRICT
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At Dove Cottage, William Wordsworth wrote his finest poetry, inspired by the wonders of nature.







THE BEST OF THE LAKE DISTRICT
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Old-time signs mark old-time pubs.







THE BEST OF THE LAKE DISTRICT
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Castlerigg Stone Circle, just outside Keswick, is 5,000 years old—as old as Stonehenge.







THE BEST OF THE LAKE DISTRICT
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B&Bs provide a welcome home away from home.







THE BEST OF THE LAKE DISTRICT
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An easy loop trail around Buttermere Lake rewards hikers with serene views.







THE BEST OF YORK


Encircled by medieval walls, compact York has a glorious Gothic cathedral, a ruined abbey, and modern museums (on Vikings and more). Classy restaurants hide out in the atmospheric old center, with its “snickelway” passages and colorful Shambles shopping lane.







THE BEST OF YORK
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York’s massive Minster offers up a divine evensong and magnificent, medieval stained glass.







THE BEST OF YORK
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The National Railway Museum’s models range from early “stagecoaches on rails” to the sleek Eurostar.







THE BEST OF YORK
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Gurkha soldiers in the British Army march past the Minster.







THE BEST OF YORK
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A Viking amusement ride or a museum? Jorvik Viking Centre is a bit of both.







THE BEST OF YORK
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Breaking from the pope, Henry VIII closed all monasteries, leaving many—like St. Mary’s Abbey—in ruins.







THE BEST OF YORK
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Along the Shambles street, shops hang old-fashioned signs from old, tilting buildings.







THE BEST OF YORK
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At Bettys Café Tea Rooms, window seats offer the best people-watching.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH


Just north of England’s border is Scotland’s showpiece city. Nestled by craggy bluffs, photogenic Edinburgh boasts a prickly skyline of spires, towers, and domes. Its Royal Mile, lined with medieval buildings, is an attraction-studded stroll through Scottish history. Edinburgh’s proximity and exuberance (nonstop during August’s festivals) bring a Scottish flair to an England trip.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Edinburgh’s famous street, the Royal Mile, offers a pleasing array of attractions, pubs, shops, and historic churches.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Highland dancers stepping over crossed swords practice the Sword Dance.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Some shops make custom kilts using woven (not cheaply printed) tartan material.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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A bagpiper in full regalia plays Scotland’s national instrument.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Shops and pubs, fueled by Scotland’s many whisky distilleries, sell the national drink.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Try a few drams of whisky at a tasting.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Edinburgh’s formidable castle, perched on a bluff high above the Royal Mile, repelled foes long ago.







THE BEST OF THE REST


With extra time, splice any of these destinations into your trip. Oxford has revered colleges and illustrious alumni, and nearby Blenheim Palace was good enough for Churchill. All the world’s a stage, but if you want Shakespeare, Stratford-upon-Avon is the top venue. The lively port of Liverpool launched The Beatles. Durham, with a cavernous cathedral, makes a good stop before or after Hadrian’s Wall, near the Scottish border.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Durham’s cathedral has Europe’s tallest bell tower and memorials for saints, scholars, and coal miners.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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In Oxford, rental punts await unsuspecting novices who think punting looks easy.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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The dining hall at Oxford’s Christ Church College puts most college cafeterias to shame.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Near Oxford, Blenheim Palace attracts historians and garden lovers.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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In Liverpool, John Lennon hangs out at the Cavern Club, named after the original club (now gone) where The Beatles played.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Through his work, Stratford-born Shakespeare explored the sweet sorrow of the human condition.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Built by Romans, the now-ruined Hadrian’s Wall blocked out invaders from what is Scotland today.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Liverpool’s Albert Dock is awash with attractions—museums, restaurants, and nighttime fun.






TRAVEL SMART



Approach England like a veteran traveler, even if it’s your first trip. Design your itinerary, get a handle on your budget, make advance arrangements, and follow my travel strategies on the road.


For my best advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and transportation, see the Practicalities chapter.


Designing Your Itinerary


Decide when to go. July and August are peak season in England, with long days, the best weather, and a busy schedule of tourist fun. May and June can be lovely anywhere. Spring and fall offer decent weather and smaller crowds.


Winter travelers face few crowds 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.


Choose your top destinations. My itinerary (on here) gives you an idea of how much you can reasonably see in 14 days, but it’s easy to adapt it to fit your interests and time frame.


London offers an amazing variety of sights, food, markets, and the most entertainment. Many travelers could spend a week here (and make easy day trips, if desired). Edinburgh offers similar big-city excitement, especially during its festivals in August. If you prefer midsize towns, Bath and York have much to offer.


Historians can choose among sights prehistoric (Stonehenge), Roman (Bath and Hadrian’s Wall), medieval (York and Warwick), royal (Windsor and Blenheim), and many more.


Nature lovers linger in the Lake District (offering a range of easy-to-challenging hikes in a lakes-and-hills setting) and the Cotswolds (with easier hikes through villages, meadows, and rolling hills).


Literary fans make a pilgrimage to Stratford (Shakespeare), Oxford (Tolkien, Lewis, Woolf, Wilde, and more), Bath (Austen), the Lake District (Wordsworth and Potter), and Edinburgh (Burns, Stevenson, Scott, and more). Beatles fans from here, there, and everywhere head to Liverpool.


Draft a rough itinerary. Figure out how many destinations you can comfortably fit in the time you have. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more. Allow enough days per stop: Figure on at least two days for most destinations and four or more for London. Staying in a home base—like London or Bath—and making day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels. Minimize one-night stands, especially consecutive ones; it can be worth taking a late-afternoon train ride or drive to get settled into a town for two nights.


[image: Image]


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.


Instead of spending the first few days of your trip in busy London, I’d recommend a gentler small-town start in Bath and saving London for the grand finale. Going from Heathrow Airport to Bath takes just two hours by train. You’ll be more rested and ready to tackle England’s greatest city at the end of your trip.


Decide if you’ll travel by car, take public transportation, or use a combination. A car is particularly helpful for exploring the Cotswolds and the Lake District (where public transportation can be time-consuming), but is useless in big cities. Some travelers rent a car on site for a day or two, and use public transportation for the rest of their trip.


If relying on public transportation, you’ll likely use a mix of trains and buses. Trains are faster and more expensive than buses (which don’t run as often on Sundays). For efficient regional sightseeing, consider minibus tours (offered from London, Bath, the Lake District, York, and Edinburgh).
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Shakespeare fans visit Stratford-upon-Avon.





Allot sufficient time for transportation in your itinerary; whether you travel by car, train, or bus, it’ll take a half-day to get between most destinations. To determine approximate transportation times between your destinations, study the driving map in the Practicalities chapter or check Google Maps; visit NationalRail.co.uk for train schedules or Traveline.info (a route-planning site that includes train and bus options). If traveling beyond England, consider taking the Eurostar train (to the Continent) or a flight; check Skyscanner.com for intra-European flights.


Plan your days. Fine-tune your itinerary; write out a day-by-day plan of where you’ll be and what you want to see. To help you make the most of your time, I’ve suggested day plans for each major destination. But take sight closures into account: Avoid visiting a town on the one day a week that its must-see sight is closed. Check if any holidays or festivals will fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights (for the latest, visit England’s tourist website, www.visitbritain.com). Note major sights where advance reservations are smart or a free Rick Steves audio tour is available.


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


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


Trip Costs


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


Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to London costs about $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.
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This unforgettable trip will show you the very best that England has to offer, with a little help from Scotland. You can use public transit, rent a car, or use a combination. Renting a car for just a day or two is most fun in the Cotswolds and the Lake District.


















	DAY

	PLAN

	SLEEP










	 

	Arrive in London, head to Bath (2 hours by train from Heathrow, transfer at London’s Paddington Station)

	Bath






	1

	Bath

	Bath






	2

	Bath (could add day for Stonehenge, Wells, and/or Glastonbury)

	Bath






	3

	To Cotswolds (2 hours by train to Moreton-in-Marsh, then 45-minute bus ride)

	Chipping Campden






	4

	Cotswolds

	Chipping Campden






	5

	To Lake District (a minimum of 6 hours by bus, with transfers in Stratford-upon-Avon and Penrith)

	Keswick






	6

	Lake District (hikers could add another day here)

	Keswick






	7

	To Edinburgh, Scotland (allow 3 hours: bus to Penrith, then train to Edinburgh)

	Edinburgh






	8

	Edinburgh

	Edinburgh






	9

	To York later in day (2.5 hours by train)

	York






	10

	York

	York






	11

	To London (2 hours by train)

	London






	12

	London

	London






	13

	London

	London






	14

	London

	London






	 

	Fly home

	 









Adding Best of the Rest Destinations: Visit Oxford and Blenheim Palace after Bath and before the Cotswolds. Stratford and/or Liverpool fall logically between the Cotswolds and the Lake District. Hadrian’s Wall (easier for drivers) and Durham (on the main train line) can be added between Edinburgh and York.
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Average Daily Expenses Per Person
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Car Rental: Allow roughly $350-500 per week (booked well in advance), not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance.


Public Transportation: For a two-week trip, allow about $500 for second-class trains and buses, including Tube fare in London. You’ll usually save money by buying a Britrail England pass that matches your train travel days (“standard” class is cheaper than first class, buy in US before you go); for specifics, see here.


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


City transit passes (for multiple rides or all-day use) decrease your cost per ride. For example, it’s smart to get an Oyster card in London to cover your Tube and bus travel affordably.


Avid sightseers buy combo-tickets or sightseeing passes that cover multiple museums. (For country-wide passes, see here.) If a town doesn’t offer deals, visit only the sights you most want to see, and seek out free sights and experiences (offered even in London—see here).


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


Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel. Some hotels offer discounts if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask). Rooms can cost less in spring and fall (May, June, September, and October). And even seniors can stay cheaply in hostels (most have some private rooms). Or check Airbnb-type sites for deals.


It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in England. You can get tasty, affordable meals at pubs, cafeterias, chain restaurants, street food joints, and fish-and-chips stands. Some upscale restaurants offer early-bird dinner specials. Groceries 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 high tea or a splashy London musical. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.


Before You Go


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


Make sure your travel documents are valid. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow up to 12 weeks or more to renew or get a passport. Be aware of any entry requirements, and pack a copy of your vaccine record (or store it on your phone). Get passport and country-specific travel info at Travel.State.gov.


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. It’s worth thinking about buying essential train tickets in advance, getting a rail pass, renting a car, or booking cheap British 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.


Reserve ahead for key sights. Make reservations or buy tickets in advance for major sights. Reservations are smart at many popular London sights, even those offering free entry. If there’s a particular play or musical you’re set on seeing, you can buy tickets before you go. At Stonehenge, most visitors are happy to view the stones from a distance, but to go inside the circle, you’ll need reservations. To tour the interior of Lennon and McCartney homes in Liverpool, reserve ahead.


Edinburgh’s festivals in August are popular; book ahead for any events you must see (theater, dance, and the Military Tattoo). It’s also smart to book online for Edinburgh Castle. Specifics on booking tickets and reservations are in the individual chapters.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of 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 if you don’t already have one, get a contactless credit card (request your card PIN too). You won’t need to bring along pounds; you can withdraw currency from ATMs while traveling.


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




Rick’s Free Video Clips and Audio Tours


Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 600 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com (just enter a topic 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: image]), these audio tours cover sights and neighborhoods in London, plus Edinburgh’s Royal Mile. Find it in your app store or at RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.
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Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a daypack. Use the packing checklist in the Practicalities chapter as a guide.


Travel Strategies on the Road


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


Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. As you study up on sights, note opening hours, 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 road, train, or bus you’ll take when you leave.


Give local tours a spin. Your appreciation of a place and its history can increase dramatically if you take a walking tour in any big city (try London Walks) or at a museum (some offer live or audio tours), or even hire a private guide (some will drive you around). If you want to learn more about any aspect of England, experts are happy to teach you.


Plan for rain. No matter when you go, the weather can change several times in a day, but rarely is it extreme. Bring a jacket and dress in layers. Just keep traveling and enjoy the “bright spells.” A bout of rain is the perfect excuse to go into a pub and make a new friend.


Outsmart thieves. Although pickpocketing isn’t a major problem outside of bigger cities, it’s still smart to 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 or wallet. Don’t set valuable items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.


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


Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a bus or an exhausting walk across town. 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, closures, sore feet, drizzly days, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.
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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe


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


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


This book offers you a balanced mix of England’s biggies (such as Big Ben and Stonehenge) and more intimate locales (windswept Roman lookouts and nearly edible Cotswold villages). It’s selective: There are dozens of hikes in the Lake District; I recommend only the best ones. 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. And for a Scottish fling, I’ve added Edinburgh, because it’s close and refreshing.


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 England 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 from 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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Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the English people; most exchanges come with an ample side-helping of fun banter. 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, grandest cathedral, or best musical. When an unexpected opportunity pops up, say “yes.”


Ready for a spot of tea and a freshly baked scone? Hear the friendly buzz from the corner pub?


England—here you come!
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London at a Glance


LONDON IN 4 DAYS


Map: London’s Neighborhoods


ORIENTATION


Map: London


Tourist Information


Helpful Hints


Tours


WESTMINSTER WALK


Map: Westminster Walk


SIGHTS


Map: Westminster Abbey Tour


Map: Houses of Parliament


Map: Trafalgar Square Area


Map: Buckingham Palace Area


Map: British Museum Overview


Map: North London


Map: British Library Tour


Map: St. Paul’s Cathedral


Map: The City, The Tower & East London


Map: Tower of London


Map: The South Bank


Map: West London


Map: Victoria & Albert Museum


Map: Greenwich


EXPERIENCES


Shopping


Theater (a.k.a. “Theatre”)


SLEEPING


Victoria Station Neighborhood


Bayswater and Notting Hill


North London


Map: Victoria Station Neighborhood


Map: Bayswater, Notting Hill & Kensington


Other Sleeping Options


Map: North London Neighborhood


EATING


Central London


Map: Central London Restaurants


Victoria Station Neighborhood


Bayswater, Notting Hill, and Kensington


North London


TRANSPORTATION


Getting Around London


Map: London Underground


Map: Handy Bus Routes


Arriving and Departing


Map: London’s Airports


Map: London’s Major Train Stations


NEAR LONDON


Windsor Castle


Map: Windsor


Stonehenge


Map: Stonehenge Overview


Map: Stonehenge


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


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


LONDON IN 4 DAYS


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


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


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


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


Tour St. Paul’s Cathedral and climb its dome for views, then walk across Millennium Bridge to the South Bank to visit the Tate Modern, tour Shakespeare’s Globe, or stroll the Jubilee Walkway.


[image: image]


Day 4: Take your pick of the Victoria and Albert Museum, Tate Britain, Imperial War Museum, or Houses of Parliament. Hit one of London’s many lively open-air markets. Or cruise to Greenwich or Kew Gardens.


[image: image]


ORIENTATION


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


▲▲Natural History Museum Packed with engaging exhibits and enthralled kids. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.
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North London: Neighborhoods in this part of town—including Bloomsbury, Fitzrovia, and Marylebone—contain the exceptional British Museum and overhyped Madame Tussauds Waxworks. Nearby, along busy Euston Road, is the British Library.


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


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


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


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




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





Tourist Information


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


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


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


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




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





Helpful Hints


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Tours


HOP-ON, HOP-OFF DOUBLE-DECKER BUSES


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


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




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





NIGHT BUS TOURS


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



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


LOCAL GUIDES AND DRIVER


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


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


CRUISE BOAT TOURS


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


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


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




Thames Boat Piers


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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







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





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


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


WESTMINSTER WALK


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


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



[image: image] Self-Guided Walk



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




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





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





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


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


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


1 Westminster Bridge


2 Statue of Boadicea


3 Parliament Square


4 Start of Whitehall


5 Cenotaph


6 10 Downing Street & Ministry of Defence


7 Banqueting House


8 Horse Guards


9 Trafalgar Square





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


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


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





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




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





SIGHTS


Central London


Westminster


▲▲▲WESTMINSTER ABBEY


Map: Westminster Abbey Tour


▲▲HOUSES OF PARLIAMENT (PALACE OF WESTMINSTER)


Map: Houses of Parliament


▲▲▲CHURCHILL WAR ROOMS


Map: Trafalgar Square Area


Trafalgar Square


▲▲▲NATIONAL GALLERY


▲▲NATIONAL PORTRAIT GALLERY


▲ST. MARTIN-IN-THE-FIELDS


The West End and Nearby


▲PICCADILLY CIRCUS


▲▲COVENT GARDEN


Buckingham Palace


▲STATE ROOMS AT BUCKINGHAM PALACE


QUEEN’S GALLERY AT BUCKINGHAM PALACE


ROYAL MEWS


Map: Buckingham Palace Area


▲▲CHANGING OF THE GUARD AT BUCKINGHAM PALACE


North London


▲▲▲BRITISH MUSEUM


Map: British Museum Overview


Map: North London


▲▲▲BRITISH LIBRARY


Map: British Library Tour


▲MADAME TUSSAUDS WAXWORKS


The City


▲▲▲ST. PAUL’S CATHEDRAL


Map: St. Paul’s Cathedral


Map: The City, The Tower & East London


▲▲▲TOWER OF LONDON


Map: Tower of London


TOWER BRIDGE


South Bank


▲JUBILEE WALKWAY


▲▲LONDON EYE


▲▲IMPERIAL WAR MUSEUM


Map: The South Bank


▲▲TATE MODERN


▲MILLENNIUM BRIDGE


▲▲SHAKESPEARE’S GLOBE


West London


▲▲TATE BRITAIN


Map: West London


▲HYDE PARK AND SPEAKERS’ CORNER


KENSINGTON PALACE


▲▲▲VICTORIA AND ALBERT MUSEUM


Map: Victoria & Albert Museum


▲▲NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM


Greater London


Greenwich


▲▲CUTTY SARK


OLD ROYAL NAVAL COLLEGE


▲PAINTED HALL


▲NATIONAL MARITIME MUSEUM


▲▲ROYAL OBSERVATORY GREENWICH


Map: Greenwich


West of London


▲▲KEW GARDENS


Central London


Westminster


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



▲▲▲WESTMINSTER ABBEY



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


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




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





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


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



[image: image] SELF-GUIDED TOUR



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


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


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


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


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


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


1 Memorials


2 Nave


3 Choir


4 Coronation Spot


5 Shrine of Edward the Confessor


6 Tomb of Elizabeth I & Mary I


7 Chapel of King Henry VII


8 Royal Air Force Chapel


9 Tomb of Mary, Queen of Scots


10 Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Galleries


11 Poet’s Corner


12 Great Cloister


13 Coronation Chair





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


• Continue into the ornate, flag-draped room up three more stairs (directly behind the main altar).
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Tomb of Elizabeth I (and Mary I)





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


• Go back into the church for the last stop.
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Poets’ Corner





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



▲▲HOUSES OF PARLIAMENT (PALACE OF WESTMINSTER)



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


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


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


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


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




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






[image: image] SELF-GUIDED TOUR



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


• First, take in the cavernous...


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


1 Visitors Entrance


2 Westminster Hall


3 St. Stephen’s Hall


4 Central Lobby


5 House of Lords


6 House of Commons


7 Portcullis House Ticket Office





• Continue up the stairs, and enter...


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


• Continue into the...


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


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


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


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


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


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







Affording London’s Sights


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


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


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


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


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


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


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





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


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






▲▲▲CHURCHILL WAR ROOMS



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


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


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


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