A TRIP TO LONDON

On Tuesday, September 3, 2002 in the evening, I decided that since I was on disability and Andy had a break until Cal Poly Pomona started on September 19, we should go to London.  Why London?  We had a successful trip to New York in 2001, saw many museums, tall buildings (including the World Trade Center), and rode the subway, while staying entirely within the city limits. London has the longest metro system for urban mass transit trains; it is foreign; and the British collect everything.  Two years ago, I had tried to get to London at the end of the high school summer vacation with the family, but there were too many European tourists going back home after their August holiday, and there were no available airlines.  This year, it was later in the season; Chris had a business trip to Albuquerque; Emily was off to college at UC Berkeley; and Jeremy was not interested (and attending high school).

I had previously decided to try Priceline and take my chances.  They have had excellent value pricing on airline seats and hotel rooms that would otherwise be unoccupied.  I figured that Thursday, September 5, to Thursday, September 12 would be a good time to get a good deal.  The new Priceline offer is to choose your exact hotel.  This was very important to me, as I needed a hotel very close to a major Underground stop to avoid excessive walking.  I bid $1700 for airfare for two to London and 6 nights at the 5 star Le Meridien Piccadilly where the good chance bid was $2900.  Imagine my surprise, when Priceline offered me 10 hotels at the guaranteed lowest price for the vacation ranging from $1350 to $2000.   I could not believe it; I had four hours to pick one.  Andy and I examined the locations of all the hotels listed and selected the Washington Mayfair for $1600.  It is a 4 star hotel in Mayfair two blocks from the Queens Park Underground stop with three major Underground lines.  The travel plan for London was the same as in New York: one week in the city with the Underground pass to everywhere.  I sent in the credit card, and out came a very convenient noon flight in both directions on Delta with one stop in Atlanta.

We were off on a trip to London.  One carry-on each is all that we took.  That was a good thing, since when we got to Atlanta on time; we were able to get immediately on the earlier flight to London since there was extra space.  We arrived at Gatwick North terminal, walked over a mile to get to customs, and then into the terminal, up a walkway, onto a shuttle tram, and then down to the railroad station in the South terminal.  Gatwick North takes the prize for worst airport terminal, and the most confusing customer service.  We were searched completely at every possible location at airports, even though we had small bags.

There is a lot to do and see in London.  Most attractions are only open from 10 am to 6 pm.  The first night we hopped on the double-decker bus to Piccadilly Circus.  There were 500 roller-bladers in a giant mob, taking up the entire street, apparently on a nighttime tour of London.  We wandered into the Trocadero, a five-story game/fun complex, where Andy was not impressed with the Tekken opposition.   Leicester Square had a lot of theaters and entertainers.  Covent Garden had lots of little shops and more entertainment.  One guy juggled three dangerous objects while standing on a tightrope; the prelude was a string of jokes, several of which were not understood by us Americans.  Andy commented that the procedure for street entertainment was the same as in Italy: get the people close, get them to stick around, and get their money. Many musicians were also in the Underground, typically near the “No Busking” signs.  Several buskers were excellent and deserved donations.

The next day, we took the Thames ferry to Greenwich.  The announcer nicely commented on the nautical history of London, and disparaged some of the public buildings along the waterfront.  Greenwich is a great place with a cute town, nicely laid out public grounds, the Cutty Sark, the Gypsy Moth, and a 1900 pedestrian tunnel under the Thames.  On the way back, the ferry motored right along the Great Thames Boat Race.  About 300 assorted human powered boats then went past us trying to get down the river (with the tide) from Richmond to Greenwich.  The parade blocked the ferry on one side of the river for a while as the captain was trying to get to the other side to dock.  We saw many types of craft, propulsion techniques, and boat decorations.  The fastest strategy appeared to have a high- sided boat, four strong people with two oars each, and a coxswain steering.

There are lots of museums in London; the British have wandered all over the world and seemed to have collected everything.  What did we manage to visit for free?

1. British Museum – antiquities from ancient civilizations…has the Rosetta stone

2. Victoria and Albert Museum – furnishings, rugs, statuary, and decorations

3. Museum of Natural History – the biological and geological world before people

4. Science Museum – what hath Isaac Newton wrought?  Early steam engines, jets

5. Imperial War Museum – Great Britain survives World Wars I and II in the trenches

6. Harrods Knightsbridge – the department store, food courts, items of distinction

7. Buckingham Palace – changing of the guard; the most over hyped event in London

8. Houses of Parliament – Big Ben, gothic architecture, Winston Churchill war rooms

9. Greenwich Maritime Museum – Britannia rules the waves, the origin of longitude

What did we visit and have to pay an entry fee?

1. London Eye – the largest Ferris wheel, right across from Parliament, great views

2. London Aquarium – good exhibits of how Britannia doesn’t rule under the waves

3. Dali Exhibit – statuary and other artwork by Dali, Picasso, and Chagall

4. Guard Museum – history of the Queen’s guard and their distinctive uniforms

5. Tower of London – where the Kings put people they did not like for mistreatment

6. Kew Gardens – plants from everywhere, great glass houses, best place on a nice day

7. Savoy Theatre – restored, magnificent, we got to see the Mikado (slightly updated)

What did we miss and really would have liked to have seen?

1. Tour of Buckingham Place – the Queen is away in September

2. Tour of Parliament – so is the Government of Great Britain

3. 2000 different restaurants in London – we ate Indian, Lebanese and African

4. More street life and buskers – there is so much going on in London

5. Speakers corner in Hyde Park – always wanted to see someone on their soap box

6. Art museums of all kinds – the world is not flat, we skipped that representation

7. All underground and suburban rail lines – too many to cover in one trip

8. Westminster Abbey – all the dead people are there, coronations there too

9. Premier League Soccer Game – they were all sold out

London is really a fascinating place; I can really appreciate all the British/World history and British based musicals/theater so much better for having been there.  I remember the distinguished looking gentleman having a lunch with his pint of beer across from the British Museum.  I examined the dignified statue of Arthur Sullivan in Victoria Embankment Park that had a naked woman clutching at the base looking at him with music and flowers on the ground. There were the gang members who boarded the train in Tooting and the bellman that was clearly doomed by his distinctive South London accent.  I was denied entrance at the Savoy and Ritz hotels for inadequate attire.  There are certainly lots of very well off people in London with business suits and dresses to match.  There is a fabulous restaurant selection; we dined at excellent Lebanese, Indian, African, Japanese, and British places.  Prices were similar to the United States in British pounds, but it takes $1.60 to get one pound.

