The LONDON Transport System
Transport in London is a complex topic, and the literature does not tell a tourist what to expect.  Consequently, this is a separate description from the “A Trip to London” commentary.  Of course, I went to London because it now has the longest Underground network.  The New York Subway still has more tracks due to 4-track mains, but its title of world’s longest has been usurped.  There has not been major subway construction in New York since 1940.  Don’t call it a subway in London; those are passages for people, not trains.  Moscow is next on my list with the busiest and supposedly nicest stations.  Moscow may also have the most distance actually underground.   Source: Jane's Urban Transport Systems, 2002–2003 edition, and individual subway websites.

City


First Train    

Riders per year  
Length (km)
Moscow

1935


3.2 bil (1997) 
340

Tokyo


1927


2.6 bil (1998) 
281+

Seoul


1974


1.4 bil (1993) 
278+

Mexico City

1969


1.4 bil (1996) 
202

New York City
1904


1.3 bil (2001) 
371

Paris    

1900


1.2 bil (1998) 
211

Osaka          

1933


957 mil (1997)
114

London

1863


866 mil (1999)
415

Hong Kong

1979


790 mil (1999) 
 82

St. Petersburg
1955


721 mil (1996) 
110

The London transport system has much more than just the Underground.  There is a very extensive system of suburban trains, a great bus system with those lovely red double-decker buses, many types of riverboats, and the ubiquitous London taxis.  My prior knowledge of London transport came from playing the board game Scotland Yard by Milton Bradley.  In this game, one player is Mr. X and the others are detectives trying to catch Mr. X on the streets of London.  The board for this game was an amazingly good representation and was used for the initial planning of the hotel location and the places to see in London.  Our hotel was centrally located right near Location 111 in the game. 

According to my “I’m going Underground” T-shirt from Piccadilly Circus, there are 13 lines in the system. They are the Bakerloo, Central, Circle, District, East London, Hammersmith & City, Jubilee, Metropolitan, Northern, Piccadilly, Victoria, Waterloo & City, and the Docklands Light Railway.  Each one has its own distinct color code and its own special features.  All lines are two tracks with third rail power, but there are different types of cars for different lines.  Most trains are six cars long.  This web location describes London and world metro systems: www.metropla.net/eu/lon/london.htm
This system was started very early and was originally designed for steam power in the late 19th century.  As a result, the Metropolitan (1863-on), District (1868-on), and Circle (1884) lines are very close to the surface with many daylight openings.  The train cars are higher than the cars on the later tube lines.  The 20th Century electrified lines are deeper and the strange Bakerloo (1917) and Northern lines (1926) are serviced with several lifts (elevators) at many stations.  The newer lines of Victoria (1971) and Jubilee (1998 extension; connects to every other line) are very deep under the ground and have long escalators.  The more recent Docklands Light Railway http://www.tfl.gov.uk/dlr has completely different equipment and largely an above ground elevated system.  Purists (and statisticians) would not count this line as a part of the Underground.  Several of the connections among the lines are labyrinths with lots of walking and lifts.  The inner city of London is that area within the Circle line, all on the north bank of the Thames.  Stations near this area are defined as Zone 1 for the Underground pass.   Most attractions, theaters, and museums are in this area.  Although several Londoners claimed the system was really underground (true in Zone 1), 56% of the system track length is actually above ground (mostly in the outer areas).  The official London Underground site: www.thetube.com
All (rail)roads lead to London.  That is certainly a true statement both then and now.  During the 19th Century, the steam-powered railroads of the day built up to the inner city of London, but did not go through the center of town.  The lines that go towards the south stop at Victoria, Waterloo, Charing Cross, Blackfriars, Cannon St., and London Bridge.  These lines have all been electrified with third rail.  The lines that go north start at Paddington (west), Marylebone, Euston, St. Pancras, Kings Cross, Broad St., and Liverpool St. (northeast). These railroads have been mostly electrified with overhead catenary wire, and many are still diesel powered.  The Circle Underground line connects most stations.  The suburban passenger trains on all these lines are integrated into the Underground Zone pass system using the same ticketing system with monitoring both into and out of each station in the metro area. The system is used quite a distance from the center of London all the way to Zone 6.  To the northwest, there are Zones A-D on the Metropolitan line. See maps of Britrail on the web: www.nationalrail.co.uk/siteindex/fs_index.htm
Airport transportation from Heathrow is easy; there is an expensive express train to Paddington, or just buy an Underground pass and get on the Piccadilly line (1906, 1976-to Heathrow) right at the airport. A passport style picture is needed for this pass for more than one day.  There are lots of photo booths at most stations. Most tourist sights can be seen with the London Visitor Pass for Zones 1-2 (only $32 for a week) or 6 (more $$)  from the local AAA in the United States.   Visit www.londonpass.com for better details and included attractions.  From the Gatwick South terminal, there is the Gatwick Express deluxe train service.  It operates express directly to Victoria Station every half hour for 11 pounds (£).  (That symbol is on every British keyboard, but hard to find on an American one.)    A more interesting option for us would have been to take the local train to East Croydon, and buy the one-week 6 Zone pass there for 37£ (about $60).  By comparison, the one-week pass on the New York City Subway/Bus lines was only $17 last year.   Of course, the true railroad aficionado will want to be able to travel mostly everywhere on the system.

The guidebook stated that the average speed on London streets has not improved in the past century.  We certainly found this to be true in our travels.  Streets in central London were jammed all day and until midnight in many areas.   The buses were only able to move well because of special bus lanes on Piccadilly Street.  A great way to see London was from the top deck of the bus.  Taxicabs were used for short distance travel to avoid walking; sometimes walking appeared to be quicker.  Empty cabs were hard to find during rush hours and after the evening shows.  The sharp cab drivers took side streets, and knew where they were going.  The cabs were typically black with no trunk, a large bench seat in back and two fold-down seats in front of the glass separating the driver.  Some cabs had succumbed to modern advertising techniques.

The ferryboat service on the Thames River, www.riverthames.co.uk/boat/cruises.htm is a really good way to see the city.  There is a discount for Underground pass holders on City Cruises.  Each bridge over the river has its own color and history.  The tides cause the river to rise and fall and much of the old nautical London can be seen on the banks of the river.  Large ocean-going ships can get as far as London Bridge if they can fit under the Tower Bridge.  When we were there, the passenger ship Seabourn Pride was tied up next to the Would War II cruiser, HMS Belfast.   The most interesting river trips were upstream to Kew Gardens and downstream to Greenwich. 

On my exploration day, the plan was to get on the first mode of transportation that I saw, go to the end of the line, and continue this process around the London area.  While doing this, I found myself way on the South side of town in third rail commuter territory going through the busiest station in England, Clapham Junction. I then went out to the end of Zone 6 at Orpington. The Eurostar chunnel trains come non-stop through this station at a high rate of speed.  Somehow, I got to London Bridge station, where the blue northbound Thameslink train (from Brighton and Gatwick) showed up. www.thameslink.co.uk   It went through Blackfriars station and stopped at the very new Thameslink station in central London.  It traveled only about 1000 meters under the ground before the train was under the North side catenary.  The train accelerated and a very high speed run then took me north through the pretty English countryside to Bedford.   I was lost, so I just took the local southbound Thameslink train back to Wimbledon on the south side.  Across the platform was a new version of the old streetcar called a surface tramway.  It went through some really tight curves, overhead guideways, and grade crossings in East Croydon.  At the other end of the tramway in Elmer’s End, the next train was going toward Charing Cross.  I got off in Lewisham and explored the Docklands Light Railway and the Circle Line.  I liked the different upholstery on the Underground, especially the orange motif of the Circle Line.

There are so many Underground lines, so many railroad stations to visit, and so much countryside to see in the London area that I could have ridden the trains for the entire week.  On weekends, there are steam-powered excursions in the area as well.  I did not even try to get out of the metropolitan London area.  I certainly would not want to drive a car in England, especially on the opposite side of the roadway for me.

