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A New Kind of Vacation

A few years ago we saw an article on a new kind of vacation - home exchanges.  Over the past twenty years we looked at several less expensive ways to vacation.  Club Med did not offer activities or locations we were particularly interested in.  Holiday licenses were out since we are not campers or RV people.  We did purchase a couple of timeshares and have traded timeshare periods to several locations for ski or beach weeks in the US, Mexico, and Greece through RCI.    This new home exchange idea sounded interesting.

Surfing the Internet turned up some information on home exchanges.  It appears organized home exchanges have been around since 1965 in England and Europe.  They have been available on the Internet since about 1985.  As of January 2001, there were seven home exchange web sites.  Several were listed more than once and under different names on different search engines.  Some of the websites and fees are as follows: 



www.apartmentswap.com
New York City.  Free.

www.digsville.com

Free and friendly

www.holi-swaps.com
English.  About $40/yr

www.homebase-hols.com
London-based.  $60-120 US/yr

www.homeexchange.com
Charges $30 per year but guarantees a free year if you can’t find a swap.

www.homelink.org
Free but not user friendly

www.trading-homes.com
$65-95/yr depending on services


www.vacation-homes.com
also charges $30/year.

We signed up for Home Exchange.Com.  Over the first year we got several inquiries from Mexico and Canada and one for two weeks in Paris in July.  The first year was almost up when we finally hit on one that fit our schedule.  A couple working in London called.   They wanted to come to San Antonio over Christmas and New Years.  

We discussed this possibility for a couple days and decided to try it.  Friends made numerous suggestions and thought a Dickens Christmas in London sounded fun.  Carol had had a double hip replacement about two years previous but decided it would not be a hindrance. 

Several e-mail messages were exchanged before we reserved tickets to London.  We bought e-tickets choosing to fly on December 14th because the fare doubled on the 15th.  Continental Airline was chosen because it flew direct from Houston to Gatwick and might be less trouble than winter flying out of Atlanta or New York or St Louis.  We were to return on 2 January 2001.  The flight was scheduled to leave San Antonio about 3 PM and Houston about 6 PM to arrive at Gatwick airport about 9:30 on the 15th.  The Internet also found a limo service to move our five suitcases and us from Gatwick right to the front door.  

One thing of the thing we did in preparation for the swap was to prepare an operating manual for the house.  This was probably not necessary but it pointed out features that might otherwise be missed, covered items like the garbage pickup schedule and emergency phone numbers.  It also provided information such as where the fire extinguishes were located.

A couple days before we left we began to childproof the house since they had a year-old son.  It was surprising how much hazardous stuff was under the kitchen sink and otherwise within reach of a toddler.  We were years out of practice and probably did not do a super job. 

One car was moved out of our two-car garage so our guests could drive into the garage.  The garage door opener, security code and key were left for them to pick up at the neighbors next door.  We were to pick up their key at the school where they both worked.

London Bound.  Thursday the fourteenth of December arrived and Carol had a panic attack when the taxi arrived fifteen minutes early.  She still had two bags to close and makeup to complete.  The driver and I loaded the packed bags and talked about his trip to London while she finished.  He was a retired Marine and he and his wife traveled quite a bit. 

We checked in at the Continental Airline counter about two hours early.  Our tickets were electronic tickets bought on-line.  This was the first time we tried this method.  It worked like promised and check in was very easy.  By the time we had lunch (the last BBQ for a couple weeks) and walked to the gate we still had over an hour before boarding.  Flight CO4, an MD-80, left San Antonio fifteen minutes late.  The cabin safety briefing was in seasonal rhyme.  There was a two-hour wait to change planes in Houston before the nine-hour flight to London Gatwick.  Our new plane was a Boeing 777 and took off 45 minutes late.

Our great circle route took us over or near Hot Springs, Memphis, Cleveland, Toronto, Montreal, Presque Isle, and Gander, then across the Atlantic for a landfall on the west coast of Ireland. 

Each seat on this plane had a neat little TV screen with movies and games to entertain the passengers during a nine-hour flight.  A flight path video showed where we were which was good since it was cloudy all the way to Ireland. There were also a dozen music channels.  Supper was lasagna served over the Middle Atlantic States at 39,000 feet and 687 mph including a 200 mph jet stream.

I woke up with the dawn breaking over a layer of clouds.

North Atlantic Dawn

Screaming eastward at 1000 kph

still in the world of night

the false dawn begins

defining the horizon

as the stars wink out.

A spot of sunlight slides down the wing

Merfolk below might have seen

a silver meteor

heading southeast

two hours before their dawn.


The cloud deck was still under us as we passed over the Clifden radio beacon and central Ireland.  The clouds parted for a couple minutes near Waterford, Ireland, on St. George’s Channel.  A green glimpse of the eastern coast of Ireland was overcast with no sun.  England became visible through the clouds over Wales between Swansea and Cardiff.  We crossed the Bristol Channel near the mouth of the Severn and across Somerset and Dorset counties to the Isle of Wight in the English Channel.  

It’s funny how you can be disoriented.  I had thought France was east of England but there it was hiding under the clouds about forty miles across the English Channel to the south.

We turned north across brown, tan and green fields divided by hedgerows of Plain trees with houses highlighted in the early morning sun.  There were long low hills and small lakes full with the recent rain.  Haystacks and cattle occupied some of the fields.  Water was standing in many of the fields as we crossed Hampshire and Berkshire counties to Gatwick about 30 miles west of London.  Touchdown at Gatwick was right on schedule Friday morning.

No birds were visible on the approach but rooks were plentiful perched on aircraft and around the terminal area.


We got off the plane with a couple hundred other passengers.  Carol had had hip replacement surgery and must have looked in distress because a courtesy cart picked us up.  They collected our passports and rushed us through immigration and to the baggage area.  I found all but one bag with my pink tape on the handles and found the last one on someoneelse's cart.  We loaded the bags and were taken to customs.  Along the route we spotted our taxi driver with a big sign.  He said he would meet us at the pickup area.  We breezed through customs and were out on the sidewalk in nothing flat.


  It was about 10 AM, cloudy, and in the upper forties (this was about ten degrees C).  Our driver pulled up in a 1997 Austin London cab dressed in a short-sleeve yellow shirt.  We had reserved the cab over the Internet for a fixed price of £75 (the rate of exchange was $1.44 to a £ or pound sterling) from the airport thirty-five miles to pick up the key then on to the address.  During the trip we discussed recent changes in London, fuel prices, housing costs, the British job market, Millennium Park, classic British cars, and the decrease in smoking in England.

If we had known how to get where we were going and had not had four suitcases plus our carry-on bags we could have taken the train for £10 each to Victoria Station then another £1.90 each on the tube (subway) or bus to the St. John’s Wood stop on Wellington Road about three blocks from the address.


I’m glad someone else was doing the driving.  We were on an interstate (the M4, I think) and crowded roads through the countryside, more crowded streets through small towns and, finally, London traffic all on the wrong side of the road.  About an hour later we stopped at a moneychanger to convert some US dollars to pounds (£).  A few more minutes got us to the American School to pick up the key and a few more minutes to the address about 2 PM.
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Taxi
At home in London.  Our home for the next two and a half weeks was a nice third floor two-bedroom walk-up apartment (flat) a block from Regents Park in St. John’s Wood.  The flat was on a small street midway between St. John’s Highroad and Wellington Road.  It also had a living room, bath, kitchen and utility room and totaled about 900 square feet.  It had a gas range and oven, apartment size refrigerator and freezer, and an electric oven.  There was an apartment size washer and dryer.  Heat was from a small gas boiler on a timer that fed hot water radiators.  The boiler was on from 7 to 10 AM and 4-10 PM and kept the place at 60-70 F since many of the windows did not close well.  This was much as I remembered London from trips 15 and 20 years past.  The bath had a hand-held showerhead and a hot water heated towel rack.

TV was on cable and consisted of six channels but only five stations.  We saw numerous satellite dishes on houses and apartment buildings that picked up a hundred or more stations from all over Europe and even the US and Asia. 

This apartment building may have been Council housing at some time in the past but not currently.  Council housing is low rent public housing complexes.  Much of this housing had been built by the government between the end of WWII and the early 1950s.  Over the past few years’ privatization has gained a foothold in England and many of these apartment buildings have been sold to private enterprise.  The new owners are expected to upgrade them as rental property rather than upgrading them at government expense.   

We looked in the realtors’ windows in various parts of town and found one-bedroom apartments beginning about £1000 a month.  A three-bedroom house with parking went for £3000 a month and up depending on location.  Entry-level jobs such as management, secretarial or accounting began at £12,000 to £17,000 a year. 
First Time Out.  After getting settled we walked past St. John’s Churchyard to the St. John’s Highroad.  We found a green grocer, several small food stores, a small supermarket, several bakery/coffee shops, a butcher shop, several restaurants, two pubs, three newspaper stands, and various small shops within a half-mile.  The neighborhood consisted mostly of blocks of apartment buildings.  There were no individual homes. Grocery and restaurant prices appeared to be about twice San Antonio prices.

Lunch was in a teahouse.  They advertised a roll and coffee or tea for about £2 ($3).  I had Welsh rarebit and tea (£8) and Carol had the equivalent of a hamburger, fries, and a coke (£9).   This came to about £21 ($30).  Eating was going to be expensive.

We bought a few groceries and returned home.  A quart of orange juice was £2.5.  A small loaf of bread was £2.  A jar of strawberry preserves was £3.  A quart of milk was £1.75.  With a box of cookies, the bill was about $15 US.

We watched some TV.  Who wants to be a Millionaire? That paid off in pounds sterling and left contestants hanging over the commercial to find if they answered correctly.  Wheel of Fortune.  A new show called The Weakest Link where the belittled contestants voted off their fellow players who missed questions and moderated by a cranky woman.  A James Bond movie.  Some local sitcoms.  The news said it would be about 2ºC overnight and about 8ºC tomorrow.  That is low 30s to low 40s.  It was cool enough to wrap up in a blanket until the boiler went off at 10 PM.  The featherbed felt good in a 60° bedroom.
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View from Kitchen Window

Saturday.  We slept until about eight.  The sun was barely up and daylight was not making much headway.  Clouds took over the sky but no rain was expected.  Pigeons and starlings were feeding in the street and perching on neighboring roofs.

A small back yard contained a couple fig trees under a large crabapple with buds almost ready to pop.  A Great Tit landed in the crabapple followed by two others.

A variety of architectural styles and materials were visible for the windows.  Brick or stucco were common materials with a few cast concrete structures.

I put on water for tea and discovered I had to push the igniter button and then turn on the gas.  Another peculiarity was the kitchen faucet – although it had hot and cold water handles the water did not mix but came out in separate streams.  This applied to the bathtub as well but the flows mixed in the hose to the showerhead. 

We discussed where to go for the day over breakfast.  One of Carol’s friends had recommended that we visit the Victoria and Albert Museum and it seemed like a good place to start.  We bundled up and off we went.

It was a cold three blocks to the tube station even with a sweater, coat, muffler and hat.  Signs in windows said “recruiting“ for hiring and “letting” for renting.  We bought roundtrip tickets for £3.5 each and took the escalator down about 50 feet to the train.  The escalator ran much faster than we were used to.  The Jubilee line took us to Westminster station where we transferred to the Green line to the South Kensington station.  

The St. John’s Wood station was fairly friendly with a short tile lined tunnel to the train platform.  It had a couple benches, a candy machine, lots of billboards, and a tile sign indicating “Way Out”.  Even the wall around the escalators was covered with playbills for shows like “Fossy” and “The Beautiful Game” and travel agencies.  The South Kensington station exited on to Cromwell Road near the Science Museum and the Natural History Museum.  An arrow pointed to a tunnel leading to the Victoria and Albert.

The Museum has about 7 miles of galleries.  We may have covered about two miles.  The museum was established after the Great Exhibition of 1851 as the Museum of Manufactures in 1852.  Its purpose was to collect examples of the world’s craftsmanship as an example and inspiration to students of design.  The eclectic collection includes examples of metalworking, glass and ceramics, textiles and clothing, jewelry, woodcarving, furniture, paintings, prints, drawings, and photography.  The six-level building itself is a work of art.  Items range from Asian art to forgeries to Doc Martin boots.  Two galleries contained castings from plaster casts of statuary and architectural examples.   Private collections are on display such as the Nehru Gallery of Indian Art, the Toshiba Gallery of Japanese Art, the T.T. Tsui Gallery of Chinese Art, and the Samsung Gallery of Korean Art.  European art includes painting by Constable and figures by Rodin.  I was particularly interested in the first teapot.  We finished the Frank Lloyd Wright exhibit and left.

Returning to the tube station we found it closed.  It was after sundown and getting cold so we took a taxi home for £9.
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Underground
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Sunday in Trafalger Square.  The overnight low was near freezing.  The predawn sky was a muddy orange color that faded to gray as a cloudy day dawned.

We discussed the day’s excursion and decided on the National Gallery and the area near Trafalger Square.

We left for the underground about 10 AM.  We changed trains at the Baker Street Station.  The tiles in the walls of this station had a picture of Sherlock Holmes.  The Bakerloo train took us past Oxford Circus and Piccadilly Circus to the Charing Cross station.  We emerged near South Africa House just east of Trafalger Square.

  Trafalger Square was designed and built by John Nash in the 1830’s as a memorial to Admiral Lord Nelson who died in the Battle of Trafalger in 1805.  A 165-foot column topped by a statue of Nelson dominates the square.   The four lions guarding the column’s base were designed by Edwin Landseer were added about 1867.  A large lighted Christmas tree stood in the square.  It could be called “Pigeon Square” by virtue of the couple thousand pigeons fed by tourists and sitting on everything available.
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Trafalger Square
We crossed Duncannon Street to St. Martin-in-the-Fields church where services were being held.  This is also known as the Royal Parish Church.  A church has been on this site since the 11th century.  The present church was designed by James Gibbs (a student of Christopher Wren who designed Westminster).  It was completed in 1726.  The church is famous for its music and for caring for the homeless.

We crossed Charing Cross Road to the National Portrait Gallery. It was just passed noon and the gallery had just opened.  Historic portraits included most of the Royal Family since the 14th century and other famous and infamous people in English history like Shakespeare, Tennyson, Dickens, Shaw, the Bronte sisters and a lot more.  An exhibit of early female writers was being presented.

We went literally next door to the National Gallery.  This is one of the world’s great galleries with over 2,200 masterpieces.  The collection is selective rather than comprehensive since all its pieces are on view at all times.  

The collection began in 1824 when Sir George Beaumont talked the government into buying the collection of John Julius Angerstein after Angerstein’s death.  There were 38 paintings including Rembrant’s Women Taken in Adultery and Adoration of the Shepherds, Ruben’s Rape of the Sabine Women, and Titian’s Venus and Adonis.  Additions and gifts have included Leonardo da Vinci, Giotto, Picasso, Botticelli, Holbein, Bellini, van Eyck, Constable, Diego Velazquez, Renoir, Monet and Van Gogh.

William Wilkins designed the main building in the neoclassical style.  Construction took place between 1834 to 1838.  Just to prove not everything in London is old the Sainsbury Wing was added to the museum in 1991 financed by the Sainsbury grocery family.  This wing has some early painting but is used mostly for changing exhibitions and houses the Micro Gallery, the Gallery’s database.

Seeing the Old Masters in real life is awesome.  They hang in rooms at least fifty feet wide with thirty-foot ceilings.  There are guards in the galleries and some electronic security but the pictures are not under glass.  Humidity, temperature, and lighting are controlled and no photography is allowed.  

We left at closing time about 4 PM.  The temperature had dropped to about 40 under a heavy overcast sky.  

We went a few blocks north on Charing Cross Road to the New World Chinese restaurant on Gerrard Street in London’s Chinatown.   We bypassed Leicester Square with the statue of Charlie Chaplin standing in the dark rainy plaza and passed by Cecil Court with its bookstores mostly closed for the holidays and the Hippodrome that is one of the world’s largest disco nightclubs.

The New World was a dim sum restaurant and I tried seaweed and an order of stuffed tofu. 
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Shaftsbury Avenue

Outside the New World we saw a McDonalds sign a block away on Shaftsbury Avenue.  They’re everywhere.

A taxi took us home.  We remarked about the drizzle and asked about the famous London fog.  When I was in London in 1967 the fog cut the nighttime visibility to a hundred yards or less.  The next trip to London was in the late 70’s after England switched from soft coal and was water-blasting the years of soot accumulation off of everything for the Silver Jubilee.  The driver said the fog was rare after they changed coal.

The best thing on TV was the Royal variety show on BBC1.  The best comedians and other artist in Britain were showcased.

Monday at the Tate.  We were up and ready to go by 10 AM when the maid arrived.   She was scheduled every Monday for two hours.

We took the tube to Green Park station to change to the Victoria line.  The Green Park station was about a hundred feet down and not as user friendly as some of the other stations with several short flights of steps and long tunnels between train lines.  There was an elevator for the handicapped but you had to find one of the staff to operate it and there were still steps to access the elevator.

At Pamlico station we took the escalator to the surface.  Following the arrows, we found Vauxhall Bridge Road then down to the Thames.  We turned right on Millbank and walked the two blocks to the Tate Gallery. 

I crossed this heavily traveled street for a view of the Thames.  The tide was in and the orange Vauxhall Bridge stood out against the overcast sky.  Down stream was the more traditional Lambeth Bridge that leads to Lambeth Road and Lambeth Palace. 

The National Gallery had more paintings than it could possibly hold.  In 1897 Sir Henry Tate, a rich sugar broker and art collector, contributed £80,000 to establish a new museum.  He is famous for inventing the machine for cutting sugar cubes.  He convinced art dealer Sir Joseph Duveen to contribute additional resources to build the museum on the site of the old Millbank Prison. 
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Thames

The museum opened with 282 oils and 19,000 watercolors from the National Gallery plus Tate’s own collection.  The national collection of modern art moved in 1916.  The space was expanded by 50 percent in 1979 and the Clore Gallery for the Turner collection was added in 1988.  The Tate opened a gallery in Liverpool, the hometown of Sir Henry Tate, in 1988.  As a part of a £32 million expansion and modernization the Tate acquired the abandoned Bankside Power Station, which was remodeled and opened as the Tate Gallery of Modern Art in 2000. 

The main entrance to the Tate was a Greek style portico and had a course of steps.  The handicapped entrance was on the ground floor in the Clore Gallery addition and past the gift shop.  The elevator took us up to the first floor and into the spaces of the Turner Bequest.

J.M.W. Turner (1775-1851) was a landscape artist and watercolorist.  Many of his pieces are in other museums but his largest and most complete collection came from his bequest with the condition that they all remain together.  A suite had been set aside in 1910 to display his principle works but it was not until the Clore opening in 1987 that all of his material was housed together.  Other Turner paintings I had seen gave the impression of dark and heavy subjects but here were beautiful seascapes, ships and shipwrecks, several almost abstracts, architectural works and some lighter works.  His painting kit, fly rod and ship models he had built were on display.

[image: image9.jpg]



Old Telephone Box

We wandered through many of the 29 rooms of priceless art.  Several horse paintings by George Stubbs.  Lucian Freund’s nudes.  John Constable’s landscapes in light and shadow.  Formal portraits beginning in the 16th and 17th centuries by William Hogarth, Van Dyck and others.  Modern portraits by David Hockney.  Modern still life.  Some modern sculptures.

About 3PM we had lunch in the licensed restaurant for about £60.  Carol was fascinated by the red cabbage served with her meal and looked for recipes for the rest of the trip.

After lunch we went through two special exhibits.  One was of 400 of William Blake’s works.  The other was the Turner Prize entries.  The 2000 artists included Glenn Brown, Michael Raedecker, Tomoko Takashi and Wolfgang Tillmans.  Tillmans won the £20,000 Turner Prize.

The museum closed at 5.  We exited and entered the cold, gray misty real world.  Returning to the tube we found it closed.  A taxi took us home.
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Taxi Stand

Shopping Tuesday.  You may have observed there was little pattern to this visit.  We wanted to see many of the museums since we expected the weather to be miserable.  We had been to Westminster, and had no great desire to see the Buckingham Palace.  I had seen London Bridge when it still spanned the Thames in London.  Besides we were much older and a little less firm so we picked our visits with more care.

It was Tuesday morning when Carol found she could not plug in her hair drier.  The requirement was for a polarized two-prong adaptor and none of the adaptors we had fit.  Out I go into the cold to several shops to find an adaptor.  Nothing was available.  I purchased a new hair dryer for £10 and stopped by one of the bakeshops for breakfast rolls.

The laundry tumbled dry while we dressed and planned the day’s agenda.  To Mayfair, Piccadilly, Bond Street, Saville Row, Cork Street.

It was a cold, blustery walk to the tube and the wind was blowing a gale coming out of the tube station.  The train took us to the Green Park station.  The station was across the street from the Ritz hotel.  We walked past the Ritz on Piccadilly for two blocks to the Royal Academy of Arts.
Immediately across the street from the Academy was the high-end department store called Fortnum and Mason.  It had been founded in 1707 by one of Queen Anne’s footmen.  The first floor is a collection of fancy foods and two restaurants.  The upper floors sell quality and fashionable clothing.  We thought about having lunch there but there was a two-hour wait.

Across the street was the St Francis Hotel with an old world dining room.  I had Bangers, Bubbles and Squeak and Carol had traditional Fish and Chips served with mashed peas.  It was an interesting group for lunch.  Like the set of a stuffy English movie there were men in suits and school ties and ladies in high fashion.  It looked like most of the tables had at least one bottle of wine.  Everyone ate European style with the fork in the left hand.  Talk was subdued like it was all classified.  Remarkable.

We window shopped down Duke Street and went into a gallery of 18th and 19th century paintings.  They were beautiful works beginning at about £1,500.  They were displayed on large sliding panels that maximized the number that could be managed in the space.

Since there was no particular plan of attack we went back to Piccadilly along St James past clothing stores Hackett, and Kent and Curwen.  We past the Academy of Arts and turned on Albany Court Yard to Saville Row, across on Clifford to New Bond Street.  There were several galleries and clothing stores like the Maas Gallery, Gieves and Hawkes, Vercace, Laura Ashley, Burberry.  On New Bond Street we found the Fine Art Society, Aspery Gallery and the Bond Street Antiques Centre but had somehow missed Cork Street with its galleries.  By asking I found I had crossed Cork Street without realizing it was a real street.  Along the one block of Cork Street were Boukamel Contemporary Art, Mayor Gallery, Piccadilly Gallery, Redfern Art Gallery and Tyron and Swann.  Nothing less than £100,  not much less than £1,000, and many £20,000 to £100,000.

By the time we got back to Piccadilly it was almost 6PM, dark and cold.  We walked the block back to the tube station and returned home.      

The British Museum.  It was Wednesday already.  A whole week had passed almost.  We got out early, at least for us, about 10 AM.  So far it had been cold and overcast but no rain.

We got off a Green Park and transferred to go to Victoria Station to book something for Christmas and a general tour of London.  Most businesses would be shut down on Christmas and even the tube and busses were on a holiday schedule.

There were a number of tours with a Christmas dinner.  We decided on a trip to Greenwich and Canterbury Cathedral and got tickets for a London tour that allowed on/off as much as you like within 24 hours.

Back to the tube to go to the Russell Square station a block from the British Museum.  In Russell Square I noticed the first public restroom I had seen.  I still had not seen any water fountains.  I did notice many streets had curb cuts possibly for the handicapped but the were all textured making it uncomfortable and possibly dangerous for the handicapped.

Near Russell Square was a cabstand.  This was a small green building available to the cab drivers to rest and eat lunch.  There were only a few left including one about a hundred yards from our flat near St John’s Church Park.
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Pub Menu
A homeless camp was tucked up under some bushes in the park.  No one was home.  We had seen one person camped in one of the tube stations and another sleeping on the sidewalk.  Most of the parks had been private but were turned over to the public because of maintenance cost.  In fact, Russell Square, named after Francis Russell, the fifth Duke of Bedford, had once been part of the Duke’s estate and contains a statue of the Duke.  A few private parks for members only still exist with locked gates. 

We entered the British Museum through the north entrance off of Montague Place.   This led directly into the mummy collection on the second floor of the north wing with mummies and burial objects from many cultures.   Cultures included Egypt, the Middle East, the Orient and the tropical new world.

Down the east wing were collections from archeological sites in Britain.  Displays dated from pre-Roman to 19th century industrial relics.  Norse wooden objects, coins, jewelry, a chariot. 
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British Museum
We had lunch in the museum teashop.  The menu included sandwiches, deserts and drinks.  After lunch we went down stairs to visit the first floor exhibits and the gift shops.

The east side was rare books and documents and a single room of new world exhibits.

The 30 galleries on the west side contained numerous Greek and Roman statues and the Elgin marbles from the Acropolis.

We made a few purchases in the bookstore and gift shop and left as the museum was closing.  The tube took us home about six.

We stopped in a local pub a block from the flat.  The smoke was so thick we immediately left.
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Pub Lunch

Back to Piccadilly and to the Wallace Collection.  On Thursday we decided to have lunch at Fortnum and Mason so we left about 10 AM.  It was drizzly and cold.  We took the tube to Green Park.  I noticed a sign posted in several locations in the station, “No Busking”.  Busking is what the street players do – juggling, singing and mime, etc.

We walked along one side of Old Bond Street to New Bond Street and back window-shopping.  Cartier.  Channel.  Dunhill.  Burberry.  Sotheby’s.  One shop had a sign, “ Staff Required” and another a sign reading, “Closing Down Sale”.   

[image: image14]     
[image: image15]


New Phone



Old Phone
Back on Piccadilly we walked a block east to Fortnum and Mason and were seated with no waiting.  After several minutes a waiter apparently got tired of waiting in the corner and came to take our order.  I ordered fish and chips and a stout.  Carol had a steak.  

  We took the Jubilee line back to Baker Street and a taxi to the Wallace Collection in the Hertford House on Manchester Square off of Oxford Street.  This is the collection “pleasing paintings” of the fourth marquis of Hertford and housed in his London townhouse.  He died in 1870.  He lived most of his life in France and his collection includes 17th and 18th century French furniture, 18th century French clocks, Sevres porcelain, and gold boxes.  Paintings include works by Boucher, Canaletto, Fragonard, Gainesborough, Guardi, Hals, Rembrandt, Reynolds, Rubins, Titian, van Dyck, Velazquez and Watteau.  There is also a collection of Oriental and European arms and armor amassed by Sir Richard Wallace the illegitimate son of the Marguis including some forgeries.  Lady Wallace gave the collection to the public in 1897 with the provision that it would be a permanent collection and nothing would be added or removed.

It is a fascinating old house divided into 25 galleries furnished in antiques and priceless art.  An elevator has been added in the foyer.  Chairs are provided for resting and admiring the art.  Imagine sitting in an 18th century chair.

When we left it was dark.  We took a cab home and arrived in time for the news.  There were less Christmas lights in London than many small towns in Texas.

Rain was expected.  October had been the wettest October in the 240 years of record keeping.  The year 2000 had the most rain in a hundred years.  There had been severe flooding and this had caused rail problems responsible for several train wrecks.  

Only 40% of the trains were running to Scotland and air traffic was backed up.  They were expecting three million air passengers through London over the ten-day holiday period.

There was a scandal over a kid that had been killed by classmates.

Millennium Park was closing on New Years Eve.  The park was a scandal being sold off for 25% of the construction cost.  Attendance had been only 60% of the expected.  

One of the assistant ministers for sports came out for terracing the soccer stadiums to allow standing.  This had been outlawed in 1989 when 89 people were killed in accident in Leeds.  

Mad cow disease was on the rise and there had been some cases of hoof-and-mouth disease in hogs.

A fan had announced he would buy the Spurs, a local soccer team.    

Covent Garden and a Little of Soho.  
I was up about 7 and it was cold and foggy.  

The morning news was more of the same - not very upbeat.  Heating gas prices were tied to North Sea oil prices and the price was expected to rise about 25% with the removal of the price cap.  Gasoline prices could reach £1 per liter (up from about 80p). 

Several people had been indicted for “freshening” condemned poultry intended for pet food.  Condemned beef was marked with stain but not poultry.  No one had been injured but ….

 Olympic training funds had been cut.  All track training had been eliminated.

The European Union wanted to privatize the mail service but Britain disagreed.
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Covent Garden
Today’s outing was to Covent Garden.  We took the tube to Green Park and transferred to the Piccadilly line to the Covent Garden station.  Following the “Way Out“ signs, we found James Street and walked a short block to the Piazza and Central Market.

This area is north of the Strand, which originally was on the riverbank, and east of Piccadilly Circus.  It began as an area where the monks of Westminster Abbey left their excess garden products for the poor.  In the 1630s, Inigo Jones laid the Piazza as the first square in London in the Florentine style based on the central plaza in Livorno, Italy.  This was intended to be an up elegant housing development.  He also designed and built St Paul’s Church, completed in 1633.  The church was built backward with the alter on the west end so that its grand entrance would face east into the Piazza.  The Church officials objected and the interior was reoriented and the east entrance sealed.  This east portico area has been used as a stage for outdoor productions and the church has become known as the actor’s church.  The church interior was burned in 1675 and rebuilt. 

In 1670 Charles II granted the right to sell “roots and herbs, whatsoever” to the Earl of Bedford.  In 1833 Charles Fowler designed and built a covered central market for wholesale fruit and vegetable sellers.  Business blossomed and in 1872 the Victorian Flower Market was built.  Jubilee Hall was constructed in 1903 to absorb some of the overflow trading from the adjacent streets.

The Theatre Royal was built in this area in 1663 as one of two legitimate theatres in London (hence the term).  The present structure was designed and built by Benjamin Wyatt in 1812.  

The Royal Opera House was built on the Piazza in 1732.  It suffered fires in 1808 and 1856.  The present building was designed and built by E.M. Barry in 1858.  John Flaxman designed the portico frieze in 1809 for the previous building.  The Royal Opra and Royal Ballet Companies share the building.

In 1974 the flower and vegetable markets were moved to a new £7.2M 64-acre site across the Thames at Nine Elms in Vauxhall 2.5 mile away.

We window-shopped and looked at the pubs and finally entered the Piazza.  The glass roofed wrought-iron structure; a prototype of the covered train stations, it still contains the original forty stalls that have been converted to shops.  The aisles were line with a double row of small vendors.  Clothing.  Jewelry.  Crafts.  T-shirts.  Inexpensive art.  We bought some pictures and then had lunch at the Punch and Judy Pub.  

Outside on the lower lever were some buskers singing and interacting with the crowd.  Near the east end was a one-man show getting the kids involved.  On the east portico of St Paul’s Church was a one-act play. 

 Two women dressed as Liza Doolittle were selling flowers.  The piazza was the scene of Shaw’s play Pygmalion and the musical version, My Fair Lady.   Liza Doolittle and her friends sold flowers to the people attending the Royal Ballet.

Outside the east end of main building were a group of temporary stalls specializing in Christmas things.  Across the Piazza was the Transportation Museum in the old flower market.
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Punch and Judy Pub
We left the Piazza through Russel Street and turned north on Bow Street passing the Royal Opera House into the West End theatre district.       

There are several clusters of theatres.  The Adelphi and the Vaudeville are on the Strand just south of Covent Gardens.  A couple blocks to the east are five along Aldwych and Drury Lane.  Two the west along Charing Cross Road is a cluster of five theatres and another five are located along Shaftesbury Avenue.  Three more are near the Seven Dials.  We walked along Long Acre to Mercer and up to the Seven Dials where the Cambridge Theatre was presenting Andrew Lloyd Webber’s, The Beautiful Game.  We purchased tickets for the night’s show for £13.50 each.

It was late afternoon so we took the tube home to rest for a couple hours. I had asked the doorman at the theatre what proper dress would be.  He said to wear something warm and casual so I did and so did most of the rest of the audience.  We took the tube back down town to make the 7:45 curtain time and arrived early enough to have a cup of chocolate before the show.

The play was based on present day Ireland and “the troubles” between the Protestants and Catholics.

We got out about eleven.  The pubs were closed or closing so we had to take a cab home.  The driver asked how our new Prime Minister was doing referring to our new President.  We talked about theater and weather and about the little green cabstands.
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Royal Opera House
Waiting for Charles.  Saturday dawned cold and cloudy.  The sky turned from the orange tint of halogen lights to a washed-out light gray.  Pigeons played on the rooftop across the street.  Starlings fed from the gutters and grass along the sidewalk. 

Our son was due in about noon.  We listened to Saturday morning TV and did the laundry.  The heat went off at ten AM so we went out shopping.   The supermarket had stretch-wrapped six-pack of Cokes for £2 instead of over £3 for loose cans.

Charles arrived about 2PM.  He flew into Gatwick and took the train to Victoria Station and the tube to St John’s Wood.  He got unpacked and we went for a walk in the neighborhood and took what started out as an early supper at an Italian restaurant.  The food was nothing special and their service was slow to make up for it.  They seemed in no hurry for us to eat.

Charles was still on Texas time and watched TV until the early morning hours.

Sunday in Soho.  It was Christmas Eve.  We went to Soho and Trafalger Square in a cold blowing light rain.

Soho includes Trafalger Square, Leicester Square and Soho Square.  It lies south of Oxford Street and west of Charing Cross Road to Reagent Street.  This multicultural area is the home of many immigrant populations including Chinatown.   People such as Charlie Chaplin, T.S. Elliott, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, and Royalty have lived, worked and played in Soho.  

Charles wanted to look at some used bookshops along Charing Cross Road.  We found several stores but they were all closed for the holidays.

A wrong turn took us to Leicester Square.  It was miserably cold so we did not look for the stature of Charlie Chaplin.  We passed the   Hippodrome, the world’s largest disco.  Now we were only two blocks from Gerrard St and Chinatown so we decided to find a Chinese restaurant.  We made sure to point out McDonald’s golden arches on Shaftesbury Avenue to Charles since it was his favorite restaurant in Hong Kong when he was about eight.

After a hearty dim sum meal Charles took off to visit Speakers Corner near Paddington Square.  Carol and I wandered down Gerrard Street and back down Shaftesbury Avenue to Charing Cross and took the tube home.  

The local butcher shop had hare, pheasant, partridge, goose, quail and turkey displayed in the show window.  I guess they were properly hung.
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Christmas Day.  We were up early.  Since the tube was not running on Christmas day we called a cab at 7 AM to take us to the Marriott Marble Arch Hotel to catch the bus for our Christmas tour.  We were going to see Greenwich and Canterbury Cathedral.

While we waited we had hot chocolate and Charles told about his trip to Speakers Corner.  A communist.  Send the foreigners home.  End of the world.  Space visitors.  Pretty much the same as I saw thirty years before.

We were shuttled to Victoria Station to catch our proper bus.  The bus got on the Mall, which turns into the Strand and crossed the Thames over the Waterloo Bridge into the South Bank.  I got lost.  The trip is only about five miles on the south bank.  We came into Greenwich on the Greenwich High Road. 
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Victoria Station
St. Alfge Church sits on the corner of the High Road and Church Street.  The church is named for the Archbishop of Canterbury who was killed on this spot by the Danes in 1012.  The present church was designed by Hawksmoor and completed in 1714.
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Cutty Sark
The first and only stop was to see the Cutty Sark.  The Cutty Sark is the last remaining China Clipper.  It was ordered by Captain Jock (Old White Hat) Willis and launched in 1869.  It carried 30,000 square feet of sail and made several trips from China with tea including a record run of 107 days in 1871.  It was superceded by steam power and spent several years hauling coal and converted to a wool-clipper.  She was used as a training ship and was put in permanent dry dock at Cutty Sark Garden in 1954.  It is open for tourists and had the world’s largest collection of ships figureheads in her hold.

The Cutty Sark was named after Witch Nannie in Robert Burn’s Tam O’Shanter.  The figurehead is seen wearing a short woolen dress or “Shift” called a “cutty sark” and is clutching the horse’s tail. 


There is domed structure that looks like a small observatory.  This is the southern end of the only foot tunnel under the Thames.  The 1200-foot tunnel exit on the north end is on the Isle of Dogs.  It was built so workers could walk to work at the Millwall docks.


The bus passed down Romney Road passing the National Maritime Museum, the Queen’s House and the Royal Naval College.

This area began in 1509 as a palace called Placentia.  Placentia was started by Henry VIII but razed by Charles II.  It was rebuilt by Christopher Wren as the Greenwich Hospital.  This was a home for disabled and aged seamen.  The structure became the Royal Naval College in 1873.

From the Queen’s House the Thames can be seen through the Naval College.  This palace was ordered by James I for his Queen, Anne of Denmark.  Inigo Jones began work on it in 1616 but the Queen died in 1619 before it was completed.  It became the property of Prince Charles who later became King Charles I.  He wanted it finished for his Queen, Henrietta Maria.  Jones began work on it again in 1629 and completed it in 1635.

The National Maritime Museum, the largest maritime museum in the world.  It is relatively new having been built about 1806 as a boy’s naval school.  It was converted into a museum in 1934 and stocked with material from the Naval College.

The Royal Observatory sits on top of the hill in the midst of Greenwich Park.  Charles II established it in 1675.  Designed by Wren it was built in 1676 and was the site of the development of celestial navigation.  With the accurate chronograph, Zero longitude was established and the Nautical Almanac was published in 1766.  

Henry VI established Greenwich Park in 1433 as part of the grounds for his house by the Thames, Bella Court.  This was replaced by the Tudor Palace in 1509.

On the way out of town was St Alfege Church.  You can’t miss it since the road goes around it.  It is the spot where Alfege, Archbishop of Canterbury was murdered by Danish invaders in 1012.  It is the third church on this site.

About an hour’s drive took us past Leeds Castle to Canterbury.  Leeds Castle was built on two small islands in A.D. 857.  The original wooden structure was replaced by stone in 1119.  Henry VIII converted it into a royal palace.  I visited it many years ago but it was closed to visitors this day.

Canterbury was a medieval city on the Stour River.  It has been the center of Christianity in Britain as the place where St Augustine arrived in A.D. 597.  The first construction began about 1100.  Henry II had Thomas Becket, Archbishop of Canterbury, killed there on December 29, 1170.  Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales was written about a pilgrimage to Becket’s shrine.  Henry VIII destroyed the shrine in 1538.
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Canterbury
It was cold and cloudy as we walked through the old city over Roman pavements to the Cathedral.  The architecture was a fairy-like design created out of cold gray stone.  A service was going on so we could not go inside.  We walked around the outside of the cathedral over cobblestones and under gray stone arches.  Many members of royalty were buried in and around the church.  Many of the graves were under the cobblestones we walked over.  The guide was hurrying off with a few passengers leaving the rest strung out over a mile.    

Christmas dinner was at an inn in a second floor dining room.  Dinner consisted of turkey and dressing with trimmings.  We were served as-pa-RAG-as soup.  Two women who had been on Guam were our tablemates.  The conservation was better than the food.  

Dinner was finished about 3PM.  We hurried through the countryside and arrived for a walking tour near Windsor Castle after dark in the rain.

Passengers were dropped off where they had boarded.  Since we were not staying in a hotel we got a private tour from the Crystal Arch past the Beatles recording studio and within a block of home.    We were home by 9PM.

Tuesday and a Big Bus Ride.  Tuesday was about freezing and misty.  We took the tube to Green Park and bought tickets on the Big Bus.  This company had hop on/hops off for 24 hours and included a river tour.  It was really cold riding on top of a double-decker and later on the deck of the tour boat.

The route went through the Soho theater district to Piccadilly Circus then down Haymarket past the Leicester Square, Planet Hollywood and the Trocadero.  Trafalger Square was next with Nelson’s statue and the Admiralty Arch.  Down the Mall to St James’s Park we passed Clarence House (the Queen Mother’s London home) and Spencer House (built for the first Earl Spencer in 1766) and on to St James’s Square.  The bus turned back on Piccadilly at the Royal Academy of Arts the past the Ritz Hotel and Green Park to the Hard Rock Café and Hyde Park Corner.
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Street Scene
The bus took us around Hyde Park.  Hyde Park was the ancient Manor of Hyde and property of Westminster Abbey.  Henry VIII at the Dissolution of the Monasteries seized it in 1536.  It was Henry’s hunting preserve but James I opened it to the public in the early 17th century.

We drove along Knight’s Bridge Road past Harrods, the Victoria and Albert Museum and Albert Hall.  Harrods is London’s most famous department store dating from 1849.  We went around Kensington Palace and Garden and back along Bayswater Road to Marble Arch and Speakers’ Corner.

Kensington Palace was built in 1605.  William III bought it in 1689 and hired Christopher Wren to make it into a royal palace.  The grounds of the Palace became a public park in 1841.  

John Nash designed the Marble Arch in 1827 as the main entrance to Buckingham Palace.  It was too narrow for the larger carriages and was moved in 1851.

Speakers Corner was established in 1872 when a public law allowed anyone to gather an audience and address them on any topic.  Interesting place on Sunday afternoon.
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Buckingham Palace
We changed busses at the Marble Arch and went through Mayfair past Grosvenor Square and Berkeley Square around Piccadilly Circus and Trafalgar Square.  The bus went south on Whitehall past Banqueting House designed by Inigo Jones in 1622 and the Horse Guards.  The Horse Guards was originally the tilt yard of Henry VIII and renovated by William Kent in 1755.  We passed Downing Street where the Prime Minister has lived since 1732 and passed the Cenotaph, which was designed by Edward Lutyen as a war memorial in 1920.  Whitehall became Parliament Street passed the Treasury to Parliament Square.  Here were Westminster Abbey and the Houses of Parliament and Big Ben. 

The tour continued across the Lambeth Bridge to Lambeth Palace and the Imperial War Museum.  York Road ran roughly north along the Thames past Waterloo station where the Chunnel trains load up and passed Millennium Park and the Waterloo and Embankment piers.
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Thames River
Crossing the Thames again on the Waterloo Bridge we proceeded to Aldwych and Covent Gardens then down the length of Fleet Street.  We continued to St Paul’s Cathedral and the City of London to King William Street to the new London Bridge.  This became Tooley Street with the London Dungeon, Southwark Cathedral and the Globe Theatre restoration.  The bus crossed the Thames again and we dismounted to walk around the Tower of London to the river tour landing. 

We had lunch in a fast food shop in the mall leading to the landing on the Tower Pier.  Fish and chips and a coke each totaled almost £30.

Boarding the cruise ship with almost a hundred other tourists we took a seat inside.  I walked around shooting the Tower Bridge and other sights near the pier including the Royal Navy cruiser HMS Belfast that has served as a floating Naval museum since 1971. 

I learned that the tide in the Thames at Tower Bridge fluctuated about 30 feet and that the Tower Bridge, built in 1894, still opens to let tall ships pass.  The bridge does not open often since commercial traffic above the bridge was banned in the 1980s.  It was once opened five times a day using the original Victorian steam powered winding machinery.  This equipment was changed to electric power in 1976.  When open, there is 135 feet clearance to the catwalk.  The public can climb the 300 steps to the catwalk for a good view of the river and London. 

The cruise finally cast off and I went out on deck to take pictures.  The temperature was just above freezing but the cruising speed brought the wind chill to the low twenties.

As we preceded upstream the first building on the right (north side were the Custom House, the Old Billingsgate fish market, and St. Magnus the Martyr church.  A customhouse has been on this site since 1272.  The present building was erected in 1825.  Billingsgate fish market with its distinctive fish weathervane had been on this site for over 1000 years.  In 1982 the market was moved to the Isle of Dogs and the building turned into commercial property.  St Magnus was the Earl of the Orkney Islands murdered in 1110.  Christopher Wren designed the present church in 1671 at the foot of London Bridge.  Inland a block behind St Magnus stands the monument to the Great London Fire of 1666 when most of the walled city of London was burned.

On the left bank stood the Hays Galleria, which had been a commercial wharf, the London City pier, and St Olave’s House.

Passing under the new London Bridge we saw the Fishmonger’s Guild Hall and the Swan Lane pier on the right and Southwark Cathedral behind some warehouses, a replica of Sir Francis Drake’s Golden Hind, and the Clink Prison Museum on the left.  The Fish Monger’s Guild was established in 1272 and still inspects all the fish sold in London.  The Clink, synonymous with jails and prisons, was the prison attached to the medieval palace of the Bishop of Winchester.

 Passing under the Cannon Street Railway Bridge and the Southwark Bridge we were told all the warehouses had been sold and converted to office space and apartments.

  On the left between the Southwark and Blackfriars Bridges were the Anchor Pub, the replica Globe theatre, the Tate Bankside Gallery and one end of the Millennium Bridge to St Paul’s Cathedral.  The Anchor Pub was founded in 1676.  The replica of Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre is open in the summer for plays.  The Millennium Bridge was built as a footbridge but swayed and bounced so much it was closed.  Estimates on the corrective work to make the bridge usable exceeded the original construction by twice.  The Bankside Power Station had been abandoned and converted into the Tate Gallery featuring modern art.
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Jubilee Park

On the right were more converted warehouses, Blackfriars Railway Station and the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral.

 On the left between the Blackfriars and Waterloo Bridges in the Gabrial’s Wharf craft center in converted warehouses and the OXO Tower whose windows were built to spell out the name of a popular meat extract.  On the right were docked three ships including the Royal yatch, Britannia, the Temple and Inns of Court and Somerset House with the Courtauld fine art Gallery.  Somerset House was built in the 1770’s by William Chambers on the site of the palace of the Earl of Somerset.  It was the first building designed to house offices.  The Courtauld Gallery houses the collection of Impressionist and Post-Impressionist painting accumulated by the textile magnate Samuel Courtauld.  The entire river is lined with the Victoria Embankment park.

Beyond the Waterloo Bridge to the Hungerford Railway Bridge

the Savoy Hotel, Shell Mex House offices and Cleopatra’s Needle stand on the right bank.  The Viceroy of Egypt presented the Needle, originally erected in Heliopolis about 1500 B.C., to England in 1819.  Across the river is the South Bank Center built for the Festival of Britain in 1951.  It contains the Royal National Theatre, Queen Elizabeth Hall, Royal Festival Hall for the London Philharmonic and the Hayward Gallery.  The Shell Building stands in the background.


 On towards Westminster Bridge on the left are Jubilee Park and the giant Ferris wheel British Airways London Eye and the London Aquarium.  The Aquarium originally housed the Greater London Council.  There was nothing significant on the right side but the Westminster Pier where the trip ended.  


We walked down the Victoria Embankment past Thorncroft’s 1850 Statue of Boadicea who had resisted the Romans.  We intended to continue the bus tour and stood under Big Ben waiting for the bus.  It was below freezing with light rain and a stiff wind.  After Big Ben had sounded off twice and no bus had arrived we caught a cab home.
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Big Ben and Parilment
Wednesday.  Finish the Tour and a Little More.  About nine we caught the tour bus at Baker Street, down Regent Street and around to the Marble Arch.  Charles stayed in that part of town shopping while Carol and I took the tube to Southwark to do the Tate South Bank Museum of Modern Art.


The Southwark tube station had been upgraded for the millennium with stainless walls and plastic shields along the track.  Breaks in this shield controlled access to the trains.  The station was more like a modern art gallery than the older stations.  It is designed for easy maintenance but will it hold up to heavy use?  I hope this is not the building wave of the future. 

It was a couple blocks from the tube station to the museum.  My stomach said it was lunchtime so we stopped for lunch at the Lord Nelson Pub.  The pub was about a block from the Thames.  This was probably in the right place to catch the going-home crowd from the docks 150 years ago.  There was no no-smoking area and the barmaid and a customer were busy talking trying to ignore possible customers.  They finally gave up and took our order.  Carol had steak and chips and I had haddock and chips and ale.  


We found the Tate and spent three hours absorbing modern art.   Minimalists.  Worhol.  Picasso.  The new footbridge across the Thames was treated like an exhibit with a big picture window.  The bridge was unusable because of the vibrations and swaying.  It crosses from near St Paul’s to the South Bank.
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Tate Museum

We had a coke and an ale at a sports pub near the tube station and headed home again.  The walls were covered with boxing pictures and memorabilia.  Several old men were talking about various fights hidden under a cloud of cigarette smoke.
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Tower Bridge

Thursday.  Snow and Harrods.  About 6 AM I woke up cold.  The boiler was going but the radiators were not doing much to warm up the flat.  I looked out the window and saw snow.


The TV said it was the first snow in four years.  Temperature was -6°C. This is 23°F and pretty chilly.


Charles and I got dressed and went out to the bakery.  There were few people out and those who were bundled up.  We exchanged a couple snowballs, picked up pastry for breakfast and returned home.


About 10 we started out for Harrods.  Charles jumped ship at Baker Street to see Madame Tussauds Wax Museum and the Sherlock Holmes Museum.  Carol and I continued on to Harrods.


We got off the tube at the Knightsbridge station and spent most of the day going through its 300 departments.  Fancy foods and tea.  Clothing.  Art and antiques.  Furniture and appliances.  We looked and bought nothing.

Lunch was Oriental in one of their smaller eateries.  About an hour later we headed home.  It was about 5 under a cold, gray sky.
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Kew Garden
Friday and We Split Up.  It cleared up on Friday.  It was still cold but no wind or rain.  Charles went shopping old books and Westminster Abbey.  Carol went to Church Street and Portobello Road for shoes and shops.  I went to the Museums of Science and History then walked through Hyde Park and the Serpentine Lake and Gallery.


The Natural History Museum was wonderful.  Dinosaurs.  Shells and other invertebrates.  Human biology.  “Creepy Crawlies”.

Birds.  A large ecology gallery.  An outstanding bookstore.  Several of the curators I wanted to see were out for the holidays.
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The Science Museum

The Science Museum was well designed for its purpose.  It was seven floors of displays.  I started with Sir John Crapper’s first commercial flush toilet.  The old appliances and farm equipment looked much like those in the US.  The science demonstrations were first class.  The collections of medical history, meteorology, astronomy, and navigation were well done.  The flight displays were the best I have seen.


I walked north to Hyde Park and visited the Serpentine Gallery.  The modern exhibit was not very interesting. 


I walked on through the park and around the Serpentine Lake.  Several new waterfowl were resting on the lake.  I found the tube station as the sun was disappearing in a cold white cloud mass and almost thawed out on the way home.


Charles was disappointed that most of the bookstores were closed for the holidays.  Carol was happy with several nice scarves for gifts.

[image: image32.jpg]



First Flush Toilets
Saturday and Kew Gardens.  Charles and I got an early start to Kew Gardens while Carol returned to Harrods.  We took the tube and train to Kew Station and walked the couple blocks to the Garden.  We entered through Cumberland Gate.  


Kew began in 1750 as the estate of Prince Fredrick and Princess Augusta.  The Earl of Bute began the landscaping.  King George III was the next owner and Sir Joseph Banks became the unofficial manager establishing plants brought back by Captains Cook and Bligh with such plants as rubber, quinine and tea.  Sir William Hooker became director in 1841.  He established the herbarium, the library and began construction on most of the buildings.  The current collects include seven million plant and fungi specimens, 76,000 slides of wood sections, 10,000 botanical paintings and other plant art, wood products, medicinal plants, and an economic botany collection. 
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Kew Garden
The weather was just above freezing with snow covering the grounds so we began with hot chocolate and a walk through the bookstore.  The last time I was at Kew was in June of 1976.

The Princess of Wales Conservatory and cactus house was closed as were several other facilities including the Temperate House, the Marianne North Gallery and the reference collections.  

We walked around the Swan Lake listening to the bagpiper.  The lake was frozen over much to the displeasure of the ducks.  We entered the Palm House and spent about an hour looking at palms and other tropical plant that were familiar to us from the tropics.    

The rose garden was pruned and the Cherry Walk was winterized.  They were also covered with snow.  Some one had built a snowman and there was evidence of a snowball fight.  Several people were sitting on benches out of the wind in the thin cold sun.

The Evolution House was open.  This was a display of the evolution of plants with all of the living plant groups represented.  The display was well done.
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Kew Garden
   We walked a few more of the snow-covered trails to the Japanese Gateway designed for the 1910 Japan-British Exposition, then to the 50 meter 10 stories Pagoda designed by Sir William Chambers and built in 1762.  

We left by the Lion Gate and walked about a mile to the Village of Richmond where we stopped for lunch at a pub.

Along the street to the tube were several real estate offices and job brokers.  Entry-level clerical jobs began at about £12,000.  Entry-level management began at £17,000.  A two bedroom, two bath house rented for £1,500 a month.  A four bedroom, two-bath house with car park cost £1.2 million.  

We caught the tube and arrived home in the dark.  Supper was at a local French restaurant.

Sunday was New Years Eve.  Dawn broke pink and orange for the first time since we arrived.  It crept up behind the branches and chimneys across the way.  This was followed by a light blue sky.  It was cold but the wind had died.

We had breakfast of hot chocolate and sweet rolls.  We did several tubs of laundry and discussed what to do in a country that was mostly closed. 

Charles and I decided to take a walk along the Regents canal while Carol rested.  We walked down snowy paths through St John’s Wood churchyard and cemetery to Prince Albert Road.   St John’s church was not a working church and the cemetery, though active, was not well maintained with unreadable grave markers.  Kids were throwing snowballs and an old man was walking his dog.

Regent’s Park was a royal hunting preserve incorporating the village of Marylebone.  As the population center of London moved west in the 18th century Robert Harley, Earl of Oxford, developed the area into an upper class suburb with terraces and Georgian homes designed by John Nash.  Nash built the Regent’s Canal to join the Grand Junction Canal near Paddington with the London docks at Limehouse.   In 1874 a barge loaded with gunpowder blew up near the zoo.  The canal fell into disuse due to competition by the railroad.  It is strictly a recreational area at this time.
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We crossed Prince Albert Road to Park Road and took the steps down to the canal.  A cold wind blew along the canal and ice cover the water in the shady areas.  We passed the zoo and finally came to the lock at Camden Town.  Several canal boats were tied up along with a floating restaurant.   


We took the icy steps up to Regent’s Park Road and walked into Camden.  It was Sunday and New Year’s Eve morning so I did not expect to see the crowd on the streets.  Many were waiting for the bus or the tube.  The main street, Gloucester Road, was lined with booths that sold everything from CDs to used clothing and shoes.


Several bookstores were open.  We visited a new bookstore and one that sold used books.  It was interesting talking to the owners but they had nothing we really wanted.


We crossed the canal and took the steps down to the lock.  I don’t know if it still worked but there was a difference in water level.  We passed several more canal boats and took the steps up to Prince Albert Road.  The zoo and Primrose Hill were on this route then several blocks of big Georgian style apartment buildings before we crossed St John’s High Road.  No people.  Nothing was in bloom and there were no birds.
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By the time we got back it was lunchtime.  Carol wanted to go to Covent Garden for lunch and some more looking and shopping.


The tube exited about a block from the site into a misty afternoon just above freezing.  We stopped at a bookstore mostly to warm up and bought nothing.

The street was full of pedestrians but not crowded.  We headed straight for the Punch and Judy that was not crowed either.  We ordered steak pies and cider topped off with a bite of cobbler and clotted cream.

The next hour was spent in looking at all the shops that were still open.  Many of the shops and vendors had closed for the New Years celebration.  A group of buskers was entertaining a group of children and a few adults.

We left through the stalls at the end of the building and found Santa handing out candy and taking pictures with children.  We noticed most of the shops were closing.  It was near sunset, below freezing with a breeze –driven mist.  Definitely time to get inside.  The pubs were getting full but we took the tube home.

We spent the evening watching TV with the English specials.  The government was recommending people stay away from Trafalgar Square due to the weather but a lot of people showed up anyway.

New Years Day.  Our vacation was drawing to a close.  Tomorrow was go home day.  The weather was cold with a light rain.  I went to the bakery for rolls and we had them with hot chocolate.

We spent the morning rounding things up, doing the laundry and preliminary packing.  We also called the cab for the ride to the airport.

About lunch time the rain quit.  It was still cold but we decided to go to Chinatown for lunch and last minute shopping in Soho.  The tube took us to the Leicester (pronounced Lister) Square station.  Our street route took us past the Hippodrome and Notre Dame to Gerrard Street and Chinatown.  We found a dim sum restaurant about a block from the Soho McDonald’s.

It was nearly dark when we finished and the rain and temperature were both dropping.  We walked the length of Gerrard Street and up Shaftesbury Avenue to the tube station.
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Antique Cycle

Go Home Day.  We were up early to get the packing finished.  After breakfast we were washing dishes as the cab arrived.

The trip to Gatwick took almost two hours with traffic and the weather.  The driver was chatty and we discussed housing, jobs, education, our trip, his job and family and his view of the government.  

It seemed like only a few minutes till we boarded and were in our seats climbing out over Manchester towards Liverpool.  Dublin and Donegal were hidden under the clouds.  I dozed for a couple hours and woke over Labrador.  Ottawa was covered with snow, as was most of the route to Houston.

We arrived home late in the afternoon and decided to wait until morning to pick up the cat.  Our guest had left the house cleaner than we had.  We will definitely try house swapping again sometime.
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A home exchange was a new experience and what would be a better place than merry old England.
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