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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

[image: Image]

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

[image: Image]

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).


[image: image]

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 entry requirements. 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).

[image: image]

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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