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About the Book

London is bursting with endless opportunities, but sometimes even the people who love the city the most like to escape for a day. So let LONDON WALKS® be your guide as you discover the best day trips from the capital city.

With stories and advice contributed by the Guides who work for the London Walks® company, you will discover the heritage behind some of England’s most picturesque places, including:


	Bath – the living record of the Age of Elegance with its Roman Baths, Assembly Rooms and Royal Crescent

	Cambridge – idyll of medieval courts, emerald, velvety lawns and punting on the River Cam

	The Cotswolds – the fresh green lap of this fair isle, with thatched cottages of honey-coloured stone, babbling brooks and peerless gardens
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Dedicated, with respect and admiration,
to the modern Marco Polos: to all of you – the tolerant,
curious, companionable, bright, determined, durable,
friendly, funny, switched-on, and ever-gallant
London Walkers and London Walks Day Trippers.


INTRODUCTION
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DAVID TUCKER

‘Always drink upstream from the herd.’

WILL ROGERS

Get out more. Get out of London. Get out and walk. Get out of the coach. Get out of the motorway rut. Get out of the tourism equivalent of factory farming.

OK, some background. London Walks does out-of-town trips? We most certainly do. And they’re cut from the same cloth as our walking tours in London – even unto their genesis.

In the beginning, an Australian named Keith Baverstock – one of life’s difference makers1 – founded London Walks. That was half a century ago. Keith was fed up with the banality of typical London tourist fare, so he started what is now the oldest urban walking-tour company in the world, the gold standard of urban walking-tour companies.

Fast forward to 1990. Mary and I have just inherited London Walks (from Ian, the guide who took up the reins when Keith went back to Australia in 1973). Our first draft pick (as they say in the NFL) for a guide to join us was a gifted actor named Richard Bartlett. Richard was a natural: the honeyed voice, warmth, urbanity, presence, perfect timing, wit, connections to die for – the fit was perfect.

One of the curious things about this craft of ours is that real guiding – London Walks guiding (as opposed to parrot patter) – is something you come to quite a bit later in life. No eight-year-old (or twenty-year-old for that matter) ever thinks, ‘I want to be a guide when I grow up.’ Footballer or fireman or doctor or dancer or actor or author, yes. But not a guide. It’s something you find – or it finds you – when you’re grown-up, and when the day does finally dawn, it’s a road-to-Damascus moment, for the really gifted ones at any rate. It may have taken half a lifetime, but you’ve found what you were put on Earth to do. To paraphrase Yeats’s great line, who can separate the guide from the guiding?

In Richard’s case, that meant, among other things, that he was on to the Blue Badge Guide course almost as soon as he got the bit between his teeth. ‘What? There are places I’m not allowed to guide? [You have to be a Blue Badge Guide to guide in Westminster Abbey, for example.] I’m not having that.’ So, yes, straight on to the course. And straight through it. It’s a two-year course. Richard aced it in one.

Now to come to the Genesis Part II point. The Blue Badge course is by no means a London only matter. Oxford, Canterbury, Windsor, Stonehenge, and plenty of other places are also part of its syllabus, part of its remit. For a London-based guide that meant (notice the tense) coach excursion guiding: any number – industrial, mass-production numbers – of coach loads of tourists, ‘moleing’ (crawl-stop, crawl-stop, crawl-stop) through London rush-hour traffic and then grinding out the motorway miles on day tours that ‘package’ (the mot juste) inevitably superficial, get-out-and-stretch-a-leg ‘visits’ to three, four, or even five destinations. It’s transformative, that. Oxford, Bath, Canterbury and the others are Rembrandts or Constables. ‘Doing them’ that way turns Old Masters into paint-by-numbers. ‘There has to be a better way of doing it,’ was Richard’s thought.

The better way was, of course, the London Walks way – walking tours. And once you’re thinking walking tours in Bath or Canterbury or Oxford, well, everything follows from that.

We had to slip the surly bonds of the coach. The coach was the prison house. Get shot of it. It was what was locking up the time we needed to do full-blooded walking tours that would do justice to the places we were visiting. We wanted to convey a real feel for these places – their history, their byways and hidden bits and bobs, their inscapes, what makes them tick, what it was (and is) like to live there – as opposed to a postcard glimpse.

And voilà, there it was. Ours for the, er, taking. Trains. Much faster. Much more comfortable. ‘Fastly superior’.

OK, we do use coaches – sparingly, shrewdly, locally. One of our Cambridge outings is a perfect case in point. With the flexibility the coach gives him, our guide Simon is able to take his party out to the village of Madingley, three miles west of Cambridge, to see the very beautiful and moving Cambridge-American Cemetery and Memorial. The cemetery is the final resting place of some 3,000 Second World War US airmen. It’s a corner of England where, on the wings of beauty and quiescence and a few unerring words – ‘ To you from failing hands we throw the torch – be yours to hold it high’ – you really do sense ‘a presence far more deeply interfused’.

Interfused is a note you can sound again. Interfusing is what a great guide does. In this instance, it’s Simon stacking interest by fashioning a route out to Madingley that takes us through the outskirts of Cambridge, an area that is ‘renowned but unvisited’ – scientific Cambridge. Here is where the Cavendish Labs are located, and the British Antarctica Survey has its headquarters, among many other world-famous institutions.

But beyond the modus operandi, the fundamental of fundamentals: it all comes down to the guiding. You get the very best guides and let them get on with it. What that means – be it out on the street or here on the page – is an individual, guide-created ascent,2 something that’s personal, richly particular, unfailingly intelligent and finely wrought, and that draws together. That’s what the great ones can do. They can fashion a route that’s full of interest and surprises. They can find – or make – the connections that galvanise all those brightly coloured bits into a mosaic, providing shape and coherence. Without meaning of that sort, you’ve just got a jumble sale of a tour. The guide is the linchpin. Our guides can serve up tours in a way that takes their walkers with them and holds, even grips, them for two hours.

Of course, certain keys go some way towards accounting for the magic – local knowledge for starters. Alison lives in St Albans. Nick wrote his chapter on Stratford-upon-Avon towards the end of the year that he spent there with the Royal Shakespeare Company. Richard has a country house in Suffolk (one of the trips that, alas, didn’t make it into the book). Local knowledge is something that all the London Walks guides have. They don’t do off-the-peg guiding. They’ve drilled down much deeper. They’ve become a part of the places they talk about. And they’ve earned the trust of the locals. That, in turn, opens up magic casement after magic casement.

Great English guides, great English places. You should all have the great good fortune to spend a day with them in the places they ‘curate’ – with Richard in Oxford, or Hilary in Winchester, or Chris in Hampton Court, or Gillian in Chartwell, or Karen in Bath. Which, come to think of it, makes this little book the magic carpet. Because now you can.

1 That’s no exaggeration. Keith also started white-water rafting on the driest continent on Earth – and ‘Colonial Day Simulacra’ in Australian schools.

2 The mountaineering metaphor isn’t too much of a stretch. Guides of this calibre are operating at a different level entirely; theirs are the names up on the leaderboards of peer-reviewed assessments and eminent travel publications. (For example, Travel & Leisure recently naming Karen one of ‘the world’s [15] greatest guides’.)
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CAMBRIDGE – GOLDEN WILLOWS BY THE RIVERSIDE
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CAMBRIDGE LOOKS DOWN on Oxford, calling it ‘the Other Place’. Never mention the O word in Cambridge. ‘But,’ says the Other Place, ‘Lewis Carroll, J.R.R. Tolkien, Margaret Thatcher, Tony Blair, Bill Clinton, Hugh Grant …’

‘Really?’ says Cambridge. ‘Newton, Darwin.’ Surnames suffice … which, you might think, says everything. Well, not quite. There is also Trinity College, which has produced more than thirty Nobel Prize winners (more than most countries!); the cracking of the DNA code; the discovery of the electron and the neutron; the man whose team first split the atom; the discoverer of blood circulation; the inventor of the jet engine; and computing and those who made it possible – Babbage, Wilkes and Turing.

The traditions, beauty and architecture of Cambridge have inspired great poets and writers. It has the most remarkable Gothic building in the world – the Chapel of King’s College, which E.M. Forster, a King’s alumnus, described as ‘an incomparable building. There is nothing like it in the world. It triumphs through three mediums: stone, glass, wood … One has no doubts as to its greatness. It is one of the great buildings of the world and it is unique. If it perished, no millionaire and no government could replace it.’

Simply standing and viewing the building across the velvet lawn from the ‘Backs’, where the River Cam flows, is stunning. Better still, see it from the river itself by gliding along on a punt – the flat-bottomed craft Cambridge has made its own – as the poet Rupert Brooke so often did as a young man a century ago: ‘I only know that you may lie / All day and watch the Cambridge sky.’ Then to enter the chapel is literally (for I have often heard it happen) breathtaking.

In 1448 the college’s founder, that most spiritual of kings, Henry VI, decreed that the chapel ‘shall contain in length 288 feet of assize without any Aisles and all of the wideness of 40 feet, being in height 90ft, embattled, vaulted … sufficiently buttressed and every buttress fined with finials (pinnacles).’

His studiousness and faith in God proved to be inadequate shields against the powerful schemers of late medieval England. Hapless Henry was captured by his murderous cousin Edward during the dynastic Wars of the Roses. He never saw his plans completed. His eventual successor, that most pedantic of kings, Henry VII, bequeathed £5000 in gold: ‘that thereby should not be only a notable act and a meritorious work perfected, which else were like to grow to desolation and never to have been done and accomplished, but also divine service and hereafter maintained and supported to the honour and laud of Almighty God.’

The wooden payment chest is still there in the chapel for all to see. The gold was all well spent on what novelist Henry James described as master mason John Wastell’s ‘sublime creation’: the chapel’s vaulted ceiling. ‘[It has] such a beautiful slimness of clustered tracery soaring along the walls and spreading, bending and commingling in the roof, that its simplicity seems only a richness the more.’

Poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge went further: ‘the marvellous sublimity and transcendent beauty is quite unparalleled.’ This beauty, more than 1800 tons of beauty, supports itself, making the ceiling an architectural wonder of the world. It would be another two centuries before Cambridge gave birth to Newtonian physics. The masons of Gothic architecture were students of trial and error. Experience and intuition counted for all. In 1762, Horace Walpole described the reaction of England’s greatest architect, Sir Christopher Wren, when he surveyed the building: ‘Wren … said that if any man would show him where to put the first stone, he would engage to build such another.’

The second Henry Tudor we remember largely for his powers of destruction. Monks, Roman Catholicism, pilgrimages, his wives’ heads – all of these he removed from English life. Yet without his plundering of the monasteries and his Machiavellian act of generosity towards Cambridge – he effectively bribed the university to secure their support for his divorce from his first wife, Catherine of Aragon – then Cambridge would never have been endowed with the best example of Renaissance stained-glass window work in the world with its brilliant rainbow of biblical scenes. The tales depicted are from the Old and New Testaments but the faces and clothes are of sixteenth-century England. Henry himself appears, his face attached to the persona of King Solomon, who receives gifts from the Queen of Sheba. Was that the artists’ cheeky prank? Or their flattering of the fearful, forty-inch-chest reginacide?

The huge east window at the chapel’s far end is the most impressive, depicting Christ’s trial, suffering through crucifixion, death and deposition from the cross. The window’s six scenes are peppered with pained, ecstatic and hauntingly grotesque faces, something akin to those of Brueghel, yet their innate luminosity renders them more vivid and entrancing.

It took more than thirty years for the finest glaziers from London, Flanders and Germany to create their masterpieces with ‘goode clean sure and perfect glass and orient colours and imagery the story of the old law and the new law’ (as their contract of 1526 stated). ‘In blazing glass above the dark / Glow skies and thrones and wings / Blue, ruby, gold and green / Between the whiteness of the walls’ wrote Poet Laureate John Betjeman after the Second World War.

On 1 September 1939, when the Wehrmacht first engaged Polish forces, telegrams were sent to arrange for removal of the stained glass. By the time the Imperial Japanese Army were ravaging Hong Kong more than two years later, all the glass – thousands of jewel-like pieces – had been stored in Cambridge cellars to protect it from any air raids. Twenty-eight people were killed by falling bombs in Cambridge but, compared with other similar-sized cities, Cambridge survived relatively unharmed. Adolf Hitler, it was claimed, had bought a house a few miles down the road in Huntingdon before the war and the SS had already earmarked St John’s College for use as a regional HQ following Operation Sealion, Hitler’s planned invasion of Britain. The preponderance of eagles decorating gateposts and buildings at John’s must have struck a chord with perceptions of Teutonic destiny.

Only two great medieval English churches retain their stained glass in anything approaching its original state and King’s Chapel is one (the other is York Minster). During the Civil War, much was destroyed by parliamentary soldiers, who perceived such ecclesiastical decoration as popish. The King’s Chapel windows are thought to have been saved by virtue of the harsh seventeenth-century Cambridge winter climate. Roundhead soldiers were quartered in the chapel and smashing the windows would have led to freezing-cold, sleepless nights.

As visitors exit the chapel, many have their eyes drawn to the lawn between them and the river. The ‘Keep off the Grass’ sign ensures the patch remains pristine. Indeed, only the colleges’ senior members, or fellows, may defy such notices! Pink Floyd lyricist Roger Waters claimed that this prohibition prompted him to write the words ‘The lunatic is on the grass’ in his song ‘Brain damage’ on the album ‘Dark Side of the Moon’. He and his Cambridge schoolfriend Syd Barrett, whose descent into drug-induced lunacy inspired the song, performed for students and locals during the band’s early days.

Music is a strong element in Cambridge’s make-up. Choirs abound and King’s College’s is of world renown. The BBC broadcasts its ‘Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols’ from King’s each Christmas Eve at 3 p.m. People queue from five in the morning to attend.

Next to the chapel stands the Gibbs building, wherein economist J.M. Keynes had his desk. It is haunted by another Barrett, a former fellow whose room contained a coffin. Some attributed Barrett’s strange habits and manner to his flirtation with diabolic forces of evil. One fateful night, Barrett’s screams were heard echoing down the hall. When the door of his room was opened the next day, Barrett was discovered dead in his coffin. His late-night ghostly screams may be heard each year on the anniversary of his death.

Fittingly, M.R. James, who penned some of the greatest ghost stories in English literature, studied at King’s in the 1880s and eventually became the college head, or Master. Indeed, Cambridge is one of the most haunted cities in Britain – unsurprising for a city suffused in at least eight centuries of intense mental and spiritual energy.

Cambridge has more than thirty colleges. They provide students with accommodation, a dining hall, a chapel and small library. The fellows may relax in the combination room. The oldest college is Peterhouse, founded in 1284. A white figure haunts the hall and combination room, which are joined by a passageway that passes through a fifteenth-century bell tower. One explanation – that the ghost is that of James Davies, a fellow who hanged himself at the college in 1789 – seemed unlikely as Davies’s obituary stated that his suicide occurred in the chapel. However, in 1998, in college records, his coffin bill was discovered, which stated that his body had been found hanging in the bell tower!

Students at Sidney Sussex College have witnessed the appearance of a floating, yellowish human head accompanied by the smell of rotting human flesh. The most famous Sidney alumnus is Oliver Cromwell, parliamentary commander in the Civil War against Charles I. Cromwell studied there for just one year, arriving in 1616 on the day that Shakespeare died. In 1649, Cromwell’s signature was one of many on Charles’s death warrant, following the king’s defeat. Cromwell subsequently ruled England as ‘Lord Protector’ but died in 1658 and was buried in Westminster Abbey. The dead king’s son, Charles II, returned from exile and took revenge. Cromwell’s body was dug up, put on trial, sentenced to death, hanged and beheaded. His head was set on a spike on the roof of Westminster Hall but, after more than twenty years, blew off in a storm and was conveyed to a museum. Over the following decades, it was sold on from one owner to the next until finally it was presented to Sidney Sussex where it was buried in 1960, somewhere near the antechapel. Only three people are said to know its secret location.

Although no metropolis, Cambridge has some of the finest small museums in the land. Now open to the public, many of these museums had their beginnings in academic purposes. The Fitzwilliam is said to be the best outside London. Thomas Lethbridge, twentieth-century curator of the archaeological museum, claimed it was haunted and that an ancient skull would move from cabinet to cabinet. His passion for paranormal, occult and extraterrestrial matters led to academic ostracism.

Just around the corner is the zoology museum, its shelves stacked with specimens labelled ‘CHARLES DARWIN. BEAGLE VOYAGE.’ When Darwin arrived at Cambridge University, today’s Zoology site contained the University Botanical Gardens – subsequently relocated – where Darwin and John Henslow (botany professor) would regularly stroll together.

Although young Charles was originally destined for a church career, he had an open enquiring mind when it came to the newly emerging sciences, and Henslow held regular Friday evening soirees where like-minded staff and students could mingle. Darwin later recalled: ‘At these parties I have listened to the great men of those days, conversing on all sorts of subjects with the most varied and brilliant powers.’ He even began attending Henslow’s botany lectures, noting: ‘His strongest taste was to draw conclusions from his long-continued minute observations.’ One of Darwin’s fellow students later recounted: ‘The professor … said he hoped his teaching influenced many to perseverance – certainly he knew it had influenced one – no doubt he meant Darwin.’

Through Henslow, Darwin was introduced to geology professor Adam Sedgwick, and fossil collecting soon became a hobby. After one lecture, Darwin commented on Sedgwick’s ‘enlarged views of both time and space’ and his ‘drawing large cheques upon the Bank of Time’. The importance of these two great Cambridge professors in shaping Darwin’s theory of evolution, which he put forward in his 1859 publication On the Origin of Species, is clearly discernible.

The New Museums site is adorned with memorials commemorating world-changing discoveries and the personalities involved, such as Crick, Watson and Rutherford, who along with nearly thirty Nobel Prize winners worked at the Cavendish Laboratory – the nation’s first research laboratory for physical sciences. All departments of the Cavendish relocated westwards in 1974 to a new site where the new disciplines of nanotechnology and computer science further Cambridge’s reputation as a world leader in science with more Nobel prizes to date than any university on earth.

Opposite the old Cavendish gateway sits Corpus Christi College, where they still have a contemporary portrait of Christopher Marlowe, who gained a Master’s Degree there. An Elizabethan spy, assassinated in a London pub, Marlowe was a highly imaginative playwright and is claimed by some to have been the true author of Shakespeare’s plays.

Corpus Christi’s library is a real treasure chest. Many of the thirteenth-century college’s original works were lost when rioting peasants ran amok in the famous revolt in 1381, but in 1574 Archbishop Matthew Parker bequeathed more books and manuscripts to his alma mater. As archbishop, the large-nosed Parker earned a reputation for making excessive enquiries into the activities of his clergymen – the original ‘nosey parker’!

College records reveal that as a student Parker borrowed two valuable books, which he neglected to return. Parker later developed the practice on a much grander scale. He became Anne Boleyn’s chaplain. She made him dean of Stoke-by-Clare College. Their library collection shrank as Parker’s grew. His later appointment as Archbishop of Canterbury really enabled him to indulge his appetite for acquisition. Parker plundered the libraries of monasteries that Henry VIII had dissolved, but in so doing preserved national treasures that might otherwise have been lost.

Keen to justify Henry VIII’s break from Roman Catholicism, Parker sought evidence for the precedent of an independent English church in ancient Anglo-Saxon texts. Thus, today in the college’s Parker Library can be found original works by the Venerable Bede and King Alfred the Great; the oldest version of the Anglo Saxon Chronicle, which Alfred himself ordered to be written; the gospels brought to England by St Augustine in AD 597 (one of the oldest books in the world), and many more of note. Parker’s gift to the library numbered around one and a half thousand books and manuscripts, but it came with a condition – should books go missing (how ironic!) Corpus would forfeit the collection to Gonville and Caius college and they to Trinity Hall. The rule also applied to Parker’s silver collection. Hence, every autumn, a ceremonial audit involving the three colleges’ representatives takes place. No books or silverware have yet disappeared – in more than 400 years! So hats off to Matthew Parker, although the old adage, ‘set a thief to catch a thief ’, is brought to mind.

Every college has a library but Trinity’s is surely the most elegant. Its architect, Sir Christopher Wren, even designed the shelves and furniture. Wren made optimum use of space and light with, for a library, unprecedentedly large windows, constructed above the gorgeous limewood shelves that have carvings by Grinling Gibbons, England’s greatest ever woodcarver. The sculptor Louis Francois Roubiliac executed the marble busts of college alumni. This late seventeenth-century triumph of wood, glass and stone reflects the age that created it as much as King’s Chapel. Wren, professor of mathematics at (regrettably) the Other Place, was a friend of Isaac Barrow, professor of mathematics at Cambridge, who was a close friend of Sir Isaac Newton’s. Barrow recognised Newton’s genius and therefore resigned his post to accommodate the better man.

Encased and on display in the library is Principia Mathematica, Newton’s work outlining the laws of gravity and motion in space. (Nearby lies the original manuscript of A.A. Milne’s Winnie the Pooh. Milne and his son, Christopher Robin, were both Trinity men.) The library overlooks a courtyard, Nevile’s Court, where Newton calculated the speed of sound by kicking against the wall and timing the echo. In April 1705, Queen Anne arrived at Trinity College to knight him. Newton’s statue dominates the ante-chapel of Trinity’s chapel (Roubiliac again). Poet William Wordsworth, who studied next door at St John’s College, recalled in his Prelude of 1799 how

From my pillow looking forth by light

Of moon or favouring stars, I could behold

The Antechapel where the statue stood

Of Newton with his prism and silent face,

The marble index of a mind forever

Voyaging through strange seas of thought alone.

In his autobiographical work, Wordsworth also recalls the clock tower of Trinity’s Great Court with its ‘male and female voice’ – one high and low note for each hour struck. Twelve o’clock (24 dings and dongs) takes 43 seconds to strike. The court’s circumference is 400 yards. For decades, at noon, students have tried to run the distance before the chimes stop. This tradition was immortalised in the film Chariots of Fire.

The chimes of another Cambridge clock tower – that of the church of St Mary the Great – are, inadvertently, the most famous in the world. St Mary’s is the university church where, at one time, degrees were awarded. In 1834, the old Palace of Westminster in London was destroyed by fire. A new palace was created there with an enormous clock tower containing a large hour bell called Big Ben. Discussions arose about the choice of tune for the chimes to herald Big Ben. One member of the committee was a Cambridge man and suggested that the tune of his university church should be adopted. It was. So now, Cambridge chimes (not Westminster chimes) are famous throughout the world.

Behind the church is the daily market. Cambridge has been a market town since Saxon times. For centuries, fresh fish was brought in from the coast along the River Cam. Until 1914 the market sold ‘Cambridge butter’ in yard-long rolls of 1 inch diameter. Although the tradition has died, university officials still carry iron measuring rods in ceremonial processions. Their predecessors once used these rods to ensure the honesty of dairy traders in days when the university had enormous powers over the townspeople’s livelihoods.

Rivalry between ‘town’ and ‘gown’ often descended into physical violence. Indeed, it is said that the university’s foundation more than eight centuries ago resulted from terrified students fleeing to Cambridge from lynching in the Other Place. Today, however, around 18,000 university students mix happily with shoppers drawn by the town’s impressive array of retail opportunities, pubs and cafés, and with visitors who come for more … and more. So. Much. More. This one chapter is merely toe-dipping in the Cam. Visitors always need to return.

In the 1920s, Chinese poet Hsu Chih Mo studied at King’s and in 2008 the college placed a marble stone near the banks of the Cam inscribed with lines in Mandarin from his poem, ‘Saying Goodbye to Cambridge Again’. Largely unheard of in the West, the poem is known and recited by millions of Chinese, including tourists and postgraduates who have come to Cambridge in recent years to follow in the poet’s footsteps. The poem includes the following lines:

Very quietly I take my leave

As quietly as I came here …

The golden willows by the riverside …

Their reflections on the shimmering waves

Always linger in the depth
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