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Recession-Busting Britain: Best Free Experiences

Keeping an eye on the pennies is a good idea at any time, but at the moment it’s even more important than usual – which is why we’ve produced this Lonely Planet guide to seeing the best Britain has to offer where you don’t need to spend anything. Across the whole of the country we’ve picked out those places that can be enjoyed without worrying about the cost (a cup of tea and a scone or two not included).

To help you find your way around this ebook we’ve divided the country into eight different regions: London; Southern England; Central England; Northern England; Wales; Edinburgh; Glasgow and Southern Scotland; and Central and Northern Scotland. We’ve listed towns and cities within each region alphabetically.
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London

Forget all those stories about how expensive London is. If you know the right places, you can enjoy the capital for free. Home to many national (and therefore free) collections, London’s also well served by parks and gardens for leisurely strolling, and markets and shops for (window) shopping.

Big-Name Museums & Galleries

British Library

(www.bl.uk; 96 Euston Rd NW1; [image: ] 9.30am-6pm Mon & Wed-Fri, 9.30am-8pm Tue, 9.30am-5pm Sat, 11am-5pm Sun; [image: ] King’s Cross St Pancras) You need to be a ‘reader’ (ie member) to use the vast collection of the library, but the Treasures gallery is open to everyone. Here you’ll find Shakespeare’s first folio, Leonardo da Vinci’s notebooks, the lyrics to ‘A Hard Day’s Night’ scribbled on the back of Julian Lennon’s birthday card, Oscar Wilde’s handwritten ‘Ballad Of Reading Gaol’, religious texts from around the world and, most importantly, the 4th-century Codex Sinaiticus (one of the earliest Bibles) and 1215 Magna Carta.

British Museum

(www.britishmuseum.org; Great Russell St WC1; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm Sat-Wed, to 8.30pm Thu & Fri; [image: ] Russell Sq) The country’s largest museum and one of the oldest and finest in the world, the BM boasts vast Egyptian, Etruscan, Greek, Roman, European and Middle Eastern galleries, among many others. Begun in 1753 with a ‘cabinet of curiosities’ bequeathed by Sir Hans Sloane to the nation on his death, the collection mushroomed over the ensuing years partly through the plundering of the empire. The grand Enlightenment Gallery was the first section of the redesigned museum to be built (in 1823).

Among the must-sees are the Rosetta Stone, the key to deciphering Egyptian hieroglyphics, discovered in 1799; the controversial Parthenon Sculptures, stripped from the walls of the Parthenon in Athens by Lord Elgin (the British ambassador to the Ottoman Empire), and which Greece wants returned; the stunning Oxus Treasure of 7th- to 4th-century-BC Persian gold; and the Anglo-Saxon Sutton Hoo burial relics.

The Great Court was restored and augmented by Norman Foster in 2000 and now has a spectacular glass-and-steel roof, making it one of the most impressive architectural spaces in the capital. In the centre is the Reading Room, with its stunning blue-and-gold domed ceiling, where Karl Marx wrote the manifesto of the Communist Party.

You’ll need multiple visits to savour even the highlights here; happily there are 15 half-hour free ‘eye opener’ tours between 11am and 3.45pm daily, focusing on different parts of the collection. Other tours include the 90-minute highlights tour at 10.30am, 1pm and 3pm daily (adult/child £8/5). Audioguides are available (£4.50).

Imperial War Museum

(www.iwm.org.uk; Lambeth Rd SE1; [image: ] 10am-6pm; [image: ] Lambeth North) You don’t have to be a lad to appreciate the Imperial War Museum and its spectacular atrium with Spitfires hanging from the ceiling, rockets (including the massive German V2), field guns, missiles, submarines, tanks, torpedoes and other military hardware. Providing a telling lesson in modern history, highlights include a recreated WWI trench and WWII bomb shelter as well as a Holocaust exhibition.

Museum of London

(www.museumoflondon.org.uk; 150 London Wall EC2; [image: ] 10am-6pm: [image: ] Barbican) Visiting the fascinating Museum of London helps make sense of the layers of history that make up the city. The Roman section, in particular, illustrates how the modern is grafted onto the ancient; several of the city’s main thoroughfares were once Roman roads, for instance. The museum’s £20 million Galleries of Modern London opened in 2010, encompassing everything from 1666 (the Great Fire) to the present day. While the Lord Mayor’s ceremonial coach is the centrepiece, an effort has been made to create an immersive experience: you can enter reconstructions of an 18th-century debtors’ prison, a Georgian pleasure garden and a Victorian street.

National Gallery

(www.nationalgallery.org.uk; Trafalgar Sq WC2; [image: ] 10am-6pm Sat-Thu, to 9pm Fri; [image: ] Charing Cross) Gazing grandly over Trafalgar Sq through its Corinthian columns, the National Gallery is the nation’s most important repository of art. Four million visitors come annually to admire its 2300-plus Western European paintings, spanning the years 1250 to 1900.

Highlights include Turner’s The Fighting Temeraire (voted Britain’s greatest painting), Botticelli’s Venus and Mars and Van Gogh’s Sunflowers. The medieval religious paintings in the Sainsbury Wing are fascinating, but for a short, sharp blast of brilliance, you can’t beat the truckloads of Monets, Manets, Cézannes and Renoirs in rooms 43 to 46.

Natural History Museum

(www.nhm.ac.uk; Cromwell Rd SW7; [image: ] 10am-5.50pm; [image: ] South Kensington) A sure-fire hit with kids of all ages, the Natural History Museum is crammed full of interesting stuff, starting with the giant dinosaur skeleton that greets you in the main hall. In the dinosaur section, the fleshless fossils are brought to robotic life with a very realistic 4m-high animatronic Tyrannosaurus rex and his smaller, but no less sinister-looking, cousins.

The other galleries are equally impressive. An escalator slithers up and into a hollowed-out globe where two exhibits – The Power Within and Restless Surface – explain how wind, water, ice, gravity and life itself affect the earth. For parents unsure of how to broach the facts of life, a quick whiz around the Human Biology section should do the trick.

The Darwin Centre houses a team of biologists and a staggering 20-million-plus species of animal and plant specimens. Take a lift to the top of the Cocoon, a seven-storey egg-shaped structure encased within a glass pavilion, and make your way down through the floors of interactive displays. Glass windows allow you to watch the scientists at work.

National Portrait Gallery

(www.npg.org.uk; St Martin’s Pl WC2; [image: ] 10am-6pm Sat-Wed, to 9pm Thu & Fri; [image: ] Charing Cross) The fascinating National Portrait Gallery is like stepping into a picture book of English history or, if you’re feeling trashy, an OK magazine spread on history’s celebrities (‘what’s she wearing?’). Founded in 1856, the permanent collection (around 11,000 works) starts with the Tudors on the 2nd floor and descends to contemporary figures (from pop stars to scientists). An audiovisual guide (£3) will lead you through the gallery’s most famous pictures.
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The Tate Modern gallery at dusk from Millennium Bridge,
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Tate Modern

(www.tate.org.uk; Queen’s Walk SE1; [image: ] 10am-6pm Sun-Thu, to 10pm Fri & Sat; [image: ] Southwark) It’s hard to miss this surprisingly elegant former power station on the south side of the river – which is fortunate as the tremendous Tate Modern really shouldn’t be missed. Focusing on modern art in all its wacky and wonderful permutations, it’s been extraordinarily successful in bringing challenging work to the masses, becoming one of London’s most popular attractions.

Outstanding temporary exhibitions (on the 4th floor; prices vary) continue to spark excitement, as does the periodically changing large-scale installation in the vast Turbine Hall. The permanent collection is organised into four themed sections, which also change periodically and include works by the likes of Mark Rothko, Pablo Picasso, Francis Bacon, Roy Lichtenstein, Andy Warhol and Tracey Emin.

Science Museum

(www.sciencemuseum.org.uk; Exhibition Rd SW7; [image: ] 10am-6pm; [image: ] South Kensington) With seven floors of interactive and educational exhibits, the Science Museum covers everything from the Industrial Revolution to the exploration of space. There is something for all ages, from vintage cars, trains and aeroplanes to labour-saving devices for the home, a wind tunnel and flight simulator. Kids love the interactive sections.

Tate Britain

(www.tate.org.uk; Millbank SW1; [image: ] 10am-5.40pm; [image: ] Pimlico)

Britannia rules the walls of Tate Britain. Reaching from 1500 to the present, it’s crammed with local heavyweights like Blake, Hogarth, Gainsborough, Whistler, Spencer and, especially, Turner, whose work dominates the Clore Gallery. His ‘interrupted visions’ – unfinished canvases of moody skies – wouldn’t look out of place in the contemporary section, alongside the work of David Hockney, Francis Bacon, Tracey Emin, Angela Bulloch and Damien Hirst. The always controversial annual Turner Prize is exhibited in the gallery from October to January.

Victoria & Albert Museum

(www.vam.ac.uk; Cromwell Rd SW7; [image: ] 10am-5.45pm Sat-Thu, to 10pm Fri; [image: ] South Kensington) A vast, rambling and wonderful museum of decorative art and design, the V&A is a bit like the nation’s attic, comprising four million objects collected from Britain and around the globe. Spread over nearly 150 galleries, it houses the world’s greatest collection of decorative arts, including ancient Chinese ceramics, modernist architectural drawings, Korean bronzes, Japanese swords, cartoons by Raphael, spellbinding Asian statues and Islamic carpets, Rodin sculptures, actual-size reproductions of famous European architecture and sculpture (including Michelangelo’s David), Elizabethan gowns, ancient jewellery, an all-wooden Frank Lloyd Wright study and a pair of Doc Martens. Yes, you’ll need to plan. To top it all off, it’s a fabulous building, with an attractive garden cafe as well as the original, lavishly decorated V&A cafe.

Smaller Museums & Galleries

Bank of England Museum

(www.bankofengland.co.uk/museum; Bartholomew Lane EC2; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Fri; [image: ] Bank)

Guardian of the country’s financial system, the Bank of England was established in 1694 when the government needed to raise cash to support a war with France. It was moved here in 1734 and largely renovated by Sir John Soane. The interesting museum traces the history of the bank and banking system. Audioguides are free, and you even get to pick up a £230,000 gold bar.

Geffrye Museum

(www.geffrye-museum.org.uk; 136 Kingsland Rd E2; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, noon-5pm Sun; [image: ] Old St) If you like nosing around other people’s homes, the Geffrye Museum is your kind of place. Devoted to middle-class domestic interiors through the ages, these former almshouses (1714) have been converted into a series of living rooms dating from 1630 to the current Ikea generation. On top of the interiors, the back garden has been transformed into period garden ‘rooms’ and a lovely walled herb garden (April to October only).

Wallace Collection

(www.wallacecollection.org; Manchester Sq W1; [image: ] 10am-5pm; [image: ] Bond St) Housed in a beautiful, opulent, Italianate mansion, the Wallace Collection is a treasure trove of exquisite 18th-century French furniture, Sèvres porcelain, arms, armour and art by masters such as Rubens, Titian, Rembrandt and Gainsborough. Audioguides are £4. Oliver Peyton’s Wallace Restaurant occupies a glassed-in courtyard at the centre of the gallery.

Wellcome Collection

(www.wellcomecollection.org; 183 Euston Rd NW1; [image: ] 10am-6pm Tue, Wed, Fri & Sat, 10am-10pm Thu, 11am-6pm Sun; [image: ] Euston Sq) Focusing on the interface of art, science and medicine, this clever museum is fascinating. There are interactive displays where you can scan your face and watch it stretched into the statistical average; wacky modern sculptures inspired by various medical conditions; and downright creepy things, like an actual cross-section of a body and enlargements of parasites (fleas, body lice, scabies) at terrifying proportions.



WATERLOO SUNSET’S YOURS

The Kinks might have preferred sunset, but any time of day is good for enjoying the spectacular and free views from Waterloo Bridge in central London. Downstream along the Thames the original city lies north of the river, dominated by St Paul’s and the Square Mile’s skyscrapers, while the once industry-heavy South Bank is now culture-central with the National Theatre and Tate Modern. Upstream, a parade of suitably grand buildings (including the Savoy Hotel and the Ministry of Defence) leads to the Houses of Parliament, facing off across the river with the London Eye.

Great free views can also be had from other London bridges (the Golden Jubilee Bridges by Charing Cross train station come a close second to Waterloo), and the leafy high points around the city such as Primrose Hill, Parliament Hill (on Hampstead Heath) and by the Royal Observatory in Greenwich Park.





LONDON MARKETS

Obviously you can spend a LOT of money at the following markets if you decide you simply must have that antique Louis XIV chair, but browsing’s free.

Borough Market Many stalls at this foodie-heaven offer free samples so you can try before you (possibly) buy.

Brick Lane Market To get that lava lamp you never knew you needed, head to this eclectic, Sundays-only market.

Columbia Road Flower Market Get here late (it is open 8am–3pm on Sundays) to grab a few floral bargains.

Portobello Road Market Antiques, clothes and lots and lots of people to watch.




Southern England

Bath

Assembly Rooms

(Bennett St; [image: ] 10.30am-5pm Mar-Oct, 10.30am-4pm Nov-Feb) Opened in 1771, the city’s glorious Assembly Rooms were where fashionable Bath socialites once gathered to waltz, play cards and listen to the latest chamber music. You’re free to wander around the rooms, as long as they haven’t been reserved for a special function. Highlights include the card room, tearoom and the truly splendid ballroom, all of which are lit by their original 18th-century chandeliers.

Mayor’s Guided Tours

(www.bathguides.org.uk; [image: ] 10.30am & 2pm Sun-Fri, 10.30am Sat) Excellent historical tours provided free by the Mayors Corp of Honorary Guides leave from outside the Pump Rooms. Extra tours at 7pm on Tuesday, Friday and Saturday, May to September.


Bournemouth

Russell-Coates Art Gallery & Museum

(www.russell-cotes.bournemouth.gov.uk; Russell-Cotes Rd; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sun) This ostentatious mix of Italianate villa and Scottish baronial pile was built at the end of the 1800s for Merton and Annie Russell-Cotes as somewhere to showcase the remarkable range of souvenirs gathered on their world travels. Look out for a plaster version of the Parthenon frieze by the stairs, Maori woodcarvings and Persian tiles. The house also boasts fine art, including paintings by Rossetti, Edwin Landseer and William Frith.

Brighton

Brighton Museum & Art Gallery

(Royal Pavilion Gardens; [image: ] 10am-7pm Tue, to 5pm Wed-Sat, 2-5pm Sun) Set in the Royal Pavilion’s renovated stable block, this museum and art gallery has a glittering collection of 20th-century art and design, including a crimson Salvador Dalí sofa modelled on Mae West’s lips. There’s also an enthralling gallery of world art, an impressive collection of Egyptian artefacts and an ‘images of Brighton’ multimedia exhibit containing a series of oral histories and a model of the now defunct West Pier.

Bristol

Arnolfini Arts Centre

(www.arnolfini.org.uk; 16 Narrow Quay; [image: ] 10am-6pm Tue-Sun) The city’s avant-garde art gallery occupies a hulking redbrick warehouse by the river, and remains the top venue in town for modern art, as well as occasional exhibitions of dance, film and photography.

Canterbury

St Martin’s Church

(North Holmes Rd; [image: ] 11am-4pm Tue, Thu & Sat Apr-Sep) This stumpy little building is thought to be England’s oldest parish church in continuous use, and is where Queen Bertha (the wife of the Saxon King Ethelbert) welcomed Augustine upon his arrival in the 6th century.


Cheltenham

Pittville Pump Room

(www.pittvillepumproom.org.uk; Pittville Park; [image: ] 9am-noon) Built in 1830 as a centrepiece to a vast estate, the Pittville Pump Room is Cheltenham’s finest Regency building. Originally a spa and social centre, it is now used as a concert hall and wedding venue. You can wander into the main auditorium and sample the pungent spa waters when the building is not in use for a private event, or just explore the vast parklands and the lake it overlooks.

Gloucester

Folk Museum

(www.gloucester.gov.uk/folkmuseum; 99-103 Westgate St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat) This folk museum examines domestic life, crafts and industries from 1500 to the present, and is housed in a wonderful series of Tudor and Jacobean timber-framed buildings dating from the 16th and 17th centuries.

Isle of Portland

Tout Quarry

Portland’s unique white limestone has been quarried for centuries and has been used in some of the world’s finest buildings – including the British Museum and St Paul’s Cathedral. This disused quarry has 53 sculptures carved into the rock in situ. Labyrinthine paths snake through hacked-out gullies and around jumbled piles of rock, revealing the half-formed bears, bison and lizards that emerge out of stone cliffs. Highlights include Still Falling by Antony Gormley, Woman on Rock by Dhruva Mistry and the well-hidden Green Man.
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Looking over to All Souls College, founded in 1438, the souls in question are those of soldiers who died in the Hundred Years’ War, Oxford,
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Oxford

All Souls College

(www.all-souls.ox.ac.uk; High St; [image: ] 2-4pm Mon-Fri) One of the wealthiest of Oxford’s colleges and unique in not accepting undergraduate students, All Souls is primarily an academic research institution. It was founded in 1438 as a centre of prayer and learning, and today fellowship of the college is one of the highest academic honours in the country. Each year, the university’s top finalists are invited to sit a fellowship exam, with an average of only two making the grade annually. Much of the college facade dates from the 1440s, and, unlike other older colleges, the front quad has been largely unchanged for five centuries. It contains a beautiful 17th-century sundial designed by Christopher Wren. Most obvious, though, are the twin mock-Gothic towers on the north quad. Designed by Nicholas Hawksmoor in 1710, they were lambasted for ruining the Oxford skyline when first erected.

Ashmolean Museum

(www.ashmolean.org; Beaumont St; [image: ] 10am-6pm Tue-Sun) Britain’s oldest public museum, the Ashmolean reopened in 2009 after a massive £61 million redevelopment and is now lauded as the finest university museum in the world. The makeover has made the once intimidating building and stuffy collection a real joy to browse, with a giant atrium, glass walls revealing galleries on different levels, and a beautiful rooftop restaurant.

The museum was established in 1683 when Elias Ashmole presented the University with the collection of artefacts amassed by John Tradescant, gardener to Charles I. It contains everything from Egyptian, Islamic and Chinese art to rare porcelain, tapestries and silverware, priceless musical instruments and extensive displays of European art (including works by Raphael and Michelangelo). Set in one of Britain’s best examples of neo-Grecian architecture, it is one of the region’s top attractions.

Corpus Christi College

(www.ccc.ox.ac.uk; Merton St; [image: ] 1.30-4.30pm) Reputedly the friendliest and most liberal of Oxford’s colleges, Corpus Christi is small but strikingly beautiful. The pelican sundial in the front quad calculates the time by the sun and the moon, although it is always five minutes fast.

Exeter College

(www.exeter.ox.ac.uk; Turl St; [image: ] 2-5pm) Exeter is known for its elaborate 17th-century dining hall and ornate Victorian Gothic chapel housing The Adoration of the Magi, a William Morris tapestry.

Modern Art Oxford

(www.modernartoxford.org.uk; 30 Pembroke St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, noon-5pm Sun) Far removed from Oxford’s musty hallways of history, this is one of the best contemporary-art museums outside London, with heavyweight exhibitions, a wonderful gallery space and plenty of activities for children.

Museum of the History of Science

(www.mhs.ox.ac.uk; Broad St; [image: ] noon-5pm Tue-Fri, 10am-5pm Sat, 2-5pm Sun) Science, art, celebrity and nostalgia come together at this fascinating museum where the exhibits include everything from a blackboard used by Einstein to the world’s finest collection of historic scientific instruments, all housed in a beautiful 17th-century building.

Plymouth

City Museum & Art Gallery

(Drake Circus; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm Tue-Fri, 10am-5pm Sat) Imaginative displays conjure up Plymouth’s history. Look out for Napoleonic-era bone model ships, and the skis of the doomed Antarctic explorer Captain Robert Falcon Scott, a Plymouth man.

Poole

Sandbanks Beaches

A 2-mile, wafer-thin peninsula of land that curls around the expanse of Poole Harbour, Sandbanks is studded with some of the most expensive houses in the world, but the golden beaches that border them are free and have some of the best water-quality standards in the country. They’re also home to a host of water-sport operators.

Southampton

Guided Walks

Southampton has the third-largest section of 13th-century fortifications in the country, and free, 90-minute guided walks led by the Southampton Tourist Guides Association (www.stga.org.uk) see you strolling beside and on top of the towering walls. Tours leave from Bargate, the city’s northern medieval gate, at 11am.


Truro

Royal Cornwall Museum

(www.royalcornwallmuseum.org.uk; River St; admission free; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat) This is Cornwall’s main repository for all things industrial and archaeological, with an eclectic collection taking in everything from geological specimens to Celtic torques and a ceremonial carriage. Upstairs there’s a small Egyptian section and a little gallery with some surprising finds: a Turner here, a van Dyck there, and several works by Stanhope Forbes.

Whitstable

Whitstable Museum & Gallery

(www.whitstable-museum.co.uk; 8 Oxford St; [image: ] 10am-4pm Mon-Sat year-round, 1-4pm Sun Jul & Aug) This modest museum has glass cases examining Whitstable’s oyster industry, the Crab & Winkle Railway, which once ran from Canterbury, and the local fishing fleet, as well as a corner dedicated to the actor Peter Cushing, star of several Hammer Horror films and the town’s most famous resident, who died in 1994.

Winchester

Westgate Museum

(High St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, noon-5pm Sun Apr-Oct) This is one for fans of the grisly bits of history. Set in a medieval gateway that was once a debtors’ prison, it boasts a macabre set of gibbeting irons used to display an executed criminal’s body in 1777 and, scrawled crudely all over the interior walls, the 17th-century graffiti of prisoners.

Wolvesey Castle

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; College St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Sep) The fantastic, crumbling remains of early 12th-century Wolvesey Castle huddle in the protective embrace of the city’s walls, despite the building having been largely demolished in the 1680s. It was completed by Henry de Blois, and served as the Bishop of Winchester’s residence throughout the medieval era. Queen Mary I and Philip II of Spain celebrated their wedding feast here in 1554. According to legend, its odd name comes from a Saxon king’s demand for an annual payment of 300 wolves’ heads. Today the bishop lives in the (private) Wolvesey Palace next door.



FREE TIME TRAVEL

Britain has some of the best prehistoric sites in the whole of Europe. The following can all be explored for free.

Avebury Stone Circle Avebury, Wiltshire

Callanish Standing Stones Lewis

Castlerigg Stone Circle Cumbria

Lanyon Quoit Cornwall

Maiden Castle Dorchester, Dorset

Mousa Broch Shetland

Ring of Brodgar Orkney

White Horse of Uffington Oxfordshire





BEST CHILD-FRIENDLY ATTRACTIONS

Collection Lincoln

Great North Museum Newcastle

Museum of Childhood Edinburgh

Natural History Museum London


People’s Palace Glasgow

Sandbanks Beaches Poole

Science Museum London

Tout Quarry Isle of Portland

Walker Art Gallery Liverpool




Central England

Buxton

Buxton Museum & Art Gallery

(Terrace Rd; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Tue-Sat year-round, 10.30am-5pm Sun Apr-Sep) Just downhill from the Town Hall in a handsome Victorian building, the town museum displays local historical bric-a-brac and curiosities from Castleton’s Victorian-era ‘House of Wonders’, including Harry Houdini’s handcuffs.
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Facade of Founders Building at Cambridge University housing Fitzwilliam museum,
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Cambridge

Fitzwilliam Museum

(www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk; Trumpington St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, noon-5pm Sun) Fondly dubbed ‘the Fitz’ by locals, this colossal neoclassical pile was one of the first public art museums in Britain, built to house the fabulous treasures that the seventh Viscount Fitzwilliam had bequeathed to his old university. The lower galleries are filled with priceless treasures from ancient Egyptian sarcophagi to Greek and Roman art, Chinese ceramics to English glass, and some dazzling illuminated manuscripts. The upper galleries showcase works by Leonardo da Vinci, Titian, Rubens, the Impressionists, Gainsborough and Constable, right through to Rembrandt and Picasso.

Kettle’s Yard

(www.kettlesyard.co.uk; cnr Northampton & Castle Sts; [image: ] house 2-4pm Tue-Sun, gallery 11.30am-5pm Tue-Sun) Neither gallery nor museum, this house nonetheless oozes artistic excellence, with a collection of 20th-century art, furniture, ceramics and glass that would be the envy of many an institution. It is the former home of HS ‘Jim’ Ede, who was an assistant keeper at the Tate in London, and he opened his home to young artists, resulting in a beautiful collection by the likes of Miró, Henry Moore and others. There are also exhibitions of contemporary art in the modern gallery next door.

Peterhouse College

(www.pet.cam.ac.uk; Trumpington St) The oldest and smallest Cambridge college, Peterhouse is a charming place founded in 1284. Much of the college was rebuilt or added over the years, including the exceptional little chapel built in 1632, but the main hall is bona fide 13th century and beautifully restored.


BRITAIN’S BEST FREE ART

Arnolfini Arts Centre Bristol

BALTIC Centre for Contemporary Art Newcastle

firstsite Colchester


Kelvingrove Art Gallery & Museum Glasgow

Leeds Art Gallery Leeds

National Gallery London

National Gallery of Scotland Edinburgh

National Museum Cardiff Cardiff

Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts Norwich

Tate Britain London

Tate Modern London



Colchester

firstsite

(www.firstsite.uk.net; St Botolph’s) Colchester’s star cultural attraction is this sparkly new arts centre hosting changing exhibitions and an enticing program of workshops, lectures and performances.

Hollytrees Museum

(www.colchestermuseums.org.uk; High St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, from 11am Sun) Housed in a graceful Georgian town house beside the castle, this museum trawls through 300 years of domestic life with quirky surprises that include a shipwright’s baby carriage in the shape of a boat and a make-your-own Victorian silhouette feature. There are also temporary exhibitions and events throughout the year.

Coventry

Coventry Transport Museum

(www.transport-museum.com; Hales St; [image: ] 10am-5pm) This stupendous museum is every schoolboy’s dream. Inside you can view hundreds of motor cars from across the ages, from the earliest ‘horseless carriages’ produced by Daimler in the 1890s to the jet-powered car that broke the land speed record (and the sound barrier) in 1997.

St Mary’s Guildhall

([image: ] 024-7683 3328; Bayley Lane; [image: ] 10am-4pm) Next to Coventry’s cathedral ruins stands this guildhall, one of the country’s finest. Inside rooms that once imprisoned Mary Queen of Scots, you can view arms and armour, ancient oil paintings and 15th-century tapestries.

Derby

Derby Cathedral

(www.derbycathedral.org; 18 Irongate; [image: ] 9.30am-4.30pm Mon-Sat & during services Sun) Founded in 943 AD, but extensively reconstructed in the 18th century, the vaulted ceiling of Derby Cathedral towers over a fine collection of medieval tombs, including the opulent grave of the oft-married Bess of Hardwick, who at various times held court at Hardwick Hall and Chatsworth House.

Derby Museum & Art Gallery

(The Strand; [image: ] 11am-5pm Mon, 10am-6pm Tue-Sun, 1-4pm Sun) Attached to the town library, this nicely presented museum has displays on local history and industry, with a focus on the fine ceramics produced by Royal Crown Derby.


Derby Museum of Industry & History

(Silk Mill Lane; [image: ] 11am-5pm Mon, 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, 1-4pm Sun & bank holidays) This well-laid-out museum is housed in a former silk mill that was one of Britain’s first modern factories. Displays inside tell the story of manufacturing in Derby, from water-powered spinning wheels to the development of the Rolls-Royce aero-engine.

Quad

(www.derbyquad.co.uk; Market Pl; [image: ] gallery 11am-6pm, from noon Sun, Mediatheque 11am-8pm, from noon Sun) A striking modernist cube on Market Place, Quad contains a futuristic art gallery, a cinema and the Mediatheque, an archive of films and TV covering decades of broadcasting, run by the British Film Institute.


BEST FREE TRANSPORT ATTRACTIONS

Coventry Transport Museum Coventry

Morgan Motor Company Great Malvern

National Railway Museum York

Riverside Museum Glasgow

Science Museum London

Streetlife Museum Hull




Great Malvern

Morgan Motor Company

(www.morgan-motor.co.uk; Pickersleigh Rd, Malvern Link; [image: ] 8.30am-5pm Mon-Thu) The Morgan Motor Company has been hand-crafting elegant and beautiful sports cars since 1909, and you can still see the mechanics at work on guided tours of the factory (pre-booking essential; £10). The museum has a fine fleet of vintage classics.

Leicester

Guildhall

(Guildhall Lane; [image: ] 11am-4.30pm Mon-Wed & Sat, 1-4.30pm Sun) Leicester’s perfectly preserved 14th-century guildhall is reputed to be the city’s most haunted building. You can search for spooks in the magnificent Great Hall, the wood-panelled ‘Mayor’s Parlour’ and the old police cells, which contain a reconstruction of a 19th-century gibbet.

Leicester Cathedral

(www.cathedral.leicester.anglican.org; 21 St Martin’s; [image: ] 8am-6pm Mon-Sat, 7am-5pm Sun) In the midst of the shopping district on Guildhall Lane, this substantial medieval church features some striking carvings on its roof supports. Inside, you can see a memorial to Richard III, who rode out from Leicester to fatal defeat at the Battle of Bosworth.

New Walk Museum & Art Gallery

(New Walk; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, from 11am Sun) This grand Victorian museum is full of eye-catching, thought-provoking displays that show off the collection to its best advantage. Highlights include the revamped dinosaur galleries, the painting collection (with works by Francis Bacon, TS Lowry and Stanley Spencer), and the Egyptian gallery, where real mummies rub shoulders with displays on Boris Karloff’s The Mummy.

Newarke Houses Museum

(The Newarke; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, from 11am Sun) Sprawling over two 16th-century mansions, this entertaining museum has exhibits detailing the lifestyles of local people through the centuries. Don’t miss the displays on Daniel Lambert (Britain’s largest man of the 18th century, weighing in at 336 kilos/53 stone), the walk-through re-creation of a WWI trench, and the trophies of the Royal Leicestershire Regiment, including an outrageous snuff box made from a tiger’s head.

Lichfield

Lichfield Cathedral

([image: ] 01543-306100; [image: ] 7.30am-6.15pm, to 5pm Sun low season) Crowned by three dramatic towers, Lichfield Cathedral is a stunning Gothic fantasy, constructed in stages from 1200 to 1350. The enormous vaulted nave is set slightly off line from the choir, creating a bizarre perspective when viewed from the west door, and carvings inside the cathedral still bear signs of damage caused by soldiers sharpening their swords during the English Civil War.

Samuel Johnson Birthplace Museum

(www.samueljohnsonbirthplace.org.uk; Breadmarket St; [image: ] 10.30am-4.30pm Apr-Sep, 11am-3.30pm Oct-Mar) This small but absorbing museum charts the life of the pioneering lexicographer Samuel Johnson, who moved to London from his native Lichfield and devoted nine years to producing the first dictionary of the English language.

Lincoln

Collection

(www.thecollection.lincoln.museum; Danes Tce; [image: ] 10am-5pm) An angular, modernist museum where archaeology bursts into life, with loads of hands-on displays where kids can handle artefacts and dress up in period costume. Check out the crushed skull of a 4000-year-old ‘yellowbelly’ (the local term for, well, the locals), pulled from a Neolithic burial site near Sleaford.

Museum of Lincolnshire Life

(www.lincolnshire.gov.uk/visiting/museums/museum-of-lincolnshire-life/; Old Barracks, Burton Rd; [image: ] 10am-4pm Mon-Sat) This community museum displays everything from Victorian farm implements to the tin-can tank built in Lincoln for WWI. Round the corner from the museum is the cute little Ellis Mill (Mill Rd; [image: ] 2-5pm Sat & Sun), the windmill that used to grind the town’s flour in the 18th century.

Norfolk Broads

Toad Hole Cottage

(How Hill; [image: ] 9.30am-6pm Jun-Sep, 10.30am-5pm Apr, May & Oct) This tiny cottage was home to a marshman and his family, and is restored in period style, showing how the family lived and the tools they used to work the marshes around them. Nearby is a beautiful thatched Edwardian mansion and a picturesque nature trail.

Norwich

Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts

(www.scva.org.uk; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sun) Housed in the first major building by Norman Foster, now the darling of Britain’s architectural set, the Sainsbury Centre is the most important centre for the arts in East Anglia. Filled with an eclectic collection of works by Picasso, Moore, Degas and Bacon, displayed beside art from Africa, the Pacific and the Americas, it also houses changing exhibitions (sometimes charging a small entrance fee) that cover everything from local heritage to international art movements. Even if you’re not an art buff you’re almost guaranteed to find something of interest going on here.

Nottingham

Nottingham Contemporary

(www.nottinghamcontemporary.org; Weekday Cross; [image: ] 10am-7pm Tue-Fri, 10am-6pm Sat, 11am-5pm Sun) Housed in an eye-catching building fronted with lace-patterned concrete, this sleek gallery lives up to its name, with lots of edgy, design-oriented exhibitions of paintings, prints, photography and sculpture.

Stratford-upon-Avon

Holy Trinity Church

(www.stratford-upon-avon.org; Old Town; admission to church free, Shakespeare’s grave adult/child £1.50/50p; [image: ] 8.30am-6pm Mon-Sat, 12.30-5pm Sun Apr-Sep, reduced low-season hr) The final resting place of the bard is said to be the most visited parish church in England. Inside are handsome 16th- and 17th-century tombs (particularly in the Clopton Chapel), some fabulous carvings on the choir stalls and, of course, the grave of William Shakespeare, with its ominous epitaph: ‘cvrst be he yt moves my bones’.

Northern England

Chester

Grosvenor Museum

(www.grosvenormuseum.co.uk; Grosvenor St; [image: ] 10.30am-5pm Mon-Sat, 2-5pm Sun) Excellent museum with the country’s most comprehensive collection of Roman tombstones. At the back of the museum is a preserved Georgian house, complete with kitchen, drawing room, bedroom and bathroom.

Roman Amphitheatre

Just outside Chester’s city walls is what was once an arena that seated 7000 spectators (making it the country’s largest); now it’s little more than steps buried in grass.

Harrogate

Mercer Art Gallery

(Swan Rd; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, 2-5pm Sun) One of Harrogate’s surviving spa buildings, the Promenade Room is now home to this elegant gallery, a stately space that hosts constantly changing exhibitions of visual arts.

Haworth

Haworth Parish Church

(Church St; [image: ] 9am-5.30pm) To indulge your interest in the Brontës head to Haworth Parish Church, a lovely old place of worship built in the late 19th century on the site of the older church that the sisters knew, which was demolished in 1879. In the surrounding churchyard, gravestones are covered in moss or thrust to one side by gnarled tree roots, giving the place a tremendous feeling of age (the sisters are actually buried in a vault inside the church, except Anne, who was buried at Scarborough).

Hull

Museum Quarter

(www.hullcc.gov.uk/museums; 36 High St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, 1.30-4.30pm Sun) Hull has several city-run museums concentrated in an area promoted as the Museum Quarter. The fascinating Streetlife Museum contains re-created street scenes from Georgian and Victorian times, and from the 1930s, with all sorts of historic vehicles to explore, from stagecoaches to bicycles to buses and trams. Behind the museum, marooned in the mud of the River Hull, is the Arctic Corsair (tours 10am-4.30pm Wed & Sat, 1.30-4.30pm Sun). Tours of this Atlantic trawler, a veteran of the 1970s ‘Cod Wars’, demonstrate the hardships of fishing north of the Arctic Circle. Nearby you’ll find the Hull & East Riding Museum (local history and archaeology), and Wilberforce House (the birthplace of William Wilberforce, now a museum about the slave trade and its abolition).

Leeds

Henry Moore Institute

(www.henry-moore-fdn.co.uk; The Headrow; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm Thu-Mon, 10am-9pm Wed) Housed in a converted Victorian warehouse in the city centre, this gallery showcases the work of 20th-century sculptors, but not, despite the name, anything by Henry Moore (1898–1986), who graduated from the Leeds School of Art.

Kirkstall Abbey

(www.leeds.gov.uk/kirkstallabbey; Abbey Rd; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Thu, Sat & Sun Apr-Sep, to 4pm Oct-Mar) Leeds’ most impressive medieval structure is beautiful Kirkstall Abbey, founded in 1152 by Cistercian monks from Fountains Abbey in North Yorkshire, and one of the best-preserved examples of this kind of architecture in Britain.

Leeds Art Gallery

(www.leeds.gov.uk/artgallery; The Headrow; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon, Tue & Thu-Sat, noon-5pm Wed, 1-5pm Sun) The municipal gallery is packed with 19th- and 20th-century British heavyweights – Turner, Constable, Stanley Spencer, Wyndham Lewis et al – along with contemporary pieces by more recent arrivals such as Antony Gormley, sculptor of the Angel of the North.

Royal Armouries

(www.royalarmouries.org; Armouries Dr; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Leeds’ most interesting museum is undoubtedly the Royal Armouries, beside the snazzy Clarence Dock residential development. It was originally built to house the armour and weapons from the Tower of London but was subsequently expanded to cover 3000 years’ worth of fighting and self-defence. It all sounds a bit macho, but the exhibits are as varied as they are fascinating: films, live-action demonstrations and hands-on technology can awaken interests you never thought you had, from jousting to Indian elephant armour.

Liverpool

Bugworld Experience

(www.bugworldexperience.co.uk; Grand Hall, Colonnades, Albert Dock; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Get up close and personal with 36 different species of bug and insect by clambering around six distinctive habitats; see the world from their eyes; and, for an extra special treat, sample some oven-baked tarantula, chilli locusts or a mealworm pancake. This is just part of the fun at this brand new interactive museum, which will surely have the kids pestering you to buy a book on insects and their funny habits when you’re done.

International Slavery Museum

(www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/ism; Albert Dock; [image: ] 10am-5pm) This extraordinary museum reveals slavery’s unimaginable horrors – including Liverpool’s own role in the triangular slave trade – in a clear and uncompromising manner. It does this through a remarkable series of multimedia and other displays, and it doesn’t baulk at confronting racism, slavery’s shadowy ideological justification for this inhumane practice. The history of slavery is made real through a series of personal experiences, including a carefully kept ship’s log and captain’s diary. Exhibits include original shackles, chains and instruments used to punish rebellious slaves – each piece of metal is more horrendous than the next.


[image: ]

Ships moored at the Mersey Maritime Museum,

Albert Dock, Glenn Beanland / Lonely Planet Images



Merseyside Maritime Museum

(www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/maritime; Albert Dock; [image: ] 10am-5pm) The story of one of the world’s great ports is the theme of this excellent museum and, believe us, it’s a graphic and compelling page-turner. One of the many great exhibits is Emigration to a New World, which tells the story of nine million emigrants and their efforts to get to North America and Australia; the walk-through model of a typical ship shows just how tough conditions on board really were.

National Conservation Centre

(www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/conservation; Whitechapel; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Ever wonder how art actually gets restored? Find out at this terrific conservation centre, housed in a converted railway goods depot. Hand-held audio wands help tell the story, but the real fun is actually attempting a restoration technique with your own hands. Sadly, our trembling paws weren’t allowed near anything of value – that was left to the real experts, whose skills are pretty amazing.

St George’s Hall

(www.stgeorgesliverpool.co.uk; William Brown St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, 1-5pm Sun) Arguably Liverpool’s most impressive building is the Grade I–listed St George’s Hall, a magnificent example of neoclassical architecture that is as imposing today as it was when it was completed in 1854. Curiously, it was built as law courts and a concert hall – presumably a judge could pass sentence and then relax to a string quartet. Today it serves as an all-purpose cultural and civic centre, hosting concerts, corporate gigs and a host of other civic get-togethers; it is also the focal point of any city-wide celebration. Tours ([image: ] 0151-225 6909; £3.50; [image: ] 2pm Wed, 11am & 2pm Sat & Sun) of the hall are run in conjunction with the tourist office; the tour route can vary depending on what’s going on in the building.

Tate Liverpool

(www.tate.org.uk/liverpool; Albert Dock; [image: ] 10am-5.50pm) Touted as the home of modern art in the north, this gallery features a substantial checklist of 20th-century artists across its four floors, as well as touring exhibitions from the mother ship on London’s Bankside.

Walker Art Gallery

(www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/walker; William Brown St; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Touted as the ‘National Gallery of the North’, the city’s foremost gallery houses an outstanding collection of art from the 14th to the 21st centuries. Its strong suits are Pre-Raphaelite art, modern British art and sculpture – not to mention the rotating exhibits of contemporary expression. It’s a family-friendly place, too: the ground-floor Big Art for Little People gallery is designed especially for under-eights and features interactive exhibits and games that will (hopefully) result in a life-long love affair with art.

World Museum Liverpool

(www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/wml; William Brown St; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Natural history, science and technology are the themes of this sprawling museum, whose exhibits range from birds of prey to space exploration. It also includes the country’s only free planetarium. This vastly entertaining and educational museum is divided into four major sections: the Human World, one of the top anthropological collections in the country; the Natural World, which includes a new aquarium as well as live insect colonies; Earth, a geological treasure trove; and Space & Time, which includes the planetarium.

Manchester

Imperial War Museum North

(www.iwm.org.uk/north; Trafford Wharf Rd; [image: ] 10am-6pm) War museums generally appeal to those with a fascination for military hardware and battle strategy (toy soldiers optional), but Daniel Libeskind’s visually stunning Imperial War Museum North takes a radically different approach. War is hell, it tells us, but it’s a hell we revisit with tragic regularity. The exhibits cover the main conflicts of the 20th century through a broad selection of displays, but the really effective bit comes every half-hour when the entire exhibition hall goes dark and one of three 15-minute films (Children and War, The War at Home or Weapons of War) is projected throughout. Visitors are encouraged to walk around the darkened room so as to get the most out of the sensory bombardment.

John Rylands Library

(www.library.manchester.ac.uk; 35 Deansgate; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon & Wed-Sat, noon-5pm Tue & Sun) An easy candidate for top building in town, this marvellous (and suitably ominous-looking) Victorian Gothic library was one hell of a way for Rylands’ widow to remember her husband, John. Less a library and more a cathedral to books, Basil Champneys’ stunning building is arguably the most beautiful library in Britain – although there’s not much argument when you’re standing in the simply exquisite Gothic ‘Reading Room’, complete with high-vaulted ceilings and stained-glass windows. It’s such a breathtaking building that you could easily ignore the magnificent collection of early printed books and rare manuscripts.

Lowry

(www.thelowry.com; Pier 8, Salford Quays; [image: ] 11am-8pm Tue-Fri, 10am-8pm Sat, 11am-6pm Sun & Mon) Looking more like a shiny steel ship than an arts centre, the Lowry attracts more than one million visitors a year to its myriad functions, which include everything from art exhibits and performances to bars, restaurants and, inevitably, shops. You can even get married in the place. The complex is home to more than 300 paintings and drawings by northern England’s favourite artist, LS Lowry (1887–1976), who was born in nearby Stretford.

Manchester Art Gallery

(www.manchestergalleries.org; Mosley St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sun) A superb collection of British art and a hefty number of European masters are on display at the city’s top gallery. The older wing, designed by Charles Barry (of Houses of Parliament fame) in 1834, has an impressive collection that includes 37 Turner watercolours, as well as the country’s best collection of Pre-Raphaelite art. The newer gallery features a permanent collection of 20th-century British art starring Lucien Freud, Francis Bacon, Stanley Spencer, Henry Moore and David Hockney. Finally, the Gallery of Craft & Design, in the Athenaeum, houses a permanent collection of pre-17th-century art, with works predominantly from the Dutch and early Renaissance masters.

Manchester Museum

(www.museum.manchester.ac.uk; University of Manchester, Oxford Rd; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, 11am-4pm Sun & Mon) If you’re into natural history and social science, this extraordinary museum is the place for you. It has galleries devoted to archaeology, archery, botany, ethnology, geology, numismatics and zoology. The real treat here, though, is the Egyptology section and its collection of mummies. One particularly interesting part is devoted to the work of Dr Richard Neave, who has rebuilt faces of people who have been dead for more than 3000 years; his pioneering techniques are now used in criminal forensics.

Museum of Science & Industry

(www.msim.org.uk; Liverpool Rd; admission free, charge for special exhibitions; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Manchester’s largest museum comprises 2.8 hectares in the heart of 19th-century industrial Manchester. If there’s anything you want to know about the Industrial (and post-Industrial) Revolution and Manchester’s key role in it, you’ll find the answers among the collection of steam engines and locomotives, factory machinery from the mills, and the excellent exhibition telling the story of Manchester from the sewers up.

Museum of the Greater Manchester Police

(57a Newton St; [image: ] 10.30am-3.30pm Tue) One of the city’s best-kept secrets is this superb museum housed within a former Victorian police station. The original building has been magnificently – if a little creepily – brought back to life, and you can wander in and out of 19th-century cells where prisoners rested their heads on wooden pillows; visit a restored magistrates’ court from 1895; and examine the case histories (complete with mugshots and photos of weapons) of some of the more notorious names to have passed through its doors.

Pankhurst Centre

(www.thepankhurstcentre.org.uk; 60-62 Nelson St; [image: ] 10am-4pm Mon-Fri) The converted childhood home of Emmeline Pankhurst (1858–1928), leading light of the British suffragette movement, has displays on her remarkable life and political struggles. The museum is on Nelson St, which marks the southern boundary of the University of Manchester and the northern side of the Manchester Infirmary.

People’s History Museum

(www.phm.org.uk; Left Bank, Bridge St; 10am-5pm daily) A major refurb of an Edwardian pumping station has resulted in the expansion of one of the city’s best museums, which is devoted to British social history and the labour movement. You clock in on the 1st floor (literally: punch your card in an old mill clock, which managers would infamously fiddle so as to make employees work longer) and plunge into the heart of Britain’s struggle for basic democratic rights, labour reform and fair pay. Amid displays like the (tiny) desk at which Thomas Paine (1737–1809) wrote Rights of Man (1791) and an array of beautifully made and colourful union banners are compelling interactive displays, including a screen where you can trace the effects of all the events covered in the museum on five generations of the same family.

Whitworth Art Gallery

(www.whitworth.manchester.ac.uk; University of Manchester, Oxford Rd; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, noon-4pm Sun) Manchester’s second-most-important art gallery has a wonderful collection of British watercolours. It also houses the best selection of historic textiles outside London, and has a number of galleries devoted to the work of artists from Dürer and Rembrandt to Lucien Freud and David Hockney. All this high art aside, you may find that the most interesting part of the gallery is the group of rooms dedicated to wallpaper – proof that bland pastels and horrible flowery patterns are not the final word in home decoration.

Newcastle

BALTIC Centre for Contemporary Art

(www.balticmill.com; Gateshead Quays; [image: ] 10am-6pm Wed-Mon, from 10.30am Tue) Once a huge, dirty, yellow grain store overlooking the Tyne, BALTIC is now a huge, dirty, yellow art gallery to rival London’s Tate Modern. Unlike the Tate, there are no permanent exhibitions here, but the constantly rotating shows feature the work and installations of some of contemporary art’s biggest show stoppers. The complex has artists in residence, a performance space, a cinema, a bar, a spectacular rooftop restaurant (you’ll need to book) and a ground-floor restaurant with riverside tables. There’s also a viewing box for a fine Tyne vista.

Bessie Surtee’s House

(41-44 Sandhill; [image: ] 10am-4pm Mon-Fri) The Tyne’s northern bank was the hub of commercial Newcastle in the 16th century, and on Sandhill a row of leaning merchant houses has survived from that era. One of them is the Bessie Surtee’s House where three rooms are open to the public. The daughter of a wealthy banker, feisty Bessie annoyed Daddy by falling in love with John Scott (1751–1838), a pauper. It all ended in smiles as John went on to become Lord Chancellor.

Discovery Museum

(www.twmuseums.org.uk; Blandford Sq; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, 2-5pm Sun) Tyneside’s rich history is uncovered through a fascinating series of exhibits at this unmissable museum. The exhibitions, spread across three floors of the former Co-operative Wholesale Society building, surround the mightily impressive 30m-long Turbinia, the fastest ship in the world in 1897. There’s an absorbing section dedicated to shipbuilding on the Tyne including a scale model of the river as it was in 1929, a buzzers-and-bells science maze for the kids and a ‘Story of Newcastle’ section giving the lowdown on the city’s history from Pons Aelius (Newcastle’s Roman name) to Cheryl Cole.

Great North Museum

(www.greatnorthmuseum.org; Barras Bridge; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, 2-5pm Sun) This outstanding new museum has been created by bringing together the contents of Newcastle University’s museums and adding them to the natural history exhibits of the prestigious Hancock Museum in the latter’s renovated neoclassical building. The result is a fascinating jumble of dinosaurs, Roman altar stones, Egyptian mummies, Samurai warriors and some impressive taxidermy, all presented in an engaging and easily digestible way. The indisputable highlights are a life-size model of a Tyrannosaurus rex and an interactive model of Hadrian’s Wall showing every milecastle and fortress. There are also lots of hands-on stuff for the kids, a planetarium with screenings throughout the day and a decent snack bar.

Laing Art Gallery

(www.twmuseums.org.uk; New Bridge St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, 2-5pm Sun) The exceptional collection at the Laing includes works by Gainsborough, Gauguin and Henry Moore, and an important collection of paintings by Northumberland-born artist John Martin (1789–1854). Free guided tours run Saturdays at 11am.

Scarborough

St Mary’s Church

(Castle Rd; [image: ] 10am-4pm Mon-Fri, 1-4pm Sun May-Sep) This church dates from 1180. In the little cemetery across the lane from the church is the grave of Anne Brontë.

York

Church of the Holy Trinity

(Goodramgate; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat May-Sep, 10am-4pm Oct-Apr) Tucked away behind an inconspicuous gate and seemingly cut off from the rest of the town, the Church of the Holy Trinity is a fantastically atmospheric old building, having survived almost unchanged for the last 200 years. Inside are rare 17th- to 18th-century box pews, 15th-century stained glass, and wonky walls that seem to have been built without plumb line or spirit level.
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City Walls

([image: ] 8am-dusk) If the weather’s good, don’t miss the chance to walk the City Walls, which follow the line of the original Roman walls – it gives a whole new perspective on the city. The full circuit is 4.5 miles (allow 1½ to two hours); if you’re pushed for time, the short stretch from Bootham Bar to Monk Bar is worth doing for the views of the minster. Start and finish in the Museum Gardens or at Bootham Bar (on the site of a Roman gate), where a multimedia exhibit provides some historical context, and go clockwise. Highlights include Monk Bar, the best-preserved medieval gate, which still has a working portcullis, and Walmgate Bar, England’s only city gate with an intact barbican (an extended gateway to ward off uninvited guests). You can download a free guide to the wall walk at www.visityork.org/explore/walls.html.

National Railway Museum

(www.nrm.org.uk; Leeman Rd; [image: ] 10am-6pm daily, closed 24-26 Dec) Many railway museums are the sole preserve of lone men in anoraks comparing dog-eared notebooks and getting high on the smell of machine oil, coal smoke and nostalgia. But this place is different. York’s National Railway Museum – the biggest in the world, with more than 100 locomotives – is so well presented and full of fascinating stuff that it’s interesting even to folk whose eyes don’t mist over at the thought of a 4-6-2 A1 Pacific class chuffing into a tunnel. Highlights include a replica of George Stephenson’s Rocket (1829), the world’s first ‘modern’ steam locomotive; the sleek and streamlined Mallard, which set the world speed record for a steam locomotive in 1938 (126mph); a 1960s Japanese Shinkansen bullet train; and the world-famous Flying Scotsman, the first steam engine to break the 100mph barrier. There’s also a massive 4-6-2 loco from 1949 that’s been cut in half so you can see how it works.

Walking Tours

(Association of Voluntary Guides; www.visityork.org; [image: ] tours 10.15am, & 2.15pm Apr-Sep & 6.45pm Jun-Aug) Two-hour walking tours of the city starting from Exhibition Square in front of York City Art Gallery.

York City Art Gallery

(www.yorkartgallery.org.uk; Exhibition Sq; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Includes works by Reynolds, Nash, Boudin, LS Lowry and controversial York artist William Etty, who, back in the 1820s, was the first major British artist to specialise in nude painting.

Wales

Caernarfon

Segontium Roman Fort

(www.segontium.org.uk; Ffordd Cwstenin; [image: ] 12.30-4.30pm Tue-Sun) These excavated foundations represent the westernmost Roman legionary fort of the Roman Empire. Overlooking the Menai Strait, the fort dates back to AD 77, when the conquest of Wales was completed by capturing the Isle of Anglesey. It was designed to accommodate a force of up to 1000 infantrymen, and coins recovered from the site indicate that it was an active garrison until AD 394 – a reflection of its crucial strategic position.

Cardiff

National Museum Cardiff

(www.museumwales.ac.uk; Gorsedd Gardens Rd; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sun) This excellent museum, one of Britain’s best, covers natural history, archaeology and art. The Evolution of Wales exhibit takes you through 4600 million years of geological history, with a rollicking multimedia display that places Wales in a global context. Films of volcanic eruptions and aerial footage of the Welsh landscape explain how its scenery was formed, while model dinosaurs and woolly mammoths keep the kids interested. The natural-history displays range from brightly coloured insects to the 9m-long skeleton of a humpback whale that washed up near Aberthaw in 1982. The world’s largest turtle (2.88m by 2.74m), which was found on Harlech beach, is also here, suspended on wires from the ceiling. The art gallery houses an excellent collection, including works by Monet, Renoir, Matisse and Van Gogh, along with Welsh artists such as Richard Wilson, Thomas Jones, Gwen John and Augustus John.

Senedd (National Assembly Building)

(www.assemblywales.org/sen-home; [image: ] 10.30am-4.30pm, extended during plenary sessions) Designed by Lord Richard Rogers (the architect behind London’s Lloyd’s Building and Paris’ Pompidou Centre), the Senedd is a striking structure of concrete, slate, glass and steel with an undulating canopy roof lined with red cedar. It’s won awards for environmentally friendly design, which includes a huge rotating cowl on the roof for power-free ventilation and a gutter system that collects rainwater for flushing the toilets. The lobby and surrounding area are littered with public artworks.

Wales Millennium Centre

(www.wmc.org.uk; Bute Pl) The centrepiece and symbol of Cardiff Bay’s regeneration, the Millennium Centre is an architectural masterpiece of stacked Welsh slate in shades of purple, green and grey topped with an overarching bronzed steel shell. Designed by Welsh architect Jonathan Adams, it opened in 2004 as Wales’ premier arts complex, housing the Welsh National Opera, National Dance Company, National Orchestra, Academi (Welsh National Literature Promotion Agency), HiJinx Theatre and Ty Cerdd (Music Centre of Wales). The roof above the main entrance is pierced by 2m-high, letter-shaped windows, spectacularly backlit at night, that spell out phrases from poet Gwyneth Lewis: ‘Creu Gwir fel Gwydr o Ffwrnais Awen’ (Creating truth like glass from inspiration’s furnace) and ‘In these stones horizons sing’.

Llanberis

National Slate Museum

(www.museumwales.ac.uk/en/slate; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Oct, to 4pm Sun-Fri Nov-Mar) Even if you’re not all that fussed by industrial museums, this one’s well worth checking out. At Llanberis, much of the slate was carved out of the open mountainside – leaving behind a jagged, sculptural cliff face that’s fascinating if not quite beautiful. The museum occupies the Victorian workshops beside Llyn Padarn, featuring video clips, a huge working water wheel, reconstructed workers’ cottages and demonstrations.

Llandudno

Great Orme Country Park

From sea level it’s difficult to gauge the sheer scale of the Great Orme, designated a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). The peak is home to several Neolithic sites, a cornucopia of flowers, butterflies and sea birds, three waymarked summit trails (of which the Haulfre Gardens Trail is the easiest stroll to negotiate) and its own visitor centre (www.conwy.gov.uk/countryside; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm) with picnic tables, a cafe and a gift shop.

Mostyn Gallery

(www.mostyn.org; 12 Vaughan St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat) North Wales’ premier arts space offers a changing selection of contemporary art exhibitions. Call in to explore the shop or grab a coffee upstairs at Café Lux, even if you’re not a fan of modern art.

Llŷn Peninsula

Welsh Language & Heritage Centre

(www.nantgwrtheyrn.org; [image: ] call ahead for times) The village of Nant Gwrtheyrn was built for workers in the 19th century, but the granite quarries closed after WWII and it was gradually abandoned. In 1978 it was given a new lease of life when it was bought and restored as the home of this residential training centre. Even if you don’t take a course, it’s a magical place – eerily quiet and ideal for a tranquil walk along world’s-end cliffs. The heritage centre has a small but compelling exhibition on the history of the Welsh language, but its main focus is offering Welsh language and literature courses to suit all levels of ability.

Swansea

Dylan Thomas Centre

(www.swansea.gov.uk/dtc; Somerset Pl; [image: ] 10am-4.30pm) Housed in Swansea’s former Guildhall, this centre contains an absorbing exhibition on the locally born poet’s life and work. Aside from the collection of memorabilia, what really brings his work to life is a series of recordings, including the booming baritone of Richard Burton performing Under Milk Wood and Thomas himself reading Do Not Go Gentle into That Good Night, the celebrated paean to his dying father.

Edinburgh

Fruitmarket Gallery

(www.fruitmarket.co.uk; 45 Market St; [image: ] 11am-6pm Mon-Sat, noon-5pm Sun) One of Edinburgh’s most innovative and popular galleries, the Fruitmarket showcases contemporary Scottish and international artists, and also has an excellent arts bookshop and cafe.

Greyfriars Kirk

(www.greyfriarskirk.com; Candlemaker Row; [image: ] 10.30am-4.40pm Mon-Fri & 10.30am-2pm Sat, 1.30-3.30pm Thu only Nov-Mar) Greyfriars Kirk was built on the site of a Franciscan friary and opened for worship on Christmas Day 1620. In 1638 the National Covenant was signed here, rejecting Charles I’s attempts to impose episcopacy and a new English prayer book, and affirming the independence of the Scottish Church – there’s a small exhibition inside. Surrounding the church, hemmed in by high walls and overlooked by the brooding presence of the castle, Greyfriars Kirkyard is one of Edinburgh’s most evocative cemeteries, a peaceful green oasis dotted with elaborate monuments. In July and August you can join a guided tour (free; donation suggested) of the kirkyard.

Museum of Childhood

(42 High St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, 2-5pm Sun) Halfway down the Royal Mile is ‘the noisiest museum in the world’. Often filled with the chatter of excited children, it covers serious issues related to childhood – health, education, upbringing and so on – but also has an enormous collection of toys, dolls, games and books, recordings of school lessons from the 1930s, and film of kids playing street games in 1950s Edinburgh.

Museum of Edinburgh

(142 Canongate; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat year-round, 2-5pm Sun Aug) Huntly House, built in 1570, now houses a museum covering the history of Edinburgh from prehistory to the present. Exhibits of national importance include an original copy of the National Covenant of 1638, but the big crowd-pleaser is the dog collar and feeding bowl that once belonged to Greyfriars Bobby, the city’s most famous canine citizen.

National Gallery of Scotland

(www.nationalgalleries.org; The Mound; fee for special exhibitions; [image: ] 10am-5pm daily, to 7pm Thu) This imposing classical building houses an important collection of European art from the Renaissance to post-Impressionism, with works by Verrocchio (Leonardo da Vinci’s teacher), Tintoretto, Titian, Holbein, Rubens, Van Dyck, Vermeer, El Greco, Poussin, Rembrandt, Gainsborough, Turner, Constable, Monet, Pissarro, Gauguin and Cézanne. Each year in January the gallery exhibits its collection of Turner watercolours, bequeathed by Henry Vaughan in 1900. The upstairs galleries house portraits by Sir Joshua Reynolds and Sir Henry Raeburn, and a clutch of Impressionists including Monet’s luminous Haystacks. The basement galleries dedicated to Scottish art include glowing portraits by Allan Ramsay and Sir Henry Raeburn.

National Museum of Scotland

(www.nms.ac.uk; Chambers St; fee for special exhibitions; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Broad, elegant Chambers St is dominated by the long facade of the National Museum of Scotland. Its extensive collections are spread between two buildings, one modern, one Victorian. The five floors trace the history of Scotland from geological beginnings to the 1990s, with many imaginative and stimulating exhibits. Highlights include the Monymusk Reliquary, a tiny silver casket dating from AD 750, which is said to have been carried into battle with Robert the Bruce at Bannockburn in 1314, and some of the Lewis chessmen, a set of charming 12th-century chess pieces made from walrus ivory. Don’t forget to take the lift to the roof terrace for a fantastic view of the castle.

People’s Story

(163 Canongate; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat year-round, 2-5pm Sun Aug) Built in 1591, the Canongate Tolbooth is an interesting example of 16th-century architecture that has served as a collection point for tolls, a council house, a courtroom and a jail. It’s now a fascinating museum called the People’s Story, which covers the life, work and pastimes of ordinary Edinburgh folk from the 18th century to the present day.
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Royal Botanic Garden

(www.rbge.org.uk; 20a Inverleith Row; admission to glasshouses £4.50; [image: ] 10am-7pm Apr-Sep, 10am-6pm Mar & Oct, 10am-4pm Nov-Feb) The lovely Royal Botanic Garden is 28 beautifully landscaped hectares of splendid Victorian palm houses, colourful swathes of rhododendron and azalea, and a world-famous rock garden. The Terrace Cafe offers good views towards the city centre.

Royal Scottish Academy

(www.royalscottishacademy.org; The Mound; fee for special exhibitions; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, 2-5pm Sun) The galleries here display a collection of paintings, sculptures and architectural drawings by academy members dating from 1831, and they also host temporary exhibitions throughout the year.

Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art

(www.nationalgalleries.org; 75 Belford Rd; fee for special exhibitions; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Set in an impressive neoclassical building surrounded by a landscaped sculpture park is the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art. The collection concentrates on 20th-century works by the likes of Matisse, Picasso and Miró. American and English artists are also represented, but most space is given to Scottish painters – from the Scottish colourists of the early 20th century to contemporary artists such as Peter Howson and Ken Currie.

Scottish National Portrait Gallery

(www.nationalgalleries.org; 1 Queen St; [image: ] 10am-5pm daily, to 7pm Thu) This Venetian Gothic palace is home of the Scottish National Portrait Gallery. Its galleries illustrate the country’s history through portraits and sculptures of famous personalities, from Robert Burns and Bonnie Prince Charlie to Sean Connery and Billy Connolly.

Writers’ Museum

(Lady Stair’s Close, Lawnmarket; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat year-round, 2-5pm Sun Aug) Tucked down a close just east of Gladstone’s Land you’ll find Lady Stair’s House (1622), home to this museum which contains manuscripts and memorabilia belonging to three of Scotland’s most famous writers: Robert Burns, Sir Walter Scott and Robert Louis Stevenson.

Glasgow & Southern Scotland

Coldstream

Coldstream Museum

(12 Market Sq; [image: ] 10am-4pm Mon-Sat, 2-4pm Sun Apr-Sep, 1-4pm Mon-Sat Oct) The proud history of the Coldstream Guards is covered in this museum. Formed in 1650 in Berwick as part of Oliver Cromwell’s New Model Army, the regiment took its present name from the town where it was stationed in 1659. It played a significant part in the restoration of the monarchy in 1660 and saw service at Waterloo, at Sebastopol during the Crimean War, in the Boer War, at the Somme and Ypres in WWI, and at Dunkirk and Tobruk in WWII. It remains the oldest regiment in continuous existence in the British army and is the only one directly descended from the New Model Army.

Dumfries

Robert Burns Birthplace Museum

(www.dumgal.gov.uk/museums; Burns St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat & 2-5pm Sun Apr-Sep, 10am-1pm & 2-5pm Tue-Sat Oct-Mar) This is a place of pilgrimage for Burns enthusiasts. It’s here that the poet spent the last years of his life, and there are various items of his possessions in glass cases, as well as manuscripts and, entertainingly, letters: make sure you have a read.

Robert Burns Centre

(www.dumgal.gov.uk/museums; Mill Rd; audiovisual presentation £2; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat & 2-5pm Sun Apr-Sep, 10am-1pm & 2-5pm Tue-Sat Oct-Mar) A worthwhile Burns exhibition in an old mill on the banks of the River Nith. It tells the story of the poet and Dumfries in the 1790s. The optional audiovisual presentations give more background on Dumfries, and explain the exhibition’s contents. You’ll find Robert Burns’ mausoleum in the graveyard at St Michael’s Kirk; there’s a grisly account of his reburial on the information panel. At the top of High St is a statue of the bard; take a close look at the sheepdog at his feet.


Glasgow

Burrell Collection

(www.glasgowmuseums.com; Pollok Country Park; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Thu & Sat, 11am-5pm Fri & Sun) This idiosyncratic collection of treasure includes everything from Chinese porcelain and medieval furniture to paintings by Renoir and Cézanne. It’s not so big as to be overwhelming, and the stamp of the collector lends an intriguing coherence. Within the spectacular interior, carved-stone Romanesque doorways are incorporated into the structure so you actually walk through them. Floor-to-ceiling windows admit a flood of light, and enable the surrounding landscape outside to enhance the effect of the exhibits. It feels like you’re wandering in a huge tranquil greenhouse.

City Chambers

(George Sq) The grand City Chambers, the seat of local government, were built in the 1880s at the high point of the city’s wealth. The interior is even more extravagant than the exterior, and the chambers have sometimes been used as a movie location to represent the Kremlin or the Vatican. Free guided tours are held at 10.30am and 2.30pm Monday to Friday.

Gallery of Modern Art

(www.glasgowmuseums.com; Royal Exchange Sq; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Wed & Sat, to 8pm Thu, 11am-5pm Fri & Sun) Glasgow’s contemporary art gallery features modern works from artists worldwide in a graceful neoclassical building. Social issues are a focal point of the museum, but it’s not all heavy going: there’s a big effort made to keep the kids entertained.

Glasgow Cathedral

(www.historic-scotland.gov.uk; Cathedral Sq; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Mon-Sat, 1-5pm Sun Apr-Sep, 9.30am-4.30pm Mon-Sat, 1-4.30pm Sun Oct-Mar) Glasgow Cathedral has a rare timelessness. It’s a shining example of Gothic architecture, and the only mainland Scottish cathedral to have survived the Reformation. Most of the current building dates from the 15th century, and only the western towers were destroyed in the turmoil. The most interesting part of the cathedral is the lower church where a forest of pillars creates a powerful atmosphere around St Mungo’s tomb (St Mungo founded a monastic community here in the 5th century), the focus of a famous medieval pilgrimage that was believed to be as meritorious as a visit to Rome. Behind the cathedral, the necropolis stretches picturesquely up and over a green hill. Its elaborate Victorian tombs of the city’s wealthy industrialists make for an intriguing stroll, great views and a vague Gothic thrill.

Hunterian Art Gallery

(www.hunterian.gla.ac.uk; 82 Hillhead St; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm Mon-Sat) The bold tones of the Scottish Colourists (Samuel Peploe, Francis Cadell, JD Fergusson) are well represented in this gallery. There are also Sir William MacTaggart’s impressionistic Scottish landscapes and a gem by Thomas Millie Dow, plus a special collection of James McNeill Whistler’s limpid prints, drawings and paintings. Upstairs, in a section devoted to late-19th-century Scottish art, you can see works by several of the Glasgow Boys.

Hunterian Museum

(www.hunterian.gla.ac.uk; University Ave; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm Mon-Sat) Housed in the glorious sandstone main building of the university, which is in itself reason enough to pay a visit, this quirky museum contains the collection of renowned one-time student of the university, William Hunter (1718–83). Hunter was primarily an anatomist and physician, but as one of those gloriously well-rounded Enlightenment figures, he interested himself in everything the world had to offer. Pickled organs in glass jars take their place alongside geological phenomena, potsherds gleaned from ancient brochs, dinosaur skeletons and a creepy case of deformed animals.

Kelvingrove Art Gallery & Museum

(www.glasgowmuseums.com; Argyle St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Thu & Sat, 11am-5pm Fri & Sun) In a magnificent stone building, this grand Victorian cathedral of culture has been revamped into a fascinating and unusual museum, with a bewildering variety of exhibits, but not too tightly packed to overwhelm. Here you’ll find fine art alongside stuffed animals, and Micronesian shark-tooth swords alongside a Spitfire plane. There’s an excellent room of Scottish art, and a room of fine French Impressionist works, alongside quality Renaissance paintings from Italy and Flanders. Salvador Dalí’s superb Christ of St John of the Cross is also here.

Lighthouse

(www.glasgow.gov.uk; 11 Mitchell Lane; [image: ] 10.30am-5pm Mon-Sat) Mackintosh’s first building, designed in 1893, was a striking new headquarters for the Glasgow Herald. Tucked up a narrow lane off Buchanan St, it now serves as Scotland’s Centre for Architecture & Design, with fairly technical temporary exhibitions, as well as the Mackintosh Interpretation Centre, a detailed if dryish overview of his life and work. On the top floor of the ‘lighthouse’, drink in great views over the rooftops and spires of the city centre.

People’s Palace

(www.glasgowmuseums.com; Glasgow Green; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Thu & Sat, 11am-5pm Fri & Sun) Set in the city’s oldest park, Glasgow Green, is the solid orange stone, People’s Palace. It is an impressive museum of social history, telling the story of the city from 1750 to the present. The creative, inventive displays are great for families – kids will love the re-creation of a WWII air raid. The palace was built in the late 19th century as a cultural centre for Glasgow’s East End. The attached greenhouse, the Winter Gardens, has tropical plants and makes a nice spot for a coffee.

Provand’s Lordship

(www.glasgowmuseums.com; 3 Castle St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Thu & Sat, 11am-5pm Fri & Sun) This, the oldest house in Glasgow, is a rare example of 15th-century domestic Scottish architecture, built in 1471 as a manse for the chaplain of St Nicholas Hospital. The ceilings and doorways are low, and the rooms are sparsely furnished with period artefacts, except for an upstairs room, which has been furnished to reflect the living space of an early-16th-century chaplain.

Riverside Museum

(www.glasgowmuseums.com; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Thu & Sat, 11am-5pm Fri & Sun) The latest development along the Clyde is this visually impressive new museum, designed by Iraqi architect Zaha Hadid. It houses a varied collection, including recreated Glasgow streets from various points in history, a display of maritime heritage and much of what was formerly in the Museum of Transport: a display of cars made in Scotland, plus assorted railway locos, trams, bikes (including the world’s first pedal-powered bicycle from 1847) and model ships.

St Mungo’s Museum of Religious Life & Art

(www.glasgowmuseums.com; 2 Castle St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Thu & Sat, 11am-5pm Fri & Sun) A startling achievement, this museum, set in a reconstruction of the bishop’s palace that once stood here in the cathedral forecourt, is an audacious attempt to capture the world’s major religions in an artistic nutshell, while presenting the similarities and differences in how they approach common themes such as birth, marriage and death.

Jedburgh

Mary Queen of Scots House

(Queen St; [image: ] 10am-4.30pm Mon-Sat, 11am-4.30pm Sun Mar-Nov) Mary stayed at this beautiful 16th-century tower house in 1566 after her famous ride to visit the injured earl of Bothwell, her future husband, at Hermitage Castle. The interesting displays evoke the sad saga of Mary’s life.

Kelso

Kelso Abbey

(www.historic-scotland.gov.uk; Bridge St; [image: ] 9.30am-6.30pm Apr-Sep, 9.30am-4.30pm Sat-Wed Oct-Mar) Once one of the richest abbeys in southern Scotland, Kelso Abbey was built by the Tironensians, an order founded at Tiron in Picardy and brought to the Borders around 1113 by David I. English raids in the 16th century reduced it to ruins, though what remains today is some of the finest surviving Romanesque architecture in Scotland.

Kilmarnock

Dean Castle

(www.deancastle.com; Dean Rd; [image: ] 11am-5pm daily Apr-Sep, 10am-4pm Wed-Sun Oct-Mar) Restored in the first half of the 20th century, this castle has a virtually windowless keep (dating from 1350) and an adjacent palace (1468), with a superb collection of medieval arms, armour, tapestries and musical instruments. The grounds, an 81-hectare park, are a good place for a stroll or a picnic, or you can eat at the visitor centre’s tearoom.

Central & Northern Scotland


Aberdeen

Aberdeen Art Gallery

(www.aagm.co.uk; Schoolhill; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, 2-5pm Sun) Behind the grand facade of Aberdeen Art Gallery is a cool, marble-lined space exhibiting the work of contemporary British painters, such as Gwen Hardie, Stephen Conroy, Trevor Sutton and Tim Ollivier. There are also several landscapes by Joan Eardley, who lived in a cottage on the cliffs near Stonehaven in the 1950s and ‘60s and painted tempestuous oils of the North Sea and poignant portraits of slum children. Among the Pre-Raphaelite works upstairs, look out for the paintings of Aberdeen artist William Dyce (1806–64), ranging from religious works to rural scenes.

Aberdeen Maritime Museum

(www.aagm.co.uk; Shiprow; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, noon-3pm Sun) Overlooking the nautical bustle of Aberdeen’s harbour is the Maritime Museum. Centred on a three-storey replica of a North Sea oil production platform, its exhibits explain all you ever wanted to know about the petroleum industry. Other galleries, some situated in Provost Ross’s House, the oldest building in the city and part of museum, cover the shipbuilding, whaling and fishing industries.

Provost Skene’s House

(www.aagm.co.uk; Guestrow; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat) Surrounded by concrete and glass office blocks in what was once the worst slum in Aberdeen is Provost Skene’s House, a late-medieval, turreted town building occupied in the 17th century by the provost (the Scottish equivalent of a mayor) Sir George Skene. It was also occupied for six weeks by the Duke of Cumberland on his way to Culloden in 1746. The tempera-painted ceiling with its religious symbolism, dating from 1622, is unusual for having survived the depredations of the Reformation. It’s a period gem featuring earnest-looking angels, soldiers and St Peter with crowing cockerels.

St Machar’s Cathedral

(www.stmachar.com; The Chanonry; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mon-Sat Apr-Oct, 10am-4pm Mon-Sat Nov-Mar) The 15th-century St Machar’s Cathedral, with its massive twin towers, is a rare example of a fortified cathedral. According to legend, St Machar was ordered to establish a church where the river takes the shape of a bishop’s crook, which it does just here. The cathedral is best known for its impressive heraldic ceiling, dating from 1520, which has 48 shields of kings, nobles, archbishops and bishops. Sunday services are held at 11am and 6pm.

Dundee

Dundee Contemporary Arts

(www.dca.org.uk; Nethergate; [image: ] 10.30am-5.30pm Tue, Wed, Fri & Sat, 10.30am-8.30pm Thu, noon-5.30pm Sun) The focus for the Dundee’s emerging Cultural Quarter is Dundee Contemporary Arts, a centre for modern art, design and cinema. The galleries here exhibit work by contemporary UK and international artists, and there are printmakers’ studios ([image: ] print studio 11am-9pm Tue-Thu, 11am-6pm Fri & Sat) where you can watch artists at work, or even take part in craft demonstrations and workshops.
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McManus Galleries

(www.mcmanus.co.uk; Albert Sq; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, 12.30-4.30pm Sun) Housed in a solid Victorian Gothic building designed by Gilbert Scott in 1867, the recently restored McManus Galleries is a city museum on a human scale – you can see everything there is to see without feeling rushed or overwhelmed. The exhibits cover the history of the city from the Iron Age to the present day, including relics of the Tay Bridge Disaster and the Dundee whaling industry. Computer geeks will enjoy the Sinclair ZX81 and Spectrum (pioneering personal computers with a whole 16K of memory!) which were made in Dundee in the early 1980s.

Inverness

Inverness Museum & Art Gallery

(www.inverness.highland.museum; Castle Wynd; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat) Between the castle and the tourist office is Inverness Museum & Art Gallery, with wildlife dioramas, geological displays, period rooms with historic weapons, Pictish stones and contemporary Highland arts and crafts.

Kirwall

Orkney Museum

(www.orkney.gov.uk; Broad St; [image: ] 10.30am-5pm Mon-Sat) This is a labyrinthine display in a former merchant’s house. It has an overview of Orkney history and prehistory, including Pictish carvings and a display on the Ba’. Most engaging are the last rooms, covering 19th- and 20th-century social history.

St Magnus Cathedral

(www.stmagnus.org; Broad St; [image: ] 9am-6pm Mon-Sat, 1-6pm Sun Apr-Sep, 9am-1pm & 2-5pm Mon-Sat Oct-Mar) Founded in 1137 and constructed from local red sandstone and yellow Eday stone, fabulous St Magnus Cathedral is Kirkwall’s centrepiece. Lyrical and melodramatic epitaphs of the dead line the walls and emphasise the serious business of 17th- and 18th-century bereavement. Earl Rognvald Brusason commissioned the cathedral in the name of his martyred uncle, Magnus Erlendsson, who was killed by Earl Hakon Paulsson on Egilsay in 1117.

Lerwick

Clickimin Broch

This fortified site, just under a mile southwest of the town centre, was occupied from the 7th century BC to the 6th century AD. It’s impressively large and its setting on a small loch gives it a feeling of being removed from the present day – unusual given the surrounding urban encroachment.

Böd of Gremista

(Gremista; [image: ] 10am-1pm & 2-5pm Tue-Sat May–mid-Sep) Across the harbour from the centre, this is well worth a visit. Once the headquarters of a fish-curing station, it was also the birthplace of Arthur Anderson, who went on to found P&O and who ploughed much of his wealth back into the local community.

Fort Charlotte

(Charlotte St; [image: ] 9.30am-sunset) Above the town, there are excellent views from the battlements of Fort Charlotte, built in 1665 to protect the harbour from the Dutch navy.

Shetland Museum

(www.shetland-museum.org.uk; Hay’s Dock; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, noon-5pm Sun) This modern museum is an impressive recollection of 5000 years’ worth of culture and people, and their interaction with this ancient landscape. Comprehensive but never dull, the display covers everything from the archipelago’s geology to its fishing industry, via a great section on local mythology – find out about scary nyuggles, or use the patented machine for detecting trows. The Pictish carvings and replica jewellery are among the finest pieces; the museum also includes a working lighthouse mechanism, small art gallery, and a boatbuilding workshop, where you can watch carpenters at work restoring and recreating traditional Shetland fishing vessels.

Newtonmore

Highland Folk Museum

(www.highlandfolk.museum; Kingussie Rd, Newtonmore; [image: ] 10.30am-5.30pm Apr-Aug, 11am-4.30pm Sep & Oct) The open-air Highland Folk Museum comprises a collection of historical buildings and relics revealing many aspects of Highland culture and lifestyle. The museum is laid out like a farming township and has a community of traditional thatch-roofed cottages, a sawmill, a schoolhouse, a shepherd’s bothy and a rural post office. Actors in period costume give demonstrations of woodcarving, spinning and peat-fire baking.

Oban

Dunollie Castle

A pleasant 1-mile stroll north of Oban along the coast road beyond Corran Esplanade is Dunollie Castle, built by the MacDougalls of Lorn in the 13th century and unsuccessfully besieged for a year during the 1715 Jacobite rebellion. It’s always open but very much a ruin.

McCaig’s Tower

Crowning the hill above the town centre is the Victorian folly known as McCaig’s Tower. Its construction was commissioned in 1890 by local worthy John Stuart McCaig, an art critic, philosophical essayist and banker, with the philanthropic intention of providing work for unemployed stonemasons. To reach it on foot, make the steep climb up Jacob’s Ladder (a flight of stairs) from Argyll St and then follow the signs. The views over the bay are worth the effort.

War & Peace Museum

(www.obanmuseum.org.uk; Corran Esplanade; [image: ] 10am-6pm Mon-Sat & 10am-4pm Sun May-Sep, 10am-4pm daily Mar, Apr, Oct & Nov) Military buffs will enjoy the little War & Peace Museum, which chronicles Oban’s role in WWII as a base for Catalina seaplanes and as a marshalling area for Atlantic convoys.

Perth

JD Fergusson Gallery

(www.pkc.gov.uk; cnr Marshall Pl & Tay St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat) Beautifully set in the round waterworks building, this gallery exhibits much of the work of the Scottish Colourist JD Fergusson in a most impressive display. Fergusson spent time in Paris, and the influence of artists like Matisse on his work is evident; his voluptuous female portraits against a tropical-looking Riviera background are memorable, as is the story of his lifelong relationship with noted Scottish dancer Margaret Morris.

Perth Museum

(www.pkc.gov.uk; cnr George & Charlotte Sts; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat) The city’s main museum is worth wandering through for the elegant neoclassical interior alone. There’s a varied shower of exhibits, ranging from portraits of dour lairds to interesting local social history. A geological room provides more entertainment for the young, while there are often excellent temporary exhibitions.

St John’s Kirk

(www.st-johns-kirk.co.uk; St John St; [image: ] 10am-4pm Mon-Sat, 10am-1pm Sun May-Sep) Daunting St John’s Kirk, founded in 1126, is surrounded by cobbled streets and is still the centrepiece of the town. In 1559 John Knox preached a powerful sermon here that helped begin the Reformation, inciting a frenzied destruction of Scone abbey and other religious sites. Perth used to be known as St John’s Town after this church; the football team here is still called St Johnstone.

St Andrews

St Andrews Museum

(www.fifedirect.org.uk/museums; Doubledykes Rd; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Sep, 10.30am-4pm Oct-Mar) St Andrews Museum has interesting displays that chart the history of the town from its founding by St Regulus to its growth as an ecclesiastical, academic and sporting centre. Local preservation work is a focal point.

Stornoway

An Lanntair Art Centre

(www.lanntair.com; Kenneth St; [image: ] 10am-9pm Mon-Wed, 10am-10pm Thu, 10am-midnight Fri & Sat) The modern, purpose-built An Lanntair Art Centre, complete with art gallery, theatre, cinema and restaurant, is the centre of the town’s cultural life; it hosts changing exhibitions of contemporary art and is a good source of information on cultural events.

Museum nan Eilean

(Francis St; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm Mon-Sat) This museum strings together a loose history of the Outer Hebrides from the earliest human settlements some 9000 years ago to the 20th century, exploring traditional island life and the changes inflicted by progress and technology.

Thurso

Caithness Horizons

(www.caithnesshorizons.co.uk; High St; [image: ] 10am-6pm Mon-Sat, 11am-4pm Sun) This museum brings much of the lore, history and sentiment of Caithness to life through its excellent displays. A couple of fine Pictish cross-slabs greet the visitor downstairs; the main exhibition is a wide-ranging look at local history that includes plenty of audiovisuals – check out the wistful one on the now-abandoned island of Stroma for an emotional slice of social history. There’s also a gallery space, an exhibition on the Dounreay reactor and a cafe.
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