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Ye Olde Britain: Best Historical Experiences

Britain’s history can be seen in every corner of the country. From medieval castles to 18th-century stately homes, and Roman ruins to imposing cathedrals, there’s a wealth of buildings and places that can bring the past alive for the visitor. In this ebook we’ve included a timeline of British history to give you some background, and followed that with a list of some of the best historical sights that Britain has on offer.

To help you find your way around, we’ve divided the country into eight different regions: London; Southern England; Central England; Northern England; Wales; Edinburgh; Glasgow and Southern Scotland; Central and Northern Scotland.) Towns, cities and attractions are listed within each region alphabetically.
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Timeline of British History

4000 BC

Neolithic peoples migrate from continental Europe. They differ significantly from previous arrivals: instead of hunting and moving on, they settle in one place and start farming.

c 500 BC

The Celts, a group originally from Central Europe, arrive in Britain, and by the middle of the 1st millennium BC have settled across much of the island, absorbing the indigenous people.

c 55 BC

Relatively small groups of Roman invaders under the command of Julius Caesar make forays into southern England from the northern coast of Gaul (today’s France).

AD 43

Emperor Claudius leads the first proper Roman invasion of England. His army wages a ruthless campaign, and the Romans control most of southern England by AD 50.

60

Warrior-queen Boudicca leads an army against the Romans, destroys the Roman town of Colchester and gets as far as Londinium, the Roman port on the present site of London.

60

In Wales the Celts, led by their mystic faith-healers, the druids, fight a last stand on Anglesey against the Roman army; they are beaten but not totally conquered.

c 108

According to legend, Roman soldiers of the ninth legion sent to fight the Picts in Scotland mysteriously disappear. In reality the regiment is probably simply disbanded.

122

Rather than conquer wild north British tribes, Emperor Hadrian settles for building a coast-to-coast barricade. For nearly 300 years, Hadrian’s Wall marks the northernmost limit of the Roman Empire.

c 410

As the classical world’s greatest empire finally declines, Roman rule ends in Britain.

5th century

Anglo-Saxon tribes from Germany migrate to England, and quickly spread across much of the country.

late 5th century

The Scotti people (from today’s Ireland) invade the land of the Picts (today’s Scotland). In Argyll they establish the kingdom of Dalriada.

early 6th century

St Columba establishes a Christian mission on the Scottish island of Iona. By the late 8th century the mission is responsible for the conversion of most of Scotland.

6th century

St David is born, going on to establish a sacred place of worship in Pembrokeshire and becoming the patron saint of Wales.

597

Pope Gregory sends missionary St Augustine to southern England to revive interest in Christianity among the southern Anglo-Saxons. His colleague St Aidan similarly converts many people in northern England.

7th century

Anglo-Saxons from the expanding English kingdom of Northumbria attempt to colonise southeast Alba (today’s southern Scotland) and are met by the Scotti.

685

The Pictish king Bridei defeats the Northumbrians at Nechtansmere in Angus, an against-the-odds victory that sets the foundations for Scotland as a separate entity.

8th century

King Offa of Mercia orders the construction of a clear border between his kingdom and Wales – a defensive ditch called Offa’s Dyke still visible today.

8th century

The disparate tribes of Wales start to band together and sow the seeds of nationhood, calling themselves cymry (fellow countrymen).

850

Vikings come from today’s Denmark and conquer east and northeast England. They establish their capital at Jorvik, today’s city of York.

872

The King of Norway creates an earldom in Orkney; Shetland is also governed from here. These island groups become a Viking base for raids and colonisation into Scotland and northern England.

9th century

King Rhodri Mawr of Wales defeats a Viking force and begins the Welsh unification process. His grandson Hywel the Good draws up a set of laws.

9th century

Kenneth MacAlpin, the king of the Scotti, declares himself ruler of both the Scots and the Picts, thus uniting Scotland north of the Firth of Forth into a single kingdom.

927

Athelstan, grandson of Alfred the Great, son of Edward the Elder, is the first monarch to be specifically crowned King of England, building on his ancestors’ success in regaining Viking territory.

1018

Scottish King Malcolm II defeats the Northumbrians at the battle of Carham and gains the Lothian region, thus expanding the size of Scotland.

1040

Macbeth takes the Scottish throne after defeating Duncan in battle. This, and the fact that he was later killed by Duncan’s son Malcolm, are the only parallels with the Shakespeare version.

1066

Battle of Hastings – a crucial date in English and British history. Incumbent King Harold is defeated by an invading Norman army, and England has a new monarch: William the Conqueror.

1085–86

The new Norman rulers establish the Domesday Book census. Within three years they have a snapshot of England’s current stock and future potential.

1095

The start of the First Crusade – a campaign of Christian European armies against the Muslim occupation of Jerusalem and the ‘Holy Land’. A series of crusades continues until 1272.

1124–53

The rule of David I of Scotland. The Scottish aristocracy adopt the Norman feudal system, and the king grants land to great Norman families.

12th century

Oxford University founded. There’s evidence of teaching in the area since 1096, but King Henry II’s 1167 ban on students attending the University of Paris solidified Oxford’s importance.

1215

King John signs the Magna Carta, limiting the monarch’s power for the first time in English history and an early step on the path towards constitutional rule.

13th century

Wales is invaded by English King Edward I, bringing to an end the rule of Welsh leader Llywelyn ‘the last’. Edward builds a ring of castles to suppress further Welsh uprisings.

1295

John Balliol of Scotland and Philip IV of France sign a mutual defence treaty that establishes the ‘Auld Alliance’ – this predominantly anti-English agreement remains in place for several centuries.

1296

King Edward I marches on Scotland with an army of 30,000 men, and in a brutal invasion captures the castles of Berwick, Edinburgh, Roxburgh and Stirling.

1298–1305

William Wallace is proclaimed Guardian of Scotland in 1298. After Edward’s army defeats the Scots at the Battle of Falkirk, Wallace goes into hiding but is betrayed and executed in 1305.

1314

An army under Robert the Bruce wins against the English at the Battle of Bannockburn –consolidating Scottish independence for the next four hundred years.

1337–1453

England battles against France in a long conflict known as the Hundred Years’ War. It was actually a series of small conflicts. And it lasted for more than a century, too …

1348

The bubonic plague – called the Black Death – arrives, ultimately killing more than a third of the population. For peasant labourers that survived, an upside was a rise in wages.

1371

The last of the Bruce dynasty dies, succeeded by the Stewards (Stewarts), who rule Scotland and then Britain for the next three and a half centuries.

1381

Richard II confronted by the Peasants’ Revolt. This attempt by commoners to overthrow the feudal system is brutally suppressed.

1400

Welsh nationalist hero Owain Glyndwr leads the Welsh in rebellion, declaring a parliament in Machynlleth, but his rebellion is short-lived and victory fleeting.

1459–71

The Wars of the Roses – an ongoing conflict between two competing dynasties, the Houses of Lancaster and York. The Yorkists are eventually successful, enabling King Edward IV to gain the throne.

1468–69

Orkney and then Shetland are mortgaged to Scotland as part of a dowry from Danish King Christian I, whose daughter is to marry the future King James III of Scotland.

1485

Henry Tudor defeats Richard III at the Battle of Bosworth to become King Henry VII, establishing the Tudor dynasty and ending York-Lancaster rivalry for the throne.

1509–47

The reign of King Henry VIII. The Pope’s disapproval of Henry’s serial marriage and divorce results in the English Reformation – the founding of the Church of England.

1536 & 1543

English authority is exerted over Wales; the Laws in Wales Acts, also known as the Acts of Union (1535–42), formally tie the two countries as a single political entity.

1588

Following the dissolution of the monasteries, the first translation of the complete Bible into Welsh helps the cause of Protestantism and serves to prop up the neglected Welsh language.

1558–1603

The reign of Queen Elizabeth I, a period of boundless English optimism. Enter stage right playwright William Shakespeare. Exit due west navigators Walter Raleigh and Francis Drake.

1560

The Scottish Parliament creates a Protestant Church that is independent of Rome and the monarchy, as a result of the Reformation. The Latin Mass is abolished and the pope’s authority denied.

1603

James VI of Scotland inherits the English throne in the Union of the Crowns, becoming James I of England.

1605

King James’ attempts to smooth religious relations are set back by an anti-Catholic outcry following the infamous Gunpowder Plot, a terrorist attempt to blow up parliament led by Guy Fawkes.

1642–49

English Civil War between the Charles I’s Cavaliers and Oliver Cromwell’s Roundheads, establishing the Commonwealth of England.

1688

William of Orange and his wife, Mary, daughter of King James II, jointly ascend the throne after William defeats his father-in-law in the Glorious Revolution.

1707

The Act of Union brings England and Scotland under one parliament, one sovereign and one flag.

1721–42

Violent struggles for the throne seem a thing of the past and the Hanoverian kings increasingly rely on parliament to govern the country. Robert Walpole becomes Britain’s first prime minister.

1745–46

The culmination of the Jacobite uprisings sees Bonnie Prince Charlie land in Scotland, gather an army and march southwards, to be eventually defeated at the Battle of Culloden.

1749

Author and magistrate Henry Fielding founds the Bow Street Runners, cited as London’s first professional police force. A 1792 Act of Parliament allowed the Bow Street model to spread across England.

1776–83

The American War of Independence is the British Empire’s first major reverse.

1799–1815

The Napoleonic Wars. Napoleon threatens invasion of Britain, but his ambitions are curtailed by Nelson and Wellington at the famous battles of Trafalgar (1805) and Waterloo (1815).

1858 & 1860

The first modern national eisteddfods are held in Llangollen and Denbigh – although earlier ones had been organised from the end of the 18th century as part of a Welsh cultural revival.

1837–1901

The reign of Queen Victoria. The British Empire – ‘the empire on which the sun never sets’ – expands from Canada through Africa and India to Australia and New Zealand.

1847

Publication of a government report, dubbed the ‘Treason of the Blue Books’, suggesting the Welsh language is detrimental to education in Wales, and fuelling the Welsh-language struggle.

1900

James Keir Hardie (usually known as just Keir Hardie) becomes the first Labour MP, winning a seat in the Welsh mining town of Merthyr Tydfyl.

1914

Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria is assassinated in the Balkan city of Sarajevo – the final spark in a decade-long crisis that starts the Great War, now called WWI.

1916

The Welsh Liberal MP David Lloyd George becomes the British prime minister in an alliance with the Conservative Party, having built a reputation for championing the poor and needy.

1925

Plaid (Cenedlaethol) Cymru, the Welsh Nationalist Party, is formed, initiating the struggle for Welsh self-governance and laying the foundations for the modern-day party.

1926

Increasing mistrust of the government, fuelled by soaring unemployment, leads to the General Strike. Millions of workers – train drivers, miners, ship builders – down tools and bring the country to a halt.

1939–1945

WWII rages across Europe, and much of Africa and Asia. Britain and Allies including America, Russia, Australia, Canada, India and New Zealand eventually defeat the armies of Germany, Japan and Italy.

1945

WWII ends, and in the immediate postwar election the Labour Party under Clement Attlee defeats the Conservatives under Winston Churchill, despite the latter’s pivotal rule in Britain’s WWII victory.

1946–48

The Labour Party nationalises key industries such as shipyards, coal mines and steel foundries. Britain’s ‘big four’ train companies are combined into British Railways.

1948

Aneurin Bevan, the health minister in the Labour government, launches the National Health Service – the core of Britain as a ‘welfare state’.

1952

Princess Elizabeth becomes Queen Elizabeth II when her father, George VI, dies. Her coronation takes place in Westminster Abbey in June 1953.

1955 & 1959

Cardiff is declared the Welsh capital in 1955, and Wales gets its very own official flag – the red dragon on a green and white field – in 1959.

1960s

Overseas, it’s the era of African and Caribbean independence, including Nigeria (1960), Tanzania (1961), Jamaica and Trinidad & Tobago (1962), Kenya (1963), Malawi (1964), the Gambia (1965) and Barbados (1966).

1960s

At home, it’s the era of Beatlemania. Successful songs like ‘Please, Please Me’ ensure the Beatles become household names in Britain, then America – then the world.

1971

Britain adopts the ‘decimal’ currency (one pound equals 100 pence) and drops the ancient system of one pound equals 20 shillings or 240 pennies, the centuries-old bane of school maths lessons.

1970s

Much of the decade is characterised by inflation, inept governments (on the left and right), trade-union disputes, strikes, shortages and blackouts, culminating in the 1978–79 ‘Winter of Discontent’.

1972

In Uganda, East Africa, the dictator Idi Amin expels all people of Asian origin. Many have British passports and migrate to Britain, settling predominantly in London and the cities of the Midlands.

1979

A Conservative government led by Margaret Thatcher wins the national election, a major milestone of Britain’s 20th-century history, ushering in a decade of dramatic political and social change.

1982

Britain is victorious in a war against Argentina over the invasion of the Falkland Islands, leading to a rise in patriotic sentiment.

1990

Thatcher ousted as leader, and the Conservative party enters a period of decline but remains in power thanks to inept Labour opposition.

1997

The general election sees Tony Blair lead ‘New’ Labour to victory in the polls, with a record-breaking parliamentary majority, ending nearly 20 years of Tory rule.

1999

The first National Assembly is elected for Wales, with the members sitting in a new building in Cardiff; Rhodri Morgan becomes First Minister.

1999–2004

Scottish Parliament is convened for the first time on 12 May 1999. Five years later, after plenty of scandal and huge sums of money, a new parliament building is opened at Holyrood in Edinburgh.

2001

Tony Blair and Labour continue to enjoy a honeymoon period and another victory at the 2001 general election – although their majority is reduced.

2003

Britain joins America and other countries in the invasion of Iraq, initially with some support from parliament and public, despite large antiwar street demonstrations in London and other cities.

2005

Public support for the Iraq war wanes, and the Labour government faces several internal crises but still wins the general election for a historic third term.

2007

The Government of Wales Bill heralds the largest transfer of power from Westminster to Cardiff since the founding of the National Assembly.

2010

Labour is narrowly defeated in the general election as the minority Liberal-Democrats align with the Conservatives to form the first coalition government in Britain’s postwar history.

London

As the capital first of England and then the whole of the UK, you’d expect London to hold plenty of historical interest and be home to places of national interest – and you won’t be disappointed. Traces of 2000 years of history can be found across the city, including some of the most famous sights not just in Britain but the world.

The West End & West London

Banqueting House

(www.hrp.org.uk/BanquetingHouse; Whitehall SW1; adult/child £4.80/free; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat; [image: ] Westminster) The beautiful, classical design of the Banqueting House was conceived by Inigo Jones for James I in 1622. It’s the only surviving part of Whitehall Palace after the Tudor bit burnt down in 1698. The key attraction is the ceiling, painted by Rubens in 1635 at the behest of Charles I. The king didn’t get to enjoy it for long, as in 1649 he was frogmarched out of the 1st-floor balcony to lose his head for treason. A bust outside commemorates him. An audioguide is included in the price.

Buckingham Palace

(www.royalcollection.org.uk; Buckingham Palace Rd SW1; tours adult/child £17/9.75; [image: ] late Jul-Sep; [image: ] Victoria) Built in 1803 for the Duke of Buckingham, Buckingham Palace replaced St James’s Palace as the monarch’s London home in 1837. When she’s not off giving her one-handed wave in far-flung parts of the Commonwealth, Queen Elizabeth divides her time between here, Windsor and Balmoral. If you’ve got the urge to drop in for a cup of tea, a handy way of telling whether she’s home is to check whether the yellow, red and blue royal standard is flying.

Nineteen lavishly furnished State Rooms – hung with artworks by the likes of Rembrandt, van Dyck, Canaletto, Poussin and Vermeer – are open to visitors when HRH takes her holidays. The two-hour tour includes the Throne Room, with his-and-hers pink chairs initialled ‘ER’ and ‘P’.

Churchill Museum & Cabinet War Rooms

(www.iwm.org.uk/cabinet; Clive Steps, King Charles St SW1; adult/child £15/free; [image: ] 9.30am-6pm; [image: ] Westminster) The Cabinet War Rooms were Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s underground military HQ during WWII. Now a wonderfully evocative and atmospheric museum, the restored and preserved rooms (including Churchill’s bedroom) capture the drama of the time. The interactive displays offer an intriguing exposé of the public and private faces of the man.
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Houses of Parliament

(www.parliament.uk; Parliament Sq SW1; [image: ] Westminster) Coming face to face with one of the world’s most recognisable landmarks is always a surreal moment, but in the case of the Houses of Parliament it’s a revelation. Officially called the Palace of Westminster, the oldest part is Westminster Hall (1097), which is one of only a few sections that survived a catastrophic fire in 1834. Its roof, added between 1394 and 1401, is the earliest known example of a hammerbeam roof and has been described as the greatest surviving achievement of medieval English carpentry. The palace’s most famous feature is its clock tower, aka Big Ben. Ben is actually the 13-ton bell, named after Benjamin Hall, who was commissioner of works when the tower was completed in 1858.

At the business end, parliament is split into two houses. The green-hued House of Commons is the lower house, where the 650 elected Members of Parliament sit. Traditionally the home of hereditary blue bloods, the scarlet-decorated House of Lords now has peers appointed through various means. Both houses debate and vote on legislation, which is then presented to the Queen for her Royal Assent (in practice, this is a formality; the last time Royal Assent was denied was 1708). At the annual State Opening of Parliament (usually in November), the Queen takes her throne in the House of Lords, having processed in the gold-trimmed Irish State Coach from Buckingham Palace. It’s well worth lining the route for a gawk at the crown jewels sparkling in the sun.

When parliament is in session, visitors are admitted to the House of Commons Visitors’ Gallery ([image: ] 2.30-10.30pm Mon & Tue, 11.30am-7.30pm Wed, 10.30am-6.30pm Thu, 9.30am-3pm some Fri). Expect to queue for at least an hour and possibly longer during Question Time (at the beginning of each day). The House of Lords Visitors’ Gallery ([image: ] 2.30-10pm Mon & Tue, 3-10pm Wed, 11am-7.30pm Thu, from 10am some Fri) can also be visited. When parliament is in recess there are guided tours (www.ticketmaster.co.uk/housesofparliament; 75-min tours adult/child £14/6) of both chambers and other historic areas. UK residents can approach their MPs to arrange a free tour and to climb the clock tower.

Kensington Palace

(www.hrp.org.uk/Kensingtonpalace; Kensington Gardens W8; adult/child £13/6.25; [image: ] 10am-6pm; [image: ] High St Kensington) Kensington Palace (1605) became the favourite royal residence under the joint reign of William and Mary and remained so until George III became king and moved across the park to Buckingham Palace. It still has private apartments where various members of the royal extended family live. In popular imagination it’s most associated with three intriguing princesses: Victoria (who was born here in 1819 and lived here with her domineering mother until her accession to the throne), Margaret (sister of the current queen, who lived here until her 2002 death) and, of course, Diana. More than a million bouquets were left outside the gates following her death in 1997.

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.

Royal Hospital Chelsea

(www.chelsea-pensioners.co.uk; Royal Hospital Rd SW3; [image: ] 10am-noon Mon-Sat & 2-4pm; [image: ] Sloane Sq) Designed by Wren, the Royal Hospital Chelsea was built in 1692 to provide shelter for ex-servicemen. Today it houses hundreds of war veterans known as Chelsea Pensioners, charming old chaps who are generally regarded as national treasures. As you wander around the grounds or inspect the elegant chapel and interesting museum, you’ll see them pottering about in their winter blue coats or summer reds. The Chelsea Flower Show takes place in the hospital grounds in May.

Westminster Abbey

(www.westminster-abbey.org; 20 Dean’s Yard SW1; adult/child £15/6, tours £3; [image: ] 9.30am-4.30pm Mon, Tue, Thu & Fri, to 7pm Wed, to 2.30pm Sat; [image: ] Westminster) Not merely a beautiful place of worship, Westminster Abbey serves up the country’s history on slabs of stone. For centuries the country’s greatest have been interred here, including most of the monarchs from Henry III (died 1272) to George II (1760). The Abbey has never been a cathedral (the seat of a bishop) but is what’s called a ‘royal peculiar’ and is administered directly by the Crown. Every monarch since William the Conqueror has been crowned here, with the exception of a couple of unlucky Eds who were murdered (Edward V) or abdicated (Edward VIII) before the magic moment. Look out for the strangely ordinary-looking Coronation Chair.

The building itself is considered the finest example of Early English Gothic in existence. The original church was built in the 11th century by King (later Saint) Edward the Confessor, who is buried in the chapel behind the main altar. Henry III began work on the new building in 1245 but didn’t complete it; the French Gothic nave was finished in 1388. Henry VII’s magnificent Late Perpendicular-style Lady Chapel was consecrated in 1519 after 16 years of construction.

Apart from the royal graves, keep an eye out for the many famous commoners interred here, especially in Poets’ Corner, where you’ll find the resting places of Chaucer, Dickens, Hardy, Tennyson, Dr Johnson and Kipling as well as memorials to the other greats (Shakespeare, Austen, Brontë etc). Elsewhere you’ll find the graves of Handel and Sir Isaac Newton.

Verger-led tours are held several times a day (except Sundays) and are limited to 25 people per tour; call ahead to secure your place. Of course, admission to the Abbey is free if you wish to attend a service. On weekdays, Matins is at 7.30am, Holy Communion at 8am and 12.30pm, and Choral Evensong at 5pm. There are services throughout the day on Sundays. You can sit and soak in the atmosphere, even if you’re not religious.

The City & East London

Dennis Severs’ House

(www.dennissevershouse.co.uk; 18 Folgate St E1; [image: ] Liverpool St) This extraordinary Georgian House is set up as if its occupants had just walked out the door. There are half-drunk cups of tea, lit candles and, in a perhaps unnecessary attention to detail, a full chamber pot by the bed. More than a museum, it’s an opportunity to meditate on the minutiae of everyday Georgian life through silent exploration. Bookings are required for the Monday evening candlelit sessions (£12; 6pm to 9pm), but you can just show up on the first and third Sundays of the month (£8; noon to 4pm) or the following Mondays (£5; noon to 2pm).

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).

Guildhall

(www.guildhall.cityoflondon.gov.uk; Gresham St EC2; [image: ] 10am-4pm unless in use; [image: ] Bank) The Guildhall has been the seat of the City’s local government for eight centuries. The present building dates from the early 15th century. Visitors can see the Great Hall, where the city’s mayor is sworn in and where important fellows like the Tsar of Russia and the Prince Regent celebrated beating Napoleon. It’s an impressive space decorated with the shields and banners of London’s 12 principal livery companies, carved galleries (the west of which is protected by disturbing statues of giants Gog and Magog) and a beautiful oak-panelled roof. There’s also a lovely bronze statue of Churchill sitting in a comfy chair. Beneath it is London’s largest medieval crypt (visit by free guided tour only, bookings essential), with 19 stained-glass windows showing the livery companies’ coats of arms.

Monument

(www.themonument.info; Monument St; adult/child £3/1; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm; [image: ] Monument) Designed by Wren to commemorate the Great Fire, the Monument is 60.6m high, the exact distance from its base to the bakery on Pudding Lane where the blaze began. Climb the 311 tight spiral steps (not advised for claustrophobes) for an eye-watering view from beneath the symbolic vase of gold-leaf flames.

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.

St Paul’s Cathedral

(www.stpauls.co.uk; adult/child £12.50/4.50; [image: ] 8.30am-4pm Mon-Sat; [image: ] St Paul’s) Dominating the City with a dome second in size only to St Peter’s in Rome, St Paul’s Cathedral was designed by Wren after the Great Fire and built between 1675 and 1710. Four other cathedrals preceded it on this site, the first dating from 604.

The dome is renowned for somehow dodging the bombs during the Blitz and became an icon of the resilience shown in the capital during WWII. Outside the cathedral, to the north, is a monument to the people of London, a simple and elegant memorial to the 32,000 Londoners who weren’t so lucky. Inside, some 30m above the main paved area, is the first of three domes (actually a dome inside a cone inside a dome) supported by eight huge columns. The walkway round its base is called the Whispering Gallery, because if you talk close to the wall your words will carry to the opposite side 32m away. It can be reached by a staircase on the western side of the southern transept (9.30am to 3.30pm only). There are 528 lung-busting steps to the Golden Gallery at the very top, and an unforgettable view of London.

The Crypt has memorials to up to 300 military demigods, including Wellington, Kitchener and Nelson, whose body lies below the dome. But the most poignant memorial is to Wren himself. On a simple slab bearing his name, a Latin inscription translates as: ‘If you seek his memorial, look about you’.


ROMAN LONDON

London owes its existence to the Romans, but today only a few reminders of that period remain. Three good examples that can still be seen are the chunk of Roman wall by Tower Hill tube station, the Temple of Mithras (currently on Queen Victoria St in the City but due to be moved) and the ruins of the amphitheatre visitable in the basement of the Guildhall Art Gallery.



Tower of London

(www.hrp.org.uk; Tower Hill EC3; adult/child £17/9.50, audioguides £4/3; [image: ] 9am-5.30pm Tue-Sat, from 10am Sun & Mon Mar-Oct, until 4.30pm Nov-Feb; [image: ] Tower Hill) In the 1070s, William the Conqueror started work on the White Tower to replace the castle he’d previously had built here. By 1285, two walls with towers and a moat were built around it and the defences have barely been altered since. A former royal residence, treasury, mint and arsenal, it became most famous as a prison when Henry VIII moved to Whitehall Palace in 1529 and started dishing out his preferred brand of punishment.

The most striking building is the central White Tower, with its solid Romanesque architecture and four turrets. Today it houses a collection from the Royal Armouries. On the 2nd floor is St John’s Chapel, dating from 1080 and therefore the oldest church in London. To the north is Waterloo Barracks, which now contain the spectacular Crown Jewels. On the far side of the White Tower is the Bloody Tower, where the 12-year-old Edward V and his little brother were held ‘for their own safety’ and later murdered, possibly by their uncle, the future Richard III. Sir Walter Raleigh did a 13-year stretch here, when he wrote his History of the World. On the small green in front of the Chapel Royal of St Peter ad Vincula stood Henry VIII’s scaffold, where seven people, including Anne Boleyn and her cousin Catherine Howard (Henry’s second and fifth wives) were beheaded. Look out for the latest in the Tower’s long line of famous ravens, which legend says could cause the White Tower to collapse should they leave. Their wings are clipped in case they get any ideas.

To get your bearings, take the hugely entertaining free guided tour with any of the Tudor-garbed Beefeaters. Hour-long tours leave every 30 minutes from the bridge near the main entrance; the last tour’s an hour before closing.

South London

Hampton Court Palace

(www.hrp.org.uk/HamptonCourtPalace; adult/child £14/7; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Oct, to 4.30pm Nov-Mar; [image: ] Hampton Court) Built by Cardinal Thomas Wolsey in 1514 but coaxed out of him by Henry VIII just before the chancellor fell from favour, Hampton Court Palace is England’s largest and grandest Tudor structure. It was already one of the most sophisticated palaces in Europe when, in the 17th century, Wren was commissioned to build an extension. The result is a beautiful blend of Tudor and ‘restrained baroque’ architecture. Take a themed tour led by costumed historians or, if you’re in a rush, visit the highlights: Henry VIII’s State Apartments, including the Great Hall with its spectacular hammer-beamed roof; the Tudor Kitchens, staffed by ‘servants’; and the Wolsey Rooms. You could easily spend a day exploring the palace and its 60 acres of riverside gardens, especially if you get lost in the 300-year-old maze.

Old Operating Theatre Museum & Herb Garret

(www.thegarret.org.uk; 9A St Thomas St SE1; adult/child £5.80/3.25; [image: ] 10.30am-4.45pm; [image: ] London Bridge) One of London’s most genuinely gruesome attractions, the Old Operating Theatre Museum is Britain’s only surviving 19th-century operating theatre, rediscovered in 1956 within the garret of a church. The display of primitive surgical tools is suitably terrifying, while the pickled bits of humans are just unpleasant. It’s a hands-on kind of place, with signs saying ‘please touch’, although obviously the pointy things are locked away. For a more intense experience, check the website for the regular 20-minute ‘special events’.

Southern England

Castles and cathedrals, with some world-famous prehistoric sights, are part of the south of England’s historical legacy. But alongside the well-known places like Stonehenge and Salisbury Cathedral there are plenty of smaller attractions that reveal insights into the region’s rich past.

Avebury

Avebury Stone Circle

With a diameter of about 348m, Avebury is the largest stone circle in the world. It’s also one of the oldest, dating from around 2500 to 2200 BC, between the first and second phase of construction at Stonehenge. The present-day site represents just a fraction of the circle’s original size; many of the stones were buried, removed or broken up during the Middle Ages, when Britain’s pagan past became something of an embarrassment to the church. In 1934, wealthy businessman and archaeologist Alexander Keiller supervised the re-erection of the buried stones, and planted markers to indicate those that had disappeared; he later bought the site for posterity using funds from his family’s marmalade fortune.

Modern roads neatly dissect the circle into four sectors. Starting at High St, near the Henge Shop, and walking round the circle in an anticlockwise direction, you’ll encounter 11 standing stones in the southwest sector. They include the Barber Surgeon Stone, named after the skeleton of a man found under it. The southeast sector starts with the huge portal stones marking the entry to the circle from the West Kennet Avenue. The southern inner circle stood in this sector and within this circle was the obelisk and a group of stones known as the Z Feature. Just outside this smaller circle, only the base of the Ring Stone remains. In the northern inner circle in the northeast sector, three sarsens remain of what would have been a rectangular cove. The northwest sector has the most complete collection of standing stones, including the massive 65-ton Swindon Stone, one of the few never to have been toppled.

Silbury Hill

This huge mound rises abruptly from the surrounding fields just west of Avebury. At more than 40m high, it’s the largest artificial mound in Europe, and was built in stages from around 2500 BC. No significant artefacts have been found at the site, and the reason for its construction remains unclear. A massive project to stabilise the hill took place in 2008 after a combination of erosion and damaged caused by earlier excavations caused part of the top to collapse. Direct access to the hill isn’t allowed, but you can view it from a car park on the A4. Hiking across the fields from Avebury (1½ miles each way) is a more atmospheric way to arrive; the tourist office sells guides (50p).

West Kennet Long Barrow

Set in the fields south of Silbury Hill, this is England’s finest burial mound and dates from around 3500 BC. Its entrance is guarded by huge sarsens and its roof is made out of gigantic overlapping capstones. About 50 skeletons were found when it was excavated, and finds are on display at the Wiltshire Heritage Museum in Devizes. A footpath just to the east of Silbury Hill leads to West Kennet (half-mile).

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.

Bath Abbey

(www.bathabbey.org; requested donation £2.50; [image: ] 9am-6pm Mon-Sat Easter-Oct, to 4.30pm Nov-Easter, 1-2.30pm & 4.30-5.30pm Sun year-round) King Edgar was crowned in a church in Abbey Courtyard in 973 – though he had ruled since 959 – but the present Bath Abbey was built between 1499 and 1616, making it the last great medieval church raised in England. The nave’s wonderful fan vaulting was erected in the 19th century. Outside, the most striking feature is the west facade, where angels climb up and down stone ladders, commemorating a dream of the founder, Bishop Oliver King. Among those buried here are Sir Isaac Pitman, who devised the Pitman method of shorthand, and Beau Nash.

No 1 Royal Crescent

(www.bath-preservation-trust.org.uk; adult/child £6/2.50; [image: ] 10.30am-5pm Tue-Sun mid-Feb–mid-Oct, 10.30am-4pm mid-Oct–Dec) For a glimpse into the splendour of Georgian life, head to this house on Bath’s crowning glory, the Royal Crescent, a semicircular terrace of majestic houses overlooking a private lawn and the green sweep of Royal Victoria Park. Designed by John Wood the Younger (1728–82) and built between 1767 and 1775, the houses would have originally been rented for the season by wealthy socialites. The rooms on display inside No 1 are the drawing room, several bedrooms and the huge kitchen, complete with massive hearth, roasting spit and mousetraps.

Roman Baths

(www.romanbaths.co.uk; Abbey Churchyard; adult/child £11.50/7.50, Jul & Aug £12.25/7.50; [image: ] 9am-8pm Jul & Aug, 9am-6pm Mar, Jun, Sep & Oct, 9.30am-5.30pm Jan, Feb, Nov & Dec, last admission one hr before closing) Ever since the Romans arrived in Bath, life in the city has revolved around the three natural springs that bubble up near the abbey. In typically ostentatious style, the Romans constructed a glorious complex of bathhouses above these thermal waters to take advantage of their natural temperature – a constant 46°C. The buildings were left to decay after the Romans departed and, apart from a few leprous souls who came looking for a cure in the Middle Ages, it wasn’t until the end of the 17th century that Bath’s restorative waters again became fashionable.

The heart of the complex is the Great Bath. Head down to water level and along the raised walkway to see the Roman paving and lead base. A series of excavated passages and chambers beneath street level leads off in several directions and lets you inspect the remains of other smaller baths and hypocaust (heating) systems. One of the most picturesque corners of the complex is the 12th-century King’s Bath, built around the original sacred spring; 1.5 million litres of hot water still pour into the pool every day. You can see the ruins of the vast Temple of Sulis-Minerva under the Pump Room, and recent excavations of the East Baths give an insight into its 4th-century form.

Battle

Battle Abbey

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £7/3.50; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep) On this spot raged the pivotal battle in the last successful invasion of England in 1066: an event with unparalleled impact on the country’s subsequent social structure, architecture and well … pretty much everything. Only four years later, the conquering Normans began constructing an abbey right in the middle of the battlefield: a penance ordered by the Pope for the loss of life incurred here. Only the foundations of the original church remain, the altar’s position marked by a plaque – also supposedly the spot England’s King Harold famously took an arrow in his eye. Other impressive monastic buildings survive and make for atmospheric explorations.

The battlefield’s innocently rolling lush hillsides do little to evoke the ferocity of the event, but high-tech interactive presentations and a film at the visitor centre, as well as blow-by-blow audiotours, do their utmost to bring the battle to life.

Brighton

Royal Pavilion

(www.royalpavilion.org.uk; adult/child £9.50/5.40; [image: ] 9.30am-5.45pm Apr-Sep, 10am-5.15pm Oct-Mar) Brighton’s must-see attraction is the Royal Pavilion, the glittering party-pad and palace of Prince George, later Prince Regent then King George IV. It’s one of the most decadent buildings in England and an apt symbol of Brighton’s reputation for hedonism. The Indian-style domes and Moorish minarets outside are only a prelude to the palace’s lavish oriental-themed interior, where no colour is deemed too strong, dragons swoop and snarl from gilt-smothered ceilings, gem-encrusted snakes slither down pillars, and crystal chandeliers seem ordered by the ton. While gawping is the main activity, you can pick up an audiotour (included in the admission price) to learn more about the palace.

Bristol

SS Great Britain

(www.ssgreatbritain.org; Great Western Dock, Gas Ferry Rd; adult/child £11.95/9.50; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm Apr-Oct, 10am-4.30pm Nov-Mar) In 1843 Brunel designed the mighty SS Great Britain, the first transatlantic steamship to be driven by a screw propeller. For 43 years the ship served as a luxury ocean-going liner and cargo vessel, but huge running costs and mounting debts meant she was eventually sold off to serve as a troop ship and coal hulk, a sorry fate for such an important vessel. By 1937 she was no longer watertight and was abandoned near Port Stanley in the Falklands, before finally being towed back to Bristol in 1970. Since then a massive 30-year restoration programme has brought SS Great Britain back to stunning life. The ship’s rooms have been refurbished in impeccable detail, including the galley, surgeon’s quarters, mess hall, and the great engine room; but the highlight is the amazing ‘glass sea’ on which the ship sits, enclosing an airtight dry dock that preserves the delicate hull and allows visitors to see the ground-breaking screw propeller up close. Moored nearby is a replica of John Cabot’s ship Matthew, which sailed from Bristol to Newfoundland in 1497.

Canterbury

Canterbury Cathedral

(www.canterbury-cathedral.org; adult/concession £8/7; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mon-Sat, 12.30pm-2.30pm Sun) The Church of England could not have a more imposing mother church than this extraordinary early Gothic cathedral, the centrepiece of the city’s World Heritage Site and repository of more than 1400 years of Christian history. It’s an overwhelming edifice filled with enthralling stories, striking architecture and a very real and enduring sense of spirituality, although visitors can’t help but pick up on the ominous undertones of violence and bloodshed that whisper from its walls.

This ancient structure is packed with monuments commemorating the nation’s battles. Also here is the grave and heraldic tunic of one of the nation’s most famous warmongers, Edward the Black Prince (1330–76). The spot in the northwest transept where Archbishop Thomas Becket met his grisly end has been drawing pilgrims for more than 800 years and is marked by a flickering candle and striking modern altar. The doorway to the crypt is beside the altar. This cavernous space is the cathedral’s highlight, an entrancing 11th-century survivor from the cathedral’s last devastating fire in 1174, which destroyed the rest of the building. Look for original carvings among the forest of pillars.

The wealth of detail in the cathedral is immense and unrelenting, so it’s well worth joining a one-hour tour (adult/child £5/3; [image: ] 10.30am, noon & 2.30pm Mon-Fri, 10.30am, noon & 1.30pm Sat Easter-Oct), or you can take a 40-minute self-guided audiotour (adult/concessions £3.50/2.50).

St Augustine’s Abbey

(English Heritage, www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £4.50/2.30; [image: ] 10am-6pm Jul & Aug, to 5pm Apr-Jun) An integral but often overlooked part of the Canterbury World Heritage Site, St Augustine’s Abbey was founded in AD 597, marking the rebirth of Christianity in southern England. Later requisitioned as a royal palace, it was to fall into disrepair and now only stumpy foundations remain. A small museum and a worthwhile audiotour (free) do their best to underline the site’s importance and put flesh back on its now humble bones.

Chichester

Fishbourne Roman Palace & Museum

(www.sussexpast.co.uk; Salthill Rd; adult/child £7.60/4; [image: ] 10am-4pm Feb-Nov, to 5pm Mar-Oct) Mad about mosaics? Then head for Fishbourne Palace, the largest known Roman residence in Britain. Happened upon by labourers in the 1960s, it’s thought that this once-luxurious mansion was built around AD 75 for a Romanised local king. Housed in a modern pavilion are its foundations, hypocaust and painstakingly relaid mosaics. The centrepiece is a spectacular floor depicting cupid riding a dolphin flanked by sea horses and panthers. There’s also a fascinating little museum and replanted Roman gardens.

Corfe Castle

One of Dorset’s most iconic landmarks, Corfe Castle’s (www.nationaltrust.org.uk; adult/child £5.60/2.80; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep, 10am-4pm Oct-Mar) towering battlements were once home to Sir John Bankes, right-hand man and attorney general to Charles I. The castle was besieged by Cromwellian forces during the Civil War – for six weeks the plucky Lady Bankes directed the defence and the castle fell only after being betrayed from within. The Bankes decamped to Kingston Lacy and the Roundheads immediately gunpowdered Corfe Castle apart, an action that’s still startlingly apparent today: turrets and soaring walls sheer off at precarious angles; the gatehouse splays out as if it’s just been blown up.

Dorchester

Maiden Castle

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; [image: ] 24hr) Maiden Castle is the largest and most complex Iron Age hill fort in Britain. The huge, steep-sided chalk ramparts flow along the contour lines of the hill and surround 48 hectares – the equivalent of 50 football pitches. The first hill fort was built on the site around 500 BC and in its heyday was densely populated with clusters of roundhouses and a network of roads. The Romans besieged and captured it in AD 43 – an ancient Briton skeleton with a Roman crossbow bolt in the spine was found at the site. The sheer scale of the ramparts is awe-inspiring, especially from the ditches immediately below, and the winding complexity of the west entrance reveals just how hard it would be to storm.

Dover

Dover Castle

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £13.90/7; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep) The almost impenetrable Dover Castle, one of the most impressive in England, was built to bolster the country’s weakest point at this, the shortest sea-crossing to mainland Europe. It sprawls across the city’s hilltop, commanding a tremendous view of the English Channel as far as the French coastline.

The site has been in use for 2000 years. On the vast grounds are the remains of a Roman lighthouse, which date from AD 50 and may be the oldest standing building in Britain. Beside it lies a restored Saxon church. The robust 12th-century Great Tower, with walls up to 7m thick, is filled with interactive exhibits and light-and-sound shows which take visitors back to the times of Henry II. But it’s the warren of claustrophobic secret wartime tunnels under the castle that are the biggest draw. Excellent 50-minute tours delve into the hillside passageways, which were first excavated during the Napoleonic Wars and then expanded to house a command post and hospital in WWII. They now house reconstructed scenes of their wartime use, complete with sounds, smells and erratic lighting. One of Britain’s most famous wartime operations, code-named Dynamo, was directed from here in 1940. It saw the evacuation of hundreds of thousands of troops from the French beaches of Dunkirk.

Dover Museum

(www.dovermuseum.co.uk; Market Sq; adult/child £3/2; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm Mon-Sat year-round, noon-5pm Sun Apr-Aug) By far the most enthralling exhibit in Dover’s three-storey museum is an astonishing 3600-year-old Bronze Age boat, discovered here in 1992. Vaunted as the world’s oldest-known seagoing vessel, it measures a thumping great 9.5m by 2.4m and is kept in a huge, low-lit, climate-controlled glass box.

Roman Painted House

(New St; adult/child £3/2; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sun Apr-Sep) A crumbling 1960s bunker is the unlikely setting for some of the most extensive, if stunted, Roman wall paintings north of the Alps. Several scenes depict Bacchus (the god of wine and revelry), which makes perfect sense as this large villa was built around AD 200 as a mansio (hotel) for travellers in need of a little lubrication to unwind.

Exeter

Exeter Cathedral

(www.exeter-cathedral.org.uk; The Close; adult/child £5/free; [image: ] 9.30am-4.45pm Mon-Sat) Magnificent in warm, honey-coloured stone, Exeter’s Cathedral Church of St Peter is framed by lawns and wonky half-timbered buildings – a quintessentially English scene often peopled by picnickers snacking to the sound of the bells. The site has been a religious one since at least the 5th century, but the Normans started the current building in 1114; the towers of today’s cathedral date from that period. In 1270 Bishop Bronescombe remodelled the whole building, a process that took 90 years and introduced a mix of Early English and Decorated Gothic styles. Above the Great West Front scores of weather-worn figures line a screen that was once brightly painted. It now forms the largest collection of 14th-century sculpture in England. Inside is the longest unbroken Gothic vaulting in the world. Look out for the 15th-century Exeter Clock in the north transept: in keeping with medieval astronomy it shows the earth as a golden ball at the centre of the universe with the sun, a fleur-de-lys, travelling round.


SOUTHERN ENGLAND’S BEST CASTLES

Arundel Castle

(www.arundelcastle.org; adult/child £16/7.50; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sun Apr-Oct) Originally built in the 11th century, all that’s left of the first Arundel castle are the modest remains of the keep at its core. Thoroughly ruined during the English Civil War, most of what you see today is the result of passionate reconstruction by the eighth, 11th and 15th dukes of Norfolk between 1718 and 1900. Highlights include the atmospheric keep, the massive Great Hall and the library, which has paintings by Gainsborough and Holbein.

Bodiam Castle

(www.nationaltrust.org.uk; adult/child £6.40/3.20; [image: ] 10am-6pm mid-Feb–Oct) Archetypal Bodiam Castle makes you half expect to see a fire-breathing dragon appear or a golden-haired princess lean over its walls. It is the legacy of 14th-century soldier of fortune, Sir Edward Dalyngrigge, who married the local heiress and set about building a castle. Parliamentarian forces left the castle in ruins during the Civil War, but in 1917 Lord Curzon, former viceroy of India, restored the exterior.


[image: ]

Leeds Castle, Kent,
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Leeds Castle

(www.leeds-castle.com; adult/child £17.50/10; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep) This immense moated pile is for many the world’s most romantic castle, and it’s certainly one of the most visited in Britain. While it looks formidable enough from the outside it’s actually known as something of a ‘ladies castle’. This stems from the fact that in its more than 1000 years of history, it has been home to a who’s who of medieval queens, most famously Henry VlII’s first wife, Catherine of Aragon.



Glastonbury

Glastonbury Abbey

(www.glastonburyabbey.com; Magdalene St; adult/child £5.50/3.50; [image: ] 9.30am-6pm or dusk Sep-May, from 9am Jun-Aug) Legend has it that Joseph of Arimathea, great-uncle of Jesus, owned mines in this area and returned here with the Holy Grail (the chalice from the Last Supper) after the death of Christ. The earliest proven Christian connection dates from the 7th century, when King Ine gave a charter to a monastery in Glastonbury. In 1191, monks claimed to have had visions that King Arthur and his wife Guinevere were buried in the abbey grounds. Excavations uncovered a tomb containing a skeletal couple, who were reinterred in front of the high altar of the new church in 1278. The tomb survived until 1539, when Henry VIII dissolved the monasteries and had the last abbot hanged, drawn and quartered. Among the ruins it’s still possible to make out some of the nave walls, the ruins of St Mary’s chapel, and the remains of the crossing arches, which may have been scissor-shaped, like those in Wells Cathedral.

Gloucester

Gloucester Cathedral

(www.gloucestercathedral.org.uk; College Green; suggested donation £3; [image: ] 8am-6pm) Gloucester’s magnificent Gothic cathedral is a stunning example of English Perpendicular style. Originally the site of a Saxon abbey, a Norman church was built here by a group of Benedictine monks in the 12th century, and when Edward II was murdered in 1327, the church was chosen as his burial place. Edward’s tomb proved so popular, however, that Gloucester became a centre of pilgrimage and the income generated from the pious pilgrims financed the church’s conversion into the magnificent building seen today. Inside, the cathedral skilfully combines the best of Norman and Gothic design with sturdy columns creating a sense of gracious solidity, and wonderful Norman arcading draped with beautiful mouldings. From the elaborate 14th-century wooden choir stalls, you’ll get a good view of the imposing Great East Window, one of the largest in England.

One of the cathedral’s greatest treasures, however, is the exquisite Great Cloister. Completed in 1367, it is the first example of fan vaulting in England and is only matched in beauty by Henry VIII’s Chapel at Westminster Abbey. You (or your children) might recognise the cloister from the first two Harry Potter films: it was used in the corridor scenes at Hogwart’s School.

Civic Trust volunteers provide guided tours ([image: ] 10.30am-4pm Mon-Sat, noon-2.30pm Sun) of the cathedral. For more insights and a fantastic view of the town, join an hour-long guided tower tour (adult/child £3/1; [image: ] 2.30pm Mon-Fri, 1.30pm & 2.30pm Sat). Because of the steep steps it’s not recommended for children under 10.

Isle of Wight

Brading Roman Villa

(www.bradingromanvilla.co.uk; Morton Old Rd, Brading; adult/child £6.50/3; [image: ] 10am-4pm) The exquisitely preserved mosaics here (including a famous cockerel-headed man) make this one of the finest Romano-British sites in the UK. Wooden walkways lead over the rubble walls and brightly painted tiles, allowing you to gaze right down onto the ruins below.

Osborne House

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; East Cowes; adult/child £10/5; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep, 10am-4pm Oct) This lemon-frosted, Italianate palace exudes the kind of pomp that defines the Victorian era. Built between 1845 and 1851 by Queen Victoria, the monarch grieved here for many years after her husband’s death, and died here herself in 1901. The extravagant rooms include the stunning Durbar Room; another highlight is a carriage ride to the Swiss Cottage where the royal ankle-biters would play. Between November and March, visits are by pre-booked tours only.

Lacock

Lacock Abbey

(www.nationaltrust.org.uk; adult/child £10/5; [image: ] 11am-5pm Mar-Oct, 11am-4pm Nov-Feb) If the centuries-old cottages of Lacock village aren’t photogenic enough for you, then check out lovely Lacock Abbey. Founded as an Augustinian nunnery in 1232 by Ela, Countess of Salisbury, after the Dissolution the abbey was sold to Sir William Sharington in 1539, who converted the nunnery into a home, demolished the church, tacked a tower onto the corner of the abbey and added a brewery. Highlights are the wonderfully atmospheric medieval rooms, while the stunning Gothic entrance hall is lined with bizarre terracotta figures; spot the scapegoat with a lump of sugar on its nose. Some of the original 13th-century structure is evident in the cloisters and there are traces of medieval wall paintings. The recently restored botanic garden is also worth a visit.

Oxford

Christ Church College

(www.chch.ox.ac.uk; St Aldate’s; adult/child £6/4.50; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mon-Sat, 2-5pm Sun) The largest and grandest of all of Oxford’s colleges, Christ Church is also its most popular. The magnificent buildings, illustrious history and latter-day fame as a location for the Harry Potter films have tourists coming in droves. The college was founded in 1525 by Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, who suppressed 22 monasteries to acquire the funds for his lavish building project. Over the years numerous luminaries have been educated here, including Albert Einstein, philosopher John Locke, poet WH Auden, Charles Dodgson (Lewis Carroll) and 13 British prime ministers.

The main entrance is below the imposing Tom Tower, the upper part of which was designed by former student Sir Christopher Wren. Great Tom, the 7-ton tower bell, still chimes 101 times each evening at 9.05pm (Oxford is five minutes west of Greenwich), to sound the curfew imposed on the original 101 students. Mere visitors, however, are not allowed to enter the college this way and must go further down St Aldate’s to the side entrance. Immediately on entering is the 15th-century cloister, a relic of the ancient Priory of St Frideswide, whose shrine was once a focus of pilgrimage. From here, you go up to the Great Hall, the college’s magnificent dining room, with its hammerbeam roof and imposing portraits of past scholars.

Coming down the grand staircase, you’ll enter Tom Quad, Oxford’s largest quadrangle, and from here, Christ Church Cathedral, the smallest cathedral in the country. Inside, brawny Norman columns are topped by elegant vaulting, and beautiful stained-glass windows illuminate the walls. Look out for the rare depiction of the murder of Thomas Becket dating from 1320.

Magdalen College

(www.magd.ox.ac.uk; High St; adult/child £4.50/3.50; [image: ] 1-6pm) Set amid 40 hectares of lawns, woodlands, river walks and deer park, Magdalen (mawd-len) is one of the wealthiest and most beautiful of Oxford’s colleges. An elegant Victorian gateway leads into a medieval chapel, with its glorious 15th-century tower, and on to the remarkable cloisters, some of the finest in Oxford. The strange gargoyles and carved figures here are said to have inspired CS Lewis’ stone statues in The Chronicles of Narnia. Behind the cloisters, the lovely Addison’s Walk leads through the grounds and along the banks of the River Cherwell for just under a mile. Magdalen has a reputation as an artistic college, and some of its most famous students and fellows have included Oscar Wilde, Poet Laureate Sir John Betjeman and Nobel Laureate Seamus Heaney.

Penzance

St Michael’s Mount

(www.nationaltrust.org.uk; castle & gardens adult/child £8.75/4.25; [image: ] 10.30am-5.30pm Sun-Fri late-Mar–Oct) Looming up from the waters of Mount’s Bay, 3 miles from Penzance, is the unmistakeable silhouette of St Michael’s Mount, one of Cornwall’s most iconic landmarks. Set on a craggy island connected to the mainland by a cobbled causeway, there’s been a monastery here since at least the 5th century, but the present abbey largely dates from the 12th century. After the Norman conquest, the Benedictine monks of Mont St Michel in Normandy raised a new chapel on the island in 1135, and the abbey later became the family seat of the aristocratic St Aubyns (who still reside here). Highlights include the rococo drawing room, the original armoury, the 14th-century priory church and the abbey’s subtropical gardens, which teeter dramatically above the sea.

Plymouth

Barbican

(www.plymouthbarbican.com) To get an idea of what old Plymouth was like before being bombed in the Blitz, head for the Barbican, a district of cobbled streets and Tudor and Jacobean buildings, many now converted into galleries, craft shops and restaurants. The Pilgrim Fathers’ Mayflower set sail for America from the Barbican on 16 September 1620. The Mayflower Steps mark the point of departure – track down the passenger list displayed on the side of Island House nearby. Scores of other famous voyages are also marked by plaques at the steps, including one led by Captain James Cook, who set out from the Barbican in 1768 in search of a southern continent.

Portsmouth

Portsmouth Historic Dockyard

(www.historicdockyard.co.uk; adult/child/family £20/14/55; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Oct, 10am-5.30pm Nov-Mar) Set in the heart of one of the country’s most important naval ports, this blockbuster attraction comprises two stunning ships and a cluster of museums that pay homage to the historical might of the Royal Navy.

The dockyard’s star sight is HMS Victory, as resplendent as she is venerable. This was Lord Nelson’s flagship at the Battle of Trafalgar (1805) and the site of his infamous dying words ‘Kiss me, Hardy.’ when victory over the French had been secured. The magnificent warship HMS Warrior, built in 1860, is a stately dame that was at the cutting edge of technology in her day, riding the transition from wood to iron and sail to steam. The gleaming upper deck, vast gun deck and the dimly-lit cable lockers conjure up a vivid picture of life in the Victorian navy. The Mary Rose, Henry VIII’s ship that was raised from the bottom of the Solent in 1982, is closed until mid-2012, but dozens of artefacts are on display in the Mary Rose Museum, giving a fascinating glimpse into the life of sailors in the 16th century.

Rye

Ypres Tower

(tower & museum adult/child £3/free; [image: ] 10.30am-5pm Apr-Oct) The sandcastle-esque Ypres Tower (pronounced ‘wipers’) is a 13th-century building looking out over Romney Marsh and Rye Bay, and housing one part of Rye Museum. It’s overseen by a friendly warden, who’s full of colourful tales from the tower’s long history as fort, prison, mortuary and museum (the last two at overlapping times). New exhibitions dedicated to women and children in Rye and a medieval garden are planned.

St Albans

St Albans Cathedral

(www.stalbanscathedral.org.uk; admission by donation; [image: ] 8am-5.45pm) Set in tranquil grounds away from the din of the main streets, St Albans’ magnificent cathedral is a lesson in architectural history. The church began life as a Benedictine monastery in 793, built by King Offa of Mercia around the tomb of St Alban. In Norman times, it was completely rebuilt using material from the old Roman town of Verulamium, and then, in the 12th and 13th centuries, Gothic extensions and decorations were added. The deceptively simple nave gives way to stunningly ornate ceilings, semi-lost wall paintings, an elaborate nave screen and, of course, the shrine of St Alban. There’s also a luminescent rose window from the 20th century. The best way to appreciate the wealth of history contained in the building is to join a free guided tour ([image: ] 11.30am & 2.30pm Mon-Fri, 11.30am & 2pm Sat, 2.30pm Sun). If you miss the tour you can pick up a very helpful free plan and guide at the entrance.

Verulamium Museum & Roman Ruins

(www.stalbansmuseums.org.uk; St Michael’s St; adult/child £3.50/2; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm Mon-Sat, 2-5.30pm Sun) A fantastic exposé of everyday life under the Romans, the Verulamium Museum is home to a large collection of arrowheads, glassware and grave goods. Its centrepiece, however, is the Mosaic Room, where five superb mosaic floors, uncovered between 1930 and 1955, are laid out. You can also see re-creations of Roman rooms, and learn about life in the settlement through interactive and audiovisual displays. Every second weekend, the museum is ‘invaded’ by Roman soldiers who demonstrate the tactics and tools of the Roman army.

Adjacent Verulamium Park has remains of a basilica, bathhouse and parts of the city wall. You can pick up a map of the area with information on the site from the museum or tourist office. Across the busy A4147 are the grassy foundations of a Roman theatre (www.romantheatre.co.uk; adult/child £2.50/1.50; [image: ] 10am-5pm), which once seated 2000 spectators.

Salisbury

Old Sarum

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £3.50/1.80; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Sep, 11am-3pm Oct-Mar) Sitting on a grassy rise about 2 miles from Salisbury, Old Sarum began life as a hill fort during the Iron Age, and was later occupied by both the Romans and the Saxons. By the mid-11th century it was a town – one of the most important in the west of England; William the Conqueror convened one of his earliest councils here, with the first cathedral being built in 1092. But the site had problems: it was short on water and exposed to the elements, and in 1219 the bishop was given permission to move the cathedral to a new location, founding the modern-day city of Salisbury. By 1331 Old Sarum’s cathedral had been demolished for building materials and the settlement was practically abandoned. Today you can wander the grassy ramparts, see the stone foundations of the original cathedral, and look across the Wiltshire countryside to the soaring spire of Salisbury’s new cathedral.

Salisbury Cathedral

(www.salisburycathedral.org.uk; requested donation adult/child £5/3; [image: ] 7.15am-6.15pm) Britain is endowed with countless stunning churches, but few can hold a candle to the grandeur and sheer spectacle of Salisbury Cathedral. Built between 1220 and 1258, the cathedral bears all the hallmarks of the early English Gothic style, with an elaborate exterior decorated with pointed arches and flying buttresses, and a sombre, austere interior designed to keep its congregation suitably pious. Beyond the highly decorative West Front, a small passageway leads into the 70m-long nave, lined with handsome pillars of Purbeck stone. In the north aisle look out for a fascinating medieval clock dating from 1386, probably the oldest working timepiece in the world. Monuments and tombs line the sides of the nave, including that of William Longespée, son of Henry II and half-brother of King John. When the tomb was excavated a well-preserved rat was found inside Longespée’s skull.

The 123-metre spire was added in the mid-14th century, and is the tallest in Britain. It represented an enormous technical challenge for its medieval builders; it weighs around 6500 tons and required an elaborate system of cross-bracing, scissor arches and supporting buttresses to keep it upright.

Wilton House

(www.wiltonhouse.com; house & gardens adult/child £12/6.50; [image: ] 11.30am-4.30pm Sun-Thu May-Aug) Stately Wilton House, 2½ miles west of Salisbury, provides an insight into the exquisite, rarefied world of the British aristocracy. One of the finest stately homes in England, the Earls of Pembroke have lived here since 1542, and it’s been expanded, improved and embellished by successive generations since a devastating fire in 1647. The result is quite staggering and delivers a whistle-stop tour of the history of European art and architecture: magnificent period furniture, frescoed ceilings and elaborate plasterwork frame paintings by Van Dyck, Rembrandt and Joshua Reynolds. Highlights are the Single and Double Cube Rooms, designed by the pioneering 17th-century architect Inigo Jones. The fine landscaped grounds were largely laid out by Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown.

Shaftesbury

Shaftesbury Abbey

(www.shaftesburyabbey.org.uk; Park Walk; adult/child £4/1; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Oct) These hill-top ruins mark the site of what was England’s largest and richest nunnery. It was founded in 888 by King Alfred the Great, and was the first religious house in Britain built solely for women; Alfred’s daughter, Aethelgifu, was its first abbess. St Edward is thought to have been buried here, and King Knut died at the abbey in 1035. Most of the buildings were dismantled by Henry VIII and his cronies, but you can still wander around its foundations with a well-devised audio guide, and visit the intriguing museum.

Sherborne

Sherborne Abbey

(www.sherborneabbey.com; suggested donation £3.50; [image: ] 8am-6pm late Mar–late Oct, to 4pm Nov–mid-Mar) At the height of its influence, the magnificent Abbey Church of St Mary the Virgin was the central cathedral of the 26 Saxon bishops of Wessex. Established early in the 8th century, it became a Benedictine abbey in 998 and functioned as a cathedral until 1075. The church has mesmerising fan vaulting that’s the oldest in the country; a central tower supported by Saxon-Norman piers; and an 1180 Norman porch. Its tombs include the elaborate marble effigy belonging to John Lord Digby, Earl of Bristol, and those of the elder brothers of Alfred the Great, Ethelred and Ethelbert. On the edge of the abbey lie the beautiful 15th-century St Johns’ Almshouses (admission £2; [image: ] 2-4pm Tue & Thu-Sat May-Sep); look out, too, for the six-sided conduit now at the foot of Cheap St. This arched structure used to be the monks’ lavatorium (washhouse), but was moved to provide the townsfolk with water when the abbey was disbanded.

Sherborne Castle

(www.sherbornecastle.com; house adult/child £9.50/free, gardens only £5/free; [image: ] 11am-4.30pm Tue-Thu & weekends Apr-Oct) Having had enough of the then 400-year-old Old Castle, Sir Walter Raleigh began building New Castle, really a splendid manor house, in 1594. Raleigh got as far as the central block before falling out of favour with the royals and ending up in prison. In 1617 James sold the castle to Sir John Digby, Earl of Bristol, who added the wings we see today. In 1753, the grounds received a mega-makeover at the hands of landscape-gardener extraordinaire Capability Brown.

Old Castle

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £3/1.50; [image: ] 10am-5/6pm Apr-Sep, to 4pm Oct) These days the epitome of a picturesque ruin, Sherborne’s Old Castle was built by Roger, Bishop of Salisbury in around 1120. Elizabeth I gave it to her one-time favourite Sir Walter Raleigh in the late 16th century. He spent large sums of money modernising it before opting for a new-build instead – moving across the River Yeo to start work on the next Sherborne Castle. The old one became a Royalist stronghold during the English Civil War, but Cromwell reduced the ‘malicious and mischievous castle’ to rubble after a 16-day siege in 1645, leaving the crumbling southwest gatehouse, great tower and north range.

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.

Stonehenge

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £6.90/3.50; [image: ] 9am-7pm Jun-Aug, 9.30am-6pm Mar-May & Sep-Oct, 9.30-4pm Oct-Feb) Despite the constant flow of traffic from the road beside the monument, and the huge numbers of visitors who traipse around the perimeter on a daily basis, Stonehenge still manages to be a mystical place. It’s also one of Britain’s great archaeological mysteries: despite countless theories no one really knows what drove prehistoric Britons to expend so much time and effort on its construction.

The first phase of building started around 3000 BC, when the outer circular bank and ditch were erected. A thousand years later, an inner circle of granite stones, known as bluestones, was added. It’s thought that these mammoth 4-ton blocks were hauled from the Preseli Mountains in South Wales, some 250 miles away – an almost inexplicable feat for Stone Age builders equipped with only the simplest of tools. Around 1500 BC, Stonehenge’s main stones were dragged to the site, erected in a circle and crowned by massive lintels to make the trilithons (two vertical stones topped by a horizontal one). The sarsen (sandstone) stones were cut from an extremely hard rock found on the Marlborough Downs, 20 miles from the site. It’s estimated that dragging one of these 50-ton stones across the countryside would require about 600 people.

Also around this time, the bluestones from 500 years earlier were rearranged as an inner bluestone horseshoe with an altar stone at the centre. Outside this the trilithon horseshoe of five massive sets of stones was erected. Three of these are intact; the other two have just a single upright. Then came the major sarsen circle of 30 massive vertical stones, of which 17 uprights and six lintels remain.

Prehistoric pilgrims would have entered the site via the Avenue, whose entrance to the circle is marked by the Slaughter Stone and the Heel Stone, located slightly further out on one side.

Tewkesbury

Tewkesbury Abbey

(www.tewkesburyabbey.org.uk; [image: ] 7.30am-6pm) This magnificent abbey is one of Britain’s largest churches, far bigger than many of the country’s cathedrals. The Norman abbey, built for the Benedictine monks, was consecrated in 1121 and was one of the last monasteries to be dissolved by Henry VIII. Although many of the monastery buildings were destroyed, the abbey church survived after being bought by the townspeople for the princely sum of £453 in 1542.

The church has a massive 40m-high tower and some spectacular Norman piers and arches in the nave. The Decorated-style chancel dates from the 14th century, however, and still retains much of its original stained glass. The church also features an organ dating from 1631, originally made for Magdalen College, Oxford, and an extensive collection of medieval tombs. The most interesting is that of John Wakeman, the last abbot, who is shown as a vermin-ridden skeleton.

You can take a guided tour (£4) of the abbey on weekdays in summer or visit an exhibition on the abbey’s history at the visitor centre ([image: ] 10am-5.30pm Mon-Sat Apr-Sep) by the main gate. The church also makes a wonderfully atmospheric venue for a range of summer concerts.

Tintagel

Tintagel Castle

(English Heritage, adult/child £5.20/2.60; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep, 10am-5pm Oct, 10am-4pm Nov-Mar) The spectre of King Arthur looms large over the village of Tintagel and its spectacular clifftop castle. Though the present-day ruins mostly date from the 13th century, archaeological digs have revealed the foundations of a much earlier fortress, fuelling speculation that the legendary king may indeed have been born at the castle as local fable claims. Part of the crumbling stronghold stands on a rock tower cut off from the mainland, accessed via a bridge and steep steps, and it’s still possible to make out several sturdy walls and much of the castle’s interior layout.

Wells

Wells Cathedral

(www.wellscathedral.org.uk; Chain Gate, Cathedral Green; requested donation adult/child £5.50/2.50; [image: ] 7am-7pm Apr-Sep, 7am-dusk Oct-Mar) Set in a marvellous medieval close, the Cathedral Church of St Andrew was built in stages between 1180 and 1508. The building incorporates several Gothic styles, but its most famous asset is the wonderful west front, an immense sculpture gallery decorated with more than 300 figures, built in the 13th century and restored to its original splendour in 1986. The facade would once have been painted in vivid colours, but has long since reverted to its original sandy hue. Apart from the figure of Christ, installed in 1985 in the uppermost niche, all the figures are original.

Inside, the most striking feature is the pair of scissor arches that separate the nave from the choir, designed to counter the subsidence of the central tower. High up in the north transept you’ll come across a wonderful mechanical clock dating from 1392 – the second-oldest surviving in England after the one at Salisbury Cathedral. The clock shows the position of the planets and the phases of the moon. Other highlights are the elegant Lady Chapel, the 15th-century chained library, and the glorious Chapter House.


BRITAIN’S BEST RELIGIOUS BUILDINGS

Beverley Minster

Canterbury Cathedral

Durham Cathedral

Fountains Abbey

Glasgow Cathedral

Lincoln Cathedral

Rosslyn Chapel

Salisbury Cathedral

St David’s Cathedral

St Paul’s Cathedral

Tewkesbury Abbey

Westminster Abbey

Winchester Cathedral



Winchester

Round Table & Great Hall

(Castle Ave; suggested donation adult/child £1/50p; [image: ] 10am-5pm) The cavernous Great Hall is the only part of 11th-century Winchester Castle that Oliver Cromwell spared from destruction. Crowning the wall like a giant-sized dartboard of green and cream spokes is what centuries of mythology have dubbed King Arthur’s Round Table. It’s actually a 700-year-old copy, but is fascinating nonetheless. It’s thought to have been constructed in the late 13th century and then painted in the reign of Henry VIII (King Arthur’s image is unsurprisingly reminiscent of Henry’s youthful face). The hall was also the stage for several dramatic English courtroom dramas, including the trial of adventurer Sir Walter Raleigh in 1603, who was sentenced to death but received a (temporary) reprieve at the last minute.
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Statue of Joan of Arc in Winchester Cathedral,

Glenn Beanland / Lonely Planet Images



Winchester Cathedral

(www.winchester-cathedral.org.uk; adult/child £6/free, combined admission & tower tour £9; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mon-Sat, 12.30-3pm Sun) Almost 1000 years of history are crammed into Winchester’s cathedral, which is not only the city’s star attraction but one of southern England’s most awe-inspiring buildings. The exterior, with a squat tower and a slightly sunken rear, isn’t at first glance appealing, despite a fine Gothic facade. But the interior contains one of the longest medieval naves (164m) in Europe, and a fascinating jumble of features from all eras.

The cathedral sits beside foundations that mark the town’s original 7th-century minster church. The cathedral was begun in 1070 and completed in 1093, and was subsequently entrusted with the bones of its patron saint, St Swithin (bishop of Winchester from 852 to 862). He is best known for the proverb that states that if it rains on St Swithin’s Day (15 July) it will rain for a further 40 days and 40 nights. Soggy ground and poor workmanship spelled disaster for the early church; the original tower collapsed in 1107 and major restructuring continued until the mid-15th century. Look out for the monument to diver William Walker, who saved the cathedral from collapse by delving repeatedly into its waterlogged underbelly from 1906 to 1912 to bolster rotting wooden foundations with vast quantities of concrete and brick.

The transepts are the most original parts of the cathedral, and the intricately carved medieval choir stalls are another must-see, sporting everything from mythical beasts to a mischievous green man. Look out, too, for the grave of Jane Austen and the wooden caskets above the main altar, which contain the mixed-up bones of early kings of Wessex.

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 it 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.

Windsor & Eton

Eton College

(www.etoncollege.com; adult/child £6.20/5.20; [image: ] guided tours 2pm & 3.15pm daily during school holidays, Wed, Fri, Sat & Sun during term time) Eton College is the most enduring and illustrious symbol of England’s class system. Those who have studied here include the Duke of Wellington, Princes William and Harry, George Orwell, Ian Fleming, Aldous Huxley, Sir Ranulph Fiennes and John Maynard Keynes.

Eton is the largest and most famous public (meaning very private) school in England. It was founded by Henry VI in 1440 with a view towards educating 70 highly qualified boys awarded a scholarship from a fund endowed by the king. Every year since then, 70 King’s Scholars (aged 12 to 14) have been chosen based on the results of a highly competitive exam; these pupils are housed in separate quarters from the rest of the 1300 or so other students who are known as Oppidans and pay over £28,800 per annum in fees.

The college is open to visitors taking the guided tour, which gives a fascinating insight into how this most elite of schools functions. Tours take in the chapel (which you can see from Windsor Castle), the cloisters, the Museum of Eton Life, the lower school and the school yard. As you wander round, you may recognise some of the buildings, as the college is often used as a film set. Chariots of Fire, The Madness of King George, Mrs Brown and Shakespeare in Love are just some of the movies that have been filmed here.

Windsor Castle

(www.royalcollection.org.uk; adult/child £16/9.50; [image: ] 9.45am-5.15pm) The largest and oldest occupied fortress in the world, Windsor Castle is a majestic vision of battlements and towers used for state occasions and as the Queen’s weekend retreat.

William the Conqueror first established a royal residence in Windsor in 1070 and since then successive monarchs have rebuilt, remodelled and refurbished the castle complex to create the massive and sumptuous palace that stands here today. The castle largely escaped the bombings of WWII, but a 1992 fire damaged more than 100 rooms. By chance, the most important treasures were in storage at the time, and with skilled craftsmanship and painstaking restoration, the rooms were returned to their former glory.

Highlights of a visit include Queen Mary’s Dolls’ House (with vintage wine in the cellar), the State Apartments (look out for da Vincis, Rembrandts and Rubens), and St George’s Chapel (where several monarchs are buried). The latter two are sometimes closed so check the website for details.

Woodstock

Blenheim Palace

(www.blenheimpalace.com; adult/child £18/10, park & garden only £10.30/5; [image: ] 10.30am-5.30pm daily mid-Feb–Oct, Wed-Sun Nov–mid-Dec) One of the country’s greatest stately homes, Blenheim Palace is a monumental baroque fantasy designed by Sir John Vanbrugh and Nicholas Hawksmoor between 1705 and 1722. The land and funds to build the house were granted to John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough, by a grateful Queen Anne after his decisive victory at the 1704 Battle of Blenheim. Now a Unesco World Heritage Site, Blenheim (pronounced blen-num) is home to the 11th duke and duchess.

Inside, the house is stuffed with statues, tapestries, ostentatious furniture and giant oil paintings in elaborate gilt frames. Highlights include the Great Hall, a vast space topped by 20m-high ceilings adorned with images of the first duke in battle; the opulent Saloon, the grandest and most important public room; the three state rooms, with their plush decor and priceless china cabinets; and the magnificent Long Library, which is 55m in length. From the library, you can access the Churchill Exhibition, which is dedicated to the life, work and writings of Sir Winston, who was born at Blenheim in 1874. For an insight into life below stairs, the Untold Story exhibition explores the family’s history through the eyes of the household staff.

If the crowds in the house become too oppressive, retire to the lavish gardens and vast parklands, parts of which were landscaped by Capability Brown.
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Section of stone circle at Avebury, Wiltshire,
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FREE TIME TRAVEL

Britain has some of the best prehistoric sites in the whole of Europe, and many of them can be enjoyed for free, including all the following.

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



Central England

If stately homes and cathedrals tickle your historical fancy, then you’ve come to the right place. East Anglia and the Midlands stretch across central England in a mix of fantastic buildings and historic sites that show off the fascinating past of the area.

Bakewell

Chatsworth House

(www.chatsworth.org; adult/child house & garden £10.50/6.25, garden only £7.50/4.50; [image: ] 11am-5.30pm) It’s easy to get stately home fatigue with all the grand manors dotted around the Midlands, but sumptuous Chatsworth House, 3 miles northeast of Bakewell, is really something else. Known as the ‘Palace of the Peak’, this vast edifice has been occupied by the earls and dukes of Devonshire for centuries. The manor was founded in 1552 by the formidable Bess of Hardwick and her second husband, William Cavendish. Bess was on to her fourth husband, George Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury, by the time Mary, Queen of Scots was imprisoned at Chatsworth on the orders of Elizabeth I in 1569. While the core of the house dates from the 16th-century, Chatsworth was altered and enlarged repeatedly over the centuries, and the current building has a Georgian feel, dating back to the last overhaul in 1820. Inside, the lavish apartments and mural-painted staterooms are packed with paintings and priceless items of period furniture.

Haddon Hall

(www.haddonhall.co.uk; adult/child £8.95/4.95; [image: ] noon-5pm, last admission 4pm) Glorious Haddon Hall, 2 miles south of Bakewell, looks exactly like a medieval manor house should look – all stone turrets, time-worn timbers and walled gardens. The house was founded in the 12th century, and then expanded and remodelled throughout the medieval period. The ‘modernisation’ stopped when the house was abandoned in the 18th century, saving Haddon Hall from the more florid excesses of the Victorian period. If the house looks familiar, it was used as a location for the period blockbusters Jane Eyre (1996), Elizabeth (1998) and Pride and Prejudice (2005).

Cambridge

Corpus Christi College

(www.corpus.cam.ac.uk; King’s Pde; admission £2) Entry to this illustrious college is via the so-called New Court, which dates back a mere 200 years. To your right is the Parker Library, which holds the finest collection of Anglo-Saxon manuscripts in the world. As you enter take a look at the statue on the right, that of the eponymous Matthew Parker, who was college master in 1544 and Archbishop of Canterbury to Elizabeth I. Parker was known for his curiosity, and his endless questioning gave rise to the term ‘nosy parker’. Meanwhile, a monastic atmosphere still oozes from the inner Old Court, which retains its medieval form. Look out for the fascinating sundial and plaque to playwright and past student Christopher Marlowe (1564–93), author of Dr Faustus and Tamburlaine.

King’s College Chapel

(www.kings.cam.ac.uk/chapel; King’s Pde; adult/child under 12 £5/free; [image: ] 9.30am-4.30pm Mon-Sat, 10am-5pm Sun) In a city crammed with show-stopping architecture, this is the show-stealer. It’s one of the most extraordinary examples of Gothic architecture in England, begun in 1446 as an act of piety by Henry VI and finished by Henry VIII around 1516.

Mouths drop open upon first glimpse of the inspirational fan-vaulted ceiling, its intricate tracery soaring upwards before exploding into a series of stone fireworks. The chapel is also remarkably light, its sides flanked by lofty stained-glass windows that retain their original glass – rare survivors of the excesses of the Civil War in this region. The antechapel and the choir are divided by a superbly carved wooden screen, designed and executed by Peter Stockton for Henry VIII. The screen bears his master’s initials entwined with those of Anne Boleyn. Above is the magnificent bat-wing organ, originally constructed in 1686 though much altered since.

The thickly carved wooden stalls just beyond the screen are a stage for the chapel’s world-famous choir. You can hear them in full voice during the magnificent Evensong ([image: ] 5.30pm Mon-Sat, 10.30am & 3.30pm Sun term time only). If you happen to be visiting at Christmas, it is also worth queuing for admission to the incredibly popular Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols on Christmas Eve. Beyond the dark-wood choir, light suffuses the high altar, which is framed by Rubens’ masterpiece Adoration of the Magi (1634) and the magnificent east window. To the left of the altar, in the side chapels, an exhibition charts the stages and methods of building the chapel.

Peterhouse College

(www.pet.cam.ac.uk; Trumpington St) The oldest and smallest of Cambridge’s colleges, 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.

Trinity College

(www.trin.cam.ac.uk; Trinity St; adult/child £1/50p; [image: ] 9am-4pm) The largest of Cambridge’s colleges, Trinity, is entered through an impressive Tudor gateway first created in 1546. As you walk through, have a look at the statue of the college’s founder, Henry VIII, that adorns it. His left hand holds a golden orb, while his right grips not the original sceptre but a table leg, put there by student pranksters and never replaced. It’s a wonderful introduction to one of Cambridge’s most venerable colleges, and a reminder of who really rules the roost.

As you enter the Great Court, scholastic humour gives way to wonderment, for it is the largest of its kind in the world. To the right of the entrance is a small tree, planted in the 1950s and reputed to be a descendant of the apple tree made famous by Trinity alumnus Sir Isaac Newton. Other alumni include Tennyson, Francis Bacon, Lord Byron, HRH Prince Charles and at least nine prime ministers, British and international, and a jaw-dropping 32 Nobel Prize winners. The square is also the scene of the run made famous by the film Chariots of Fire – 350m in 43 seconds (the time it takes the clock to strike 12). Although many students attempt it, Harold Abrahams (the hero of the film) never actually did, and the run wasn’t even filmed here. The college’s vast hall has a dramatic hammerbeam roof and lantern, and beyond this are the dignified cloisters of Nevile’s Court and the renowned Wren Library ([image: ] noon-2pm Mon-Fri). It contains 55,000 books dated before 1820 and more than 2500 manuscripts, including AA Milne’s original Winnie the Pooh. Both Milne and his son, Christopher Robin, were graduates.

Colchester

Colchester Castle

(www.colchestermuseums.org.uk; adult/child £5.70/3.60; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, from 11am Sun) England’s largest surviving Norman keep (bigger even than that of the Tower of London), once a hair-raising symbol of foreign invasion, now slumbers innocently amid a lush park. Built upon the foundations of a Roman fort, the castle was first established in 1076 and now houses an exceptional interactive museum, with plenty of try-on togas and sound effects to keep young curiosity alive. There are also illuminating guided tours (adult/child £2/1, hourly noon to 3pm) of the Roman vaults, Norman rooftop chapel and castle walls.

Coventry

Coventry Cathedrals

(www.coventrycathedral.org.uk; Priory Row; adult/child under 7 £4.50/3.50; [image: ] 9.30am-4.30pm) The evocative ruins of St Michael’s Cathedral, built around 1300 but destroyed by Nazi incendiary bombs in the blitz of 14 November 1940, still stand as a permanent memorial to Coventry’s darkest hour. You can climb the 180 steps of its Gothic spire for panoramic views (adult/child £2.50/1). Symbolically adjoining the old cathedral’s sandstone walls, the Sir Basil Spence–designed Coventry Cathedral is a modernist architectural masterpiece, with a futuristic organ, stained glass, a Jacob Epstein statue of the devil and St Michael, and ghostlike angels etched into its glass facade.

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 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.


[image: ]

The grand facade and portico of the classical 18th century Palladian mansion Kedleston Hall, Derbyshire,

David Else / Lonely Planet Images



Kedleston Hall

(National Trust, www.nationaltrust.org.uk; house adult/child £8.58/4.27; [image: ] noon-5pm Sat-Wed Feb-Nov, grounds open daily) Sitting pretty in vast landscaped grounds, 5 miles northwest of Derby, this superb neoclassical mansion is a must for fans of stately homes. The Curzon family has lived here since the 12th century, but the current wonder was built by Sir Nathaniel Curzon in 1758. Meanwhile, the poor old peasants in Kedleston village had their humble dwellings moved a mile down the road, as they interfered with the view. Entering the house through a grand portico, you’ll reach the breathtaking Marble Hall with its massive alabaster columns and statues of Greek deities. Other highlights include richly decorated bedrooms, a museum of Indian treasures amassed by Viceroy George Curzon, and a circular saloon with a domed roof, modelled on the Pantheon in Rome.

Ely

Cromwell’s House

([image: ] 01353-662062; adult/child £4.50/4; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Oct, 11am-4pm Nov-Mar) A short hop from the cathedral across St Mary’s Green is the attractive half-timbered house where England’s warty warmonger lived with his family from 1636 to 1646, when he was the local tithe collector. The house now has Civil War exhibits, portraits and waxworks, and echoes with canned commentaries of – among other things – the great man’s grisly death, exhumation and posthumous decapitation.

Ely Cathedral

(www.elycathedral.org; adult/child £6/free; [image: ] 9am-5pm) Dominating the town and visible across the flat fenland for vast distances, the stunning silhouette of Ely Cathedral is locally dubbed the ‘Ship of the Fens’. Walking into the early 12th-century Romanesque nave, you’re immediately struck by its clean, uncluttered lines and lofty sense of space. The cathedral is renowned for its entrancing ceilings and the masterly 14th-century octagon and lantern towers, which soar upwards in shimmering colours. The vast 14th-century Lady Chapel is the biggest in England; it’s filled with eerily empty niches that once held statues of saints and martyrs. They were hacked out unceremoniously by iconoclasts during the English Civil War. However, the astonishingly delicate tracery and carving remain.

Hardwick Hall

Hardwick Hall (www.nationaltrust.org.uk; adult/child £9.50/4.75; [image: ] 11am-4.30pm Wed-Sun), 10 miles southeast of Chesterfield, is one of the most complete Elizabethan mansions in the country. It was home to the 16th century’s second-most powerful woman, Elizabeth, countess of Shrewsbury – known to all as Bess of Hardwick – who amassed a staggering fortune by marrying wealthy noblemen with one foot in the grave. Hardwick Hall was constructed using the money left behind when hubby number four shuffled off his mortal coil in 1590. Designed by eminent architect Robert Smythson, the hall featured all the latest mod-cons of the time, including fully glazed windows – a massive luxury in the 16th century, inspiring the contemporary ditty ‘Hardwick Hall, more glass than wall’. The atmospheric interiors are decked out with magnificent tapestries and time-darkened oil paintings of forgotten dignitaries.

Hereford

Hereford Cathedral

(www.herefordcathedral.org; 5 College Cloisters; suggested donation £4; [image: ] 9.15am Evensong) After Welsh marauders torched the original Saxon cathedral, the Norman rulers of Hereford erected a larger, grander cathedral on the same site, which was subsequently remodelled in a succession of medieval architectural styles. Memorials to past bishops – some worn smooth with age – are dotted around the nave and transept. However, all fades into insignificance compared to the magnificent Mappa Mundi (adult/child £4.50/3.50; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat May-Sep, to 4pm Mon-Sat Oct-Apr), a piece of calfskin vellum intricately painted with some rather fantastical assumptions about the layout of the globe in around 1290. The same wing contains the world’s largest surviving chained library, with rare manuscripts manacled to the shelves.

Holkham

Holkham Hall

(www.holkham.co.uk; adult/child £11/5.50, parking £2.50; [image: ] noon-4pm Sun, Mon &Thu Apr-Oct) This grand Palladian mansion, set in a vast deer park designed by Capability Brown, is the ancestral seat of the Earls of Leicester. The slightly industrial-looking brick mansion hides a sumptuous interior, dripping with gilt, tapestries, fine furniture and family history. The Marble Hall (it’s actually alabaster), magnificent state rooms and giant kitchen shouldn’t be missed. You can also visit the Bygones Museum (museum only adult/child £4/2; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Oct) in the stable block. It showcases everything from mechanical toys to agricultural equipment and vintage cars.

Ironbridge Gorge

It’s hard to believe this sleepy, rural enclave was the birthplace of the Industrial Revolution. Nevertheless, it was here at Ironbridge Gorge (www.ironbridge.org.uk; passport ticket adult/child £21.95/14; [image: ] 10am-5pm late Mar-early Nov) that Abraham Darby perfected the art of smelting iron-ore with coke in 1709, making it possible to mass-produce cast iron for the first time, and where his grandson, Abraham Darby III, astounded the world with the first-ever iron bridge in 1779. The bridge remains the focal point of this World Heritage Site, and a series of very different museums tell the story of the Industrial Revolution in the very buildings where it took place. The museums are administered by the Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust. You can buy tickets as you go, but the good-value passport ticket allows year-round entry to all of the sites.

Blists Hill Victorian Town

(Legges Way, Madeley; adult/child £14.60/9.35) Set at the top of the Hay Inclined Plane (a cable lift that once transported coal barges uphill from the Shropshire Canal), Blists Hill is a lovingly restored Victorian village that has been repopulated with townsfolk in period costume, carrying out day-to-day activities like washing clothes, mending hobnail boots and working the village iron foundry. There’s even a bank, where you can exchange your modern pounds for shillings to use at the village shops.

Broseley Pipeworks

(adult/child £4.55/3; [image: ] 1-5pm mid-May–Sep) This was once the biggest clay tobacco pipe-maker in the country, but the industry took a nose-dive after the introduction of pre-rolled cigarettes in the 1880s, and the factory was preserved much as the last worker left it when the doors finally closed in 1957. The pipeworks is a 1-mile walk south of the river, on a winding lane that passes the old workers’ cottages (ask the tourist office for the Jitties leaflet).

Coalport China Museum & Tar Tunnel

(adult/child £7.40/4.95) Dominated by a pair of towering bottle kilns, the atmospheric old china works now contains an absorbing museum tracing the history of the industry, with demonstrations of traditional pottery techniques.

Coalbrookdale Museum of Iron

(Wellington Rd; adult/child, £7.40/4.95) Set in the brooding buildings of Abraham Darby’s original iron foundry, the Museum of Iron contains some excellent interactive exhibits. Combined tickets with Darby Houses also available.

Darby Houses

(adult/child £4.60/3; [image: ] Apr-Oct) Just uphill from the Museum of Iron are these beautifully restored 18th-century homes, which housed generations of the Darby family in gracious but modest Quaker comfort.

Enginuity

(Wellington Rd; adult/child £7.65/6.55) If the kids are tired of fusty historical displays, recharge their batteries at this levers-and-pulleys science centre beside the Museum of Iron, where you can control robots, move a steam locomotive with your bare hands (and a little engineering know-how) and power up a vacuum cleaner with self-generated electricity.

Iron Bridge & Tollhouse

The flamboyant, arching Iron Bridge that gives the area its name was constructed to flaunt the new technology invented by the inventive Darby family. At the time of its construction in 1779, nobody could believe that anything so large could be built from cast iron without collapsing under its own weight. There’s a small exhibition on the bridge’s history at the former tollhouse (admission free).

Jackfield Tile Museum

(Jackfield; adult/child £7.40/4.95) Gas-lit galleries re-create ornately tiled rooms from past centuries, from Victorian public conveniences to fairy-tale friezes from children’s hospital wards. The museum is on the south bank of the Severn, near the footbridge to the Coalport China Museum.

Museum of the Gorge

(The Wharfage; adult/child £3.60/2.35) Kick off your visit at the Museum of the Gorge, which offers an overview of the World Heritage Site using film, photos and 3-D models. Housed in a Gothic warehouse by the river, it’s filled with entertaining, hands-on exhibits.

Kenilworth

Kenilworth Castle

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £7.60/3.80; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mar-Oct, to 4pm Nov-Feb) This wonderful, atmospheric ruin sprawls among fields and hedges on the outskirts of Kenilworth. Built in the 1120s, the castle survived the longest siege in English history in 1266, when the forces of Lord Edward (later Edward I) threw themselves at the moat and battlements for six solid months. The excellent audio-tour will tell you all about the relationship between former owner Robert Dudley and the ‘Virgin Queen’, who was wined and dined here at tremendous expense, almost bankrupting the castle.


BRITAIN’S BEST STATELY HOMES

Blair Castle

Blenheim Palace

Castle Howard

Chatsworth House

Culzean Castle

Hardwick Hall

Harewood House

Inveraray Castle

Kedleston Hall



King’s Lynn

Sandringham House

(www.sandringhamestate.co.uk; adult/child £10/5, gardens & museum only £7/3.50; [image: ] 11am-4.30pm Apr-Oct) Royalists and those bemused by the British sovereigns will have plenty to mull over at this, the Queen’s country estate, 6 miles northeast of King’s Lynn. Queen Victoria bought the estate in 1862 for her son, the Prince of Wales (later Edward VII), but he promptly had it overhauled in the style later named Edwardian. Visitors can shuffle around the ground-floor rooms, regularly used by the royal family, then head out to the old stables, which house a flag-waving museum filled with diverse royal memorabilia. The superb royal vintage-car collection includes the very first royal motor from 1900, darling electrical toy cars driven by various princes, and the buggy in which the Queen Mother would bounce around race tracks. For another oddity, look for the pet cemetery just outside the museum.

Leicester

Bosworth Battlefield

Given a few hundred years, every battlefield ends up just being a field, but the site of the Battle of Bosworth – where Richard III met his maker in 1485 – is livened up by an entertaining Heritage Centre ([image: ]01455-290429; www.bosworthbattlefield.com; admission £6; [image: ] 11am-5pm) full of skeletons and musket-balls. The best time to visit is in August, when the battle is re-enacted by a legion of enthusiasts in period costume. The battlefield is 16 miles southwest of Leicester at Sutton Cheny.

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.

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.

Lincoln

Lincoln Castle

(www.lincolnshire.gov.uk/lincolncastle; adult/child £5/3.30; [image: ] 10am-6pm) One of the first castles thrown up by the victorious William the Conqueror to keep his new kingdom in line, Lincoln Castle offers awesome views over the city and its miles of surrounding countryside. Highlights include the chance to view one of the four surviving copies of the Magna Carta (dated 1215), and the grim Victorian prison chapel, dating back to the days when this was the county jailhouse and execution ground.
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Interior of Lincoln Cathedral,
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Lincoln Cathedral

(www.lincolncathedral.com; Minister Yard; adult/child £6/1, audio guide £1; [image: ] 7.15am-8pm Mon-Fri, to 6pm Sat & Sun) Towering over Lincoln like a medieval skyscraper, Lincoln’s magnificent cathedral is a breathtaking representation of divine power on earth. The great tower rising above the crossing is the third-highest in England at 83m, but in medieval times, a lead-encased wooden spire added a further 79m to this height, topping even the great pyramids of Giza. The first Lincoln cathedral was constructed between 1072 and 1092, but it fell in a devastating fire in 1141, and the second cathedral was destroyed by an earthquake in 1185. Putting trust in the motto ‘third time lucky’, Bishop Hugh of Avalon (St Hugh) rebuilt and massively expanded the cathedral, creating one of the largest Gothic buildings in Europe.

The glory of Lincoln cathedral is in the detail. The choir stalls are accessed through a magnificent stone screen carved with a riot of demons and grotesque faces. Look north to see the stunning rose window known as the Dean’s Eye (from 1192), mirrored to the south by the floral flourishes of the Bishop’s Eye, created by master glaziers in 1330. Other interesting details include the curious Gilbert candlesticks, the dragon-carved font, the grand mausoleums of the Bishops of Lincoln, and the 10-sided chapterhouse – where Edward I held his parliament, and where the climax of The Da Vinci Code was filmed in 2005.

Ludlow

Ludlow Castle

(www.ludlowcastle.com; Castle Sq; adult/child £4.50/2.50; [image: ] 10am-7pm Aug, to 5pm Apr-Jul & Sep, to 4pm Oct-Mar, Sat & Sun only Dec & Jan) Perched in an ideal defensive location atop a cliff above a crook in the river, Ludlow’s castle was built to ward off the marauding Welsh – or to enforce the English expansion into Wales, according to those west of the border. Founded after the Norman Conquest, the castle was dramatically expanded in the 14th century by the notorious Roger Mortimer, the first Earl of March, who conspired to cause the grisly death of Edward II and was the de facto ruler of England for three years (before getting his comeuppance at the hands of Edward III). Despite the passing centuries, the ruins are in impressive shape, with a tangle of secret passageways, ruined rooms and time-worn stairways. The Norman chapel in the inner bailey is one of the few surviving round chapels in England, and the sturdy keep (built around 1090) offers wonderful views over the hills.

Norwich

Norwich Castle, Museum & Art Gallery

(www.museums.norfolk.gov.uk; castle & exhibitions adult/child £6.20/4.40, exhibitions £3.30/2.40; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, 1-5pm Sun) Perched on a hilltop overlooking central Norwich, this massive Norman castle keep is a sturdy example of 12th-century aristocratic living. The castle is one of the best-preserved examples of Anglo-Norman military architecture in the country, despite a 19th-century facelift and a gigantic shopping centre grafted to one side. It’s now home to an art gallery and superb interactive museum. The museum crams in a wealth of history, including lively exhibits on Boudicca and the Iceni, the Anglo-Saxons and Vikings, natural-history displays and even an Egyptian gallery complete with mummies. Every room is enlivened with plenty of fun for kids, but best of all is the atmospheric keep itself, which sends shivers down the spine, with graphic displays on grisly punishments meted out in its days as a medieval prison. Guided tours (£2.20) also run around the battlements (minimum age eight) and dungeons (minimum age five).

Norwich Cathedral

(www.cathedral.org.uk; admission by donation; [image: ] 7.30am-6pm) Norwich’s most stunning landmark is the magnificent Anglican cathedral, its barbed spire soaring higher than any in England except Salisbury, while the size of its cloisters is second to none. Begun in 1096, the cathedral is one of the finest Anglo-Norman abbey churches in the country, rivalled only perhaps by Durham. The sheer size of its nave is impressive, but its most renowned feature is the superb Gothic rib vaulting added in 1463. Among the spidery stonework are 1200 sculpted roof bosses depicting Bible stories. Similar bosses can be seen in closer detail in the cathedral’s remarkable cloisters. Built between 1297 and 1430, the two-storey cloisters are unique in England today and were originally built to house a community of about 100 monks.

Strangers’ Hall

(www.museums.norfolk.gov.uk; Charing Cross; adult/child £3.50/2; [image: ] 10.30am-4pm Wed & Sat) A maze of atmospheric rooms furnished in different medieval styles is on view in this early 14th-century town house. You can see the Great Hall set for a banquet, examine historic toys or try your hand making a bed, Tudor style. Outside is a pretty 17th-century knot garden.

Nottingham

Nottingham Castle Museum & Art Gallery

(adult/child £3.50/2; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sun) Set atop a sandstone outcrop worm-holed with caves and tunnels, the original Nottingham castle was founded by William the Conqueror and held by a succession of English kings before falling in the English Civil War. Its 17th-century replacement contains a diverting museum of local history, with an extensive collection of costumes, jewellery, Wedgwood jasperware and paintings, including works by Dante Gabriel Rossetti. Your ticket also gives you entry to the Museum of Nottinghamshire Life at Brewhouse Yard. Housed in five 17th-century cottages, this charming little museum takes you back through 300 years of Nottingham life using reconstructions of traditional shops and living quarters.

Stamford

Burghley House

(www.burghley.co.uk; adult/child incl sculpture garden £11.80/5.80; [image: ] 11am-5pm Sat-Thu) A mile south of Stamford, flamboyant Burghley House was built by Queen Elizabeth’s chief adviser William Cecil, whose descendants have lived here ever since. Needless to say, the family only use a handful of the 115 rooms, and the remainder of the house is open to the public. Set in grounds landscaped by Capability Brown, the house bristles with cupolas, pavilions, belvederes and chimneys, and the staterooms are a treasure-trove of ormolu clocks, priceless oil paintings, Louis XIV furniture and magnificent murals of Greco-Roman deities and Rubenesque ladies in various states of undress. In the aptly titled Heaven Room, a writhing mass of deities and demons spills off the ceiling and down the walls; death is depicted in classic form as a scythe-wielding skeleton, and the damned enter the Inferno through the gaping mouth of a diabolical cat.

Stratford-upon-Avon

Ragley Hall

(www.ragleyhall.com; adult/child £8.50/5; [image: ] house noon-4pm, grounds 10am-6pm Sat & Sun Feb-Oct) In a region crammed with stately homes, Ragley Hall stands out as a testament to the extravagance of inherited wealth. The family home of the Marquess and Marchioness of Hertford, this grand Palladian mansion was built between 1679 and 1683, and it features some truly opulent interior design, from the scarlet damask walls of the Red Saloon, to the astonishing trompe l’œil murals in the South Staircase, showing the temptation of Christ in a garden full of toucans and marmosets. Youngsters can run wild in the attached adventure playground.

Sutton Hoo

Somehow missed by plundering grave robbers and left undisturbed for 1300 years, the hull of an enormous Anglo-Saxon ship (www.nationaltrust.org.uk/suttonhoo; Woodbridge; adult/child £7/3.50; [image: ] 10.30am-5pm) was discovered in tiny Sutton Hoo in 1939, buried under a mound of earth. The ship was the final resting place of Raedwald, King of East Anglia until AD 625, and was stuffed with a fabulous wealth of Saxon riches. The massive effort that went into his burial gives some idea of just how important an individual he must have been. Many of the original finds and a full-scale reconstruction of his ship and burial chamber can be seen in the visitors centre. The finest treasures, including the king’s exquisitely crafted helmet, shields, gold ornaments and Byzantine silver, are displayed in London’s British Museum, but replicas are on show here. Access to the original burial mounds is restricted, but you can join a one-hour guided tour (adult/child £2.50/1.25; [image: ] 11.30am & 12.30pm), which explores the area and does much to bring this fascinating site back to life.

Warwick

Warwick Castle

(www.warwick-castle.co.uk; castle adult/child £19.95/11.95, castle & dungeon adult/child £27.45/19.45; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep, to 5pm Oct-Mar) Founded in 1068 by William the Conqueror, the stunningly preserved Warwick Castle is the biggest show in town. With waxwork-populated private apartments, sumptuous interiors, landscaped gardens, towering ramparts, displays of arms and armour, medieval jousting and a theme-park dungeon (complete with torture chamber and ham actors in grisly make-up), there’s plenty to keep the family busy for a whole day. Tickets are discounted if you buy online.

Worcester

Worcester Cathedral

(www.worcestercathedral.org.uk; suggested donation £5; [image: ] 7.30am-6pm) Rising above the River Severn, Worcester’s majestic cathedral is best known as the final resting place of Magna Carta signatory King John, damned by history for attempting to seize the throne while his brother Richard the Lionheart was away fighting in the Crusades. The strong-legged can tackle the 249 steps to the top of the tower (adult/child £4/2; [image: ] 11am-5pm Sat & school holidays Easter-Sep), where Charles II surveyed his troops during the disastrous Battle of Worcester. Hour-long cathedral tours (adult/child £3/free; [image: ] 11am & 2.30pm Mon-Sat Apr-Sep, Sat Oct-Mar) run from the gift shop.


BEST HISTORICAL ACCOMMODATION

There are hundreds of great olde worlde sleeping options around the UK. Below are a few of our favourites, but also worth checking out are the websites for the Landmark Trust (www.landmarktrust.org.uk), National Trust (www.nationaltrustcottages.co.uk) and English Heritage (www.english-heritage.org.uk), all of whom offer sleeping options in some fantastic historic buildings.

England

Durham Castle

(www.dur.ac.uk/event.durham/tourism/guestrooms; Palace Green, Durham) Sleep in medieval splendour in the rooms of Durham castle, begun in the 11th century. The Bishop’s Suite has 17th-century tapestries on the walls and views of the River Wear below.

Manor Farm

(www.manorfarmavebury.com; Avebury) Always wanted to sleep within a prehistoric stone circle? Then this B&B-cum-working farm actually inside Avebury’s famous formation is the place for you.

Old Parsonage Hotel

(www.oldparsonage-hotel.co.uk; 1 Banbury Road, Oxford) Quirky and memorable, this boutique hotel has luxury fittings and period charm set in a beautiful 17-century building. Oscar Wilde once lived here.

Rookery

(www.rookeryhotel.com; Cowcross St, London) Taking its name from London’s notorious slums, this antique-strewn luxury hotel recreates an 18th-century ambience with none of the attendant grime or crime.

Shakespeare Hotel

(www.mercure.com; Chapel St, Straford-upon-Avon) Timbered medieval charmer in the centre of Shakespeare’s birthplace. Ask for a room with a four-poster and wood panelling for the full Tudor experience.

Wilderhope Manor

(www.yha.org.uk; Longville in the Dale, Shropshire) Step back in time (and pay almost medieval rates for the pleasure) at this stunning Elizabethan manor house that’s now a youth hostel.

Wales

Cornerstones B&B

(www.cornerstones-guesthouse.co.uk; 15 Bridge St, Llangollen) Still the best place in town, this converted 16th-century house, all sloping floorboards and oak beams, has charm and history.

Old Black Lion

(www.oldblacklion.co.uk; Lion St, Hay-On-Wye) As traditional and atmospheric as they come, this inn looks 17th century, but parts of it date from the 13th; expect low ceilings and uneven floors.

Skirrid Inn

(Llanfihangel Crucorney; www.skirridmountaininn.co.uk) Wales’ oldest inn (dating to before 1110) once doubled as a court, and over 180 people were hanged here – a noose dangles from the well-worn beam directly outside the bedrooms.

Scotland

Borthwick Castle

(www.borthwickcastle.com; North Midleton, near Edinburgh) Explore this 600-year-old castle by day, then dine in the Great Hall by candlelight before spending the night in a four-poster bed.

Culzean Castle

(www.culzeanexperience.org/accommodation; Ayrshire) Stay in the Eisenhower Apartment of Scotland’s greatest stately home and enjoy the luxury that was presented to the US general as a thanks for his role in WWII.

Old Fishergate House

(www.oldfishergatehouse.co.uk; North Castle St, St Andrews) This historic 17th-century town house, furnished with period pieces, is in a great location – the oldest part of town, close to the cathedral and castle.

Roman Camp Hotel

(www.roman-camp-hotel.co.uk; Callander) Centrally located but feeling rural, this place is named after the Roman ruins in a nearby field, and has three grades of room, from classy standards to superior ones with period furniture, armchairs and a fireplace.



Northern England

Conflict and industrialisation make up the historical legacy of the north of England. From Durham up to the border, forts and castles are reminders of when this was the battleground between Romans and non-Romans, and the English and Scottish. To the south, Liverpool, Manchester and Leeds have plenty to show for their 19th-century glory days.

Alnwick

Alnwick Castle

(www.alnwickcastle.com; adult/child £12.50/5.50, with Alnwick Garden £20.80/5.50; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Oct) The outwardly imposing ancestral home of the Duke of Northumberland and a favourite set for film-makers (it was Hogwarts for the first couple of Harry Potter films) has changed little since the 14th century. The interior is sumptuous and extravagant; the six rooms open to the public – staterooms, dining room, guard chamber and library – have an incredible display of Italian paintings, including Titian’s Ecce Homo and many Canalettos. The castle is set in parklands designed by Capability Brown.


NORTHUMBERLAND CASTLES

Along with Bamburgh and Alnwick, Northumberland has a couple more dramatic, if ruined, castles worth exploring.

Dunstanburgh Castle

Dunstanburgh was once one of the largest border castles. Its construction began in 1314 and it was strengthened during the Wars of the Roses, before being left to crumble. Only parts of the original wall and gatehouse keep are still standing; it was already a ruin by 1550, so it’s a tribute to its builders that so much is left today.

Warkworth Castle

(adult/child £4.50/3.20; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Sep) A ‘worm-eaten hold of ragged stone’, Warkworth Castle features in Shakespeare’s Henry IV Parts I and II, and will not disappoint modern visitors. Yes, it is still pretty worm-eaten and ragged, but it crowns an imposing site, high above the gentle, twisting river. Elizabeth (1998), starring Cate Blanchett, was filmed here.
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Bamburgh Castle, Northumberland,
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Bamburgh

Bamburgh Castle

(www.bamburghcastle.com; adult/child £8/4, audio guide £2.50; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mar-Oct) Northumberland’s most dramatic castle was built around a powerful 11th-century Norman keep by Henry II, although its name is a derivative of Bebbanburgh, after the wife of Anglo-Saxon ruler Aedelfrip, whose fortified home occupied this basalt outcrop 500 years earlier. The castle played a key role in the border wars of the 13th and 14th centuries, and in 1464 was the first English castle to fall as the result of a sustained artillery attack, by Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick, during the Wars of the Roses. It was restored in the 19th century by the great industrialist Lord Armstrong, who died before work was completed. The castle is still home to the Armstrong family. Once through the gates, head for the museum to view scraps of WWII German bombers washed up on Northumberland’s beaches, plus exhibits illustrating just how the Armstrongs raked in their millions (ships, weapons, locomotives), before entering the castle proper. The 12 rooms and chambers inside are crammed with antique furniture, suits of armour, priceless ceramics and works of art, but top billing must go to the King’s Hall, a stunning piece of 19th-century neo-Gothic fakery, all wood panelling, leaded windows and hefty beams supporting the roof.

Beverley

Beverley Minster

(www.beverleyminster.org; admission by donation; [image: ] 9am-4pm Mon-Sat & noon-4pm Sun, till 5pm Mon-Sat May-Aug) One of the great glories of English religious architecture, Beverley Minster is the most impressive church in the country that is not a cathedral. Construction began in 1220 – it was the third church to be built on this site, the first dating from the 7th century – and continued for two centuries, spanning the Early English, Decorated and Perpendicular periods of the Gothic style. The soaring lines of the exterior are imposing, but it is inside that the charm and beauty lie. The 14th-century north aisle is lined with original stone carvings, mostly of musicians. Close to the altar, the elaborate and intricate Percy Canopy (1340), a decorative frill above the tomb of local aristocrat Lady Eleanor Percy, is a testament to the skill of the sculptor, and the finest example of Gothic stone carving in England. In complete contrast, in the nearby chancel, is the 10th-century Saxon frith stool, a plain and polished stone chair that once gave sanctuary to anyone escaping the law.

Carlisle

Carlisle Castle

(www.english-heritage.org.uk/daysout/properties/carlisle-castle; adult/child £4.50/2.30; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm Apr-Sep, 10am-4pm Oct-Mar) Carlisle’s brooding, rust-red castle lurks dramatically on the north side of the city, and has witnessed some dramatic events over the centuries: Mary, Queen of Scots, was imprisoned here in 1568, and the castle was the site of a notorious eight-month siege during the English Civil War, when the Royalist garrison survived by eating rats, mice and the castle dogs before finally surrendering in 1645. Look out for the ‘licking stones’ in the dungeon, which Jacobite prisoners supposedly lapped for moisture.

Chester

City Walls

A good way to get a sense of Chester’s unique character is to walk the 2-mile circuit along the walls that surround the historic centre. Originally built by the Romans around AD 70, the walls were altered substantially over the following centuries but have retained their current position since around 1200. Of the many features along the walls, the most eye-catching is the prominent Eastgate, where you can see the most famous clock in England after London’s Big Ben, built for Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897.

Dewa Roman Experience

(www.dewaromanexperience.co.uk; Pierpoint Lane; adult/child £4.95/3.25; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mon-Sat, 10am-5pm Sun) Walk through a reconstructed Roman street to reveal what Roman life was like. It’s just off Bridge St.

Grosvenor Museum

(www.grosvenormuseum.co.uk; Grosvenor St; [image: ] 10.30am-5pm Mon-Sat, 2-5pm Sun) An 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.

Rows

Along with the walls, Chester’s other great draw is the Rows, a series of two-level galleried arcades along the four streets that fan out in each direction from the Central Cross. The architecture is a handsome mix of Victorian and Tudor (original and mock) buildings that house a fantastic collection of individually owned shops. The origin of the Rows is a little unclear, but it is believed that as the Roman walls slowly crumbled, medieval traders built their shops against the resulting rubble banks, while later arrivals built theirs on top.

Darlington

Head of Steam

(www.head-of-steam.co.uk; North Rd; adult/child £4.95/3; [image: ] 10am-4pm Tue-Sun Apr-Sep) Aka Darlington Railway Museum, this place is situated on the original 1825 route which the world’s first passenger trains followed, and is attached to North Road Station, one of the oldest in the world. Pride of place goes to the surprisingly small and fragile-looking Locomotion, the pioneering 1825 engine, but railway buffs will also enjoy a close look at other engines, such as the Derwent, the earliest surviving Darlington-built locomotive. Railway memorabilia is complemented by an impressive range of audiovisuals that tell the story of the railway, Darlington’s locomotive building industry (and its demise in the 1960s) and the effects of these events on the town.

Durham

Beamish Open-Air Museum

(www.beamish.org.uk; adult/child £16/10; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Oct) Beamish, 8 miles northwest of Durham, is a living, breathing, working museum that offers a fabulous, warts-and-all portrait of industrial life in the northeast during the 19th and 20th centuries. Instructive and lots of fun, it appeals to all ages. You can go underground, explore mine heads, a working farm, a school, a dentist and a pub, and marvel at how every cramped pit cottage seemed to find room for a piano. Don’t miss a ride behind an 1815 Steam Elephant locomotive or a replica of Stephenson’s Locomotion No 1.

Durham Castle

(www.dur.ac.uk; adult/concession £5/3.50; [image: ] tours 2pm, 3pm, 4pm term time, 10am, 11am & noon during university vacations) Built as a standard motte-and-bailey fort in 1072, Durham Castle was the prince bishops’ home until 1837, when it became the first college of the new university. It remains a university hall, and you can even stay here. The castle has been much altered over the centuries, as each successive prince bishop sought to put his particular imprint on the place, but heavy restoration and reconstruction were necessary anyway as the castle is built of soft stone on soft ground. Highlights of the 45-minute tour include the groaning 17th-century Black Staircase, the 16th-century chapel and the beautifully preserved Norman chapel (1080).

Durham Cathedral

(www.durhamcathedral.co.uk; donation requested; [image: ] 7.30am-6pm, to 5.30pm Sun) Durham’s most famous building has earned superlative praise for so long that to add more would be redundant; how can you do better than the 19th-century novelist Nathaniel Hawthorne, who wrote: ‘I never saw so lovely and magnificent a scene, nor (being content with this) do I care to see better.’ This may be overstating things a bit, but no one can deny that as the definitive structure of the Anglo-Norman Romanesque style, Durham Cathedral is one of the world’s greatest places of worship.

On the main door, the Sanctuary Knocker gave medieval felons 37 days’ asylum within the cathedral before standing trial or leaving the country. Inside, the superb nave is dominated by massive, powerful piers – every second one round, with an equal height and circumference of 6.6m, and carved with geometric designs. The high altar is separated from St Cuthbert’s tomb by the beautiful stone Neville Screen, made around 1372–80. Until the Reformation, the screen included 107 statues of saints. Built in 1175 and renovated 300 years later, the Galilee Chapel is one of the most beautiful areas. The paintings are rare 12th-century survivors, and the chapel also contains the Venerable Bede’s tomb. Bede was an 8th-century Northumbrian monk, a great historian and polymath whose work The Ecclesiastical History of the English People is still the prime source of information on the development of early Christian Britain.

Hadrian’s Wall

What exactly have the Romans ever done for us? The aqueducts. Law and order. And this enormous wall, built between AD 122 and 128 to keep ‘us’ (Romans, subdued Brits) in and ‘them’ (hairy Pictish barbarians from Scotland) out. Or so the story goes. Hadrian’s Wall, named in honour of the emperor who ordered it built, was one of Rome’s greatest engineering projects, a spectacular 73-mile, coast-to-coast testament to ambition and the practical Roman mind. Even today, almost 1900 years after the first stone was laid, the sections that are still standing remain an awe-inspiring sight, proof that when the Romans wanted something done, they just knuckled down and did it.

A series of forts was developed as bases some distance south (and may predate the wall), and 16 lie astride it. The prime remaining forts on the wall are Cilurnum (Chesters), Vercovicium (Housesteads) and Banna (Birdoswald). The best forts behind the wall are Corstopitum at Corbridge, and Vindolanda, north of Bardon Mill.

Birdoswald Roman Fort

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £4.80/2.40; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm Mar-Oct) The remains of this once-formidable fort on an escarpment overlooking the beautiful Irthing Gorge are on a minor road off the B6318, about 3 miles west of Greenhead; a fine stretch of wall extends from here to Harrow Scar Milecastle.

Chesters Roman Fort & Museum

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; Chollerford; adult/child £4.80/2.40; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep) The best-preserved remains of a Roman cavalry fort in England are at Chesters, set among idyllic green woods and meadows near the village of Chollerford, and originally constructed to house a unit of troops from Asturias in northern Spain. They include part of a bridge (beautifully constructed and best appreciated from the eastern bank) across the River North Tyne, four well-preserved gatehouses, an extraordinary bathhouse and an underfloor heating system.

Corbridge Roman Site & Museum

(English Heritage, www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £4.80/2.40; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm Apr-Sep) What’s left of the Roman garrison town of Corstopitum lies about a half a mile west of Market Pl on Corbridge’s Dere St, once the main road from York to Scotland. It is the oldest fortified site in the area, predating the wall itself by some 40 years, when it was used by troops launching retaliation raids into Scotland. Most of what you see here, though, dates from around AD 200, when the fort had developed into a civilian settlement and was the main base along the wall.

Housesteads Roman Fort & Museum

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £4.80/2.40; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep) The wall’s most dramatic site – and the best-preserved Roman fort in the whole country – is at Housesteads, and the substantial foundations bring fort life alive. The remains include an impressive hospital, granaries with a carefully worked-out ventilation system and barrack blocks. Most memorable are the spectacularly situated communal flushable latrines, which summon up Romans at their most mundane. Information boards show what the individual buildings would have looked like in their heyday, and there’s a scale model of the entire fort in the small museum at the ticket office.

Vindolanda Roman Fort & Museum

(www.vindolanda.com; adult/child £5.90/3.50, with Roman Army Museum £9/5; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep, to 5pm Feb-Mar & Oct) The extensive site of Vindolanda offers a fascinating glimpse into the daily life of a Roman garrison town. The time-capsule museum displays leather sandals, signature Roman toothbrush-flourish helmet decorations, and a new exhibition featuring numerous writing tablets recently returned from the British Library. These include a student’s marked work (‘sloppy’), and a parent’s note with a present of socks and underpants (things haven’t changed – in this climate you can never have too many). The museum is just one part of this large, extensively excavated site, which includes impressive parts of the fort and town (excavations continue) and reconstructed turrets and temple.

Helmsley

Helmsley Castle

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £4.70/2.40; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep, 10am-5pm Mar & Oct, 10am-4pm Thu-Mon Nov-Feb) The impressive ruins of this 12th-century castle are defended by a striking series of deep ditches and banks to which later rulers added the thick stone walls and defensive towers – only one tooth-shaped tower survives today following the dismantling of the fortress by Sir Thomas Fairfax after the Civil War. The castle’s tumultuous history is well explained in Helmsley’s tourist office.

Rievaulx Abbey

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £5.30/2.70; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep, to 5pm Thu-Mon Oct, to 4pm Thu-Mon Nov-Mar) In the secluded valley of the River Rye, about 3 miles west of Helmsley, stand the magnificent ruins of Rievaulx Abbey. This idyllic spot was chosen by Cistercian monks in 1132 as a base for missionary activity in northern Britain. St Aelred, the third abbot, famously described the abbey’s setting as ‘everywhere peace, everywhere serenity, and a marvellous freedom from the tumult of the world’. The extensive ruins give a wonderful feel for the size and complexity of the community that once lived here – their story is fleshed out in a series of fascinating exhibits in the neighbouring tourist office.

Hexham

Hexham Abbey

(www.hexhamabbey.org.uk; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm) Dominating tiny Market Pl, Hexham’s stately abbey is a marvellous example of early English architecture. It cleverly escaped the Dissolution of 1537 by rebranding as Hexham’s parish church, a role it still has today. The highlight is the 7th-century Saxon crypt ([image: ] 11am & 3.30pm), the only surviving element of St Wilifrid’s Church, built with inscribed stones from Corstopitum in 674.

Old Gaol

(adult/child £4/2.10; [image: ] 11am-4.30pm Tue-Sat) This strapping stone structure was completed in 1333 as England’s first purpose-built prison; today its four floors tell the history of the jail in all its gruesome glory. The history of the Border Reivers – a group of clans who fought, kidnapped, blackmailed and killed each other in an effort to exercise control over a lawless tract of land along the Anglo-Scottish border throughout the 16th century – is also retold, along with tales of the punishments handed out in the prison.

Holy Island (Lindisfarne)

Lindisfarne Castle

(www.nationaltrust.org.uk; adult/child £6/3; [image: ] 10.30am-3pm or noon-4.30pm Tue-Sun Mar-Oct) This tiny, storybook castle was moulded onto a hunk of rock in 1550, and extended and converted by Sir Edwin Lutyens from 1902 to 1910 for Mr Hudson, the owner of Country Life magazine. You can imagine the decadent parties that have graced its alluring rooms.

Lindisfarne Priory

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £4.50/2.30; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm Apr-Sep) The skeletal red and grey ruins of the priory are an eerie sight, and give a fleeting impression of the isolated life lead by the Lindisfarne monks. The later 13th-century St Mary the Virgin Church is built on the site of the first church between the Tees and the Firth of Forth, and the adjacent museum displays the remains of the first monastery and tells the story of the monastic community before and after the Dissolution.

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 recreated 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).
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Castlerigg Stone Circle in The Lakes District National Park, Cumbria,
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Keswick

Castlerigg Stone Circle

Set on a fabulously wild hilltop a mile east of town, this famous stone circle consists of 48 stones between 3000 and 4000 years old, surrounded by a dramatic circle of mountain peaks.

Lancaster

Lancaster Castle & Priory

(www.lancastercastle.com; Castle Park; adult/child £5/4; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Lancaster’s imposing castle was originally built in 1150. Later additions include the Well Tower, more commonly known as the Witches’ Tower because it was used to incarcerate the accused of the famous Pendle Witches Trial of 1612, and the impressive twin-towered gatehouse, both of which were added in the 14th century. However, most of what you see today dates from the 18th and 19th centuries, when the castle was substantially altered to suit its new, and still current, role as a prison. Consequently, you can only visit the castle as part of a 45-minute guided tour ([image: ] every 30min 10.30am-4pm), but you do get a chance to experience what it was like to be locked up in the dungeon.

Judges’ Lodgings

(Church St; adult/child £3/2; [image: ] 10am-4pm Mon-Fri & noon-4pm Sat & Sun) Once the home of witch-hunter Thomas Covell (he who ‘caught’ the poor Pendle women), Lancaster’s oldest town house, a Grade I–listed Georgian building, is now home to a Museum of Furnishings by master builders Gillows of Lancaster, whose work graces the Houses of Parliament. It also houses a Museum of Childhood, which has memorabilia from the turn of the 20th century.

Leeds

Harewood House

(www.harewood.org; adult/child £14.30/7.25; [image: ] grounds 10am-6pm, house noon-4.30pm Apr-Oct) The great park, sumptuous gardens and mighty edifice of Harewood House, about 7 miles north of Leeds, could easily fill an entire day. A classic example of a stately English pile, the house was built between 1759 and 1772 by the era’s superstar designers: John Carr designed the exterior, Capability Brown laid out the grounds, Thomas Chippendale supplied the furniture (the largest commission he ever received, costing the unheard of amount of £10,000), Robert Adams designed the interior, and Italy was raided to create an appropriate art collection. The superb terrace was added 100 years later by yet another top name, Sir Charles Barry – he of the Houses of Parliament.

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 the beautiful Kirkstall Abbey, founded in 1152 by Cistercian monks from Fountains Abbey in North Yorkshire. It is one of the best-preserved medieval abbeys in Britain.

Leeds Industrial Museum

(www.leeds.gov.uk/armleymills; Canal Rd; adult/child £3.10/1.10; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Sat, 1-5pm Sun) One of the world’s largest textile mills has been transformed into the Leeds Industrial Museum, telling the story of Leeds’ industrial past, both glorious and ignominious. The city became rich off the sheep’s back, but at some cost in human terms – working conditions were, well, Dickensian. As well as a selection of working machinery, there’s a particularly informative display on how cloth is made.

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

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.

Liverpool Cathedral

(www.liverpoolcathedral.org.uk; Hope St; [image: ] 8am-6pm) Liverpool’s Anglican cathedral is a building of superlatives. Not only is it Britain’s largest church; it’s also the world’s largest Anglican cathedral, and it’s all thanks to Sir Giles Gilbert Scott, who made its construction his life’s work. Sir Scott also gave us the red telephone box and the Southwark Power Station in London, now the Tate Modern. The central bell is the world’s third largest (with the world’s highest and heaviest peal), while the organ, with its 9765 pipes, is likely the world’s largest operational model.

Liverpool War Museum

(www.liverpoolwarmuseum.co.uk; 1 Rumford St; adult/child £5.50/3.75; [image: ] 10.30am-4.30pm Mon-Thu & Sat) The secret command centre for the Battle of the Atlantic, the Western Approaches, was abandoned at the end of the war with virtually everything left intact. You can get a good glimpse of the labyrinthine nerve centre of Allied operations, including the all-important map room, where you can imagine playing a real-life, full-scale version of Risk.

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.

Metropolitan Cathedral of Christ the King

(www.liverpoolmetrocathedral.org.uk; Mt Pleasant; [image: ] 8am-6pm Mon-Sat, 8am-5pm Sun Oct-Mar) Known colloquially as Paddy’s Wigwam, Liverpool’s Catholic cathedral is a mightily impressive modern building that looks like a soaring concrete teepee, hence its nickname. It was completed in 1967 according to the design of Sir Frederick Gibberd, and after the original plans by Sir Edwin Lutyens, whose crypt is inside. The central tower frames the world’s largest stained-glass window, created by John Piper and Patrick Reyntiens.

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.

Manchester

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.

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) 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.

Newcastle

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 indisputable highlights are a life-size model of a Tyrannosaurus rex and an interactive model of Hadrian’s Wall showing every milecastle and fortress.

Segedunum

(www.twmuseums.org.uk; adult/child £4.35/free; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Oct) The last strong post of Hadrian’s Wall was this fort, 6 miles east of Newcastle at Wallsend. Beneath the 35m-high tower, which you can climb for some terrific views, is an absorbing site that includes a reconstructed Roman bathhouse (with steaming pools and frescoes) and a fascinating museum that gives visitors a well-rounded picture of life during Roman times.

Richmond

Georgian Theatre Royal

(www.georgiantheatreroyal.co.uk; Victoria Rd; tours per person £3.50; [image: ] tours hourly 10am-4pm Mon-Sat mid-Feb–mid-Dec) Built in 1788, this is the most complete Georgian playhouse in Britain. Tours include a look at the country’s oldest surviving stage scenery, painted between 1818 and 1836, or book to see a show and experience the full spectacle of a performance.

Richmond Castle

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; Market Pl; adult/child £4.50/2.30; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep, to 4pm Oct-Mar) Richmond Castle was founded in 1070 and is one of the first castles in England since Roman times to be built of stone. It’s had many uses through the years, including a stint as a prison for conscientious objectors during WWI (there’s a small and sobering exhibition about their part in the castle’s history). The best part is the view from the top of the remarkably well-preserved 30m-high keep, which towers over the River Swale.
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Fountains Abbey, the ruins of a 12th century Cistercian abbey set in the grounds of a World Heritage Site - Studley Royal Water Garden Park, North Yorkshire,
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Ripon

Fountains Abbey

(www.fountainsabbey.org.uk; adult/child £8.50/4.55; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Sep, to 4pm Oct-Mar) Nestled in the secluded valley of the River Skell lie two of Yorkshire’s most beautiful attractions – an absolute must on any northern itinerary. The beautiful and strangely obsessive water gardens of the Studley Royal estate were built in the 19th century to enhance the picturesque ruins of 12th-century Fountains Abbey. Together they present a breathtaking picture of pastoral elegance and tranquillity that have made them a Unesco World Heritage Site, and the most visited of all the National Trust’s pay-to-enter properties.

After falling out with the Benedictines of York in 1132, a band of rebel monks came here to establish their own monastery. Struggling to make it on their own, they were formally adopted by the Cistercians in 1135; by the middle of the 13th century the new abbey had become the most successful Cistercian venture in the country. After the Dissolution, the abbey’s estate was sold into private hands, and between 1598 and 1611 Fountains Hall was built using stone from the abbey ruins. The hall and ruins were united with the Studley Royal estate in 1768.

Scarborough

Scarborough Castle

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £4.70/2.40; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep, 10am-4pm Thu-Mon Oct-Mar) Scarborough is not exclusively about sandcastles, seaside rock and walks along the prom. The massive medieval keep of Scarborough Castle occupies a commanding position atop its headland – legend has it that Richard I loved the views so much his ghost just keeps coming back. Take a walk out to the edge of the cliffs where you can see the 2000-year-old remains of a Roman signal station – the Romans appreciated this viewpoint too.

Whitby

Whitby Abbey

(www.english-heritage.org.uk; adult/child £5.80/2.90; [image: ] 10am-6pm Apr-Sep, 10am-4pm Thu-Mon Oct-Mar) There are ruined abbeys and there are picturesque ruined abbeys, and then there’s Whitby Abbey, dominating the skyline above the town’s East Cliff like a great Gothic tombstone silhouetted against the sky. Looking more like it was built as an atmospheric film set than as a monastic establishment, it is hardly surprising that this medieval hulk inspired the Victorian novelist Bram Stoker – who holidayed in Whitby – to make it the setting for Count Dracula’s dramatic landfall.

York

Castle Howard

(www.castlehoward.co.uk; house & grounds adult/child £12.50/7.50, grounds only £8.50/6; [image: ] house 11am-4.30pm, grounds 10am-6.30pm Mar-Oct & 1st 3 weeks of Dec) Stately homes may be two a penny in England, but you’ll have to try pretty damn hard to find one as breathtakingly stately as Castle Howard, 15 miles north of York, a work of theatrical grandeur and audacity set in the rolling Howardian Hills. When the earl of Carlisle hired his pal Sir John Vanbrugh to design his new home in 1699, he was hiring a bloke who had no formal training. Luckily, Vanbrugh hired Nicholas Hawksmoor who would not only have a big part to play in the house’s design but would later, with Vanbrugh, work wonders with Blenheim Palace.

As you wander about the peacock-haunted grounds, views open up over the hills, Vanbrugh’s playful Temple of the Four Winds and Hawksmoor’s stately mausoleum, but the great baroque house with its magnificent central cupola is an irresistible visual magnet. Inside, it is full of treasures – the breathtaking Great Hall with its soaring Corinthian pilasters, Pre-Raphaelite stained glass in the chapel, and corridors lined with classical antiquities.

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.

Jorvik

(www.vikingjorvik.com; Coppergate; adult/child £8.95/6, Jorvik & dig combined £13/9.75; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Oct, to 4pm Nov-Mar) Interactive multimedia exhibits aimed at ‘bringing history to life’ often achieve just the opposite, but the much-hyped Jorvik – the most visited attraction in town after the minster – manages to pull it off with admirable aplomb. It’s a smells-and-all reconstruction of the Viking settlement that was unearthed here during excavations in the late 1970s, brought to you courtesy of a ‘time-car’ monorail that transports you through 9th-century Jorvik (the Viking name for York). While some of the ‘you will now travel back in time’ malarkey is a bit naff, it’s all done with a sense of humour tied to a historical authenticity that will leave you with a pretty good idea of what life must have been like in Viking-era York. In the exhibition at the end of the monorail, look out for the Lloyds Bank Turd – a fossilised human stool that measures an eye-watering nine inches long and half a pound in weight, and must be the only jobbie in the world to have its own Wikipedia entry.

Merchant Adventurers’ Hall

(www.theyorkcompany.co.uk; Fossgate; adult/child £5/free; [image: ] 9am-5pm Mon-Thu, 9am-3.30pm Fri & Sat, noon-4pm Sun Apr-Sep, 9am-3.30pm Mon-Sat Oct-Mar) One of the most handsome timber-framed buildings in Europe, built between 1357 and 1361. Displays include oil paintings and antique silver, but the building itself is the star.

Shambles

(www.yorkshambles.com) The narrow, cobbled lane known as the Shambles, lined with 15th-century Tudor buildings that overhang so much they seem to meet above your head, is the most visited street in Europe. Quaint and picturesque it most certainly is, and it hints at what a medieval street may have looked like. It takes its name from the Saxon word shamel, meaning ‘slaughterhouse’ – in 1862 there were 26 butcher shops on this one street.

York Castle Museum

(www.yorkcastlemuseum.org.uk; Tower St; adult/child £8/free; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm) This excellent museum contains displays of everyday life through the centuries, with reconstructed domestic interiors, a Victorian street, and a less-than-homely prison cell where you can try out a condemned man’s bed – in this case the highwayman Dick Turpin’s (he was imprisoned here before being hanged in 1739). There’s a bewildering array of evocative objects from the past 400 years, gathered together by a certain Dr Kirk from the 1920s onwards for fear that the items would become obsolete and disappear completely. He wasn’t far wrong, which makes this place all the more interesting.

York Minster

(www.yorkminster.org; adult/child £8/free; [image: ] 9am-5.30pm Mon-Sat, noon-3.45pm Sun) Not content with being Yorkshire’s most important historic building, the awe-inspiring York Minster is also the largest medieval cathedral in all of Northern Europe. The first church on this spot was a wooden chapel built for the baptism of King Edwin of Northumbria on Easter Day 627; its location is marked in the crypt. It was replaced with a stone church that was built on the site of a Roman basilica, parts of which can be seen in the foundations. The first Norman minster was built in the 11th century; again, you can see surviving fragments in the foundations and crypt. The present minster, built mainly between 1220 and 1480, manages to encompass all the major stages of Gothic architectural development.

Highlights are many, but particular points of interest include the 15th-century choir screen depicting the 15 kings from William I to Henry VI; the magnificent Five Sisters Window (1250), the minster’s oldest complete window; the Great East Window (1405), the world’s largest medieval stained-glass window and the cathedral’s single most important treasure; and the Undercroft and Crypt, where the layers of the site’s architectural history reveal themselves.

Yorkshire Museum

(www.yorkshiremuseum.org.uk; Museum St; adult/child £7/free; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Most of York’s Roman archaeology is hidden beneath the medieval city, so the displays in the Yorkshire Museum are invaluable if you want to get an idea of what Eboracum was like. There are excellent exhibits on Viking and medieval York too, including priceless artefacts such as the 8th-century Coppergate helmet; a 9th-century Anglian sword decorated with silver; and the 15th-century Middleham Jewel, an engraved gold pendant adorned with a giant sapphire.

Wales

Take some of Britain’s most impressive castles, add a Roman site or two, sprinkle with reminders of the Industrial Revolution, and you have the perfect recipe for a fascinating slice of Welsh history.

Blaenavon (Blaenafon)

Big Pit: National Coal Museum

(www.museumwales.ac.uk; admission free; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm, guided tours 10am-3.30pm) Big Pit provides an opportunity to descend 90m into a real coal mine in the company of an ex-miner guide and get a taste of what life was like for those who worked here. It’s cold underground, so take extra layers, and wear sturdy shoes. Children must be at least 1m tall.

Blaenavon Ironworks

(cadw.wales.gov.uk; North St; admission free; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Oct, 9.30am-4pm Fri & Sat, 11am-4pm Sun Nov-Mar) When it was completed in 1788, Blaenavon Ironworks was one of the most advanced in the world. Today the site is one of the best-preserved of all the Industrial Revolution ironworks. You can follow the whole process of production, from the charging of the furnaces to the casting of molten iron. Also on display are the ironworkers’ tiny terraced cottages.

Beaumaris (Biwmares)

Beaumaris Castle

(cadw.wales.gov.uk; adult/child £3.60/3.20; [image: ] 9.30am-6pm high season, 9.30am-4pm Mon-Sat, 11am-4pm Sun low season) The last of Edward I’s great castles of North Wales, and the largest, Beaumaris is deservedly a World Heritage Site. The four successive lines of fortifications and concentric ‘walls within walls’ make it the most technically perfect castle in Great Britain – the castle with the wow factor.

Caerleon

Caerleon (‘fort of the legion’) was the headquarters of the elite 2nd Augustan Legion for more than 200 years. It wasn’t just a military camp but a purpose-built township some 9 miles in circumference, complete with a 6000-seat amphitheatre and a state-of-the-art Roman baths complex. Today it is one of the largest and most important Roman settlements in Britain. Begin with a visit to the excellent National Roman Legion Museum (www.museumwales.ac.uk/en/roman; High St; [image: ] 10am-5pm Mon-Sat, 2-5pm Sun), which displays a host of intriguing Roman artefacts, from jewellery to armour, teeth to tombstones, and shows what life was like for Roman soldiers in one of the remotest corners of Empire. Head next for the Roman Baths (www.cadw.wales.gov.uk; High St; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm Apr-Oct, 9.30am-5pm Mon-Sat, 11am-4pm Sun Nov-Mar; [image: ]), a block to the southeast. Parts of the outdoor swimming pool, apodyterium (changing room) and frigidarium (cold room) are on show under a protective roof. Broadway, the side street opposite the museum, leads to a park on the left where you’ll find the turf-covered terraces of the Roman Amphitheatre ([image: ] 9.30am-5pm). The oval structure is the only fully excavated Roman amphitheatre in Britain; it lay just outside the old Roman city walls. Follow the signs on the other side of the road to see the foundations of the Barracks.

Caernarfon

Caernarfon Castle

(cadw.wales.gov.uk; adult/child/family £4.95/4.60/15; [image: ] 9am-5pm Apr-Oct, 9.30am-4pm Mon-Sat & 11am-4pm Sun Nov-Mar) Majestic Caernarfon Castle was built between 1283 and 1330 as a military stronghold, a seat of government and a royal palace. Despite its fairy-tale aspect it is thoroughly fortified and repelled Owain Glyndwr’s army in 1404 with a garrison of only 28 men. A year after the construction of the building began, Edward I’s second son was born here, becoming heir to the throne four months later when his elder brother died. To consolidate Edward’s power he was made Prince of Wales in 1301, and his much-eroded statue is over the King’s Gate. Caernarfon Castle is a large, relatively intact structure. You can walk on and through the interconnected walls and towers gathered around the central green, most of which are well preserved but empty. Start at the Eagle Tower, the one with the flagpoles to the right of the entrance. On the turrets you can spot the weathered eagle from which it gets its name, alongside stone helmeted figures intended to swell the garrison’s numbers (they’re easier to spot from the quay).

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

Caerphilly Castle

(cadw.wales.gov.uk; adult/child £3.60/3.20; [image: ] 9am-5pm Apr-Oct, 9.30am-4pm Mon-Sat & 11am-4pm Sun Nov-Mar) With its profusion of towers and crenellations reflected in a duck-filled lake you might think this place is a film set rather than an ancient monument. Indeed, it often is used as a film set, but it’s also one of Britain’s finest examples of a 13th-century fortress. Unusually, Caerphilly was never a royal castle. Most of the construction was completed between 1268 and 1271 by the powerful English baron Gilbert de Clare (1243–95) and it was considered state-of-the-art thanks to its use of lakes, bridges and a series of concentric fortifications for defence. In the early 14th century it was remodelled as a grand residence and the magnificent Great Hall was adapted for entertaining, but from the mid-14th century onward the castle began to fall into ruin. Much of what you see today results from restoration from 1928 to 1939 by the fourth marquess of Bute.
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Clock tower in Cardiff Castle,
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Cardiff Castle

(www.cardiffcastle.com; Castle St; adult/child £8.95/6.35, incl guided tour £11.95/8.50; [image: ] 9am-6pm Mar-Oct, to 5pm Nov-Feb) The grafting of Victorian mock-Gothic extravagance onto Cardiff’s most important historical relics makes Cardiff Castle the city’s leading attraction. It’s far from a traditional Welsh castle, more a collection of disparate castles scattered around a central green, encompassing practically the whole history of Cardiff. The most conventional castle-like bits are the 12th-century motte-and-bailey Norman keep at its centre and the 13th-century Black Tower, which forms the entrance gate. In the 19th century it was discovered that the Normans had built their fortifications on top of a 1st-century Roman fort. The high walls that surround the castle now are largely a Victorian reproduction of the 3rd-century 3m-thick Roman walls. Also from the 19th century are the towers and turrets on the west side, dominated by the colourful 40m clock tower.

Castell Coch

(cadw.wales.gov.uk; Tongwynlais; adult/child £3.60/3.20; [image: ] 9am-5pm Apr-Oct, 9.30am-4pm Mon-Sat & 11am-4pm Sun Nov-Mar) Perched atop a thickly wooded crag on the northern fringes of Cardiff, Castle Coch was the summer retreat of the third marquess of Bute and, like Cardiff Castle, was designed by William Burges in gaudy Victorian Gothic style. Raised on the ruins of Gilbert de Clare’s 13th-century Castell Coch (Red Castle), the Butes’ Disneyesque holiday home is a monument to high camp. Lady Bute’s huge, circular bedroom is pure fantasy – her bed, with crystal globes on the bedposts, sits in the middle beneath an extravagantly decorated and mirrored cupola, with 28 painted panels around the walls depicting monkeys – while Lord Bute’s bedroom is small and plain in comparison, but the octagonal drawing room is another hallucinogenic tour de force, the walls painted with scenes from Aesop’s fables, the domed ceiling a flurry of birds and stars, and the fireplace topped with figures depicting the three ages of men and women.

St Fagans National History Museum

(www.museumwales.ac.uk/en/stfagans; admission free, carpark £3; [image: ] 10am-5pm) Historic buildings from all over the country have been dismantled and re-erected in a beautiful rural setting at St Fagans National History Museum, 5 miles west of central Cardiff. Highlights include a farmhouse dating from 1508, redolent with the smells of old timber, beeswax and wood smoke, and a row of six miners’ cottages from Merthyr Tydfil, each one restored and furnished to represent different periods in the town’s history, from the austere minimalism of 1805 to all the mod cons of 1985. It took 20 years to move St Teilo’s church here (built 1100 to 1520), stone by stone. It’s been restored to its original look, before Protestant whitewash covered the vividly painted interior. The indoor galleries hold plenty of interest also, exploring the nature of Welshness through traditional costume, farming implements and the accounts of immigrants. Look for the ‘Welsh Not’, wooden signs that children were forced to wear as punishment if they had the temerity to speak their native tongue at school.
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Iron Age hillfort at Old Sarum, Wiltshire,
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Castell Henllys Iron Age Fort

(www.castellhenllys.com; Felindre Farchog; adult/child £4/3; [image: ] 10am-5pm Easter-Oct, 11am-3pm Nov-Easter) From about 600 BC and right through the Roman occupation there was a thriving Celtic fortified village at what’s now Castell Henllys, 4 miles east of Newport. A visit is like travelling back in time. There are reconstructions of the settlement’s buildings – four thatched roundhouses, animal pens, a smithy and a grain store – which you can enter and touch. Costumed staff, craft demonstrations, Celtic festivals and other events bring it to life.


OFFA’S DYKE PATH

They say that good fences make good neighbours, but King Offa may have taken the idea a bit far. The 8th-century Mercian king built Offa’s Dyke, Britain’s longest archaeological monument, to mark the boundary between his kingdom and that of the Welsh princes. And though only 80 miles of the dyke remains today, the modern Wales–England border roughly follows the line it defined.

The Offa’s Dyke Path national trail criss-crosses that border around 30 times in its journey from the Severn Estuary near Chepstow, through the beautiful Wye Valley and Shropshire Hills, to the coast at Prestatyn in North Wales. The dyke itself usually takes the form of a bank next to a ditch, although it’s overgrown in some places and built over in others. While it can be walked in either direction, it’s best done south to north, with the wind and sun mainly on your back. The Offa’s Dyke Centre in Knighton is the best source of information about the route, stocking maps, guidebooks and pamphlets.



Chepstow (Cas Gwent)

Chepstow Castle

(Bridge St; adult/child £3.60/3.20; [image: ] 9am-5pm Apr-Oct, 9.30am-4pm Mon-Sat, 11am-4pm Sun Nov-Mar) Magnificent Chepstow Castle perches atop a limestone cliff overhanging the river, guarding the main river crossing from England into South Wales. It is one of the oldest castles in Britain (building began in 1067), and the impressive Great Tower retains its original Norman architecture.

Conwy

Conwy Castle

(cadw.wales.gov.uk; adult/child £4.60/4.10; [image: ] 9am-5pm high season, 9.30am-4pm Mon-Sat, 11am-4pm Sun low season) Probably the most stunning of all Edward I’s Welsh fortresses, built between 1277 and 1307, Conwy Castle rises from a rocky outcrop with commanding views across the estuary and Snowdonia National Park. Exploring the castle’s nooks and crannies makes for a superb, living-history visit but, best of all, head to the battlements for panoramic views and an overview of Conwy’s majestic complexity. The 1200m-long Conwy town wall was built simultaneously with the castle, guarding Conwy’s residents at night. You can walk part-way round the wall; the best views are to be had from Upper Gate.

Plas Mawr

(cadw.wales.gov.uk; High St; adult/child £4.90/4.50; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm Tue-Sun high season, to 4pm Oct) Plas Mawr, one of Britain’s finest surviving Elizabethan town houses, was built in 1585. The tall, whitewashed exterior is an indication of the owner’s status, but gives no clue of the vivid friezes of the interior.

Harlech

Harlech Castle

(cadw.wales.gov.uk; adult/child £3.60/3.20; [image: ] 9am-5pm Apr-Oct, 9.30am-4pm Mon-Sat, 11am-4pm Sun Nov-Mar) Edward I finished this intimidating building in 1289, the southernmost of his ‘iron ring’ of fortresses designed to keep the Welsh firmly beneath his boot. Despite its might, the storybook fortress has been called the ‘Castle of Lost Causes’ because it has been lucklessly defended so many times. Owain Glyndwr captured it after a long siege in 1404. He was in turn besieged here by the future Henry V. The massive, twin-towered gatehouse and outer walls are still intact and give the illusion of impregnability even now. Enter through the ticket office-gift shop and cross the drawbridge through the gatehouse into the compact inner ward. Four gloomy round towers guard the corners and you can climb onto the ramparts for views in all directions. Some are closed off and partly ruined, but you still get a good feel for what it was once like. The fortress’s great natural defence is the seaward cliff face. When it was built, ships could sail supplies right to the base.

Llandeilo

Carreg Cennen Castle

(www.carregcennencastle.com; adult/child £3.60/3.25; [image: ] 9.30am-6.30pm Apr-Oct, 9.30am-4pm Nov-Mar) Perched atop a steep limestone crag high above the River Cennen is Wales’ ultimate romantic ruined castle, visible for miles in every direction. The current structure was built at the end of the 13th century in the course of Edward I’s conquest of Wales. It was partially dismantled in 1462 during the Wars of the Roses. The most unusual feature is a stone-vaulted passage running along the top of the sheer southern cliff, which leads down to a long, narrow, natural cave; bring a torch, or hire one from the ticket office (£1.50).

Machynlleth

Owain Glyndwr Centre

(www.canolfanglyndwr.org; adult/child £2/free; [image: ] 10am-4pm Tue-Sat Easter-Sep) Housed in a rare example of a late-medieval Welsh town house, the Owain Glyndwr Centre has somewhat dry displays but nevertheless tells a rip-roaring story of the Welsh hero’s fight for independence. Although it’s called the Old Parliament Building, it was probably built around 1460, some 50 years after Glyndwr instituted his parliament on this site, but it’s believed to closely resemble the former venue.

Pembroke

Pembroke Castle

(www.pembrokecastle.co.uk; Main St; adult/child £4.50/3.50; [image: ] 10am-4pm) Pembroke is not much more than a single street of neat Georgian and Victorian houses sitting beneath a whopping great castle – the oldest in west Wales and birthplace of Henry VII, the first Tudor king. Spectacular and forbidding was the home of the earls of Pembroke for over 300 years. A fort was established here in 1093, but most of the present buildings date from the 12th and 13th centuries. It’s a great place for kids to explore – wall walks and passages run from tower to tower, and there are vivid exhibitions detailing the castle’s history.

Raglan Castle

(cadw.wales.gov.uk; adult/child £3/2.60; [image: ] 9am-5pm Apr-Oct, 9.30am-4pm Mon-Sat, 11am-4pm Sun Nov-Mar) Fantastic Raglan Castle was the last great medieval castle to be built in Wales, and was designed more as a swaggering declaration of wealth and power than a defensive fortress. A sprawling complex built of dusky pink sandstone, its centrepiece is the lavish Great Tower, a hexagonal keep ringed by a moat, which was badly damaged during the Civil Wars of the 1640s.

St Davids (Tyddewi)

Bishop’s Palace

(cadw.wales.gov.uk; adult/child £3/2.60; [image: ] 9am-5pm Apr-Oct, 9.30am-4pm Mon-Sat, 11am-4pm Sun Nov-Mar) Across the river from the cathedral, this atmospheric ruined palace was begun at the same time as the cathedral, but its final, imposing form owes most to Henry de Gower, bishop from 1327 to 1347. Its most distinctive feature is the arcaded parapet that runs around the courtyard, decorated with a chequerboard pattern of purple and yellow stone blocks. The corbels that support the arches are richly adorned with a menagerie of carved figures – lions, monkeys, dogs and birds, as well as grotesque mythical creatures and human heads.

St David’s Cathedral

(www.stdavidscathedral.org.uk; £4 donation invited; [image: ] 8.30am-5.30pm Mon-Sat, 12.45-5.30pm Sun) Built on the site of a 6th-century chapel, St David’s Cathedral dates mainly from the 12th to the 14th centuries. Extensive works were carried out in the 19th century by Sir George Gilbert Scott (architect of the Albert Memorial and St Pancras in London) to stabilise the building. The distinctive west front, with its four pointed towers of purple stone, dates from this period, but the atmosphere inside is one of great antiquity. As you enter the nave, the oldest surviving part of the cathedral, the first things you notice are the sloping floor and the outward lean of the massive, purplish-grey pillars linked by semicircular Norman Romanesque arches. Above is a richly carved 16th-century oak ceiling, adorned with pendants and bosses. At the far end of the nave is a delicately carved 14th-century Gothic pulpitum (screen), separating it from the magnificent choir. In a recess in the Holy Trinity Chapel at the east end of the cathedral is the object of all those religious pilgrimages – a simple oak casket that contains the bones of St David and St Justinian. The chapel ceiling is distinguished by superb fan vaulting dating from the early 16th century.

Edinburgh & Around

Scotland’s capital is rich in historic interest. From the superb castle to the enigmatic Rossyln Chapel, and the overview of local history at the People’s Museum to the spooky charms of Real Mary King’s Close, the only difficulty for the visitor is deciding where to start.

Edinburgh Castle

(www.edinburghcastle.gov.uk; Castlehill; adult/child incl audio guide £14/7.50; [image: ] 9.30am-6pm Apr-Sep, 9.30am-5pm Oct-Mar, last admission 45min before closing, closed 25 & 26 Dec) The brooding, black crags of Castle Rock rising above the western end of Princes St are the very reason for Edinburgh’s existence. This rocky hill was the most easily defended hilltop on the invasion route between England and central Scotland, a route followed by countless armies from the Roman legions of the 1st and 2nd centuries AD to the Jacobite troops of Bonnie Prince Charlie in 1745.

The Entrance Gateway, flanked by statues of Robert the Bruce and William Wallace, opens to a cobbled lane that leads up beneath the 16th-century Portcullis Gate to the cannon ranged along the Argyle and Mills Mount batteries. South, the road curls up leftwards to the highest part of Castle Rock, crowned by the tiny, Romanesque St Margaret’s Chapel, the oldest surviving building in Edinburgh (c 1130). Beside the chapel stands Mons Meg, a giant 15th-century siege gun built at Mons (in what is now Belgium) in 1449. The main group of buildings on the summit of Castle Rock are ranged around Crown Sq, dominated by the shrine of the Scottish National War Memorial. Opposite is the Great Hall, built for James IV (r 1488–1513) as a ceremonial hall and used as a meeting place for the Scottish parliament until 1639. On the eastern side of the square is the Royal Palace, built during the 15th and 16th centuries and today housing the Honours of Scotland (the Scottish crown jewels), the oldest surviving crown jewels in Europe. Also on display here is the Stone of Destiny. Among the neighbouring Royal Apartments is the bedchamber where Mary, Queen of Scots gave birth to her son James VI, who was to unite the crowns of Scotland and England in 1603.

Gladstone’s Land

(www.nts.org.uk; 477 Lawnmarket; adult/child £5.50/4.50; [image: ] 10am-6.30pm Jul & Aug, 10am-5pm Apr-Jun, Sep & Oct) One of Edinburgh’s most prominent 17th-century merchants was Thomas Gledstanes, who in 1617 purchased the tenement later known as Gladstone’s Land. It contains fine painted ceilings, walls and beams, and some splendid furniture from the 17th and 18th centuries. The volunteer guides provide a wealth of anecdotes and a detailed history.

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, the 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 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 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.


[image: ]

Old style lamp at the entrance to the Palace of Holyroodhouse, Edinburgh,

Jonathon Smith / Lonely Planet Images



Palace of Holyroodhouse

(www.royalcollection.org.uk; Canongate; adult/child £10.25/6.20; [image: ] 9.30am-6pm Apr-Oct, 9.30am-4.30pm Nov-Mar) This palace is the royal family’s official residence in Scotland, but is most famous as the 16th-century home of the ill-fated Mary, Queen of Scots. The palace developed from a guesthouse attached to Holyrood Abbey, which was extended by King James IV in 1501. The oldest surviving part of the building, the northwestern tower, was built in 1529 as a royal apartment for James V and his wife, Mary of Guise. Mary, Queen of Scots spent six turbulent years here, during which time she debated with John Knox, married both her first and second husbands, and witnessed the murder of her secretary Rizzio. The palace is closed to the public when the royal family is visiting and during state functions (usually in mid-May, and mid-June to early July; check the website for exact dates). The guided tour leads you through a series of impressive royal apartments, ending in the Great Gallery. The 89 portraits of Scottish kings were commissioned by Charles II and supposedly record his unbroken lineage from Scota, the Egyptian pharaoh’s daughter who discovered the infant Moses in a reed basket on the banks of the Nile. But the highlight of the tour is Mary, Queen of Scots’ Bed Chamber, home to the unfortunate Mary from 1561 to 1567.

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 covering the life, work and pastimes of ordinary Edinburgh folk from the 18th century to the present day.

Real Mary King’s Close

(www.realmarykingsclose.com; 2 Warriston’s Close, Writers Ct, High St; adult/child £11/6; [image: ] 10am-9pm Apr-Oct, to 11pm Aug, 10am-5pm Sun-Thu & 10am-9pm Fri & Sat Nov-Mar) Part of the Royal Exchange was built over the sealed-off remains of Mary King’s Close, and the lower levels of this medieval Old Town alley have survived almost unchanged in the foundations of the City Chambers for 250 years. Now open to the public as the Real Mary King’s Close, this spooky, subterranean labyrinth gives a fascinating insight into the daily life of 16th- and 17th-century Edinburgh. Costumed characters give tours through a 16th-century town house and the plague-stricken home of a 17th-century gravedigger.

Rosslyn Chapel

(www.rosslynchapel.com; Roslin; adult/child £7.50/free; [image: ] 9.30am-6pm Mon-Sat, noon-4.45pm Sun Apr-Sep, 9.30am-5pm Mon-Sat, noon-4.45pm Sun Oct-Mar) Rosslyn Chapel, 7 miles south of Edinburgh, was built in the mid-15th century for William St Clair, third earl of Orkney, and the ornately carved interior – at odds with the architectural fashion of its time – is a monument to the mason’s art, rich in symbolic imagery. As well as flowers, vines, angels and biblical figures, the carved stones include many examples of the pagan ‘Green Man’; other figures are associated with Freemasonry and the Knights Templar. Intriguingly, there are also carvings of plants from the Americas that predate Columbus’ voyage of discovery. The symbolism of these images has led some researchers to conclude that Rosslyn is some kind of secret Templar repository, and it has been claimed that hidden vaults beneath the chapel could conceal anything from the Holy Grail or the head of John the Baptist to the body of Christ himself.

St Giles Cathedral

(www.stgilescathedral.org.uk; High St; £3 donation suggested; [image: ] 9am-7pm Mon-Fri, 9am-5pm Sat, 1-5pm Sun May-Sep, 9am-5pm Mon-Sat, 1-5pm Sun Oct-Apr) Dominating High St is the great grey bulk of St Giles Cathedral, named after the patron saint of cripples and beggars. A Norman-style church was built here in 1126 but was destroyed by English invaders in 1385; the only substantial remains are the central piers that support the tower. The present church dates largely from the 15th century – the beautiful crown spire was completed in 1495 – but much of it was restored in the 19th century. The interior lacks grandeur but is rich in history: St Giles was at the heart of the Scottish Reformation, and John Knox served as minister here from 1559 to 1572. One of the most interesting corners of the kirk is the Thistle Chapel, built in 1911 for the Knights of the Most Ancient & Most Noble Order of the Thistle. The elaborately carved Gothic-style stalls have canopies topped with the helms and arms of the 16 knights – look out for the bagpipe-playing angel amid the vaulting.

Glasgow & Southern Scotland

Southern Scotland is a mix of gentle rolling countryside offering atmospheric abbey ruins and one of Britain’s greatest stately homes, with urban attractions in the country’s largest city, Glasgow, where visitors can get a glorious glimpse of its Victorian heyday.

Culzean Castle

The Scottish National Trust’s flagship property, magnificent Culzean (www.culzeanexperience.org; adult/child/family £13/9/32, park only adult/child £8.50/5.50; [image: ] castle 10.30am-5pm Apr-Oct, park 9.30am-sunset year round)(kull-ane) is one of the most impressive of Scotland’s great stately homes. Designed by Robert Adam, who was encouraged to exercise his romantic genius in its design, this 18th-century mansion is perched dramatically on the edge of the cliffs. The entrance is a converted viaduct, and on approach Culzean (kull-ane) appears like a mirage, floating into view. Inside, look out for the meticulous attention to detail characteristic of Adams’ work – elegant classical embellishments with which he decorated his ceilings and fireplaces.

Glasgow

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.

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.

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. It has creative, inventive displays, which are great for families – the 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.

Jedburgh

Jedburgh Abbey

(www.historic-scotland.gov.uk; Abbey Rd; adult/child £5.20/3.10; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Apr-Sep, 9.30am-4.30pm Oct-Mar) Dominating the town skyline, Jedburgh Abbey was the first great Border abbey to be passed into state care, and it shows – audio and visual presentations telling the abbey’s story are scattered throughout the carefully preserved ruins (good for the kids or if it’s raining). The red-sandstone ruins are roofless but relatively intact, and the ingenuity of the master mason can be seen in some of the rich (if somewhat faded) stone carvings in the nave (be careful of the staircase in the nave – it’s slippery when wet). The abbey was founded in 1138 by David I as a priory for Augustinian canons.

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.

Melrose

Dryburgh Abbey

(www.historic-scotland.gov.uk; adult/child £4.70/2.80; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Apr-Sep, 9.30am-4.30pm Oct-Mar) Five miles south of Melrose, this is the most beautiful, complete Border abbey, conjuring up images of 12th-century monastic life more successfully than its counterparts in nearby towns. Dating from about 1150, it belonged to the Premonstratensians, a religious order founded in France. The pink-hued stone ruins were chosen as the burial place for Sir Walter Scott.

Melrose Abbey

(www.historic-scotland.gov.uk; adult/child £5.20/3.10; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Apr-Sep, 9.30am-4.30pm Oct-Mar) Perhaps the most interesting of all the great Border abbeys, the red-sandstone Melrose Abbey was repeatedly destroyed by the English in the 14th century. The remaining broken shell is pure Gothic and the ruins are famous for their decorative stonework – see if you can glimpse the pig gargoyle playing the bagpipes on the roof. You can climb to the top for tremendous views. The abbey was founded by David I in 1136 for Cistercian monks from Rievaulx in Yorkshire. It was rebuilt by Robert the Bruce, whose heart is buried here. The ruins date from the 14th and 15th centuries, and were repaired by Sir Walter Scott in the 19th century.

New Lanark

New Lanark Visitor Centre

(www.newlanark.org; adult/child/family £7/6/22; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Sep, 11am-5pm Oct-Mar) This intriguing collection of restored mill buildings and warehouses was once the largest cotton-spinning complex in Britain, but was better known for the pioneering social experiments of Robert Owen, who managed the mill from 1800. The main attractions include a huge working spinning mule, producing woollen yarn, the Historic Schoolhouse, which contains an innovative, high-tech journey to New Lanark’s past via a 3-D hologram of the spirit of Annie McLeod, a 10-year-old mill girl who describes life here in 1820. The kids will love it as it’s very realistic, although the ‘do good for all mankind’ theme is a little overbearing. Also included in your admission is a millworker’s house, Robert Owen’s home and exhibitions on ‘saving New Lanark’. There’s also a 1920s-style village store.

Traquair House

(www.traquair.co.uk; Innerleithen; adult/child/family £7.50/4/21; [image: ] 10.30am-5pm Jun-Aug, noon-5pm Apr-May & Sep, 11am-4pm Oct, 11am-3pm Sat & Sun Nov) One of Scotland’s great country houses, Traquair House has a powerful ethereal beauty, and an exploration here is like time travel. Since the 15th century, the house has belonged to various branches of the Stuart family, and the family’s unwavering Catholicism and loyalty to the Stuart cause are largely why development ceased when it did. One of its most interesting places is the concealed room where priests secretly lived and performed Mass – up until 1829 when the Catholic Emancipation Act was finally passed.

Central & Northern Scotland

Life in this part of Scotland in the past was often tough and violent, and the buildings here reflect this turbulent history. Heading further back in time, the area also has some of the oldest existing examples of human habitation in the UK.

Aberdeen

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.

Arbroath

Arbroath Abbey

(Abbey St; adult/child £4.70/2.80; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Apr-Sep, 9.30am-4.30pm Oct-Mar) The magnificent red-sandstone ruins of Arbroath Abbey, founded in 1178 by King William the Lion, dominate the town centre. It is thought that Bernard of Linton, the abbot here in the early 14th century, wrote the famous Declaration of Arbroath in 1320, asserting Scotland’s right to independence from England. You can climb to the top of one of the towers for a grand view over the town.

St Vigeans Museum

(St Vigeans Lane; adult/child £3.70/2.20; [image: ] 10am-5pm Tue-Thu, Sat & Sun Apr-Oct, 11am-1pm Tue-Thu, Sat & Sun Nov-Mar) About a mile north of Arbroath’s town centre, this cottage museum houses a superb collection of Pictish and medieval sculptured stones. The museum’s masterpiece is the Drosten Stone, beautifully carved with animal figures and hunting scenes on one side, and an interlaced Celtic cross on the other (look for the devil perched in the top left corner).

Balmoral Castle

Eight miles west of Ballater, Balmoral Castle (www.balmoralcastle.com; adult/child £8.70/4.60; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Jul, last admission 4pm), the Queen’s Highland holiday home, was built for Queen Victoria in 1855 as a private residence for the royal family, kicking off the revival of the Scottish Baronial style of architecture that characterises so many of Scotland’s 19th-century country houses. The admission fee includes an interesting and well-thought-out audio guide, but the tour is very much an outdoor one through garden and grounds; as for the castle itself, only the ballroom, which displays a collection of Landseer paintings and royal silver, is open to the public. Don’t expect to see the Queen’s private quarters! The main attraction is learning about Highland estate management rather than royal revelations.

Blair Castle

One of the most popular tourist attractions in Scotland, Blair Castle (www.blair-castle.co.uk; Blair Atholl; adult/child/family £8.75/5.25/24; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Apr-Oct), 6 miles northwest of Pitlochry, is the seat of the Duke of Atholl, head of the Murray clan. It’s an impressive white building set beneath forested slopes above the River Garry. The original tower was built in 1269, but the castle has undergone significant remodelling since. Thirty rooms are open to the public and they present a wonderful picture of upper-class Highland life from the 16th century on. The dining room is sumptuous – check out the 9-pint wine glasses – and the ballroom is a vaulted chamber that’s a virtual stag cemetery.

Dunfermline

Dunfermline Abbey

(www.historic-scotland.gov.uk; St Margaret St; adult/child £3.70/2.20; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm daily Apr-Sep, 9.30am-4.30pm Mon-Wed & Sat, 9.30am-12.30pm Thu & 2-4.30pm Sun Oct-Mar) Founded by David I in the 12th century as a Benedictine monastery, Dunfermline was already favoured by religious royals; Malcolm III married the exiled Saxon princess Margaret here in the 11th century, and both chose to be interred here. There were many more royal burials, none more notable than Robert the Bruce, whose remains were discovered here in 1818. What’s left of the abbey are the ruins of the impressive three-tiered refectory building, and the atmosphere-laden nave of the church, endowed with geometrically patterned columns and fine Romanesque and Gothic windows. It adjoins the 19th-century church (closed October to April) where Robert the Bruce now lies under the ornate pulpit.

Falkland

Falkland Palace

(www.nts.org.uk; adult/child £10.20/7.10; [image: ] 11am-5pm Mon-Sat, 1-5pm Sun Mar-Oct) Rising majestically out of the town centre and dominating the skyline is the outstanding 16th-century Falkland Palace, a country residence of the Stuart monarchs. Mary, Queen of Scots, is said to have spent the happiest days of her life ‘playing the country girl in the woods and parks’ at Falkland. The palace was built between 1501 and 1541 to replace a castle dating from the 12th century; French and Scottish craftspeople were employed to create a masterpiece of Scottish Gothic architecture. The King’s bedchamber and the chapel, with its beautiful painted ceiling, have both been restored. Don’t miss the prodigious 17th-century Flemish hunting tapestries in the hall. One feature of the royal leisure centre still exists: the oldest royal tennis court in Britain, built in 1539 for James V. It’s in the grounds and still in use.

Glamis Castle

Looking every inch the Scottish Baronial castle, with its roofline sprouting a forest of pointed turrets and battlements, Glamis (www.glamis-castle.co.uk; adult/child £8.75/6; [image: ] 10am-6pm mid-Mar-Oct, 10.30am-4.30pm Nov & Dec, closed Jan-mid-Mar), 12 miles north of Dundee, claims to be the legendary setting for Shakespeare’s Macbeth. A royal residence since 1372, it is the family home of the earls of Strathmore and Kinghorne – the Queen Mother (born Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon; 1900–2002) spent her childhood at Glamis (pronounced ‘glams’) and Princess Margaret (the Queen’s sister; 1930–2002) was born here. The one-hour guided tours depart every 15 minutes (last tour at 4.30pm, or 3.30pm in winter).

Inveraray

Inveraray Castle

(www.inveraray-castle.com; adult/child £9/6.10; [image: ] 10am-5.45pm Apr-Oct) Inveraray Castle has been the seat of the dukes of Argyll – chiefs of Clan Campbell – since the 15th century. The 18th-century building, with its fairy-tale turrets and fake battlements, houses an impressive armoury hall, its walls patterned with a collection of more than 1000 pole arms, dirks, muskets and Lochaber axes.

Inveraray Jail

(www.inverarayjail.co.uk; Church Sq; adult/child £8.25/5.50; [image: ] 9.30am-6pm Apr-Oct, 10am-5pm Nov-Mar) Inveraray Jail is an award-winning, interactive tourist attraction where you can sit in on a trial, try out a cell, and discover the harsh torture meted out to unfortunate prisoners. The attention to detail – including a life-sized model of an inmate squatting on a 19th-century toilet – more than makes up for the sometimes tedious commentary.

Inverness

Culloden Battlefield

(www.nts.org.uk/culloden; adult/child £10/7.50; [image: ] 9am-6pm Apr-Oct, 10am-4pm Nov-Mar) Six miles east of Inverness is the site of the 1746 Battle of Culloden, the last pitched battle ever fought on British soil which saw the defeat of Bonnie Prince Charlie and the end of the Jacobite dream when 1200 Highlanders were slaughtered by government forces in a 68-minute rout. The duke of Cumberland, son of the reigning king George II and leader of the Hanoverian army, earned the nickname ‘Butcher’ for his brutal treatment of the defeated Scottish forces. The battle sounded the death knell for the old clan system, and the horrors of the Clearances soon followed. The sombre moor where the conflict took place has scarcely changed in the ensuing 260 years. The impressive new visitor centre presents detailed information about the battle, including the lead-up and the aftermath, with perspectives from both sides. An innovative film puts you on the battlefield in the middle of the mayhem, and a wealth of other audio presentations must have kept Inverness’ entire acting community in business for weeks. The admission fee includes an audioguide for a self-guided tour of the battlefield itself.

Isle of Iona

Iona Abbey

(www.iona.org.uk; adult/child £4.70/2.80; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Apr-Sep, 9.30am-4.30pm Oct-Mar) The spiritual heart of the Isle of Iona, the abbey has a spectacular nave, dominated by Romanesque and early Gothic vaults and columns, and containing the elaborate, white-marble tombs of the 8th duke of Argyll and his wife. A door on the left leads to the beautiful Gothic cloister, where medieval grave slabs sit alongside modern religious sculptures. A replica of the intricately carved St John’s Cross stands just outside the abbey – the massive 8th-century original is in the Infirmary Museum (around the far side of the abbey) along with many other fine examples of early Christian and medieval carved stones. Close by is Reilig Oran, an ancient cemetery that holds the graves of 48 of Scotland’s early kings, including Macbeth, and a tiny Romanesque chapel.

Kilmartin Glen

This magical glen is the focus of one of the biggest concentrations of prehistoric sites in Scotland. Burial cairns, standing stones, stone circles, hill forts and cup-and-ring-marked rocks litter the countryside. Within a 6-mile radius of Kilmartin village there are 25 sites with standing stones and over 100 rock carvings.

Your first stop should be Kilmartin House Museum (www.kilmartin.org; Kilmartin; adult/child £5/2; [image: ] 10am-5.30pm Mar-Oct, 11am-4pm Nov-23 Dec), in the village, a fascinating interpretive centre that provides a context for the ancient monuments you can go on to explore alongside displays of artefacts recovered from various sites. The oldest monuments at Kilmartin date from 5000 years ago and comprise a linear cemetery of burial cairns that runs south from Kilmartin village for 1½ miles. There are also ritual monuments (two stone circles) at Temple Wood, three-quarters of a mile southwest of Kilmartin. The museum bookshop sells maps and guides. Kilmartin Churchyard contains some 10th-century Celtic crosses and lots of medieval grave slabs with carved effigies of knights. The hill fort of Dunadd was the seat of power of the first kings of Dalriada, and may have been where the Stone of Destiny was originally located. The faint rock carvings of a wild boar and two footprints with an Ogham inscription may have been used in some kind of inauguration ceremony.

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

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.

Orkney

Maes Howe

(www.historic-scotland.gov.uk; adult/child £5.20/3.10; [image: ] tours hourly 10am-3pm Oct-Mar, also 4pm Apr-Sep) Egypt has the pyramids, Scotland has Maes Howe. Constructed about 5000 years ago, it’s an extraordinary place, a Stone Age tomb built from enormous sandstone blocks, some of which weighed many tons and were brought from several miles away. Though nothing is known about who and what was interred here, the scope of the project suggests it was a structure of great significance. In the 12th century, the tomb was broken into by Vikings searching for treasure. A couple of years later, another group sought shelter in the chamber from a blizzard that lasted three days. While they waited out the storm, they carved runic graffiti on the walls. As well as the some-things-never-change ‘Olaf was ‘ere’ and ‘Thorni bedded Helga’, there are also more intricate carvings, including a particularly fine dragon and a knotted serpent.

Orkney Museum

(www.orkney.gov.uk; Broad St, Kirkwall; [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.
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At 5,000 years old, Skara Brae is the best preserved prehistoric village in Northern Europe, Orkney Islands,

Gareth McCormack / Lonely Planet Images



Skara Brae & Skaill House

(www.historic-scotland.gov.uk; Bay of Skaill; adult/child £6.70/4; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Apr-Sep, 9.30am-4.30pm Oct-Mar) A visit to extraordinary Skara Brae, one of the world’s most evocative prehistoric sites, offers the best opportunity in Scotland for a glimpse of Stone Age life. Idyllically situated by a sandy bay 8 miles north of Stromness, and predating Stonehenge and the pyramids of Giza, Skara Brae is northern Europe’s best-preserved prehistoric village. Even the stone furniture – beds, boxes and dressers – has survived the 5000 years since a community lived and breathed here. It was hidden until 1850, when waves whipped up by a severe storm eroded the sand and grass above the beach, exposing the houses underneath. There’s an excellent interactive exhibit and short video, arming visitors with facts and theory, which will enhance the impact of the site. You then enter a reconstructed house, which gives the excavation that follows more meaning.

St Magnus Cathedral

(www.stmagnus.org; Broad St, Kirkwall; [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.

Tomb of the Eagles

(www.tomboftheeagles.co.uk; adult/child £6.50/3; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Apr-Oct, 10am-noon Mar, by arrangement Nov-Feb) At the southern tip of Mainland are two significant archaeological sites. The first is a Bronze Age stone building with a firepit, indoor well and plenty of seating; orthodox theory suggests it was a communal cooking site, but we reckon it’s the original Orkney pub. Beyond here, in a spectacular clifftop position, the Neolithic tomb (wheel yourself in prone on a trolley) is an elaborate stone construction that held the remains of up to 340 people who died some five millennia ago. Before you head out to the sites, an excellent personal explanation is given to you at the visitor centre.

Perth

Scone Palace

(www.scone-palace.co.uk; adult/child/family £9/6/26; [image: ] 9.30am-5pm Apr-Oct) ‘So thanks to all at once and to each one, whom we invite to see us crowned at Scone.’ This line from Macbeth indicates the importance of this place (pronounced ‘skoon’), 2 miles north of Perth. The palace itself was built in 1580 on the site where, in 838, Kenneth MacAlpin became the first king of a united Scotland and brought the Stone of Destiny, on which Scottish kings were ceremonially invested, to Moot Hill. These days, Scone doesn’t really conjure up hoary days of bearded warrior-kings swearing oaths in the mist, however, as the palace, rebuilt in the early 19th century, is a Georgian mansion of extreme elegance and luxury. The visit takes you through a succession of sumptuous rooms filled with fine French furniture and noble artworks, and there’s an astonishing collection of porcelain and fine portraits here. Kings were crowned on Moot Hill, topped by a chapel, next to the palace. It’s said that the hill was created by bootfuls of earth, brought by nobles attending the coronations as an acknowledgement of the king’s rights over their lands, although it’s likelier the site of an ancient motte-and-bailey castle.

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 Castle

(www.historic-scotland.gov.uk; The Scores; adult/child £5.20/3.10, with cathedral £7.20/4.30; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Apr-Sep, to 4.30pm Oct-Mar) Not far from the cathedral and with dramatic coastline views, the castle is mainly in ruins, but the site itself is evocative. It was founded around 1200 as the bishop’s fortified home. After the execution of Protestant reformers in 1545, other reformers retaliated by murdering Cardinal Beaton and taking over the castle. They spent almost a year holed up, during which they and their attackers dug a complex of siege tunnels, said to be the best surviving example of castle-siege engineering in Europe; you can walk (or stoop) along their damp mossy lengths.

St Andrews Cathedral

(www.historic-scotland.gov.uk; The Pends; adult/child £4.20/2.50, incl castle £7.20/4.30; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Apr-Sep, to 4.30pm Oct-Mar) The ruins of this cathedral are all that’s left of one of Britain’s most magnificent medieval buildings. You can appreciate the scale and majesty of the edifice from the small sections that remain standing. Although founded in 1160, it was not consecrated until 1318, but stood as the focus of this important pilgrimage centre until 1559 when it was pillaged during the Reformation. St Andrew’s supposed bones lie under the altar; until the cathedral was built, they had been enshrined in the nearby Church of St Regulus (Rule). The entrance fee only applies for the tower and museum; you can wander freely around the atmospheric ruins.

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.

Shetland

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.

Jarlshof

(www.historic-scotland.gov.uk; adult/child £4.70/2.80, 20% off with Old Scatness ticket; [image: ] 9.30am-5.30pm Apr-Sep) Old and new collide at Mainland’s southern tip, where Sumburgh airport is only a few metres from Jarlshof, a picturesque and instructive archaeological site covering various periods of occupation from 2500 BC to AD 1500. You can clearly see the complete change that happened when the Vikings arrived: their rectangular longhouses are in marked contrast to the brochs, roundhouses, and wheelhouses that preceded them. Atop the site is the Old House of Sumburgh, built in the 16th century and named ‘Jarlshof’ in a novel by Sir Walter Scott. There’s an informative audio tour included with admission.

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.

Stirling

National Wallace Monument

(www.nationalwallacemonument.com; adult/child £7.50/4.50; [image: ] 10am-5pm Apr-Oct, to 6pm Jul & Aug, 10.30am-4pm Nov-Mar) Towering over Scotland’s narrow waist, this nationalist memorial is so Victorian Gothic it deserves circling bats and ravens. From the tourist office, walk or shuttle-bus up the hill to the building itself. Once there, break the climb up the narrow staircase inside to admire Wallace’s 66 inches of broadsword and see the man himself recreated in a 3-D audiovisual display. More staid is the marble pantheon of lugubrious Scottish heroes, but the view from the top over the flat, green gorgeousness of the Forth Valley, including the site of Wallace’s 1297 victory over the English at Stirling Bridge, justifies the steep entry fee.

Stirling Castle

(www.historic-scotland.gov.uk; adult/child £13/6.50; [image: ] 9.30am-6pm Apr-Sep, to 5pm Oct-Mar) Hold Stirling and you control Scotland. This maxim has ensured that a fortress of some kind has existed here since prehistoric times. The current castle dates from the late 14th to the 16th century, when it was a residence of the Stuart monarchs. The Great Hall and Gatehouse were built by James IV; observe the hammer-beam roof and huge fireplaces in the largest medieval hall in Scotland – the result of 35 years of restoration. In another part of the castle, the Great Kitchens are especially interesting, bringing to life the bustle and scale of the enterprise of cooking for the King. Near the entrance, the Castle Exhibition gives good background information on the Stuart kings and updates on current archaeological investigations. After a long restoration project, the Royal Palace has recently reopened, with a sumptuous re-creation of how this luxurious Renaissance palace would have looked when it was constructed for James V (in the early 16th century) to impress his French bride and other crowned heads of Europe.

Stornoway

Callanish (Calanais)

(www.callanishvisitorcentre.co.uk; admission free, exhibition £2; [image: ] 10am-9pm Mon-Sat Apr-Sep, 10am-4pm Wed-Sat Oct-Mar) The Callanish Standing Stones, 15 miles west of Stornoway, form one of the most complete stone circles in Britain and are one of the most atmospheric prehistoric sites anywhere. Its ageless mystery, impressive scale and undeniable beauty leave a lasting impression. Sited on a wild and secluded promontory overlooking Loch Roag, 13 large stones of beautifully banded gneiss are arranged, as if in worship, around a 4.5m-tall central monolith. Some 40 smaller stones radiate from the circle in the shape of a cross, with the remains of a chambered tomb at the centre. Dating from 3800 to 5000 years ago, the stones are roughly contemporary with the pyramids of Egypt. The nearby visitor centre is a tour de force of discreet design. Inside is a small exhibition that speculates on the origins and purpose of the stones.

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.
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