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LONDON - It's pictured on postcards and serves as a backdrop for news reports. It's been viewed from airplanes, red 
double-decker buses, and the back seats of countless black cabs. Thousands of people gaze at it every year, yet few 
regular folks have ever been inside it - until now. 

One of England's most recognizable symbols, its Houses of Parliament building, which connects to another famous 
icon, Big Ben, is open for public tours. Now through Sept. 29, while Prime Minister Tony Blair, members of 
Parliament, and countless other Londoners vacation elsewhere, tourists can purchase tickets for guided tours. 

Last year Parliament opened its doors to the public for the first time. The tours sold out quickly and are expected to 
do so again. Last August we were able to get tour tickets for our last full day in London. No one was allowed to 
wander this regal building alone and several guided groups circulated the halls simultaneously. Our group was made 
up mostly of English residents. 

Seeing the inside of Parliament was a dream come true. 

As a student seven years earlier, I had often passed by the building and wondered about its secrets. For lovers of 
history and English culture, the tour is a rare treat. 

From the start, I was struck by the heavy use of the colors red and gold, particularly in the House of Lords, the part of 
England's government where positions are inherited. Since Parliament was renovated during Queen Victoria's reign, 
the walls and carpet carry her monogram, and her portrait graces nearly every room. 

The difference between the decor of the House of Lords and the House of Commons is stark. Drab green felt and 
wood predominate in the House of Commons, where elected officials sit. A vestibule connecting the two houses 
carries the damage sustained during World War II bombings. Our guide explained that Churchill had requested the 
damage be left unrepaired as a reminder to future leaders. 

Down the hall one can see the signature of Oliver Cromwell, the city's 17th-century hero, on a document securing the 
death of King Charles I. Images of monarchs and busts of prime ministers are seen repeatedly during the 75-minute 
tour, which ends in the 11th-century Hall of Westminster. Here royalty celebrated coronations. Now the hall serves as 
Parliament's gift shop. 

Back outside, wonderful weather meant people were taking advantage of the awesome views atop one of London's 
newer attractions, the London Eye. The "Eye," a 450-foot Ferris wheel meant to commemorate the start of the 21st 
century, stands across the River Thames from Parliament. The Eye can be seen from 25 miles away and riders get a 
breathtaking view of London, new and old. 

Our wait in the ticket line was a half-hour on the day before our ride and we got seats on the 9 a.m. "flight," as they're 
called. 

One of the nicest places to escape to after being immersed in English history and riding dizzying heights is an urban 
oasis called Hampstead Heath, a 791-acre park that's about a 25-minute ride from central London on the 
Underground. 



Hampstead Heath hosts a variety of venues from outdoor concerts to children's playgrounds to tennis. On this hot 
August day, I chose to swim at one of the three bathing ponds (one designated for women only, one for men, and one 
for both). On a weekday afternoon, the small strip of grass provided for sunbathers at the unisex pond was filled with 
couples, singles, and people with kids. It was quiet and green and the sounds of city life were kept out by walls of 
trees. The pond was icy cold, but there were a few brave souls paddling about. Legend has it the area is haunted by 
an 18th-century horseman, but I didn't see any ghosts. 

The Hampstead Heath ponds are a refreshing getaway from the bustle of London and a pleasant way to chill out 
before heading out for an evening at the pub. 

IF YOU GO... Houses of Parliament tours are available through Sept. 29. Tickets cost approximately $5. For 
information, visit www.ticketmaster.co.uk or www.parliament.uk/parliament/tours.htm or call 011-44-020-7344-9966. 
Tours do not run on Sundays, holidays, and some mornings. 

Tours usually begin at 9 a.m., with the last one starting at 4:30 p.m. If ordering by overseas mail, you need to reserve 
your tickets at least two weeks in advance. You can write to Parliamentary Education Unit, Norman Shaw North, 
House of Commons, London, SW1A2TT, England. We ordered by phone once we arrived in London, about a week in 
advance. 

The London Eye is open seven days a week from 8:30 a.m. to 10 p.m. through Sept. 10 and then from 9:30 a.m. to 6 
p.m. through March 31. 

Tickets can be ordered in advance by calling 011-44-0870-500- 0600. When we called the third week of August, 
tickets were booked for the next 10 days. But we went down to the Eye's ticket center, which is located at the base of 
the Ferris wheel and easily got tickets for the next morning. 

Tickets cost approximately $13 for adults, $5 for children older than 5, and $6.50 for seniors. You need to arrive a half 
hour before boarding. For more information, visit www.british-airways.com/ londoneye/. 
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