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apparently inadequate for some of these people.  [As I write this revision, Southwest has been in the news for a tirade by one of 
their pilots that he was stupid enough to make with the cockpit microphone on.  His remarks lamented the fact that 
supposedly all the flight attendants these days were either “gays or grannies”.  His pointless tirade was amazingly similar to 
the customers’ actions in this documentary.] 
 

It was foggy outside, which worried me a little.  I thought back to the time I visited my friend Sandra in Florida, when I couldn’t 
leave the Mason City airport because of fog.  The travel forecast on the Weather Channel looked good, though, and the local stations in 
Des Moines said the fog should be clearing by mid-morning, after which it would be a partly cloudy day.  That put my mind at ease for a 
while.  Unfortunately mid-morning came, but the fog did not let up.  In fact it seemed to get progressively denser.  While our flight would 
not be leaving until late afternoon, I suggested to Margaret that we might be wise to head up to Des Moines earlier to keep our options 
open in case we needed to take a different flight.  [This is something I worry about every time I fly on a vacation.  I’ve never had a 
trip that was seriously interrupted, and hopefully—knock on wood—that will remain the case.  I have had to make some 
alternate plans at the last minute, though, and since I almost always travel on deeply discounted fares, the alternative options 
aren’t often the best.] 
 
 We left the hotel around 10:15 and stopped at the Casey’s on the west side of Oskaloosa, so Margaret could buy gas.  We left 
there around 10:30 and headed west up highway 163, the expressway that connects Ottumwa and Des Moines.  We were driving two 
separate vehicles, because Margaret and I would have to head in different directions when we got back.  Since I knew the route better, 
I led, and Margaret tried to follow my taillights in the fog as we made our way northwest.  Traffic seemed to be driving every speed 
imaginable, and I really didn’t know how fast to drive.  People passed me as if it were bright and sunny, but with almost no visibility, I 
chose to err on the side of caution [which is what I normally do in bad weather].  It’s normally about an hour from Oskaloosa to Des 
Moines, but it was almost exactly noon when we reached the airport on the city’s south side.  I was a little relieved to see the airport 
landing lights when I turned onto Fleur Drive in Des Moines.  Still it was VERY foggy, and I didn’t know exactly what to expect. 
 
 We pulled into the “Airport 2” economy lot across the street from the airport.  Almost immediately a bus came up to shuttle us 
to the terminal.  The driver was very talkative.  He said we shouldn’t worry about the fog, that planes had been taking off all morning. 
[What he didn’t say—which was really more important—was that almost no planes had been landing.  That meant there 
weren’t any planes on the ground to take off this afternoon.]  He noted, though, that the bowl-bound Iowa State football team was 
right now waiting inside the terminal, because their flight had been delayed.   He also said we were smart to park in the economy lot 
(which is far cheaper than the other airport lots).  He was visiting his son in the coming week and would be parking there himself.  On 
the short trip to the terminal we also found out that his son was a New Year’s baby, but he had just missed getting the prize for first 
baby of the year.  I think we’d have heard the driver’s full life story if the trip had been any longer. 
 
 I had checked in for our flight online, but the boarding passes I’d printed out said that since we had an international 
connection, we would have to stop at the desk to have an agent check our passport.  We stopped, and a rather bored woman gave the 
most cursory check to our documents.  She didn’t mark our boarding passes in any way nor enter anything in her computer.  Clearly we 
could have just bypassed the desk and headed straight to security. 
 
 There was a line at security, but it moved along efficiently.  Neither Margaret nor I had any problem.  Our flight was not yet on 
listed on the departure screen, but we found the assigned gate, which was very crowded.  At the gate, Northwest listed four of its flights 
as “delayed”, and almost immediately after we arrived they announced that two of those flights were cancelled.  The planes that would 
have been used for those flights were unable to land in Des Moines due to the fog and had been diverted to Kansas City.   uring the 
next few hours we’d hear announcements from United, America West, and Delta about incoming flights that were diverted and outgoing 
flights that were cancelled.  Since their bankruptcy, Northwest has reduced its London service to just one flight a day (leaving from 
Detroit), so if our flight from Des Moines were cancelled, it would pretty much goof up the whole vacation. 
 
 Northwest’s gate area was crowded with people whose flights were delayed or cancelled, with very little room for anyone else.  
We wandered the concourse and eventually found an empty waiting area by one of the United gates.  This gate was supposed to serve 
a flight to Denver that had long since been cancelled.  Margaret had several letters to mail, and I spent a bit of time trying to find a place 
to mail them.  It turned out that the gift shop had a mail drop, though there was nothing outwardly indicating they’d take letters.  We did 
manage to get everything mailed, though.  [There are several times I’ve been at airports and wanted to mail something, but I’ve 
been unable to find a place to do so.  It may be that most gift shops take letters, but that’s certainly not something that would 
occur to me.  Very few airports seem to have those blue postal service boxes, which seems strange to me given that 
frequently the regional postal sorting facility is right at the airport.]   
 

While we waited, I started a fascinating book called Garbage Land that I would continue reading in bits and pieces throughout 
this trip.  The book traces exactly what happens to things that are thrown out, whether they’re put in the trash or a recycling bin.  
Surprisingly, it’s not a preachy book, and its political agenda doesn’t fit most traditional molds.  It basically notes that there’s trade-offs 
in everything, with no hard and fast rules saying one thing is always better or worse than another.  About the only sure way to deal with 
the problem of waste is to create less of it.  The author proposes putting the burden for waste on manufacturers rather than consumers, 
taking ideas like “bottle bills” and expanding them to include all forms of packaging as well as products themselves.  She feels that only 
when disposing of things becomes an economic issue for businesses will we see any real progress in solving the problem.  [I strongly 
agree with that, but as long as our government is dominated by corporate interests, it’s unlikely anything like that will 
happen.] 
 



 As we waited we heard cancellations or delays for flights to Atlanta, Cincinnati, Denver, Chicago, Minneapolis, Memphis, Las 
Vegas, St. Louis, and Phoenix.  We also learned of flights that were supposed to land in Des Moines that had been diverted to Kansas 
City, Waterloo, and Moline.  Apparently if the fog was too thick at the scheduled landing time the flights would circle Des Moines for up 
to half an hour.  If visibility was still too low for landing, the flight was then diverted—which in most cases would also screw up a 
corresponding outgoing flight. 
 
 Toward mid-afternoon I saw some people walking toward the exit who had obviously gotten off a recently landed plane.  I 
crossed my fingers that the fog might be clearing, though it was still pea soup out the windows.  I went over to the Northwest area and 
noticed that the mid-afternoon flight from Detroit had been assigned a scheduled landing time and that the corresponding departure for 
Detroit was listed as “delayed” but not cancelled.  While this was not our flight, I suggested to Margaret that we might want to move 
over to the Northwest area so we could follow any changes more closely. 
 
 We made our way to a lounge that was mostly occupied by members of the Central College women’s basketball team and 
their coaches.  They were apparently playing in a holiday tournament in southern California and were scheduled to fly via Minneapolis 
to LAX.  Unfortunately their flight out of Des Moines this morning had been cancelled.  The coach, a very efficient woman about my 
age, had just finished making the alternate arrangements as we arrived.  Apparently the girls would be taking college vans to 
Minneapolis, where they would stay overnight.  They’d were confirmed on three different flights out of MSP tomorrow morning, some of 
them going to LAX and others to Ontario airport.  They would rent vehicles at both airports to reach their ultimate destination 
somewhere in the L.A. suburbs.  (We found out later that the ISU football team also could not fly out of Des Moines.  They had to be 
bused to Moline to get a flight to their bowl game.) 
 
 The Central girls gathered their stuff and left as other passengers scrambled to re-arrange their plans.  Surprisingly everyone 
seemed remarkably calm and resigned to the weather.  There was none of the screaming the Southwest employees on Airline had to 
put up with.  Northwest made it clear that they would accommodate everybody, but those accommodations would probably not get 
everybody to their destination at the originally scheduled times. 
 
 One of the passengers in our waiting area was a young man with a slight foreign accent who seemed to have his life’s 
possessions in a backpack.  He was flying to Detroit, with a tight connection on to Frankfurt, Germany.  He was notably relieved when 
the flight from Detroit landed, and obviously pleased when they called his flight to board.  The flight left about half an hour late, but he 
was confident he could make the connection. 
 
 It turned out that we probably could have gotten stand-by seats on the afternoon flight to Detroit.  Unfortunately when they 
made the announcement that seats were available Margaret had left to go exploring, so we couldn’t take advantage of it.  They had 
closed the jetway by the time she got back. 
 
 Across from us in the lounge was a woman that was a bit too friendly, trying to make conversation with everyone around her.  
When she chatted with us and found out our travel plans, she laughed that it was ironic that people traveling to London of all places 
might be inconvenienced by fog in Iowa. 
 
 It continued to be foggy throughout the afternoon, but apparently visibility improved enough that planes could finally get in 
without any real problems.  [I’ve often wondered just what the visibility requirements are for landing planes, since on multiple 
occasions I’ve landed when the visibility has seemed pretty minimal.  There obviously are minimum standards, though, and 
the standards for landing appear to be much stiffer than those for taking off.]  The scheduled afternoon arrivals were mostly on-
time, and before long scheduled afternoon departures took off before flights to the same cities that were still delayed from midday.  
Another Northwest plane from Detroit arrived right on time at 4:17pm.  By 4:30 they announced boarding for all rows, and we hurried 
down the jetway.  They closed the doors at 4:45, ten minutes before our scheduled departure time.  We were in the air before 5pm—
most thankful to be leaving foggy Des Moines. 
 
 The fog layer was very thin.  Within just a couple of minutes we had cut through the clouds and were looking at the sunset 
over clear skies.  It’s amazing that such a small bit of weather could cause so many problems. 
 
 Our flight attendant was a middle aged woman with a striking accent that got us in the mood for Britain.  I think she was 
actually Canadian, rather than British, a fact that was made more likely when it was announced that the “Detroit-based flight crew” 
thanked us for flying Northwest.  Detroit is the largest U.S. city on the Canadian border, and a fair number of people live on one side of 
the border and work on the other.  It would be quite possible this woman could hail from Windsor, Ontario. 
 
 Wherever she might have been from, the stewardess certainly didn’t have much to do on this flight.  After the safety 
instructions, her only job on the hour and a half flight was to pass out cans of pop.  We didn’t even get those little bags of pretzels. 
 
 Something must have been wrong with the air conditioning on this plane, because it was a very warm flight.  I had worn a 
sweater, being used to flights that are a bit on the cool side if anything.  On this plane, I wished I was sweating. 
 
 Besides the heat, the flight was uneventful.  It quickly became dark, and I basically just read a bit in my book during a very 
smooth trip.  We landed about twenty-five minutes early but then had a long taxi to the gate.  We then had to wait, because there was 
another plane at our gate.  It turned out that plane had mechanical problems and couldn’t leave the gate, so we had to wait some more 
for a gate to be reassigned.  We went to the alternative gate, but we then had to wait for a jetway driver to come so they could hook the 



moving hallway up to the plane.  The whole process took about half an hour, and it was about five minutes after the scheduled arrival 
time when they finally opened the doors. [I have wondered numerous times why major airports with tons of available gates can’t 
get their act together to get planes to and from the gates efficiently.  It always seems as if half the gates in many airports are 
never used, and the others are booked back to back, causing delays like this.] 
 
 We arrived at DTW’s Concourse C, which was undergoing construction.  There was virtually nothing on that concourse other 
than a couple of gates.  We followed signs to an underground walkway that connected the airport’s three parallel concourses.  The 
tunnel was interesting.  They have moving walkways along the length, and they provide entertainment in the form of an ever-changing 
light show and recorded nature sounds (like wind and thunderstorms).  The only annoying thing, given that we were rushing a bit to 
make the connection, was that several people were sort of lollygagging on the moving walkways, ignoring the rule to stand on the right 
and walk on the left.  [This is a pet peeve of mine.  However, even when people do stand where they should, moving walkways 
are often too narrow for passing—particularly with luggage in tow.] 
 
 We arrived on Concourse A, and it was convenient that our gate (A36) was right by the exit from the tunnel.  I had suspected 
that the cursory check they’d given our passports in Des Moines probably wasn’t sufficient, so I went up to the desk at the gate to make 
sure everything was in order.  The woman there asked for our passports and spent quite a while entering information from them into her 
computer—precisely what the check-in people at the so-called Des Moines  “International” Airport should have done hours earlier.  [For 
our upcoming trip to Iceland, the airline required all the passport information up front when we bought our ticket.  I’ll be 
intrigued to see what they require when we leave Minneapolis for that flight.] 
 
 I had brought a couple of TCBY gift certificates with me that I had gotten through the Garrigan scrip program.  There was a 
TCBY near our gate, so I went there to get some waffle cones for Margaret and me.  The attendant took my order, but he refused to 
take the gift certificates.  When I asked why, he quite rudely told me “we’re independently owned, so we don’t have to”.  At this point he 
had already made the cones, so I got out cash to pay the exorbitant cost ($3 each).  I had an egg nog yogurt, while Margaret had 
vanilla.  They were good, but overpriced, and I’m still rather upset that they wouldn’t take the gift certificates.  I just contacted TCBY 
about the issue.  While I doubt they’ll actually do anything about it, I think they should know that one of their franchisees is not following 
company protocol.  [I received an apology and some more gift certificates, which is a pretty typical response for complaining to 
a company.  There aren’t a lot of TCBY locations near me, and I remember having to go searching to find one so I could use 
both the original and bonus gift certificates.  A lot of companies exclude their airport locations from gift cards.  That’s 
because the airport concessions are actually contracted by a separate company that just franchises the name but isn’t a 
“real” location of the main company.  They pay different franchise fees than “real” restaurants, which is why they aren’t 
bound by the standard rules.  In most cases the exception is part of the fine print on the back of the gift certificate or card.  
TCBY didn’t have any exceptions stated (though apparently they list them on their website).  I don’t think TCBY is even part of 
the scrip program these days, so I haven’t been able to check whether they’ve changed their policies or made the exceptions 
more clear.] 
 
 I had barely gotten back with the yogurt when it came time to board the plane (starting at 8:35 for a 9:25 departure).  We were 
toward the back of the plane, so we boarded quickly.  Our seats, “H” and “J” in a row somewhere in the 30s were side by side on the 
right side of the Airbus 333 plane with a 2-4-2 configuration.  Margaret took the window seat, which had some strange box on the floor 
that obstructed her legroom.  I checked after getting home, and apparently certain rows (including both of the ones we’d be in on this 
trip) have this box in Seat J.  It holds electronic equipment that runs the in-flight audio-visual entertainment.  I would think it would make 
more sense to put this in the overhead area, where it would just slightly lessen the amount of luggage space.  Margaret didn’t complain 
much, but I must say I was thankful the aisle seat didn’t have that box. 
 
 Also annoying was music that they played quite loudly as we boarded.  The music was a brief except from some symphony 
that played over and over again until they finally closed the doors.  It reminded me of the train we were on out in California where there 
was some malfunction in the music system and they broadcast country music throughout the train for most of the trip from Los Angeles 
to Oakland.  This was probably better music, but it was more annoying because it was louder. 
 
 I wrote in my notebook from the trip that this was “a full flight with many interesting people”.  A week later as I write this I 
couldn’t tell you anything specific about a single one of those people, so perhaps they weren’t quite so interesting after all.  The flight 
was certainly full, though.  I don’t think there was an empty seat anywhere on board.  This plane was significantly smaller than the 747s 
that used to run on this route, and I think at least over the holidays they could have used the jumbo.  [Planes like the Airbus 333, the 
Boeing 777 with the same configuration, and the even smaller 767 have almost completely taken over the Trans-Atlantic 
routes.  That’s because these are all twin engine planes, rather than the quad-engine design that the old 747s, DC-10s, and 
L1011s had.  With half the engines they use A LOT less fuel, which means lower costs for the airlines.  They still use jumbos 
on many Trans-Pacific flights, mostly because they have a longer flying range.  Even on those, though, the planes are 
gradually down-sizing.]     
 
 The doors closed promptly at 9:15.  The pilot then came on to explain to us what would be happening next.  It was misting in 
Detroit, and our plane needed to be de-iced.  The captain explained that we’d be backing away from the gate but then parking.  They’d 
seal off the vents and then spray de-icing fluid all over the wings.  That was precisely what happened. 
 
 They used the intervening time to run the safety announcement over the little TVs that set in the backs of all the seats (the 
same set-up we’d had flying to France a few years back).  Both Margaret and I got a laugh out of this, because it reminded us of the 
bilingual church service my brother Paul had officiated at on Christmas Eve.  At that service the English language minister used any 
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out of Gatwick.  [A lot actually run several daily flights.  For instance, Spanair flies from Gatwick to Málaga on Spain’s Costa 
del Sol literally every hour.] 
 
 Not only is Gatwick a bad airport for pilots, but it’s far from convenient for passengers.  At the end of the jetway we followed 
sign for “IMMIGRATION, CUSTOMS, AND ARRIVAL”, and we made our way to the left.  We walked so far trying to reach customs, I 
almost felt as if we’d walked all the way to London.  While it wasn’t 30 miles (the distance to central London), it was about a fifteen-
minute walk (which could easily be one mile) to customs.  That included going up and then down two separate sets of escalators and 
down hallway after hallway after hallway.  [With all the tunnels and skywalks, I really do wonder why they don’t have more space 
for the planes around the terminals.]  Eventually we reached an enormous underground complex filled with thousands of people 
arriving on mid-morning flights from around the world. 
 
 The mob split into about twenty individual queues (British word for “lines”) for immigration.  The rightmost lanes were for 
citizens of European Union nations and moved along quickly.  The rest covered passport-holders from around the world, which required 
somewhat more lengthy inspection.  The lines moved fairly quickly, though many people were given quite thorough questioning.  Most 
interesting was an elderly white woman who was a little ways in front of us.  She was questioned at great length, though to me she 
seemed one of the least suspicious people in the crowd.  I remembered years ago when my brother John and I watched my parents go 
through customs at O’Hare when they came back from England.  Most of the people on that line were given the run-around, while they 
were just waved on through.  To me this woman seemed much like my parents, but I guess there must have been something not quite 
right about her documents. 
 
 Before we had gotten to the front of our line, an officer opened up a new desk, accepting people from ours and two other 
nearby lines.  Unfortunately the person in front of us, an elegantly dressed black woman, seemed reluctant to go to her desk.  Twice the 
new desk was open, but someone else went there while the woman in front of us just stood at the front of the line. 
 
 Once a space was finally open in our line, the black woman was processed fairly quickly.  The officer waved me to the desk 
and asked if I was traveling with anyone else.  I said I was with my sister, and he waved Margaret up there too.  [That’s really quite 
unusual, since normally only married couples or parents with children are processed together at customs.]  He glanced at our 
landing cards, asked a few cursory questions (confirming that ours was a “holiday” trip and that we were returning home at the end of 
it), then stamped our passports and sent us on our way.  Technically we were granted “leave to enter the United Kingdom for six 
months”, though we’d be forfeiting five months and twenty-seven days of that visa. 
 
 Beyond immigration was the customs area.  There were two entrances, one for those with items to declare and the other for 
those without dutiable goods.  We went to the green lane and made our way past a guard who didn’t seem to be doing much of 
anything.  The lane snaked past several desks, all of which were completely unattended.  We reached an exit without even talking with 
a customs officer and were in the arrivals hall.  While Margaret and I honestly didn’t have anything questionable with us, any drug 
smuggler could have chosen the same lane and gotten in with his stash. 
 
 The arrivals hall at Gatwick was even more of a madhouse than immigration.  There were probably more people, and they 
weren’t in any sort of an organized queue.  [The crowd actually reminded me of a third world airport.]  The place was basically a 
big shopping mall, and thousands of people seemed to be making their way from store to store wheeling luggage behind them. 
 
 We made our way through the mob, stopping only briefly at an ATM to get some British pounds.  (My brother John and his wife 
Janet had given Margaret and me £20 each for Christmas, but it we knew we’d need a lot more than that to cover our trip to a very 
pricey city. [‼!—To date London is easily the most expensive place I’ve been, though Reykjavik may give it a challenge.])  While 
the ATM (“cash point” in British parlance) asked a few more questions than its American counterparts, it wasn’t hard to use.  It was also 
by far the best way to exchange money.  While there were seemed to be a “bureau de change” on every corner in London (and 
probably a dozen of them at Gatwick), they all gave horrible rates of exchange.  The one next to the ATM would sell British currency at 
a rate of $1.88 per pound and then buy back surplus pounds at a rate of $1.64.  I knew that right before we left the official exchange 
rate was about £1 = $1.75, so I knew $1.88 was a rip-off.  In the city most banks and exchange bureaus charged about $1.80 per 
pound—with a commission on top of that.  When I got home I did the math on my bank statement to figure the exchange rate I’d gotten 
from the ATM.  It turned out to be about $1.73, with no fees or commission at all.  The same “Shazam” card I use at home seemed to 
work in every ATM in England, and it gave by far the best deal on British currency.  [I really wonder why so many exchange bureaus 
even exist in the modern world.  I can’t imagine there’s all that much demand for changing foreign cash in this electronic age.] 
 
 While the bureaux de change [and the French spelling does appear to be the preferred British plural] were rip-offs, their 
rates were outstanding compared to one other method of exchange.  At the airport I saw a machine in which you could insert dollars or 
euros (in either bills or coins) and receive British currency in return.  There was a chart on the machine saying exactly what you’d get 
for each item you inserted.  Doing the math, the exchange rate worked out to about $2.50 per pound, a pretty stiff premium for the 
convenience of a machine. [The machine was unusual in that it accepted coins.  Most banks and exchange bureaus refuse 
coins, which makes them essentially worthless.  In this age of high-value coins, being able to exchange them might be worth 
the premium.] 
 
 The basis of British money is, of course, the pound.  The pound (or sterling or “quid”) today is a gold-colored coin that looks 
very similar to a euro but is worth half again as much.  [The value compared to the euro has gone down a lot in recent years; it’s 
now just £1 = €1.15  The pound has also gone down only slightly against the dollar.  The current rate is £1 = $1.65.]  Since the 
’70s each pound has been divided into 100 pence. (Before that it was 20 shillings, with 12 pence per shilling).  Pence are abbreviated 
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combined a huge supermarket with aisle after aisle of fairly upscale clothing, furniture, electronics, and other dry goods.  We spent quite 
a while browsing through the store, mostly being shocked at the ridiculous prices this “discount” chain charged.  [The former 
Savacentre building has apparently since been subdivided.  Sainsbury’s is still a hypermarket, but has downsized so it now 
occupies only the lower floor.  The upper floor now houses M&S, the hypermarket division of Marks and Spencer, one of 
Sainsbury’s main competitors.  It certainly seems strange to have competing chains literally adjacent to each other, but I 
suppose it’s not all that different from what happens in any mall.] 
 

I bought some snack foods (most with fairly reasonable prices), some envelopes of “Maltease” cocoa mix, and a two litre bottle 
of Pepsi (£1.19, or $2.08) to add to my collection.  I also bought a box of Christmas crackers, those wrapped up tubes of festive fun that 
have been a British holiday tradition since Victorian times.  We had snapped some crackers at Steve’s with the family, but these were 
cheap and seemed fun.  The box I bought contained eight crackers, and each night we were here Margaret and I would pull the 
gunpowder-coated tabs and snap open one each.  It definitely added to our Christmas cheer. 
 

We made our way to one of the long array of checkstands at the front of the store (I think there were more than thirty), where a 
young black woman asked if we had a “Nectar card” we might have used for some savings.  We didn’t, so of course we paid full price 
for all our purchases. 
 

While this was by far the largest location we saw, Sainsbury’s is another chain that seemed to have a location pretty much 
everywhere in London.  I’m sure we saw at least twenty on this trip.  Supposedly Sainsbury’s is the #3 “hypermarket” chain in Britain.  
The other two are Tesco, which sells dry goods in stores called “Extra” and a chain called ASDA that is Wal-Mart’s biggest overseas 
division [actually its Mexican operations are larger].  (It’s interesting that they don’t choose to use the Wal-Mart name in Britain.)  
Extra and ASDA may do more business, but I’m positive Sainsbury’s has to have more locations than either of the others.  I saw a few 
Extra and ASDA stores, but Sainsbury’s was literally everywhere. 
 

We took the travelator down, crossed the car park (which is basically the bottom floor of the store), and made our way back 
past Burger King and Carphone Warehouse to the hotel.  I started munching on a bag of snacks (rather disgusting Malaysian chutney 
flavored potato chips) and flipped on the “tele”.  The choices included BBC1, BBC2, and ITV (Britain’s three main TV networks), Sky TV 
(a satellite news channel owned by the same company that owns Fox), and two sports channels.  There were also three channels that 
broadcast radio while (or perhaps I should say “whilst”, a word that sounds hopelessly archaic to Americans but is part of everyday 
speech in England) showing a text crawl advertising various hotel services.  Then there were channels 16 and 17 (obviously several 
channels were missing), which were reserved for adult movies.  I was afraid when we first happened on these that I would be billed for 
just flipping through them (a problem I once had at a hotel in Chicago that took quite a while to resolve), but figured that wouldn’t 
happen when I realized that each time I did accidentally flip the channels too high I’d see the exact same “teasers”.  One featured a 
couple in bed, the other a couple in the shower.  Both showed a lot of skin and—how to say this—“motion”.  Neither actually showed 
anything you could call “hard core”, though, and those exact same teasers just seemed to repeat on the two channels in endless loops.  
I didn’t get billed for viewing the teasers, and I have no idea how I would have ordered the actual movies. 
 

After flipping through the channels I watched the offerings on the two sports channels, both of which were things you’d never 
see in America.  One was showing darts.  That’s right, fat middle-aged men were throwing darts in a pub, and it was being covered on 
the equivalent of ESPN with commentators that sounded like they were announcing a golf match.  The other sports channel was 
showing women’s lawn bowling, a “sport” I’m not sure I even knew existed.  An Australian national team beat South Africa in that one, 
by the way.  Later on the same channel showed an American football game, so I guess anything goes on British TV. 
 

I really hadn’t eaten anything substantial at all today, and the chutney chips were less than satisfying.  I had figured we might 
go out to a fairly nice restaurant tonight, but Margaret was tired and not feeling well and obviously wasn’t up to going out.  I decided I’d 
head over to Burger King and asked Margaret if she’d like me to pick anything up.  She groggily said a milkshake would be nice, and I 
headed out. 
 

I first went back to Sainsbury’s, where I did a bit of shopping on my own.  I used the better part of John and Janet’s Christmas 
gift to get a pin-striped dress shirt and a coordinating long-sleeved T-shirt.  Both were being clearanced after Christmas; they were 
affordable now, but I wouldn’t have even looked at them at full price.  I found it interesting that neither had any country of origin label, 
something I guess isn’t necessary in the E.U.  I’m sure they weren’t made in England, but they made nice souvenirs of the place 
nonetheless.  [The striped shirt remains a favorite of mine, though I rarely wear it.  I sort of keep it as “special”.] 

 
I also picked up an orange Sainsbury’s “bag for life”.  These are thick plastic shopping bags with handles that hold a lot of 

weight.  Aldi sells similar bags in America for 25¢.  They cost 75p ($1.30) at Sainsbury’s, but you can re-use them as much as you like, 
and if the bag ever breaks they’ll replace it free.  I didn’t come back to Sainsbury’s, but I did use their bag to tote stuff all over London.  
I’d seen lots of people doing just that in our travels today, and it seemed like a perfect way to blend in with the locals.  [I almost always 
carry my stuff in some sort of shopping bag when I travel, and I often try to pick up something that is typical of the place.  The 
Sainsbury’s bag served the purpose in London that bags from Walgreen’s have in many American cities.] 
 

The Colliers Wood Burger King was certainly interesting.  In fact, it’s just about the strangest fast food place I’ve ever been to.  
The place is designed primarily to be a drive-thru; indeed the drive-thru completely encircles the building.  There’s no parking lot at all 
(though people could park at Sainsbury’s or Carphone Warehouse), and it’s rather difficult for pedestrians to get inside the place.  
Inside the little orange brick box there’s almost nothing that isn’t plastic.  It’s so tacky it would make most American Burger Kings look 
beautiful.  It would also make any American Burger King seem cheap.  Everything here was expensive, with nothing on the menu under 



a pound, sandwiches costing as much as £3 ($5.25), and value meals up to £5.75 ($10).  [American fast food prices have 
skyrocketed in recent years.  A $5.25 burger wouldn’t be unheard of now, though I’ve yet to see a $10 value meal in this 
country.]  There is a discount for take-away orders (which apparently aren’t subject to as high a rate of VAT), but even subtracting 
10%, it’s still expensive. 
 

After scanning the menu I ordered a small vanilla milkshake (£1.25, or $2.20) for Margaret and a chicken salad (£3.25, or 
$5.70) for me.  The clerk (who was white, but from some other country) didn’t really speak English, so ordering was a bit of a challenge.  
“Small” didn’t seem to be a word she understood (apparently I actually got a “regular” shake), so she had me point to the glass I 
wanted.  Then it came time to choose a dressing (or “salad cream” as the Brits would say).  She just brought out one of every flavor 
they had (seven choices, I think).  I assumed I was supposed to pick one, so I chose honey mustard and put the others aside. 
 

The salad was amusing.  I got a small pre-packaged bowl of mixed greens with some deep-fried chicken nuggets thrown on 
top of it.  I’m not sure if it was Britain or Burger King that turned what I thought might be a healthy dinner into little more than salty fat.  
[That would be Britain.  I’ve had the equivalent salad in the States, and it comes with grilled chicken strips.] 
 

Margaret was sleeping when I got back to the hotel, and I thought it wise not to disturb her.  I set the shake beside her, and 
she sipped on it occasionally as she tossed and turned through the evening.  I wrote notes for this travelogue and read some more in 
the garbage book.  Even so, I called an early end to the night. 
 

Thursday, December 29, 2005 
 
 I was wide awake at 2:00 this morning, literally shivering in bed.  While the radiator was operating, without any fan to move the 
heat across the room, it mostly concentrated near Margaret’s bed.  (She complained that she was too hot while sleeping.  [Margaret 
almost always finds hotel rooms too hot.  We’d have been wise on this trip to have changed beds, with her closer to the 
window.])  I realized later that I had made one crucial mistake in setting the various switches that would turn the radiator on.  It was on, 
but so was the air conditioner.  The room was trying to heat and cool itself at the same time.  On my side of the room it was cooling that 
won out, and I was very cold indeed. It wasn’t as easy to compensate for a cold room here as it would be at most hotels, either.  Even 
the cheapest American hotels have beds covered with a top sheet, a blanket, and a bedspread.  You can use the bedspread as an 
additional blanket, and its length allows you to tuck it in around you if you have to.  Here, though, we didn’t have that option.  Instead of 
a bedspread there were two little strips of blue velour that served no purpose other than decoration.  (I rolled them up to supplement my 
flimsy pillow, but they certainly provided no warmth.)  There wasn’t really a blanket either.  Instead each bed had a “duvet”, a strange 
combination of a thin comforter hidden inside a sheet.  The whole thing was neither wider nor longer than the single bed, making it all 
but impossible to cover my whole body with it. 
 
 [This was the first real experience I’ve had with duvets, which have since spread like a cancer throughout the hotel 
world.  Indeed these days it’s hard to find a hotel that doesn’t use the things.  In American hotels, though, even if the duvet 
just barely fits the bed, its queen or king size will still be much larger than my body, so I can double it over or bundle inside it 
like a sleeping bag if necessary.  On a twin bed, though, that wasn’t an option.]  
 
 While 2am was about six hours after I had retired (the amount of sleep I get many nights), it was not exactly a practical time to 
get up.  Margaret was clearly asleep, and I didn’t want to wake her by turning on the light and reading.  I tossed and turned and didn’t 
really sleep well at all after that. 
 
 That said, it was all of 9am when Margaret and I actually got up this morning.  It was easy to stay in bed that late, given that 
sunrise isn’t until 9:00 in this very northerly city.  We had a quick drip in the “power shower” and then made our way down to the lobby 
for breakfast.  The abundance of Express by Holiday Inn’s breakfast almost made up for their lack of heat.  In America Holiday Inn 
Express has an outstanding breakfast, but their British cousins may do even better.  While there was no hot food, you could have 
anything cold you could possibly want for breakfast.  They had assorted breads, rolls, and pastries with which you could assemble the 
classic “continental breakfast”, but that was just the beginning.  There was also yogurt (spelled “yoghurt” in Britain) in various flavors, 
assorted fruits (apples, oranges, individual grapefruit sections, sliced pears, and fruit cocktail), and single-serving packages of a wide 
variety of cereals.  They also had a machine that dispensed microscopic glasses of watered-down apple or orange juice and a hot 
beverage machine that would make dozens of variations on instant coffee, tea, cappuccino, and cocoa.  [I’ve since encountered 
similar machines at hotels in the American East, most recently at a Clarion hotel in Queens, New York.] 
 
 A word is in order here on British coffee.  For no reason I can figure out, British people seem to really like instant coffee.  What 
to me is an inferior item that I can occasionally tolerate for its convenience is what most Brits mean when they say the word “coffee”.  
Many restaurants had the same hot beverage machine as the breakfast bar at Express by Holiday Inn, and they actually seemed to 
think that was a good thing.  Espresso is also available, but to me that’s a different beverage from just plain coffee.  I found regular 
coffee was available at two places.  There are a few Starbucks and similar coffee bars scattered around London, though I didn’t really 
feel like parting with the £2.50 ($4.40) they wanted for a cup of joe.  The only place that seemed to have real coffee at a vaguely 
reasonable price was McDonalds, where a cup cost £1.10 ($1.90).  Unfortunately I wouldn’t find a McD’s until later, so for now I’d have 
to put up with weak instant. 
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After lunch we did a bit more wandering through the shopping area.  The only store we actually went inside of was a Borders 
bookstore on Oxford Street that was pretty much identical to its cousins on State Street in Chicago or Hennepin Avenue in Minneapolis 
[the latter has unfortunately since closed].  We used their “W.C.” (bookstores are a great place to find a toilet in any large city) and 
then spent some time browsing through the store.  Books are one of the few things that aren’t expensive in England.  Prices in many 
currencies are printed on the cover of most books, and the price in pounds was pretty much a direct conversion of the dollar price.  I 
don’t know if they’re taxed at a different rate or if we’re just used to paying absurdly high prices for books already. 
 

I spent most of my time in the CD section.  I was hoping to find albums by a British group I had come across while searching 
around online before this trip.  Project Adorno is (or in British usage I should say “are” [collective subjects ALWAYS require plural 
verbs in British usage]) two young men who perform electronic versions of a wide variety of musical styles.  [A review I found of 
them says, “Project Adorno are a South West London poetry/music duo whose material draws upon elements of ‘80s electro-
pop, Cockney music hall, and French chanson.”]  They’re probably best classified in the “alternative” section, and mostly they play 
at bars and festivals. [I just re-checked the group’s website, and it appears they continue at about the same level of success 
today.  They have tickets available for a performance this month (July 2011) at an auditorium in Lancashire.  Interestingly 
they’re from Morden, the end of the Northern Line where I’d gone this morning.]  The duo has recorded a number of albums, but 
the one that caught my interest used the London Underground as its theme.  They spent two days traveling from station to station, 
randomly choosing their destinations and composing a song about each neighborhood where they got off.  Their goal was to visit a 
station for each letter of the alphabet, from A to Z (zed).  The music is fascinating, and it continues to run through my head today. 
 

Among the songs I liked best was a salute to Amersham (AM-ush’m), which is at the end of the longest line in the system, 
actually outside of Greater London.  The idea of the song is that the place is so far away it might as well be a foreign country: 
 

Would you like to go to Amersham, 
In the leafy shires of the Buckingham countryside? 

Feeling like a holiday without a doubt, 
Twenty-seven miles from the middle of London town; 

A short hop on the tube, the Metropolitan Line; 
Be sure to set your watches to Amersham time. 

 
Need a summer holiday in Amersham? 

On a big double-decker bus we’re clipping the shadows on board; 
We could go to Amersham, 

Sure to have a ball in Buckingham County. 
Do they speak the same language in old Amersham? 

Wonder if we need to find a bureau de change? 
Wonder if there’s any electricity? 
Wonder if there’s anything at all? 

 
Do we need a passport? 

Should I bring my sunglasses? 
Do we need any jabs or inoculations 

In Amersham? 
It’s Amersham for me! 

 
Would you like to go to Amersham with me? 

 
If we’d had time, I’d love to have gone to Amersham, though it would have cost £3.50 ($6.10) each way on top of the travelcard for each 
of us to go the extra zones out there [Amersham is in zone #9].  I’m sure there’s nothing of interest there, but it would have been fun 
to see anyway. 
 
 Another song saluted the Bow Church station, which is on the DLR in Newham a little ways north of Canning Town.  I had read 
elsewhere about this station which is named after a church that stands in the middle of a roundabout surrounded by apartment towers.  
Many tourists apparently come to the rather obscure neighborhood called Bow thinking that the church located here is the famous St. 
Mary Le Bow Church.  It’s said that one can only be a true cockney if born within the sound of the bells of St. Mary Le Bow.  The 
famous church is in central London, just east of St. Paul’s Cathedral.  The Bow Church for which the DLR station was named serves a 
lot of Cockneys (a name that applies to all East Londoners), but there’s nothing particularly noteworthy about it.  Project Adorno wrote a 
jazzy song called “Bogus Bow” in reference to the church. 
 

Among the other interesting songs were a direct rip-of of  “Scarborough Fair” saluting a market fair near Fairlop station, a 
salute to Queensway station (located near many embassies) which notes that Chad and Romania have identical flags, a song made up 
of nothing but random numbers that saluted a bingo parlor across from the Tooting Broadway station, a Caribbean-inspired ditty about 
Dollis Hill station, and a Slavic-sounding number where the whole point of the song is that Vauxall (a station near Elephant and Castle) 
is pronounced exactly the same way as the Russian word for railway station (Вокзал). 
 

It should be noted that there are no tube stations beginning with J, X, Y, or Z.  For “J” the group went to High Barnet, the 
terminal for most of the Northern Line trains, which is apparently “twinned” (in America we’d say it has a “sister city” agreement) with a 
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 I rode two stops north to Tooting Broadway, which I mentioned before is a much nicer neighborhood.  I browsed through the 
Marks and Spencer store and some more clothing (always my favorite souvenir) which I bought with money my niece Rachel had given 
me for Christmas.  It intrigued me that Marks and Spencer would also qualify as a “hypermarket”—it had a large grocery section in 
addition to all the regular departments.  The only M & S I’d ever been to before was in Victoria, Canada, and that one was almost 
exclusively clothing.  [Apparently in Britain Marks and Spencer sells primarily groceries, though many of their stores do also 
stock dry goods.] 
 
 I left Marks and Spencer and walked up Tooting High Street (the same Roman road that bisects South Wimbledon and 
Colliers Wood).  Just north of Tooting Broadway station is a big market.  They have handicrafts and second hand goods, but mostly it’s 
a food market much like the “mercados” I’d seen in Spain and Mexico.  As in Spain, they had some of the most disgusting kinds of meat 
imaginable just hanging out in the open.  No one seemed to be buying meat, though.  The people rushing around seemed most 
interested in purchasing bread, lettuce, and—of all things—bulk rice.  (Supposedly curry is the most popular food among white Britons 
today—quite a change from the boiled innards of traditional British cuisine.) 
 
 I continued up the busy high street all the way to Tooting Bec station.  Tooting is a very mixed neighborhood.  It’s mostly white, 
but there are people representing all of London’s ethnic groups.  [As I mentioned earlier, there is a very significant south Asian 
minority.]  There is a large Moslem population here, and several people in traditional headgear were coming out of a mosque as I 
walked by.  The Moslems include both south Asian people and natives of the Middle East.  Several banks and wire services were 
advertising rates for sending funds to places like Abu Dhabi.  (I didn’t know anyone in the Persian Gulf was poor enough to need money 
sent to them, but I guess I was wrong.) 
 
 I made my way to the platform at Tooting Bec, where I had an interesting experience.  I boarded the train, but we waited for 
quite a while in the station.  Eventually the driver announced in an voice like that of  Apu on  The Simpsons,  “This train will be taken out  
of service immediately if the gentleman does not remove his foot from the door.”  There was another pause, and he repeated the threat 
with more urgency.  Eventually the doors closed, and we started moving.  Earlier today we had seen a sign saying that one of the lines 
was experiencing delays “due to passenger incident”.  Perhaps this is the sort of thing they meant by that. 
 
 I took the train back to Tooting Broadway and surfaced once again.  I decided to walk back down the high street to Colliers 
Wood.  This probably wasn’t the wisest decision, because at about the halfway point between the two stations the rain turned from 
drizzle to a downpour.   The streets soon flooded,  and cars splashed huge amounts  of water as they passed.   I got absolutely soaked, 
and I can’t say I saw anything all that exciting for my efforts.  The area between the business districts of Tooting and Colliers Wood is 
mostly residential.  It’s pretty much all three-story brick rowhouses built in strings of about five and set on small courts away from the 
main street.  It looked like the sort of neighborhood where many of my mother’s penpals lived [though they were all in the north of 
England].  The area appeared quite pleasant, though a sign warning “THIEVES OPPERATE IN THIS AREA” suggested it may not be 
entirely what it seemed.  High Street itself is seems to be the main place in London to get plumbing supplies.  Store after store sold 
toilets, sinks, tubs, faucet fixtures, and water heaters.  If I were in the market for such things, I certainly could have done my comparison 
shopping with ease.  As it was, I just sloshed by both the homes and the plumbing stores and back to the hotel. 
 
 It was fully dark when I got back to the hotel, though barely 5:00.  I spent a while reading papers, and then Margaret and I got 
ready to go to the show.  After cleaning up and changing into the new shirt I’d gotten at Sainsbury’s, we headed back to Tottenham 
Court Road.  We emerged from the train and joined one of the largest crowds I’ve ever seen all making their way up the escalators.  
TCR is right in the heart of “party central” in London.  This was Friday night, and every Londoner between 18 and 30 seemed to be out 
on a date and passing through this station.  I imagined the crush at Bethnal Green and was very pleased to make it safely out to the 
street. 
 
 The sidewalk was also extremely crowded, and it took almost ten minutes just to get across the street.  In front of the 
Dominion Theatre scalpers were hawking tickets.  I’m not sure if that’s strictly legal or not in London, but it’s certainly tolerated.  We’d 
already purchased quite expensive tickets (about half again what they would have been in Chicago or Minneapolis, though similar to 
the prices I decided not to pay for shows in New York), so we just made our way inside.  A jovial young man greeted us and offered to 
sell programs, souvenir books, and glow sticks.  I’d never been to a play where I had to purchase the program before, but I forked over 
£3 ($5.25) for the same Playbill that would be free anywhere in America, and I couldn’t resist an additional £2 ($3.50) for a glow stick.  
Margaret also succumbed to glow stick mania, and she paid even more for the glossy book. 
 
 The Dominion will certainly win no awards as a jewel of the theatre world.  That’s mostly because, unlike the showcase 
theatres in many American cities which died and were then restored, this one has been continuously active ever since it was built eighty 
years ago.  It definitely shows its years, with well-worn seats, faded wallpaper, and mismatched ceiling lights.  We hadn’t really come 
here for the theatre, though, and nothing about it detracted from the show. 
 
 One of the theatre’s most interesting features was the safety curtain.  When we entered a decorative curtain appropriate to the 
show hid the stage, and they also used that same curtain at the end.  At intermission, though, they lowered the asbestos safety curtain 
that keeps the audience safe should the lighting malfunction.  According to an announcement buried in the program I had purchased, 
the theatre is required to “demonstrate proper functioning of the safety curtain” at each performance.  We couldn’t help but notice it was 
there, as it was emblazoned with the words “SAFETY CURTAIN” in letters three feet high.  
 
 I should have known from things I’d read ahead of time, but I was taken aback by just how casual the crowd at the theatre 
was.  We tend to have a rather pretentious sense of theatre in America, while in London it seems to be much more for pure 



entertainment.  I got the feeling I was at a ballgame when I saw vendors going through the crowd before the show and at intermission 
hawking pop and snacks.  They also gave everyone in attendance numerous opportunities to buy those glow sticks.  Adding to the 
casual feeling is the fact that they allow liquor in the house.  While in America patrons will sip $8 glasses of wine at intermission, in 
England they’re chugging beer and whiskey during the performance itself.  This was a sold out show, and the well-lubricated house was 
more than a bit boisterous. 
 
 At least one woman had imbibed a bit too much before the show even started.  As we made our way to the seat, she came 
from the lower section (the area we’d call “orchestra” in America; it’s “the stalls” in England), gave the usher a glassy-eyed stare, and 
asked him if she could go out to have a smoke.  He said she’d need her ticket to return, noticed it in her hand, and mentioned, “and—by 
the way—you’re seat is upstairs.” 
 
 We were seated toward the back of the stalls, in row W W.  A fascinating group of people was seated in front of us in Row V V.  
Among them were two people I think (and hope) were a mother and her son.  Both were large and had dark, curly hair, but she was 
much older than he was.  They stood out because on several occasions the boy would kiss the woman.  Had that happened once, it 
wouldn’t have stood out at all, but they kissed repeatedly, and often with a passion that made me wonder just what the relationship was 
(it certainly struck me as more affection than most sons would show their mothers—especially in public—and definitely wasn’t that 
British reserve you hear about).  The woman also called attention to herself by changing her body position frequently and blocking 
pretty much everyone’s view of the stage. 
 
 The show we had come to see was We Will Rock You, a play based on the music of the rock group Queen.  I had read 
reviews that ranged from glowing to scathing before we left, so I wasn’t really sure what to expect.   [The glowing reviews, by the 
way, came mostly from theatre-goers, while the scathing ones came from professional critics.]  While no one will pretend it was 
great theatre, I actually liked the show a lot.  The play is set in a Big Brother-like (though actually female-lead) future world run by and 
for a global corporation.  Teenagers in this bleak place are only allowed to listen to innocuous, computer-generated music approved by 
the corporation.  An underground gang develops that searches for their “holy grail”, musical instruments that were buried long ago.  To 
make a long story short, they use Queen member Brian May’s guitar to save the world, and they all live happily ever after.   Yes, it’s a 
silly plot [described by one critic as “every bit as ‘sixth form’ as it sounds”]  (though not so outlandish as it might have once 
seemed, given the way governments everywhere seem to pander to the corporate world), but they manage to pull it off well. Neither the 
writers nor the cast took themselves too seriously, and they did a surprisingly good job of weaving a common thread through pre-
existing and completely unrelated songs.  [I’ve heard that the Abba musical, Mama Mia, is also surprisingly good, though I’ve not 
actually seen that show.] 
 

It did amuse me that the show seems to preach that commercial music is bad, when in fact Queen was (or as the Brits would 
say “were”) one of the most commercially successful bands of all time.  John Deacon didn’t become the richest man in Colliers Wood 
[or rather Putney] by doing alternative fringe music [which, by the way, is how Project Adorno classifies themselves].   It was also 
interesting that pretty much every character in the show was heterosexual.   While they didn’t really publicize it the ’70s, in retrospect it 
doesn’t take a lot of guessing to figure out why Freddie Mercury (one of the most high profile people to die of AIDS) chose “Queen” as 
the name of his group—and it wasn’t to honor Her Majesty.  [We really were naïve about such things in the ’70s.  Freddy Mercury 
was almost stereotypically flamboyant on stage, but there were always pictures of adoring female groupies chasing after him.  
Only toward the end of his career, when homosexuality became more accepted, did Mercury officially claim to be bisexual.  
He, by the way, was apparently the only “queen” in Queen.  The other band members have all been in long-term marriages to 
women.] 
 

Perhaps the most noteworthy feature of the show is that the cast was dominated by women.  That’s because much of Freddie 
Mercury’s music is all but impossible for most men to sing.  Queen’s lead singer is said to have had a four-octave range, but he was 
best known for powerful falsettos.  The men in the cast tonight were mostly given ballads and pop standards like “Crazy Little Thing 
Called Love”, while the women got to belt out Queen’s signature songs.  Making those changes gave the show a bit of a feminist 
theme, which was another fascinating twist. 
 
 The back-up band was exceptional.  They managed with just a few instruments to create in a live setting nearly the same 
sound that countless layers of overdubbing gave on Queen’s albums.  [That really was a feat, given that Queen prided itself on 
extremely complex instrumental backgrounds.]  The cast members also did a nice job with their vocals, treating the songs well but 
not trying to replicate the original versions.  It was also good that the music was not too loud, something Margaret especially found a 
pleasant surprise.  I thought the company did an outstanding job musically, and the acting was as good as could be expected given the 
rather contrived plot. 
 
 A small treat that I almost missed, but Margaret noticed quickly, was a cameo by Brian May himself, who took the stage before 
the finale and played a few chords on his famous red guitar.  I don’t know if he does this for every show, or if it was something special 
for a sell-out at the holidays.  Either way, I felt honored.  According to the program both May and drummer Roger Taylor (but not John 
Deacon) were closely involved in producing the show.  There are full biographies of both of them in the program, including the fact that 
May studied for a doctorate in astronomy at Oxford and Taylor has a bachelor’s degree in biology, part of a pre-dentistry program—not 
quite the credentials people usually associate with rock stars.  May has also written the scores for other shows, something I wasn’t 
aware of until tonight. 
 

[Brian May is easily one of the most educated rock stars around.  In 2008 he completed his Ph.D. in astrophysics at 
Imperial College,  London—thirty-seven years after starting in the program.   His dissertation,  A Survey of Radial Velocities in  
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tube.  When we reached Colliers Wood, we were the only people to get off, the first time that had happened at what was usually a fairly 
busy station. Only a handful of people were left on the train as it made its way down to Morden. 
 
 That fact reminds me of something else that caught me a bit by surprise.  Unlike many American cities, London seems to close 
up early.  The play started half an hour earlier than it would have in America (7:30 instead of 8:00), and even with the new law most 
pubs close before 12:00 (11:30 seems a very popular closing time).  Part of the reason for that is that the tube stops running just after 
midnight.  They do have night buses, but they run only about once an hour and form a very skeletal network, as opposed to the 
underground’s frequent and comprehensive service.  Having been to New York (which really is “the city that never sleeps”) and 
Chicago and L.A. (where the trains run until at least 2am), closing things up at midnight seems odd. 
 
 We made our way from the tube back to the hotel.  I turned on the TV and saw a reality show set in, of all places, the tube.  It 
was remarkably similar to the Airline show we had watched on American cable the day we left, but this one profiled various tube 
workers as they went about their day.  Most interesting was a man who had applied to be a tube driver and was taking his driving test.  
It was interesting to see all the different things they require the drivers to do, given that most of the time the job involves pushing a few 
buttons.  [What’s vital, of course, is that they be able to handle any emergency that might come up.] 
 
 I read through the rest of the papers I had acquired and settled into bed.  I was asleep about the time the tube shut down for 
the night. 
 

Saturday, December 31, 2005 
 

We weren’t quite sure what today would bring.  That’s because we knew since before we had left that the RMT, the union that 
represents the ticket clerks in the tube stations [RMT stands for Rail, Maritime, and Transport Workers], was planning a twenty-four 
hour strike starting at noon today.  [Technically it wasn’t a strike; in the U.K. such things are called “industrial actions”.]  They 
had chosen New Year’s Eve because it’s the one time the tube actually does run all night.  In fact, a bank was planning to sponsor free 
travel for revelers between 11:30 tonight and 4:30 tomorrow morning.  Those in charge of the tube said they would attempt to run a full 
service, but pretty much everyone in the media assumed the trains would not be running and it would be chaos for those trying to get 
back from Trafalgar Square and the Embankment, where London’s big New Year’s Eve celebrations would take place. 
 

Knowing the strike was scheduled, I spent a lot of time online researching all the possible ways we could get back from 
downtown tonight and, more importantly, get from the hotel back to Victoria Station and on to the airport tomorrow morning.  Cabs were 
pretty much out of the question, as their cost was prohibitive.  (The minimum fare for just stepping in a cab is £5 or $8.25.  Fees go up 
by both time and distance, and there was a fare supplement on New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day.  Combining this, a trip between 
downtown and Colliers Wood would have cost £50 to £70 or between $85 and $120—plus tip.)  The good news was that our travelcard 
would work not just on the tube, but also on any bus or national rail train that operated within zones 1 – 4.  Both Wimbledon and 
Balham rail stations had bus service that went to Colliers Wood, but neither of them connected directly with Victoria. [The TfL website 
describes the buses as “spidering” from various points.  The intent is that passengers should take the underground to a 
station and connect there to a local bus.]  I had looked into exactly how the schedules worked.  I knew we could make it work, but 
without the tube running we’d have to allow at least twice as long for every trip as we normally would.    
 

Because of the strike, it was with a bit of uncertainty that we set off this morning.  After breakfast we made our way over to the 
station and were pleased to still see signs announcing that trains would be running all night tonight.  We made our way down to the 
platform and hoped for the best.  A train soon arrived that looked emptier than the one we had gotten off last night.  That may have 
simply been because it was a weekend morning, but it was kind of eerie to board an empty train under the circumstances. 
 

We went up to Tooting Broadway and stopped into McDonalds for some real coffee.  We then boarded another empty train 
and headed toward downtown.  We got off at Waterloo, where we transferred to the Jubilee Line.  This line had just re-opened after a 
renovation that added length to every platform and an extra car to each train.  (I cancelled the first of the three hotels I had booked 
because the only easy way to get to its North Greenwich location was on the Jubilee Line [and the renovation was originally 
scheduled to end after Christmas].) 
 

The Jubilee Line is the newest link in the world’s oldest subway network.  The original line from Westminster to the northwest 
suburbs opened for Queen Elizabeth’s Silver Jubilee in the ‘70s, while the extension (which crosses the Thames four times and mostly 
serves the south bank) opened just in time for London to celebrate the new millennium.   It’s impossible not to notice one of the most 
modern features in the line’s stations, platform edge doors.  These glass doors, which I’d seen before on the JFK Airtrain, completely 
close off the platform from the track and tunnel area.  When a train arrives it automatically lines up exactly with the platform doors.  The 
train and platform doors then open together, just like the doors on an elevator.  Apparently these are required for all new tube 
construction in London.  Not only do they prevent suicides and unauthorized access to the tunnels, but they also prevent the spread of 
fire.  One of the worst disasters on any of the world’s subways happened in London back in 1987, when a cigarette dropped in a greasy 
wooden escalator at Kings Cross station started an underground inferno that killed thirty-one people and injured hundreds.  Part of the 
reason it was such a massive conflagration was that each time a train entered the station, it pushed a wave of air through the tunnel, 
fanning the flames.  In addition to blocking people’s access to the tunnel, the platform edge doors also keep air from the tunnel out of 
the station.  [The downside of that would be that the stations would get very hot in summer.]  They have also gotten rid of the old 
wood escalators and installed sprinklers in every station, so hopefully a tragedy like Kings Cross won’t happen in the future. 
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 By the way, the matter the union was striking over seems silly and petty to almost everyone except them.  Basically they were 
trying to get out of a contract they’d already agreed to—and one that was a pretty good deal, too.  The new contract provides them with 
a 35-hour work week and an increase in pay.  The thing they don’t like, though, is that some of the workers will be moved out of ticket 
booths and re-deployed on the platforms.  As they go to mostly electronic fare collection, the job of ticket-seller is becoming pretty much 
irrelevant.  They’re not actually laying anyone off [though they do, of course, hope to reduce staff through retirements and 
attrition], but they’re changing their jobs to something that would be more productive in modern times.  Chicago did that years ago, and 
New York’s in the process of making the switch now.  [New York in particular still seems to have far more transit employees than 
they really need.]  The union in London (which, remember, already agreed to this change) has now decided that they don’t want their 
members to have to change jobs.  What it sounds like to me is that they’ve figured out that they’ve got it pretty cushy sitting on their lazy 
“arses” in the ticket cages, and down on the platforms they might have to actually do something.  I can’t say that I’m exactly weeping for 
them. 
 
 It was about 4:00 when we got back to the hotel.  There was still a bit of light, so we decided to explore the little park in back of 
the hotel.  We went in to Wandle Park and admired an enormous object near the entrance that was basically a drinking fountain.  No 
sooner had we done that than a guard from the Merton Council came up to tell us the park was closed.  He had already locked the gate 
through which we entered, so we had to leave another way.  Can you imagine a park in America closing at 4pm?  Even if it gets dark 
early, I’d expect people to be jogging or just enjoying the area into the evening.  That was definitely not the case here, though.  In fact, 
there weren’t even any streetlights in the park, which would tend to make it a pretty creepy place once it was truly dark. 
 
 Failing in our attempt to explore Wandle Park, we next tried to find the ruins of Merton Priory, which we had read could be 
seen in a pedestrian underpass (a “subway”) between Savacentre (now Sainsbury’s) and a Pizza Hut at the Metron Abbey Mills 
shopping centre.  We hadn’t seen a Pizza Hut yet, but we figured if we circled Sainsbury’s gigantic perimeter, we’d sooner or later come 
to it.  We made our way past the Colliers Wood parish church (which still had a banner advertising their Christmas Day services) and 
the far side of the tower and soon came to one of  Colliers Wood’s many shopping centers (or “retail parks” as the highway signs say).  
There was a path that looked like it might lead to an underpass, so we followed it. 
 
 The path turned out to be part of the Wandle Trail, a twelve-mile-long path that winds its way through much of southern 
London.  The nature trail follows the Wandle River, which in the early 20th Century was the most polluted waterway on earth.  The 
Wandle has several gentle waterfalls that in Victorian times were perfect for powering industry.  Hundreds of factories lined the Wandle 
banks all the way from Croydon to Southwark, and they all spewed their effluent into the river.  Pretty much all of those factories are 
now closed now (part of Merton Abbey Mills is housed in a former factory building), and the river has been cleaned up to the point 
where it’s now safe to fish.  We hiked just a tiny part of the trail, which basically ran along the back side of a shopping center.  We had 
just a tiny glimpse of the river, which looked like an overgrown creek.  [Except for tidal estuaries like the Thames, “rivers” in Britain 
are rather small.] 
 
 We made our way back the way we’d come and crossed through the parking lot of the Tandem Retail Centre, which looks like 
one of those shopping centers that springs up across the street from a Wal-Mart in America.  Just past here is a roundabout where the 
motorway to Brighton begins.  We crossed the street and walked along the south side of Sainsbury’s, which has a separate open-air 
parking lot here, in addition to the ramp they have at the bottom of their building.  There’s a “petrol” station at one end of the parking lot, 
and they were doing a brisk business on New Year’s Eve. 
 
 Before long we found a pedestrian underpass that had to be the one we’d read about.  Painted bright red, it is brightly lit by 
graffiti-covered fluorescent lamps.  There’s a plaque that explains the history of the priory and says that the excavated ruins “can be 
seen in the windows” on the other side of the underpass.  Unfortunately the lights in the tunnel were so bright that we could see nothing 
but their reflection in those windows.  At least we found the place, though.  [If they’d just move the lights behind the windows they 
could both light the underpass and show off the ruins.  In that location, the lights would be unlikely to be vandalized, too.] 
 
 There was indeed a Pizza Hut on the other side of the tunnel.  There was also a KFC [which often is located near Pizza 
Hut, since they’re owned by the same company] and a Travel Inn hotel with a health club in it.  There was nothing much to capture 
our interest, so we made our way back to our hotel. 
 
 We began packing our bags while watching Sky TV news.  The big story was that Russia was threatening to cut off natural gas 
pipelines to Europe because of disputes they were having with Ukraine.  Almost all of Europe’s gas comes from Russia, and prices 
(which had already spiked due to the cold) were expected to skyrocket.   The reporters noted that until quite recently Britain was self-
sufficient in gas and in fact exported it.  Apparently the North Sea supplies are running dry, though, so they’re dependent on Russia like 
the rest of Europe. 
 
 There was also a lot of coverage of the tube strike.  At this point no one really seemed to know just how big the strike was or 
whether it was having a significant effect or not.  The union and TfL (who had a spokesperson with a very American accent) told 
completely opposite stories, and the reporters didn’t seem to know what to make of it.  They predicted that the combination of the strike 
and increased ASBO (i.e. public intox) enforcement would lead to far fewer revelers downtown tonight. 
 

Much of the other news was related to the New Year.  Again and again we saw the same clip from Australia, where Sydney 
had welcomed in 2006 with heart-shaped fireworks.  They also went to Greenwich to explain that a “leap second” would be added to 
the year at 11:59:59 as a way of keeping our clocks in line with what the earth was actually doing. 
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told her they no longer served that.  The lasagna came with mixed greens and garlic bread, while the curry was accompanied by a 
choice of noodles or rice and na’an bread.  I didn’t have anything to drink (which earned an odd look from the bartender), but Margaret 
had a glass of the house red wine.  She got an enormous wine glass that was actually marked with etching on the glass for precisely 
where her 250ml serving should top off.  The two main courses together were £7.95 ($13.90) [incredibly cheap by British 
standards], and I think the wine was another £3.25 ($5.65). 
 

My lasagna was interesting.  I expect Italian food to have a bite and be full of spices like basil, oregano, and garlic.  This had a 
brown-colored sauce and was one of the blandest foods I’ve ever tasted.  I doctored it up with pepper and malt vinegar, which made it 
good, but it was hospital cuisine as originally presented.  (I gather Margaret’s curry, on the other hand, was quite spicy.)  By the way, it 
didn’t occur to me until after the fact that I had ordered a beef dish in the land of mad cow disease.  My bet is they’ve got more stringent 
standards than we do these days, though.  [Indeed they are.] 
 

As we waited for our food we had fun looking over Kiss Me Hardy’s kiddy menu.  Printed in bright colors and laminated, they 
served a fascinating combination of foods, all served on bright blue triangular plates.   It’s hard to think of the traditional “bangers and 
mash” (sausages atop mashed up root vegetables) as appealing to the tots, but you could get it for £2.95 ($5.15).  They also had 
classic British items like shepherd’s pie, plus immigrant-inspired items like curried rice.  For “pudding” the kids could get ice cream, a 
classic British trifle (layered “jelly”, cake, and custard) or a pre-packaged bag of fruit—something I doubt any kid would willingly select. 
 

It was fun to people-watch at Kiss Me Hardy.  Most of the folks here were small groups of middle-aged people who were 
enjoying a quieter New Year’s Eve than most of the pubs were offering.  (The Colliers Tup next to our hotel, for instance, was 
celebrating the New Year with a Caribbean theme.)  They were combining dinner with several rounds of drinks and seemed to be 
enjoying themselves without getting to a stage that might put them in the “ASBO” category.  There was also a black family with several 
well-dressed children who seemed to be having a special family dinner.  Among the most interesting was an elderly couple who were in 
the restaurant part of the pub together with their grandson.  When they’d finished dinner, they announced to the boy that it was time to 
go home and to bed and congratulated him on “your first time gone pubbing”. 
 

After dinner we went over to the Tesco convenience store across from the station.  Calling it a convenience store is really an 
understatement, though.  While the main purpose of the place is to sell Esso-brand petrol, they manage to contain a full supermarket in 
an amazingly small space.  Prices were higher than they would be at home, but more reasonable than a lot of other things we had 
bought.  I bought some strangely flavored juice and some snack foods to eat on the plane. 
 

Both Margaret and I also bought some Oxo-brand bullion (35p or 60¢ for six cubes).  Oxo is a British company that was once 
headquartered in a building called the Oxo tower, which is one of the landmarks we’d seen on the cruise two days ago.  When the 
building was constructed advertising was forbidden on the sides of buildings.  (It’s omnipresent today.)  To get around the law, Oxo built 
ornate windows on its tower shaped like the letters “OXO”.  A long legal fight followed, with Oxo arguing that since churches were 
allowed to have windows in those shapes, they should be allowed to have them too.  That these simple geometric shapes could be 
interpreted as letters of the alphabet was irrelevant.  They won their case, and while they’re no longer headquartered in central London, 
the tower still stands today.  The bullion was probably my cheapest and definitely one of my most interesting souvenirs. 

 
There were a lot of other fascinating items for sale at Tesco, including an almost wider selection of convenience foods than 

you’d find in an American grocery.  There were convenience versions of all the British stand-bys:  frozen steak and kidney pie, 
microwave fish and chips, boil-in-bag jellied eels, Cornish pasties for the toaster oven, and pre-packaged trifle in a “handy disposable 
serving dish”.  They also sold frozen or irradiated versions of ethnic foods from around the world.  I actually considered buying the trifle 
(a parfait of sponge cake, gelatin, fruit, and custard), but it was enough to feed an army—far more than Margaret and I wanted.  I 
suppose we must have similar foods in America.  I just don’t buy them, because they cost too much. [I happened to look around the 
frozen department at Hy-Vee a couple weeks ago.  I was amazed at some of the frozen items I never knew existed, and even 
more amazed to see prices I’d never even consider (in some cases as much as $20).]   I’m not sure if Londoners think they’re 
expensive or not.  They seemed pricey to me, but less so than the city’s restaurant food. 
 

We had originally thought about trying to go to Watch Night services at City Road Chapel.  Still not knowing whether the tube 
was working right or whether it would continue to run after midnight, we decided we’d be wise to just stay in Colliers Wood.  [We 
almost certainly could have made it there and back without a problem, but I’m honestly glad we didn’t go.]  We spent most of 
the rest of New Year’s Eve watching the “tele”.  Most interesting was a feature on ITV about the “best” (a word they used loosely) British 
commercials of the past fifty years.  Many of them featured that British humor I never quite seem to get, but others were quite 
interesting.  It’s fascinating that, unlike the products themselves, almost none of the commercials we see are shown globally.  There 
were only two I recognized from American TV.  One, which was identical to what we saw in America, was the famous Coke commercial 
from the ‘70s with people from around the world singing “I’d like to teach the world to sing in perfect harmony…”  The other was a 
commercial that was similar to one that aired in America, but featured a different cast.  It was a Levi’s commercial set in a laundromat 
(or “launderette” as the Brits say) where a young man takes off his jeans and puts them in the washer as prudish-looking girls watch 
him strip.  I think the script for the American and British versions of this ad was probably identical, but the actors were completely 
different. 
 

By staying in Colliers Wood, we got an unexpected New Year’s treat.  As the TV showed us people ringing in the New Year in 
Moscow and Berlin, we started seeing fireworks outside our hotel window.  Around 10:15 they started setting off fireworks across 
Wandle Park in Wimbledon.  Then, shortly before midnight, every neighborhood in London seemed to get into the act.  From our 
window we could see fireworks in Wimbledon, Morden, and some neighborhood west of Tooting.  There were also fireworks in Colliers 



Wood, and I think they were setting them off right on the roof of our hotel.  We could barely make them out looking straight up.  [I’ve 
never really thought of fireworks as a New Year’s tradition, since in the American Midwest the weather doesn’t really lend 
itself to celebrating outdoors.  Fireworks seem to be a big deal in many places, though.] 
 

We watched the New Year come in on TV, something I’ve done many times at home, though never when it was dinner time in 
Iowa.  It was interesting that we could actually see the leap second before Big Ben rang in 2006.  The big digital countdown they had in 
Trafalgar Square counted off 11:59:57, 11:59:58, 11:59:59, and then flashed 11:59:59 again before finally showing 12:00:00.  The 
Westminster Chimes, by the way, start playing about fifteen seconds before the hour, so the first stroke of midnight is right on the hour.  
The BBC dutifully played those chimes as we welcomed in the New Year.  [It was weird to think that it was still early evening back 
in Iowa when we celebrated the year’s start.  I’m used to be nearly the last person on earth to ring in the year, well after those 
in Europe have done so.] 
 

They then showed the massive fireworks show at the London Eye (and an even bigger display up in Edinburgh).  The 
reporters all declared that the tube strike had failed, since there appeared to be more people downtown celebrating than there were last 
year.  They were hoping people could also get downtown tomorrow for the big New Year’s parade. 
 
 We were also hoping we could travel without problems tomorrow, and I think we both said a little prayer to that effect as we 
headed off to bed. 
 

Sunday, January 1, 2006 
 
 We had set the alarm to go off shortly before 7:00.  While our flight wasn’t leaving until afternoon, if there were problems with 
the tube, we’d need that extra time to get to the airport—particularly on a holiday. 
 
 While neither of us was particularly cheery this morning, we certainly woke up quickly.  That’s because our shower had no hot 
water.  This hadn’t been a problem any other morning but today we had an icy “power shower”. 
 
 We had the hotel breakfast and gathered up our stuff.  Check-out was extremely quick, and I found out from the receipt that I’d 
been charged slightly less than the rate I’d actually booked.  As we made our way to the station, Margaret paused for a moment to 
photograph the sign in front of the Colliers Tup.  It said “OVES OPTIMAE SUNT”, which she tells me means in Latin “Ewes the best”.  
I’m not sure if that’s supposed to be a pun or if they serve good lamb, but it is an interesting sign.  (I found out later that the same motto 
appears on “Tup” signs all over Britain.)  [In doing this revision, I found that “tup” is a synonym for a ram.  The term is also 
apparently archaic British slang for “to have intercourse”, which I suppose rams and ewes might do.  Both the name and the 
Latin motto still seem rather strange, though.] 
 
 Colliers Wood station was open, with at least two employees working this morning.  However the sign by the turnstiles made it 
clear things weren’t running quite so smoothly as they had been yesterday.  There was a long list of closed stations (forty in all, I found 
out later).  Most worrisome was that among these was Stockwell, the place we were intending to transfer to the Victoria Line that runs 
straight to Victoria Station.  We made our way down to the platform anyway.  I figured if worse came to worse, we could surely find at 
least one open station somewhere in the downtown area.  From there, if not from Colliers Wood, we might be able to afford a cab to the 
station. 
 
 They announced at Tooting Broadway that Tooting Bec station was closed.  When we got to Tooting Bec the “5 MPH” sign 
was popped out of the wall, but we proceeded to actually stop in the station.  The driver opened the doors and announced, “We have 
just received word that Tooting Bec is now open.”  That was a fascinating turn of events. 
 
 Many stations were closed, though, far more than had been yesterday.  (Apparently forty of the 200+ stations in the system 
were shut down at the peak of the strike.)  When we got to Kennington, a major station where the two downtown branches of the 
Northern Line split, we heard an announcement from the platform speakers saying that station would be closing immediately and no 
further trains would be stopping.  Many people had just left our train and were now, presumably, trying frantically to figure out how to 
reach their destinations. 
 
 The car we were traveling in this morning was very dirty.  It made me wonder if people who might ordinarily be cleaning the 
cars had been reassigned to work in stations.  I found out later that wasn’t the case, which makes me wonder why an early morning 
train would be so filthy.  [Most likely it was just from the tube’s being open all night and transported holiday revelers home from 
their celebrations.  They probably do most of their cleaning in the wee hours, but they were unable to do so this particularly 
day.] 
 
 We took the Northern Line to Bank station, which—thank the Lord—was open.  It’s such a major transfer station that it almost 
has to be open if the tube is operating, but when Stockwell and Kennington were closed, I wondered.  With all the closed stations, we 
made the trip downtown in record time.  We made our way up to the District Line, where we boarded an ancient car with a wooden 
floor, something I don’t think fire codes would permit in America these days.  [Such vehicles aren’t allowed to travel underground in 
America, but many are used in heritage trolley systems at street level.]  I was worried again when we passed Cannon Street, 
which sits beneath a national rail terminal.  That station was closed, but the next station (something irrelevant that didn’t even have an 



interchange) was open—with not a single person on the platform.  I had assumed that, being a national rail terminal, Victoria would 
probably be open, but now I started to wonder. 
 
 More thanksgiving, Victoria was indeed open.  In fact, it seemed as busy as if it were a business day.  We exited the tube train 
quickly and made our way upstairs to the rail terminal.  We found Platform 14, from which the Gatwick Express departs, quickly and 
boarded the train.  This time it was much more crowded than when we had come.  Lots of people were aboard, and they all seemed to 
be carrying huge amounts of luggage.  Several of the bags struck me as things that would be over the standard airline limits for 
checked baggage, but everyone was taking them to the airport.  Margaret and I had both traveled quite light on this trip.  I don’t always 
take as little as I had now, but I don’t think I’ve ever taken as much stuff as some of these people did.  It made me wonder just what 
people find to put in a bag the size of a steamer trunk. 
 
 The ride back to Gatwick was uneventful.  The three main things I noticed were Nestle’s British headquarters in Croydon, a 
mobile home park just outside the greenbelt (I didn’t know anyone other than the U.S. had “trailer trash”, but I guess Britain does too), 
and the absolutely empty M-25 motorway that forms the outer belt of London.  We had a long wait just outside Gatwick station, but 
managed to arrive precisely at the scheduled time (which is five minutes later on Sundays than any other day of the week). 
 
 Unlike American airports, where each airline has its own desk with its name above it, at Gatwick you’re supposed to find your 
flight on a TV and then check-in at the designated area.  The TV told us that NW31 was to check in at Area H.  While there was no 
Northwest sign at the desk, it was clear from the fact that there was an electronic Northwest check-in kiosk there, that this is always the 
area they use.  I swiped my credit card (which they require as identification) and pressed a few buttons to indicate we wanted to check 
in.  They asked me to swipe my passport, but gave no indication as to what exactly I was supposed to do.  Eventually a guard showed 
me.  I figured the machine would read either a barcode or a magnetic strip, but it doesn’t.  Actually there’s print at the bottom that 
apparently an optical character reader can read.  When I swiped the passport, it quickly showed me on the screen all the information it 
contained.   I verified that it was correct, and it printed my boarding pass.   Unfortunately, when it came time for Margaret to swipe her 
passport, the machine wouldn’t read it.  Her passport was a bit bent, and I suppose it goofed up the optics a bit.  The clerk at the desk 
had a different machine, and that one read the passport with no problem.  She gave Margaret a traditional cardboard ticket (while I had 
a laser-printed ticket from the machine), told us our gate number, and informed us it would be a twenty-minute walk to get there. 
 
 Not far beyond the check-in area was security, where there was a long, long line.  We walked back and back looking for the 
end.  At one point the line was broken by an electric cart that was hauling garbage around the terminal.  I got greedy and attempted to 
butt in line (knowing full well this wasn’t really the end).  A proper British gentleman politely said, “No mate, the queue starts back there, 
eh?”  For as long as it was, the line moved amazingly fast.  That’s because the single queue to check our boarding passes (where, by 
the way, I confused the attendant by having my receipt rather than my boarding pass on top) split into about twenty different security 
checkpoints.  In America we’d split that up into several different lines, each of which seemed shorter than this one, but the actual 
process would probably take about the same amount of time. 
 
 It intrigued me that the sex of people working at security was exactly the opposite of what it normally is in America.  At home 
we usually have men watching the X-ray machines and women keeping the line moving.  Here it was the other way around.  A man 
thanked me as I put my keys and belt into the tub saying, “that’s the way, mate”, and a woman stared at the monitor.  Security in 
general struck me as slightly less intensive than it is in America these days.  In particular they weren’t at all concerned that people 
remove their shoes, something that’s just routine at home anymore.  They repeatedly announced that we should remove our coats, but 
to me that would seem to go without saying. 
 
 At any rate we made it through security easily and proceeded to find the gate.  The woman at check-in hadn’t exaggerated 
very much when she said it would be a twenty-minute walk—and that wasn’t counting security.  There’s pretty much nothing convenient 
about Gatwick’s gate layout, and we walked down hallway after hallway after hallway before finally coming to “South Satellite”.  At most 
large airports you’d do this on moving walkways or via a tram, but here we just hiked. 
 
 South Satellite has about twelve gates built in a circle.  In the center of the circle are two of each sex of restroom, two of the 
same brand of restaurant, two identical duty free shops, and two small newsstands.  I suppose in theory one restaurant, one duty-free, 
one newsstand, and one set of toilets serve half the gates, and the others serve the rest.  I’d think they’d try for a bit more variety, 
though.  It didn’t take very long to circle the whole place, and seeing two clones of the same restaurant seemed a bit odd to me. 
 
 The restaurants, by the way, were called “Metro”.  We spent our last British money to have lunch there.  I had a ham and 
mozzarella pannini (which automatically came with a bag of crisps), plus minestrone (which automatically came with part of a baguette, 
cut into about ten thin slices), and cocoa (made from a powdered mix, but with fresh cream, in the espresso machine).  This all coast 
about £8 ($14).  The place advertised “the same prices you’ll find on High Street”, and that’s probably right.  Britain’s normal prices are 
about the same as airport prices back home. 
 
 As we ate, we heard Virgin Atlantic endlessly paging the same three passengers who were late for a flight to Orlando.  Several 
times they said that if those passengers did not show within five minutes, they would forfeit their seats.  They made that same 
announcement for nearly half an hour, so it’s apparently not quite the threat it seems.  With the back-up at security and the long walk to 
the gates, it would certainly be easy for people to show up late.  (By the way, Virgin had another flight to Orlando about an hour and a 
half later; it made me wonder just how much traffic there is on that route.) 
 



 We, on the other hand, were very early.  The airline suggested we be at the airport three hours before departure time.  Since 
we’d only had minimal problems with the tube, we actually arrived closer to four hours ahead of time.  We had about three hours to kill 
in the very dull area by Gate 38.  One at a time Margaret and I made our way to the duty free shop.  She bought a teddy bear for her a 
friend of hers, and I bought a T-shirt with the tube map on it.  Neither of those was the sort of thing that’s really a bargain at duty-free, 
but shopping killed a bit of time.  I also read more in the garbage book, and Margaret did some reading as well. 
 
 Eventually they began boarding.  More precisely, they began pre-boarding—that is they announced that handicapped people, 
families, people in exit rows, and elite frequent flyer members were permitted to board.  They never did announce that anyone else 
should board, but no one seemed to care.  Before long there was a long line waiting to get on the plane, and they just processed 
everyone through.  (They also didn’t enforce the fact that there were supposed to be separate lines for business and economy classes; 
Margaret and I were actually in the business class line.) 
 
 We found our seats easily.  This time we were about twelve rows further forward, but again in seats H and J.  (That those non-
consecutive letters should be side-by-side seems odd to me, but they are—and the other side of the plane has A and C beside each 
other.)  Once again Margaret’s seat had a box of electronic equipment blocking her legroom, though this time she said it was a little bit 
smaller.  [I think actually the plane was just a tad wider at this point, which made the seat more comfortable.] 
 
 We left the gate five minutes ahead of schedule, but had a very long wait as we slowly backed out of the cul de sac.  I had a 
wonderful view of the brick wall that separated us from the motorway and wondered who in his right mind would have built an airport 
with this design.  [Gatwick’s set-up seems particularly odd given that it’s really quite far out of London and that the gates are 
so far from the main terminal.  I’d think they’d have sufficient space for easy plane movements, but they don’t seem to.]  Once 
we finally got away from the gate area, we almost immediately took off and were on our way. 
 
 We had eaten a large lunch at Metro because the tickets indicated that the meal we would be served would be “dinner”, the 
same meal we were served at 10pm on the trip over.  In fact the main food we were served was lunch, and they served it shortly after 
take-off.  The lunch was a pre-packaged portion of Uncle Ben’s Sichuan chicken (I’ve never had a branded main course on a plane 
before),  together with  a  very  strange salad  (potato slices the size of orange  sections  with  mayonnaise  on one side of a plate;  with 
miniature green beans, peppers, onions, and seeds of some sort in a vinegar and oil dressing on the other, separated by cucumber 
slices and half a cherry tomato), a hard roll with sunflower oil spread, a huge chunk of white cheddar cheese with biscuits (crackers), a 
large dessert (a mixture of cake, custard, and chocolate fluff, covered with chocolate sauce), and a 125ml bottle of red wine. 
 
 In addition to the lunch, we were also served a snack shortly before landing.  It consisted of more branded food, a pre-package 
pannini (though not pressed down like I expect such sandwiches to be).  The sandwich had stewed vegetables on it, together with 
either a basil and mozzarella paste (my choice, and it was excellent) or a tiny piece of turkey (Margaret’s).  That was served together 
with one of those little ice cream cups you eat with a wooden spoon. 
 
 I got a kick out of our stewardess, a young black woman.  Several times during the flight children would try to get past her cart 
as she brought food or drinks down the aisle.  There was a small area just behind our row next to a toilet where they could just barely 
squeeze through, but any further forward, they’d have to wait.  At one point the stewardess said, “We learn patience early, don’t we” in 
the tone a kindergarten teacher might use.  [I’m always amazed at how many people attempt to use the aisles while the 
attendants are serving food and drink.  If you’ve ever flown, you know that it’s pretty much impossible to move until the food 
service is over, but lots of people never seem to learn that lesson.] 
 
 The strangest among our fellow passengers was a woman with a British passport who sat one row in front of us and across 
the aisle in Seat G.  She first stood out as strange because she wore a formal-looking outfit (jacket and miniskirt) made of fleece, 
together with black fishnet hose.  She called more attention to herself by spending most of the flight walking around.  I don’t know when 
I’ve seen someone so active aboard a plane.  Finally this woman stood out because she had apparently ordered a vegetarian meal (it 
seemed as if half the plane had special meals on this flight), but someone had goofed up and the meal had not been catered.  As it 
turned out both the lunch and snack had vegetarian options as part of the normal choices (the basil pannini, for instance).  That didn’t 
seem good enough for the woman, though [and it did include dairy, which she may not eat], who seemed like those people who 
were complaining to the Southwest employees on Airline.  The stewardess was polite, but there really was nothing more she could do 
to accommodate the woman. 
 
 The flight was mostly uneventful.  I finished the garbage book and noticed we were on track to land forty-five minutes early.  
That was good, since we had a fairly tight connection to make in Detroit.  The pilot had announced that the flight attendants should 
prepare for landing, and we headed down.  We soon aborted the landing and rose abruptly, though.  Then we circled Detroit for quite 
some time.  Eventually the pilot announced that a small plane had been too close in front to allow us to land.  We eventually descended 
again, and we had a smooth landing but a rough taxi on a very bumpy runway.  Yet again we had to wait for another plane to leave the 
gate before we could deplane.  (That bothers me, particularly when there were several other nearby gates that could accommodate our 
plane.)  They finally opened the doors about ten minutes after we were scheduled to arrive. 
 
 Immigration and customs are separate in Detroit, and there was a long line at immigration.  This was not helped by the fact 
that lots of people seemed to ignore directions for U.S. citizens to go one direction and others to go another.  The man in front of us had 
a British passport, as did several other people in the “U.S. ONLY” lanes. 
 



 We happened to select the slowest moving line of all.  The immigration officer was a trainee, and he had his supervisor looking 
over his shoulder as he processed people.  Needless to say, he was nothing if not thorough.    In the time it took him to process one 
person, the Hispanic woman in the next lane had processed five. 
 
 While we waited a young white woman with a U.S. passport was called aside and taken into a separate room for further 
questioning.  I can sort of understand why people from other countries might be called aside, but I really wondered what would make 
them give a young American the third degree.  This was immigration, not customs, so it wasn’t as if they would be suspecting her of 
smuggling something.  They were just making it hard for her to enter her own country.  She did eventually get through, but I still wonder 
what the deal was. 
 
 Both Margaret and I were processed quickly.  Since we had only carry-on luggage, we proceeded straight to customs.  
Margaret had carefully itemized everything she had purchased, which is what the customs card says you should do.  I put two 
categories “clothes” and “souvenirs” with approximate values for each and a grand total of $90 I was bringing back.  (The legal limit is 
now $800.)  The man didn’t even look at my card, and he gave Margaret’s a quick once-over and waved us—and everybody else—
through in record time.  It was almost as easy as the non-existent British customs. 
 
  We had to pass through security before being allowed to enter the main part of the airport.  I’d never had that happen before, 
and I suspect it’s something new since the 2001 terrorist incidents.  While I’d think the heavily guarded customs area was just about the 
safest part of the airport, in theory someone have a weapon in their checked luggage that they claimed to go through customs.  They 
might possibly transfer that weapon to their hand luggage before re-checking the bag the weapon had been in.  There’s a lot of 
speculation there, but it could conceivably happen—unlikely as it might be in a room full of police officers.  At any rate, our stuff was 
once again X-rayed and we had to go through the metal detectors again too—this time with our shoes off.  [This is apparently now 
standard at all U.S. airports, for precisely the reasons I mentioned.  One issue it has caused is that people who buy booze at 
the airport duty-free shops run into problems when they reach the security after customs.  They enforce the same liquid rules 
as all security checkpoints, which means they won’t let a bottle of booze or perfume go through.  In some cases they’ll let you 
check those items at security, but I’ve read that other times they just make people forfeit them.] 
 
 Landing late and having that additional security made this a tighter connection than we wanted.  We raced through the tunnel 
to Concourse B, from which our flight was scheduled to depart.  As it turned out, we were among the first to get to the gate, but I 
wouldn’t have wanted the connection to be much tighter. 
 
 There aren’t a lot of food and beverage options on Concourse B at DTW.  In fact the only place that was open was an Einstein 
Brothers bagel shop a couple gates down from ours.  I figured I’d get some coffee, but that turned out to be quite an ordeal.  While 
there were at least five employees in the place, only one of them actually seemed to be doing anything.  I asked someone for coffee, 
and just about got my head bitten off with a lecture saying I should wait my turn with the one woman who was actually helping people. 
That took longer than it otherwise might have, because the man in front of me felt compelled to use his credit card for a 90¢ purchase.  
It went through, but it seemed to take forever.  I’m not sure I knew you could use a credit card for such a trivial amount.  [I’ve since 
seen people frequently use plastic—most often debit cards—for amounts under a dollar.  I’ve even done it myself when I had 
a gift card that didn’t quite cover a complete purchase.  It’s kind of surprising that businesses allow that, because they pay a 
“swipe fee” for each card that is processed, and on a small amount the fee is likely to eat up any profit they have.] 
 
 The woman who served me was also rude.  (I think I would be too if so many of my co-workers were just standing around 
doing nothing.)  I eventually got coffee for Margaret and me, though, and I brought it back to the gate.  Soon afterwards a woman sat 
down across from us.  After a minute she exclaimed, “David Burrow!”  and came up to me.  I didn’t recognize this person, and she 
spoke to me again as if I should.  I finally asked her who she was, and she seemed a bit perturbed to have to tell me.  It turned out that 
she was Diane Kleinwebber, who was traveling with her husband Mike.  I had worked with the Kleinwebbers years ago in community 
theatre.  I knew Mike fairly well then (though not Diane), but I don’t think I’ve seen either of them in over a decade.  We had a pleasant, 
if forced, conversation.  It certainly is a small world.  [Usually when I find myself talking to people who obviously know me, but 
who I don’t recognize, the people in question are former students.  This situation was actually even worse, since I spent much 
of the time in community theatre with my glasses off, which meant I couldn’t really see the other actors.  I’ve never been good 
with faces (particularly out of context), and it always bothers me when people don’t introduce themselves.  Diane is certainly 
not alone in just assuming everyone knows her, though.]]   
 
 The flight back to Des Moines was uneventful.  Most noteworthy was the fact that for an “airlink” flight this was an amazingly 
large plane.  It had enough room to actually accommodate large bags in the overhead bins, and they even had a small first class 
section at the front of the plane.  We arrived at DSM right on time, and we quickly made our way to the exit. 
 
 There was almost no wait at all for a bus to the remote parking lot.  Once again we had an overly chatty driver (I think that 
must be a job requirement), this time going on endlessly about the weather and about the various football games we’d missed while out 
of the country.  We got to the parking lot quickly and were pleased that both our cars started up without a problem.  We circled the lot 
more than once looking for the exit, but eventually we found it. 
 
 I had made a reservation at the airport Motel 6, knowing we’d likely be dead tired after our trans-Atlantic flight.  After the easy 
check-in in Britain, getting a room here seemed like going through the Inquisition.  I had to show identification and sign my life away and 
then give information on both Margaret’s and my cars, all before the girl at the desk would give me a key.  [Motel 6 always does 
require identification.  I think they enforce that rule, because they tend to get a more low-market crowd than many hotels.] 



 It says something about the lodging expectations in different places that a motel that is at the bottom of American chains 
offered us a room that was in some ways superior room to what we had at Express by Holiday Inn in Britain.  The room was larger, it 
had double beds instead of singles, it was heated and had adequate blankets, and the shower was better designed (closer to the 
“power” ideal they advertised in London).  There’s nothing luxurious about Motel 6, but it was a perfectly acceptable room. 
 
 I made a quick call to Paul to let him know we’d gotten back okay.  Then, even though it was still relatively early [at least in 
the States], we both went quickly to bed.  It was pushing 3am in London, and this had been a very long day. 
 

Monday, January 2, 2006 
 
 We were up around 6:30 this morning and enjoyed a much nicer shower than we’d had in Britain.  I’ve always been impressed 
that Motel 6 can take a low-flow showerhead and actually manage to produce pressure.  We went to a Perkins next to the hotel, where I 
had ham and eggs with hash browns and an enormous raspberry muffin.  Margaret ordered from the senior menu, choosing bacon and 
eggs with pancakes and an immense grapefruit juice.  We both had coffee, and with tip the price was around $20.  That’s not cheap, 
but after London we were used paying more than things were actually worth. 
 
 We got more coffee in the Motel 6 office, where we checked out without incident.  Margaret made a wrong turn off of Fleur, 
following me westbound on the beltway when she really wanted to go east.  She turned around at the next exit.  I made a similar 
mistake, missing my exit to highway 141 at the northwest corner of Des Moines.  You can tell we were both still very tired.  It was 
raining in Des Moines, and that turned to a freezing mist around highway 20.  Things were a bit slippery north of there, but I made it 
home safely. 
 

General Observations  
 
I thought it might be amusing to haul out the “FAQ” section I used when writing up Spain and Russia two decades ago.  We’ll see how 
well those questions apply to Britain.  I may also add a few additional queries as I see fit. 
 
Did you like London?  

Yes, I did—very much.  I like almost everywhere I’ve been, and even the places I haven’t been thrilled with, I usually find 
“interesting”.  London was interesting, but it was also fun.  I was also pleasantly surprised that, with a few exceptions, the place wasn’t 
particularly tourist oriented. [I think that feeling was because we stayed well away from a center and for the most part avoided 
the big tourist draws.]  London really comes across as a collection of small towns that have grown together, which is precisely what it 
is.  I think it would be a fascinating place to live—though how anyone affords to live there I can only imagine. 
 
What did you like the most?  

Of the attractions we saw, there’s no question but what it’s the Geffrye Museum.  It’s one of the most fascinating museums I’ve 
seen anywhere.  I’m surprised the Smithsonian hasn’t created an American equivalent showing the history of domestic life in our 
country. [That really would be a good idea.]  The main collection at the Geffrye was interesting and excellently presented, but the 
Christmas exhibit put it in another league entirely.  Best of all, the place was free. 
 

I also very much liked the Britain at War Experience; I’m glad I paid their pricey admission.  I liked that it was not so much a 
museum of war as a celebration of life.  They didn’t dwell on fighting World War II; instead they focused on how this proud nation 
managed to survive under constant attack.  While World War certainly affected the home front in America deeply (far deeper than any 
event since then), there is no comparison in our country’s history for what Britain went through during the Blitz.  This wasn’t the best 
museum I’ve seen anywhere, but it was one of the most moving. 
 
What did you like the least?  

I could certainly mention overpriced attractions like Madame Tussaud’s, tacky neighborhoods like South Wimbledon, or the 
silly plot of We Will Rock You, but there’s nothing we saw or did that I really disliked.  So instead I’ll say that what did irritate me on this 
trip was London’s dreadful lack of directional signage.  I would think that a place that can afford to spend millions of dollars on needless 
security cameras could put up a few signs saying the names of their streets or the addresses of buildings.  We lost a lot of time just 
wandering around because things weren’t properly signed.  They manage to put up street signs in old cities like Paris and Madrid; why 
on earth can’t they do it in London? 
 
What are the British people like?  

That’s a nearly impossible question to answer.  First the only Britons I saw were Londoners, and just like all Americans aren’t 
New Yorkers, certainly not everyone in Britain resembles the residents of the capital.  Moreover, it seemed to me that people behaved 
differently in different settings.  On the tube, which is where we did much of our people-watching, people were generally much more 
quiet than they would be on a transit train in America.  If that fit the stereotype of the Brits being cold and reserved, though, the 
boisterous crowd at the play seemed quite the opposite.  Most of the people we saw were helpful and polite, but I heard more cursing in 
London than I’ve ever heard in public in America.  There were a lot of contrasts like that, so it’s really hard to make any blanket 
statements. 



Are Britons rich or poor? 
 In terms of raw income, Brits certainly would make more than Americans—or pretty much anyone else on earth for that matter.  
The cost of living more than makes up for that, though.  Britain (or at least its capital) really comes across as a very middle class place.  
For the most part wealth is not ostentatiously displayed here, although there are certainly many people who live very comfortably.  (We 
read about investment brokers who were getting New Year bonuses in excess of a million pounds.)  There also doesn’t seem to be 
much horrible poverty.  While we did see beggars, they didn’t look as desperate as many of their equivalents in most other countries.  
Britain was, of course, the place that invented the western welfare state, with cradle-to-grave medical care among other benefits.  While 
a lot of that has been eroded in recent years, they still have a far better “safety net” than we do. 
 
How was your English?  

I purposely kept this question that in other travelogues has asked about my skills in Spanish, French, and Russian.  The 
United States and the United Kingdom have been described as “two countries divided by a common language” (George Bernard 
Shaw), and there is certainly much British English that is different than the language of America.  Having studied some linguistics, I 
knew that much American usage and pronunciation was actually older than that of England, yet in our immigrant nation we have also 
borrowed far more words from other languages. 
 

Travel books make a lot of the differences, though most of the language found in their dual vocabularies is of little use to the 
casual tourist.  Those that were, I mostly knew ahead of time—things like “lift” for “elevator” or “tube” for “subway”.  The guidebooks 
also make a big deal of things like “Cockney rhyming slang”.  If that exists at all these days, I never heard it—and my bet is that anyone 
who uses it also understands standard English.  [I think travel books are universally bad sources for language information.  In 
planning my upcoming trip to Iceland, I found several books that implied that knowing how to say the phrase “Do you speak 
Icelandic” in Icelandic would be useful.  I’d think it would be much more useful to know how to say “Do you speak English”—
though saying those words in English and waiting for a response would likely bring the needed answer.] 
 

While vocabulary was no problem, I had quite a challenge training my ear to understand the “received pronunciation” that in 
British newscasts and recorded announcements.  The vowel sounds of “good” English are just plain nasty to my ear, not nearly so 
pleasant as the “British” speech Hollywood portrays in spy movies.  Pretty much no vowel is pronounced the same on both sides of the 
Atlantic, and there doesn’t seem to be a lot of pattern to how the Brits choose to pronounce a vowel in any given word.  Combined with 
the speed that Britons talk (much faster than American speech) and the British tendency to drop or slur the later syllables in lengthy 
words, listening took a lot more effort than it normally does at home. 
 

That said, I never had any problem at all making myself understood.  Perhaps that’s because as an American I tend to have 
that cowboy drawl that takes things slower and pronounces every sound in each word.  It could also be that the Brits are used to 
hearing American accents from “the tele” and “the cinema”.  I avoided a few things I knew might cause confusion (like the American 
euphemisms for the room where a toilet is found), but I certainly never had any problems communicating. 
 

One final observation on language was how pleasant it was to hear black people in Britain speaking clear, distinct English.  I 
have gotten used to having communications problems in America with black service workers.  (Indeed, I often find it easier to 
communicate with people whose native language is Spanish than with those who speak black English.)  In Britain, though, the black 
people mostly seem to speak the Queen’s English.  The people who were hard to understand were the East European immigrants, not 
those from Africa or the Caribbean. [British blacks are a well-established minority.  They have lived in the country for 
generations, often in settings similar to American housing projects.  It is interesting that they don’t seem to have developed a 
unique dialect like the “Ebonics” that seems to be favored by urban African-Americans.] 
 
What was it like visiting during the holidays? 
 I should ask, of course, what it was like to visit at “Festive Season”—we must use the proper politically correct non-religious 
name for that celebration that comes a week before New Year.  It was interesting.  I enjoyed seeing the city decorated, though I can’t 
really say any of the decorations were spectacular. [Of the places I’ve been at Christmas, Chicago and Montreal have had the 
nicest decorations.]  It was also fun to see people out doing their shopping at the after-Christmas sales.  What’s more, I must say it 
was fun to be in a large city when it was cold out.  So often vacations are all about hot weather, and taking a trip in winter was fun. 
 
 It intrigued me too that Britain seems to maintain a lot of religious customs at Christmas, even though in terms of church 
attendance it’s the least religious country on earth.  Almost all the Christmas cards we saw, for instance, had religious themes, as did 
many of the decorations.  I also got the feeling that people still found it important to attend church on Christmas, even if less than 10% 
of them are there on any other day of the year. 
 
 Even non-Christian immigrants seemed to find Christmas a mostly religious holiday.  I was fascinated to see several 
businesses owned by Middle Eastern or Asian people with very religious Christmas displays in their windows.  That may be similar to 
immigrants in our country who prominently display the flag to avoid being a target for criticism.  I still found it interesting, though.   
 
What’s life like in a police state? 
 I was too polite to actually put that question in when I wrote about Russia.  It’s kind of scary, though, that it’s a question that fits 
fairly well in modern-day Britain.  They don’t have officers on every corner (in fact I almost never saw a “bobby” in London), but they 
sure do have a lot of cameras.  You can ignore them, but if you look up in almost any public place, they’re there [at least in 
commercial and touristy areas].  I still don’t see the need for all that security in a place with far less crime (and especially less violent 
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