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London, England – My wife and I walked down the lane from our B&B in Kennington and soon were aboard the No. 35 city bus into Oxford – about a 15 minute ride.  From there we walked a few blocks to the coach depot and, one latte later, were on the No. 99 coach into London, about 50 miles to the southeast.   Because Britain has excellent public transportation, we were able to purchase a round-trip ticket for only ₤18, roughly $26 at the current exchange rate.  The busses run frequently, so there is no need for extensive planning.
Once in London, we debarked at Marble Arch, a rather famous, but notoriously ill-placed, landmark near Hyde Park.  The Arch has not always been in this location.  It was originally planned by King George IV to be a grand carriage entrance for him into the new Buckingham Palace which was under re-construction.  The original white marble design by a fellow named John Flaxman was based on two other famous arches, the Arch of Constantine (in Rome) and the Arch de Triumph (in Paris) with a wonderful statue of George IV on horseback planned to sit majestically on top.  Construction of Marble Arch began in 1827, but George’s extravagant lifestyle got the best of him.  It could be argued that he literally ate himself to death.  At the time of his death he weighed over 250 pounds, was suffering from gout arteriosclerosis, peripheral edema ("dropsy"), and a host of other self-induced ailments. On his deathbed he was nearly blind and breathless In his last years, he spent whole days in bed and suffered spasms of breathlessness that would leave him half-asphyxiated.[5] and was generally hated by nearly all of his subjects.  

His younger brother became the new king.  William IV was far better liked and was, by comparison with George, a spendthrift.  He immediately ceased construction of the Arch and scaled it back considerably. When William finally did give the go-ahead, the first casualty was the statue of George, and then other flamboyancies were also scaled back.  When the Arch was completed in 1833, much of the planned ornamentation had found other homes, such as in Buckingham Palace and the National Gallery.  George’s statue later ended up as almost an afterthought at Trafalgar Square.  The final insult to George took place when the entire Marble Arch was dismantled in 1847 and moved to its current location at the northeast corner of Hyde Park and Cumberland Gate.   Fast forward nearly 170 years and it now sits rather strangely in the middle of a traffic island making getting to it a bit of a pedestrian challenge.  But we did, of course, risk death to get out there to have our photo taken under the Arch.
We spent the next several hours in full tourist mode.  Both of us had been to London many times, albeit 40 years earlier when we had lived in Oxford for two years.  Not much had changed in terms of the scenery in this area of London, except that nearly everyone seemed to have a smart phone, with about half equipped with selfie-sticks.  The guards at Buckingham Palace looked just as silly as ever in those monstrously grotesque black fur hats goose-stepping back and forth in front of the palace.  Everyone, including us, seemed to be a tourist who could not take enough photos.
From Buckingham Palace we strolled about a mile or so to Trafalgar Square.  To my surprise, all of the pigeons were gone!!!  We had brought with us fond memories of our young children chasing pigeons every time we had visited Trafalgar during our visits to London…and now there were none??  However, there were some things which had not changed.  Just to the opposite side of Nelson’s statue from Big Ben a crowd had gathered to see some street performers and artists.  Everyone seemed to be having a grand time, especially one female artist whose huge chalk self-portrait was gathering lots of donations.

From Trafalgar we took the shopping route back to Marble Arch via Regent and Oxford Streets.  This was an early Saturday evening in late January, but the streets were jammed with shoppers.  Judging by their appearances and language, few appeared to be British.  Every one of these high end stores (e.g., Coach, Omega, Armani) were filled with shoppers.  And, having walked into a few of these, I can report that sales were brisk.  I have no idea where around the world all this disposable income originates, but a LOT lands here in London.
We stopped at a typical British pub for a “pint” and a lovely dinner of pub food (fish and chips and steak and ale pie).  Everyone in the pub appeared to be British except for most of the staff who were all from various eastern European countries (more on this issue in a later column).  And everyone was glued to a Premier League soccer game on the telly between West Ham United and Manchester City (the sport is called football, of course, here in Britain). 

After dinner we walked back to our Number 99 bus for the ride home to our B&B.  It had been a lovely day. 

I thought that you might like to know.
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