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Capital children
hese days, that first day tends 
to catch me by surprise: one 
afternoon in July when the 
children turn up earlier than 
usual. They come in droves, 

friends in tow, shouting and swigging 
bright-blue soft drinks. They pull off their 
ties and jackets and turn the TV up as 
loud as it will go. At some point it dawns 
on me that the school holidays have begun.

I work from home, so I consider the 
arrival of the school holidays to constitute 
a breach of my employment conditions. 
For its entire duration, whenever I go into 
my office someone will already be sitting 
at my computer, blowing things up. Every 
day from 11am onwards, I will be peppered 
with questions about what’s happening for 
lunch. I will be repeatedly asked for money 
and obliged to interrupt work to break up 
fist fights over the Xbox rota and the 
disproportionate division of sweets purchased 
with my money. And I will have to remind 
myself that I have it easy. 

When my three sons were younger, 
coping with the summer holidays required 
more effort and much more planning. 
Today, there is an adventure playground 
in the park over the road where you can 
leave your kids all day for free, but it didn’t 

FREE FOR ALL
Take a rickshaw ride
Face-painting, live music, games and 
rickshaw rides are all part of the fun as the 
V&A Museum of Childhood hosts a 
Summer Festival. 28 July, V&A Museum of 
Childhood, Cambridge Heath Road, E2, 
museumofchildhood.org.uk 

Ride a magic carpet
Each Sunday, you’ll find a ‘magic’ carpet 
in front of a different painting at the 
National Gallery, for twice-daily, half-hour 
storytelling sessions for two to five-year-
olds. Until 28 October, National Gallery, 
Trafalgar Square, WC2, nationalgallery.org.uk

Hunt for treasure
Clues for a treasure hunt will be hidden 
around the Bank of England Museum 
this summer – follow the trail to reveal 
the museum’s treasures,  including a £1m 
bank note and a 300-year-old treasure 
chest. 22 July – 30 August, Bank of England 
Museum, T hreadneedl e S t re e t ,  EC2,  
bankofengland.co.uk

exist when I needed it most. Back then, my 
wife and I spent a lot of time arguing about 
whose turn it was to go to the Science 
Museum. My children had an almost 
limitless tolerance to the Science Museum 
and a profound intolerance to any other 
kind of museum. Some days, when I insisted 
on taking them to the V&A instead, I had 
to ask myself if I was deriving too much 
pleasure from their fury. 

The summer holidays are an entirely 
predictable childcare emergency – unlike 
an unexpected illness or unscheduled school 
closure – but the expensive short-term 
solutions don’t apply: you can’t throw money 
at the problem for six weeks straight. In 
any case, cinemas quickly run out of films 
you haven’t seen. Going outside is, for the 
most part, free, but the weather won’t 
necessarily know or care that it’s summer.

We were lucky. I was always at home, so 
we had the option to do nothing. But if I 
left the children to their own devices for 
any length of time, there was always a 
chance one of them would start cooking. 
Or they might invent a game that had the 
destruction of furniture as its goal. My wife, 
for obvious reasons, was keener on structure. 
Under her influence we explored parks in 
other boroughs or took advantage of free 

Meet a dino
For 160 years, model dinosaurs have 
resided in Crystal Palace Park. 
Sculptor Benjamin Waterhouse 
Hawkins celebrated their completion, 
on New Year’s Eve 1853, by holding a 
dinner in one of his Iguanodon 
models. Download an audio guide 
(audiotrails.co.uk) before you visit. 
Crystal Palace Park, Thicket Road, SE20, 
crystalpalacepark.org.uk

Visit Peter Pan
 JM Barrie wrote that Peter Pan first landed 
in London in Kensington Gardens. Meet 
Peter here for yourself – his statue was 
erected in the park in May 1912, overnight 
and in secret, to surprise Pan fans.  
Kensington Gardens, W2, royalparks.org.uk

Meet some creepy-crawlies
It’s Insect Day at the Natural History 
Museum. Get involved in bug hunts and 
crafts activities in the Wildlife Garden, 
and learn about bugs at the child-friendly 
Nature Live shows. 6 July, Natural History 
Museum, Cromwell Road, SW7, nhm.ac.uk

events that she’d read about. Sometimes 
these activities involved an absurd amount 
of organisation, a lot of queuing or both, 
– but it didn’t matter. If it made them tired, 
it was good. We tended to divide activities 
(why should two people suffer?) and I 
accepted my share with very little grace. I 
don’t know that I have ever taken my children 
swimming unless under duress.

Eventually, through trial and error, you 
learn a few things. You learn that with three 
kids, a football and a vague promise of ice 
cream, you can use up four hours pretty 
cheaply. You learn that with a mobile phone, 
it is possible to conduct much of one’s 
business from a sand pit. You learn that the 
Serpentine Gallery has seen a lot of sticky 
toddlers in its time. They’re used to it. 

By the middle of August, we usually 
resorted to taking time off and coping with 
three kids in London by leaving. I always 
did this with a tinge of regret, because 
August is great in London. You have the 
city to yourself, and as unpleasant as the 
weather can be in the UK in August, 
London generally has the best of it. Perhaps 
my favourite time of year to be in London 
is the first week in September, when the 
sun is shining, the kids are back in school, 
and my workplace once again falls silent.

Make friends at a city farm
Residents of Hackney City Farm include 
sheep, goats, geese, chickens and Larry 
the donkey, who once ‘acted’ in a Westminster 
Cathedral nativity parade. Meet him here. 
There’s a cute café, and you can buy fresh 
eggs, vegetables and honey to take home. 
Hackney City Farm, 1a Goldsmiths Row, E2, 
hackneycityfarm.co.uk

Soak up the South Bank
Adults can grow weary of the street 
performers on the South Bank, but for 
kids they’re often magical – from people 
dancing, singing and pretending to be 
cats to the man who makes giant bubbles 
with washing-up liquid. South Bank, SE1, 
southbanklondon.com

BOOK AHEAD 
Tour Wembley Stadium
A chance to peek inside the England 
changing rooms, stroll down the Players 
Tunnel and sit in the press conference seat. 
Daily, Adults £16, under-16s £9, Wembley 
Stadium, HA9, wembleystadium.com/tours

But what about the parents? Father-of-three  
Tim Dowling on surviving the school holidays. Plus,  
50 ways to entertain children in the city this summer
Illustration by Michelle Thompson

50 THINGS TO DO WITH CHILDREN IN LONDON THIS SUMMER
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Have a laugh
At the Comedy Club 4 Kids at the Udderbelly 
Festival, expect playground gags, silly songs 
and slapstick – with no swearing. Fun for 
anyone over the age of six. Until 13 July, 
£10-£15, Southbank Centre, Belvedere Road, 
SE1, southbankcentre.co.uk

Be a BBC presenter 
Broadcasting House reopened to the public 
in April. Daily guided tours allow visitors 
the chance to try presenting a weather 
forecast, make a radio play and more. 
Suitable for children from nine years old. 
BBC Broadcasting House, Portland Place, W1A,  
bbc.co.uk/showsandtours

Fire paintballs at your friends
Try paintball in a converted Cold War 
bunker. Expect two hours of fun, with 200 
paintballs each, and a few bruises. Over-12s 
only. From £35, Go Ballistic Docklands,  
Bunker 51, 3 Herringham Road, SE7,  
go-ballistic.co.uk

Get the paints out 
From painting to puppetry and printmaking, 
Kite Studios runs summer art workshops 
for four-year-olds and up. Inspiring stuff. 
15 July – 31 August, prices vary, Kite Studios, 
2b Bassein Park Road, W12, kitestudios.org

Learn to cook Italian 
Italian Mama’s Summer Kitchen is a two-
and-a-half hour cooking workshop for six 
to 12-year-olds, who learn to prepare a 
two-course meal from scratch. 
15 July, 12 August, £45, La Cucina Caldesi,  
4 Cross Keys Close, W1U, caldesi.com

Become a ballerina 
At the London Children’s Ballet’s week-
long workshop, nine to 12-year-old girls 
can practice their pirouettes, enjoy talks 
from professional dancers and learn 
choreography, hair and make-up.  There 
are separate classes available for boys. 
29 July – 2 August, £250, London Children’s 
Ballet, St Paul’s Boys’ School, Lonsdale Road, 
SW13, londonchildrensballet.com

Paint your own pottery
Choose a piece of handmade Emma 
Bridgewater pottery and paint it any pattern 
you like at the Pottery Café. The studio 
will glaze and fire it for you to pick up later. 
£5.99 per session, plus price of pottery. Pottery 
Café, 735 Fulham Road, SW6, pottery-cafe.com 

Meet some mad scientists
Science Museum Live presents the Energy 
Show, a challenge by two scientists to explain 

energy. A workshop of volatile chemicals 
is sure to delight. Suitable for children aged 
seven and above. 20 July – 31 August, no 
shows Mondays, from £10, Science Museum, 
Exhibition Road, South Kensington, SW7, 
sciencemuseum.org.uk

Snorkel with sharks
Confront your fears and dive in with sand 
tiger and blacktip reef sharks at the London 
Aquarium. Pull on a wetsuit and plunge 
in: you must be at least 1.3m (4’2”) to do 
so. £125 per person, Sealife London Aquarium, 
County Hall, Westminster Bridge Road, SE1,  
visitsealife.com/london

Climb the roof of The O2
Anyone aged 10 or over can take part in 
the 90-minute Up at The O2 sessions. 
You’re kitted out with climbing gear and 
a harness before you follow a guide up the 
bouncy, tent-like roof of the arena. At 52m 
high it’s not for the faint-hearted, but the 
360° view at the top is worth it.
From £22 per person, The O2, Peninsula Square, 
SE10, theo2.co.uk/upattheo2

Go for ice cream
Set your tummy rumbling at Chin Chin 
Labs by watching the nutty professors whip 
up your freshly frozen dessert using liquid 
nitrogen. Flavours range from divine to 
absurd. 49-50 Camden Lock Place, NW1, 
chinchinlabs.com

Join the army
The National Army Museum’s  Kids’ Zone 
for under-eights offers climbing frames, an 
arts and crafts area, dress-up costumes and 
more. £2.50 per child per one-hour session, 
National Army Museum, Royal Hospital Road, 
SW3, nam.ac.uk

Be a zookeeper 
London Zoo offers a Junior Keeper for a 
Day experience for 11-15 year-olds – a 
chance to join a real zookeeper and get 
closer to the furry residents than you 
thought possible. £170 per child, ZSL London 
Zoo, Regent’s Park, NW1, zsl.org

Take the cable car
Ride in the UK’s first urban cable car, 
which  takes you 1,100m across the Thames 
between Greenwich Peninsula and Royal 
Docks. Adults from £3.20, children from £1.60,  
emiratesairline.co.uk

See Willy Wonka on stage
The new production of Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory is a stage show sure to 
delight the youngest of theatre-goers. If 

you liked Matilda the Musical you’ll love this. 
From 25 June, from £25, Theatre Royal,  
Drur y Lane, Cathe r ine St reet , WC2,  
drurylanetheatrelondon.com

FROM 8 TO 80 
Stroll through the treetops
Climb 18m high and wander along the 
Treetop Walkway for a new perspective 
on Kew. Adults £16.50 (under-16s free with 
adults), Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew Road, 
Richmond, Surrey, TW9, kew.org

Tunnel in the sand 
Kids can get their hands dirty at the 
London Transport Museum, where 
the challenge is to build the biggest, 
strongest sand-pit tunnel possible. 
Under-16s free, adults £15, 30 July – 3 
August, 13-17, 27-31 August, London 
Transport Museum, Covent Garden Piazza, 
WCE, ltmuseum.co.uk 

Whisper it
With yourself and a partner on opposite 
sides of the Whispering Gallery in St Paul’s 
Cathedral, try whispering  something. The 
dome’s construction means that you can 
hear it anywhere in the gallery. £16 adults, 
£7 children aged 6-17, St Paul’s Cathedral, St 
Paul’s Churchyard, EC4, stpauls.co.uk

Sleep on Sir Francis Drake’s ship
Spend the night on the Golden Hinde II, a 
reconstruction of the famous galleon. Kids 
get to dress up as sailors, train in navigation 
and barber surgery before eating a Tudor-
style dinner and sleeping on the Gun Deck. 
Monthly until 27 October, £42.95, Golden Hinde 
II, 1 & 2 Pickfords Wharf, Clink Street,  
SE1, goldenhinde.com

Go to a Victorian school
Scare some discipline into your brood 
with a taste of a Victorian classroom. Led 
by an actor in full period costume, the 
45-minute sessions take place in one of Dr 
Barnardo’s classrooms from the 1870s. 
Practice handwriting on a slate boards 
and try to avoid being labelled the dunce. 
First Sunday of the month, £2 suggested donation, 
The Ragged School Museum, 46-50 Copperfield 
Road, E3, raggedschoolmuseum.org.uk

Follow a treasure map 
Buy a Treasure Trails map and follow the 
clues around London. Each map is themed 
and will guide you through the history of 
London to spots you never knew existed. 
Trails take around two hours to complete.  
From £6.99, treasuretrails.co.uk
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We’re giving away ten copies of 
the 2013 edition of London 
Unlocked (£9.99, Factfinder 
Guides), the guidebook that’s 
written just for children. To enter 
and for full terms and conditions, 
see thelondonmagazine.co.uk

 WIN A GUIDEBOOK FOR KIDS
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Go behind the silver screen
Follow the interactive tour on your iPad 
to make the most of a visit to the London 
Film Museum. Would-be leading ladies 
and leading men will be enthralled.  
London Film Museum, 45 Wellington Street, 
Covent Garden, WC2, londonfilmmuseum.com

All aboard for a puppet show 
The Puppet Theatre Barge, currently in 
Little Venice, has 55 seats and stages year-
round shows for children aged three and 
above. It moves to Richmond-on-Thames 
for August and September. Puppet Theatre 
Barge, puppetbarge.com

Climb aboard the Cutty Sark
Visit the restored Cutty Sark, which 
survived a 2007 fire, to enjoy the new glass 
viewing area, explore the cargo store and 
more. Adults £12, under-15s £6.50,  
Cutty Sark Clipper Ship, King William 
Walk, Greenwich, SE10, rmg.co.uk

See some skeletons
The wonderfully odd collection at the 
Hunterian Museum includes Winston 
Churchill’s dentures and the 7’7” skeleton 
of ‘Irish Giant’ Charles Byrne. Free, Hunterian 
Museum, Royal College of Surgeons, 35-43 
Lincoln’s Inn Fields, WC2, rcseng.ac.uk

Learn some wartime history 
The Imperial War Museum has a host of 
activities and exhibitions for youngsters. 
It reopens in July, with a Horrible Histories 
exhibition from 29 July. Adults £5.50, 
children £2.95, Imperial War Museum, Lambeth 
Road, London SE1, iwm.org.uk

Go bowling 1950s-style 
Make that first bowling experience a stylish 
one, at the 1950s-style All Star Lanes  in 
Bloomsbury. Adults from £6.95. Under 12s 
from £5.95. All Star Lanes, Victoria House, 
Bloomsbury Place, WC1, allstarlanes.co.uk

OUTDOOR ACTION
Hunt for fossils
To celebrate the Festival of Archaeology, 
the Tower of London hosts an archaeology 
and discovery weekend on Tower Beach 
and Tower Wharf. 27-28 July, free, Tower 
of London, EC3, hrp.org.uk

Train for Rio 2016
The three-day Star Tracks course allows 
six-12 year-olds to try hurdling, high jump, 
sprint and javelin. 23-27 July, £27-£51.60, 
Lee Valley Athletics Centre, 61 Meridian Way, 
Picketts Lock, N9, visitleevalley.org.uk

Explore the Amazon
Meet an anaconda, stroke the belly of a 
catfish and get up close with tetra fish at 
the Horniman Museum’s Amazon 
Adventure exhibition. Until 24 November, 
Adults £6, under-16s £3. Horniman Museum, 
100 London Road, Forest Hill, SE23,  
horniman.ac.uk

Get on your bike
Confident young cyclists can join one 
of the daily guided tours from hire-
bike pros the London Bicycle Tour 
Company. Hire from £3.50 per hour, tours 
from £18.95, The London Bicycle Tour 
Company, 1 Gabriel’s Wharf, 56 Upper 
Ground, SE1, londonbicycle.com

Learn to skateboard
Ex-pro skateboarder Dave Chesson offers 
one-to-one skateboarding tuition for 
children, with safety-gear provided.  
£30 per hour, Clapham Common Skatepark, 
Rookery Road, SW4, learntoskateboard.co.uk

Swim in Covent Garden
A  heated open-air pool is open all year 
round at Oasis Sports Centre. Adults £4.85. 
Children £1.70, Oasis Sports Centre, 32, Endell 
Street, WC2, better.org.uk

Scale a climbing wall
A three-day rock climbing courses for 
children aged nine years old and up is a 
real confidence-builder. £75 per person, 
Geckos, The Castle Climbing Centre, Green 
Lanes, N4, geckos.co.uk

Ride a pony through the park
Hyde Park Stables offer an hour’s trot 
around the Serpentine or a half-day riding 
camp. Every pony-lover’s dream. From 
£69 per hour, Hyde Park Stables, 63 Bathurst 
Mews, W2, hydeparkstables.com

See the Thames by speedboat
Travel from the London Eye to Canary 
Wharf on a speedboat to see all the major 
sights in one afternoon. Thrilling stuff. 
Adults from £34.95. Under-14s from £20.95. 
London RIB Voyages, London Eye Millennium 
Pier, SE1, londonribvoyages.com

Try a BMX track
Take on the BMX track in Brockwell Park 
at weekends, where there are expert coaches 
on hand to help beginners build confidence.    
Meanwhile, more experienced young 
BMX-ers will  enjoy the chance to show 
off their skills in the competitions. 
£2 members, £4 non-members, Brockwell Park, 
Norwood Road, SE24, brixtonbmx.com

Pick up a pelican
You can’t literally pick them up. But every 
day at some point between 2.30pm-3pm 
in St James’s Park, the resident pelicans 
are fed their fish. The birds were a gift from 
the Russian Ambassador in 1664 and 
sometimes like to sit on benches in the park. 
St James’s Park, SW1, royalparks.org.uk

OUT OF TOWN
Watch birds and bats
At the London Wetland Centre, 
birdwatch and check out the bat 
walks, pond-dipping and otter 
feedings. Adults £10.65, Children (four-
16) £6.50, London Wetland Centre, Queen 
Elizabeth’s Walk, SW13, wwt.org.uk

Stay overnight at Legoland
Some 80 million bricks make up one of 
the best children’s theme parks in the 
country. A new hotel opened here last 
year, w ith pi rate-themed rooms.  
From £27.45, Legoland Windsor, Winkfield 
Road, SL4, legoland.co.uk

Learn to ski 
It’s not your typical summer fun, but 
skiing and snowboarding is an option 
year-round at the UK’s largest indoor 
slope. From £35 per adult, £25 per 
under-16, The Snow Centre, St Albans 
Hill, HP3, thesnowcentre.com 
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