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It was Saturday morning, and Robin was sat 

looking sadly out of the kitchen window, watching 

as some firemen struggled to free Mrs Brown’s 

arm from her letterbox.
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Mrs Brown had spent the morning chasing her 

cat around the garden (Tiddles had run off with 

her breakfast again) when a gust of wind had 

suddenly blown up, slamming the front door shut 

and locking Mrs Brown out of the house. She had 

tried to put her arm through the letterbox to turn 

the key and reopen the door, but her arm was just 

too thick and she had got it stuck.

The fire brigade soon arrived in their big fire 

truck with blue flashing lights and bells ringing.
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“It was a good thing that we were just passing 

through the neighbourhood,” said the fireman, 

watching as his team unscrewed the door from its 

hinges. “You should be more careful in future, Mrs 

Brown. Always leave a spare key where you can 

reach it . . . and don’t leave your breakfast lying 

around where Tiddles can get at it!”

Robin was suddenly stirred from his thoughts 

when he heard a beep, beep, beep, beep! coming 

from down the street. It was Grandad in his little 

red car.

“Hello, Robin,” said Grandad, waving through 

the window. He let himself in through the front 

door and sat down at the kitchen table. “How was 

your week at school?”
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“Oh, not so good, Grandad,” said Robin. “My 

teacher, Miss Clements, has asked us all to write 

a story for our class project, but I haven’t been 

able to think of anything to write about. I don’t 

know what to do.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Grandad. “Perhaps 

it would help if you were able to go somewhere 

that inspired you – inspiration is all that a writer 

really needs, you know. Somewhere interesting, 

somewhere exciting . . .” Grandad thought for a 

moment. “Have you ever been to London, Robin?”

“No, Grandad, I haven’t.”

“Well,” said Grandad, with a smile, “would you 

like to go?”
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“Wow!” said Robin, leaping out of his seat. “Oh, 

yes please, Grandad – that would be fantastic!”

Grandad went to the bookcase, pulled out a map 

and opened it onto the kitchen table.

“London,” Grandad explained, “is the capital city 

of England, as you well know, but it is also one of 

the busiest, richest and most important cities in 

the world. People travel from all over the globe to 

live and work there, and millions of tourists visit 

every year.”

“I can see it on the map, Grandad,” said Robin, 

pointing. “It’s right here on the edge of this big 

river.”
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“Yes,” said Grandad. “That river is called the 

Thames (Tems) and people have lived by its banks 

for thousands of years. In fact, if you look closely, 

you’ll notice that a lot of big old cities can be 

found near large rivers. Rivers then were not only 

a source of food and fresh water, but they made 

it possible for the people who settled by them to 

travel and trade by boat, which was for a long time 

the quickest and easiest way to move things about 

and make money.

“However, we are lucky enough now to have cars 

to get us around. So make sure that your bag is 

packed and ready for next weekend, because we 

are going to London!”
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Robin was so excited about their upcoming 

trip – he talked about it all week! When Saturday 

finally arrived, Robin got up and went to sit and 

wait for Grandad in the kitchen. Even though it 

was still very early in the morning, Robin had only 

just finished eating his toast when Grandad’s car 

pulled into the driveway. Beep, beep, beep, beep!

“Come on, Robin,” called Grandad, rolling down 

his window. “Let’s go!”

It was a long drive, but Robin and Grandad talked 

happily about cities, countries and continents. 

Robin had always enjoyed talking to older people 

– they always seemed to know so much about 

everything, and there was always something new 

that he could learn from them.
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He had enjoyed their conversation so much, 

in fact, that he had hardly paid any attention to 

what had been happening out of the window; so 

when Grandad finally told him to take a look, he 

was shocked to see the roads suddenly filled with 

cars and bicycles and red double-decker buses. 

Hundreds of people were walking quickly along 

pavements lined with old stone buildings, and the 

air was thick with the sound of car horns beeping, 

engines roaring, people shouting and laughing . . .

“This,” said Grandad, catching Robin’s look of 

astonishment, “is London.”

Once they had made their way through the busy 

streets and found somewhere to park Grandad’s 

car, Robin had begun to feel a little overwhelmed. 
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He lived in a small town and had never been into 

the city before . . . Everything here was so huge, 

and it seemed so full of people!

Luckily, Grandad had seen many busy cities in 

his lifetime, so he knew exactly how Robin must 

be feeling. He took Robin’s hand and gave him a big 

reassuring smile.
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“I think,” he said, as they walked into the city, 

“that we should start our trip by visiting one of 

the biggest and oldest toy shops in London.” He 

pulled a shiny fifty pence piece out of his pocket 

and handed it to Robin. “Who knows, you might 

find something there that will help you to write 

your story . . .”

You see, Grandad had often taken Robin to car 

boots sales at home, giving him fifty pence to buy 

a second-hand toy. Older toys, they had found, 

usually had an interesting story to tell.

So the toy shop was their first stop. Robin 

had never seen anything like it before – it was 

huge! The place was filled with every kind of toy 

that Robin could possibly imagine: action figures, 

puzzles, model kits, footballs, remote-controlled 

cars, teddy bears, dollhouses . . . Robin didn’t know 

where to begin!
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A young man dressed in a smart shirt and tie 

noticed Robin and walked over.

“Good morning, sir” he said. “How may I help you 

today?”

“I would like to buy a toy, please,” said Robin.

“You have come to the right place then, sir – we 

have the finest selection of toys in all of London! 

How much were you looking to spend?”

Robin showed the man his fifty pence piece.

“Only fifty pence?” said the shop assistant, 

looking a little disappointed. “I’m sorry, sir, but 

I don’t think that you will be able to buy anything 

here for that amount.”
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Robin turned to Grandad – he had always been 

able to afford the toys at the car boot sales 

before. But Grandad was already whispering 

something into the shop assistant’s ear. The shop 

assistant nodded and called over his manager. 

Grandad gave Robin a wink.

“Excuse me, sirs,” said the manager, shaking 

their hands. “I believe your name is Robin and you 

are looking for a toy, yes? Well, it just so happens 

that I found a very old book in one of our store 

rooms a week or two ago. It’s called The Magic 

Talking Book of the World’s Most Interesting 

People and Places and I think that it might be of 

some interest to you. Let me just go and fetch it.”
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The manager soon returned with a little blue 

book, which he handed over to Robin.

“This book has no printed words,” said the 

manager, “and as far as I have been able to 

tell there are no batteries, no solar panels . . . 

no power sources of any kind! I have asked toy 

manufacturers and experts from around the 

world, but no one seems to know how to make it 

talk.” The manager scratched his head, puzzled. 

“And as to the magic that is mentioned . . . well, 

I’ve no idea how that would ever work.”
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Now it was Robin’s turn to wink at Grandad.

You see, Grandad was not just like any other 

grandad – he knew how to use magic, and with it he 

was able to make old toys come to life and speak!

“I don’t think anyone will ever make it talk,” 

continued the manager, “but if you really wanted 

it, I’m sure that I could sell it to you for . . . oh, I 

don’t know, let’s say . . . fifty pence?”

Robin looked at Grandad again. He was chuckling 

to himself.

“Okay then,” Robin said happily. “Thank you very 

much!”
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As soon as they left the store, Robin became 

very excited. The little blue book must be very 

special if Grandad had set the whole thing up!

“Can you really make this magic book talk, 

Grandad?” he asked, once they had finally found a 

nice bench to sit on.

Well,” said Grandad, with a smile, “I guess there 

is only one way for us to find out . . .”

He laid the book out flat across his palms, took 

a deep breath and cast a spell:

Little book, make it so,

Tell us all we need to know.

People, places, countries, towns,

Show the jewels in all these crowns!
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Then something wonderful happened. The book 

flipped open to a picture of a tall tower with a big 

clock face; then it began to shake and sparkling 

dust burst from the pages. Suddenly, from out of 

this glittering cloud, there appeared a little man 

no bigger than Grandad’s finger. He had a black 

beard and neatly parted hair, and he was dressed 

in an old fashioned suit. He stretched and yawned 

before he spoke to them.

“Hello! Thank you for waking me up. Who are 

you?”

“I’m Robin and this is Grandad,” said Robin, 

amazed, “but . . . who are you?”
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“My name is Charles Dickens, and I am one of 

London’s most famous writers. People from all over 

the world have read my stories, and almost all of 

them were set right here in London! In fact, I used 

to walk these very streets for miles every single 

day, just looking for things that would inspire me.”

“That’s exactly what I was hoping to do!” said 

Robin excitedly. “Do you think that you could help 

me by showing us around, Mr Dickens? I have a 

story to write for my class project and I need 

some inspiration.”
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“It would be my pleasure to help a fellow writer,” 

said the little man, giving Robin a short bow. “I 

think that we should go and see the Houses of 

Parliament first. That’s where I began my writing 

career – not as an author, you understand, but 

as a journalist. It’s a very important place, and 

probably the most recognisable building in all of 

London.”

That sounded like an excellent idea to Grandad, 

who suggested that they travelled on the London 

Underground to save them having to drive back 

through all that traffic.

“The Underground?” said Robin, looking down. 

“Are there buildings under the pavements here?”

“No, Robin,” said Grandad, chuckling. “It’s a 

railway system that takes passengers all over the 

city through tunnels under the ground. Many cities 

across the globe now have underground railways.”
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“But London’s was the very first to be built,” 

said the little man proudly. “I can remember them 

opening the first line – it was all the way back in 

1863! Now, over a billion journeys (1,000,000,000) 

are made on it every single year – that’s one for 

every seventh person in the entire world!”

So they walked to the nearest Tube station and 

took an escalator down to a long platform where 

lots of people were stood looking expectantly into 

the opening of a tunnel.

“Where’s the train, Gra—”

Suddenly, a huge train roared into view, stopping 

at the platform just long enough for everyone to 

squeeze into the carriages. Robin and Grandad 

leapt on, and in a moment the train had rumbled 

off again into the darkness.
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“Wow,” said Robin, as they sped through the 

tunnels. “I wish that we had an underground 

railway at home – I would be able to get to school 

in no time!”

In less than five minutes Robin and Grandad had 

arrived at their stop, and as soon as they emerged 

from the station Robin caught sight of a beautiful 

honey-coloured building covered in spires and 

turrets, with a huge clock tower perched on the 

end. It was the same building that he had seen 

in the magical book, and it was stood on the edge 

of a huge river, sparkling in the sunlight . . . the 

Thames!
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“Oh, it’s beautiful,” said Robin. He took out 

the camera that Grandad had bought him for his 

birthday and started taking lots of pictures. “Do 

you think that we would be allowed to go inside?”

“Well, I think that you would usually have book 

in advance,” said Grandad, “but look, there’s a 

guide about to start showing some people around. 

I’m sure they won’t mind if we joined them.”

They walked over to the group and were soon 

being led inside through a number of beautiful 

rooms and corridors – all of them filled with old 

books, portraits, statues and carvings. The tour 

guide explained:
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“This building is where the government runs the 

country from. They are responsible for making the 

decisions that affect the whole country, taking 

care of everything from health and education to 

finances and the environment. It’s a very difficult 

and very important job, so when the original 

parliament building was accidently burnt down 

in 1834, it was decided that they should build a 

brand new one that showed just how important 

the decisions that the nation were making really 

were.”

“You can bet that there were some heated 

arguments about who started the fire!” the little 

man whispered to Robin.

The group was then led into a big room with two 

banks of green leather benches facing each other.

“I’ve seen this place on TV!” said Robin excitedly, 

taking out his camera again. “My mum watches it 

on the news all the time.”
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“I’m not surprised,” said the tour guide. “This 

room is known as the Commons Chamber, and it 

is in here that all of the big issues of the day 

are debated. The government, led by the Prime 

Minister, sits on one side, whilst the Opposition 

(that’s the group that isn’t in power) sits on the 

other.”

“She’s right,” said the little man. “I spent five 

years in this room reporting on these debates, and 

on certain days, when all 650 seats are filled with 

people shouting and arguing and stamping their 

feet, it can be very noisy and exciting – just like a 

circus, I used to say!”

Then they were led outside to take one last look 

at the big clock tower.
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“This famous clock tower is often called Big 

Ben,” said the tour guide, “but Big Ben is actually 

the name of huge bell inside the tower that rings 

out for every hour of the day.”

At that very moment the quarter bells starting 

chiming, before Big Ben struck out the hours:

Dong . . . Dong . . . Dong . . . Dong!

“Come on,” said Grandad, with a smile, “I think 

that it’s time for us to find something else to do.”
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Robin agreed, and as they had walked out of 

the grounds of Parliament he noticed an enormous 

fairground wheel with see-through carriages on 

the other side of the river. He pointed it out to 

Grandad.

“What’s that?”

“That’s known as the London Eye,” said Grandad, 

“and on a clear day you can see for miles across 

London from the top of the cycle. It really is a 

sight to see . . . Come on, let’s go and get tickets!”

Grandad bought two tickets and was soon helping 

Robin into one of the large glass capsules. As they 

rose higher and higher, Robin was able to see out 

further over the rooftops of London. Grandad 

was right – it really was amazing! Robin gazed out 

into the city for a moment or two before pointing 

towards a big dome on the other side of the river.
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“What’s that over there?” he asked.

“That’s St Paul’s Cathedral,” said the little 

man, peeking out from the magical book. “It’s used 

on very special occasions such as royal weddings, 

state funerals and services for very important 

people. For instance, I went to witness the burial 

of The Duke of Wellington in 1852 – almost a 

million people came out to watch! The cathedral 

was designed by a man called Christopher Wren 

after the Great Fire of London had swept through 

the city in 1666.”

“A fire?” said Robin. “Was the fire brigade not 

around to put it out?”
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“Not in 1666,” said the little man. “The city 

burned for four days, and many thousands of people 

lost everything – their homes, their possessions, 

even their lives. The Monument now stands as a 

reminder of that dreadful time.

“However, when the fire was finally put out, it 

was decided that the city was not to be rebuilt in 

wood (as it had been for many hundreds of years) 

but in stone. This not only stopped fires from 

spreading so quickly, but encouraged builders to 

widen roads, improve hygiene and help prevent the 

spread of diseases – a very modern way of thinking 

at the time. Although it may now look very old, St 

Paul’s was once a symbol of a new and improved 

London.”
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“That’s very interesting,” said Grandad, taking 

out his notebook.

You see, Grandad was always writing things in 

his notebook. He had wanted to write a book for 

a long time – maybe he could write one about his 

travels with Robin!

“Speaking of modern,” he said, once he had 

finished making his notes, “this building over here 

is one of the most famous new buildings in London. 

Its actual name is 30 St Mary Axe, but we know it 

as The Gherkin.”
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Its name made Robin giggle, but when Grandad 

pointed towards the huge glass building Robin 

understood why they had chosen it – it was curved 

from top to bottom . . . just like a gherkin!

“And look – over there!”

Grandad pointed to another enormous glass 

building – this one, however, was shaped like a tall 

pyramid.
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“That one is called The Shard,” said Grandad.

“Wow,” said Robin. “Has London always been 

this beautiful, Mr Dickens?”

“Not always,” said the little man, shaking his 

head. “In fact, the London I remember was not 

very pleasant at all – the streets were dirty and 

cramped, and many people lived in terrible poverty. 

The narrator of one of my most famous books, 

Oliver Twist, described it as a ‘wretched place’, 

and wretched it most certainly was!

“But London is always changing,” he added, as 

the wheel neared the end of the cycle. “It’s always 

moving on – just like this wheel, in fact!”
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Robin and Grandad were clambering out of the 

capsule when Robin’s stomach started to grumble. 

It had been hours since he had had his breakfast.

“Sounds to me as though you could do with 

something to eat,” said Grandad. “What do you 

suggest, Mr Dickens?”

“Well,” said the little man, “Jellied eels were 

always very popular in the London of my day . . .”

He caught the horrified look on Robin’s face.

“. . . However, if that isn’t to your taste, then 

you should look no further than a good helping of 

pie and mash. The pastry casing of the pie used to 

be very useful to working Londoners – it not only 

tasted good, but it kept the dirt of the streets 

away from the delicious meat inside!”

So that is exactly what they went and had. 
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After a long day and a very good meal, Robin 

and Grandad decided that it was time to check 

into their hotel and get some rest. They jumped 

into a black taxi and in no time at all were tucked 

up in their beds for the night.

The next morning was bright and clear, and after 

a hearty breakfast Robin and Grandad hopped onto 

an open-top tour bus. After driving them through 

the streets of London, the bus pulled up to a big 

square filled with bronze lions, large fountains and 

a huge column topped by a statue of a man with 

one arm.

“Who’s that?” asked Robin.
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“That’s Lord Nelson, an admiral in the British 

Navy,” said Grandad. “He helped the British to 

defeat the French and the Spanish at the Battle 

of Trafalgar in 1805. This place is now known as 

Trafalgar Square in honour of his achievements.”

The bus then started off again, and after a while 

Robin and Grandad found themselves being driven 

down a long tree-lined road, heading towards a big 

mansion stood proudly at the end.

“Who lives there?” said Robin. “It looks fit for 

a queen!”

“Well, that’s lucky,” said Grandad, chuckling, 

“because that is Buckingham Palace, the residence 

of the King or Queen of the United Kingdom.”

A crowd of people were gathered around the 

railings of the palace, watching as a group of 

soldiers dressed in red uniforms and big furry 

hats stood to attention.
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“Those are the Royal Guards,” Grandad 

explained. “They’ve been protecting the royal 

family and their palaces for many years. When one 

regiment finishes its shift of duty and another one 

begins, there is a very famous ceremony known 

the Changing of the Guard. Look!”
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Robin watched as they raised their guns to one 

another and marched across the grounds. They 

looked so impressive.

“I wish our school uniform looked as smart as 

that,” he said.

Hearing this, the little man popped out of the 

book and said:

“Well, if you think that those uniforms are 

good, just wait until we get to our final stop.”

After a few minutes the bus pulled up in front 

of a huge castle.

“This is known as the Tower of London,” said 

the little man. “It is over a thousand years old, 

and has served as many things – a palace, a prison, 

a fortress . . . However, it is now the ceremonial 

home of the Crown Jewels and its protectors, the 

Beefeaters.”
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Robin looked over and saw a man dressed in a 

funny old fashioned uniform.

“But why are they called Beefeaters?” he asked.

“Well, they are officially known as the Yeoman 

Warders, but as a special honour they were 

allowed to eat as much beef as they wanted from 

the King’s table. Meat was not as easy to come by 

then as it is today.”

“I see now! What about those?”

Robin pointed to a cluster of black birds walking 

here and there around the grounds.

“Those are the ravens,” said Grandad. “It’s said 

that the Tower and the monarchy will crumble if 

the ever leave, so the Warders tempt them to 

stay by giving them a daily ration of raw beef.”

“So you could say that they are Beefeaters 

too!” laughed Robin.
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The tour bus then beeped its horn before driving 

them all the way back to the car park. Robin was 

sad to leave, but he was glad to have spent such a 

lovely weekend with his Grandad.

“Oh, thank you for bringing me to London,” said 

Robin, as they climbed into Grandad’s car. “I’ve 

had such a wonderful time . . . and I think that I’ve 

got an idea about what to write for class!”

On Monday morning, Miss Clements walked into 

the classroom. She smiled to the class and said:
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“Before the holiday, I asked you all to write a 

story. They are all very good, and I have enjoyed 

reading them all very much, but I would like 

to thank Robin in particular for his story and 

wonderful photographs. A tour of London, guided 

by Charles Dickens . . . How did you ever think of 

that?”
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Want to know what Grandad’s been scribbling in 

his notebook? Take another read through the 

book and note all the words in bold - you’ll find out 

a little bit more about them!
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Grandad’s Notebook
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London: The capital city of England.

England: A country in north-west Europe; part of 

an island known as Britain.

The Thames: The large river that runs through 

the centre of London.

Charles Dickens (1812-1870): A popular Victorian 

author whose novels were famously set in London.

Houses of Parliament: The main governmental 

building in London; also known as the Palace of 

Westminster.

Journalist: A writer for newspapers and magazines.

London Underground/The Tube: A network of 

underground railway lines; also known as “the 
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Tube” because of its narrow tunnels.

Government: A group of people given the authority 

to rule over a country or a state.

Commons Chamber: The room in which members 

of parliament debate the big issues of the day.

Prime Minister: The leader of the government of 

the day.

Opposition: The party that is not in charge of the 

government of the day.

Big Ben: The nickname given to the Great Bell that 

rings out the hours inside the clock tower at the 

Palace of Westminster.

London Eye: The large Ferris wheel on the 

southern bank of the Thames.

St. Paul’s Cathedral: The large cathedral on 

the banks of the Thames; used for special state 

occasions and ceremonies.

Duke of Wellington (1769-1852): A British 

soldier and statesman, famous for defeating 

Napoleon at the Battle of Waterloo (1815).

Christopher Wren (1632-1723): A English 

architect, famous for rebuilding St. Paul’s 

Cathedral after the Great Fire of London.

The Great Fire of London: A fire that consumed 

a third of London in September 1666; believed to 

have started in a bakery on Pudding Lane.
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The Monument: A tall column commemorating the 

Great Fire of 1666.

The Gherkin: The nickname given to 30 St Mary 

Axe, a large glass skyscraper; known for its 

unusual shape.

The Shard: A large glass skyscraper; once the 

tallest building within the European Union.

Oliver Twist (1837-1838): One of Charles 

Dickens’ most famous novels about a young orphan 

living in London.

Lord Nelson (1758-1805): An English admiral 

famed for leading the British to victory in the 

Battle of Trafalgar.

Battle of Trafalgar (1805): A naval battle 

between British and joint French-Spanish forces; 

a decisive turning point in the Napoleonic wars.

Trafalgar Square: A public space in central 

London.

Buckingham Palace: The principle London residence 

of the King or Queen of the United Kingdom.

Royal Guards: A contingent of soldiers tasked 

with protecting the King or Queen and their 

residences.

The Changing of the Guards: A famous ceremony 

in which new guardsman relieve the old guard of 

their duties.
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Tower of London: A Norman castle located on the 

north bank of the Thames, famous for being both 

a palace and a prison.

Crown Jewels: The jewels of state.

Beefeaters/Yeoman Warders: Ceremonial guards 

stationed at the Tower of London.
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