FACELIFT FOR BIG BEN
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Abseilers begin the task of sprucing up the Palace of Westminster's Big Ben clock face.

FACELIFT FOR BIG BEN

ONE of Britain's best-known landmarks was today being spruced up in an acrobatic cleaning job.

Cleaners were abseiling down the four faces of the Palace of Westminster's Big Ben clock to scrub away six year's worth of dust and dirt.

The operation, last carried out in 1995, is set to last all week, but the clock will keep time throughout and the famous 'bongs' will chime as normal.

The Palace's Keeper of the Clock Mike McCann will supervise the cleaning, along with minor external repairs to the clock's glasswork being carried out by specialist glaziers.

One hazard of working at the top of the 320ft St Stephen's Tower is the wind, and the abseiling cleaners may have to move between the different faces to keep out of any strong gales.

Big Ben's faces are cleaned about every five or six years.

CLOCKING UP THE YEARS

Big Ben timeline:

:: Edward Dent, clockmaker to Queen Victoria, was paid £1,800 to build the 'Great Clock' in 1853 but died that year. His son Frederick Dent finished the job a year later. It first began recording time in 1859.

:: Big Ben is the name of the clock's 13-tonne bell, which is so huge that a team of 16 horses were needed to pull it to the construction site. The bell hammer weighs 180 kilograms.

:: It is named after Sir Benjamin Hall, who was the British Commissioner of Works at the time of the clock's construction. It was designed by Edmund Beckett Denison.

:: The official name for the Gothic tower in which Big Ben nestles is St Stephen's Tower. It is about 315ft tall and there are 334 steps to the top. The tower was completed in 1858, after an 1834 fire destroyed most of the Palace of Westminster.

:: Until 1900 the dials of the clock tower's four faces were illuminated by gas burners.

:: Since December 31 1923, Big Ben's chimes have been broadcast by the BBC with its headline bulletins.

:: The clock is renowned for its accuracy and survived a dozen attacks by Luftwaffe bombers during the Second World War, continuing to mark the time within one and a half seconds of GMT.

:: Having survived the Blitz Big Ben lost four and a half minutes in August 1949 when a flock of starlings perched on its 4.3 metres-long minute hand.

:: In 1962 snow accumulation caused the clock to ring in the new year ten minutes late and in 1976 the clock stopped when a piece of its machinery broke.

:: Big Ben ground to a halt again at 12.11 on April 30 1997, just 24 hours before the general election and once more three weeks later.

:: In September last year hundreds of tonnes of concrete had to be pumped underneath the 143-year-old tower after scientists warned that it was teetering so badly it could collapse. The subsidence was blamed on the £1.9 billion Jubilee Line excavation works.

:: A 45-metre replica of Big Ben exists in Buenos Aires. The British government donated it to Argentina in 1910 to commemorate the centennial of that nation's independence.
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