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FOREWORD



When I wrote my first guidebook 35 years ago, it was a practical manual for a generation of independent travelers taking overnight trains, sleeping in hostels, carrying traveler’s checks, and picking up mail at American Express offices.


Times have changed, and today my son Andy has written a new kind of guidebook for Millennial travelers with an entirely new range of options to choose from. They jet between hot spots on the cheap (something inconceivable when I was Andy’s age). They find accommodations through social networks like Airbnb and couch surfing. And they leverage digital and online tools that would have been a space age dream in my student vagabond days.


Yet while travel styles and tools may change from generation to generation, the fundamentals of travel remain the same. And today, as much as ever, if you equip yourself with good information and expect yourself to travel smart, you can get the most out of two precious resources: your time and your money.


Another key to good travel is the importance of meeting people. I remember when Andy went on his first solo European trip just out of high school, I laid out all the museums and castles and galleries he should be sure to visit. When he came home he triumphantly declared that he had skipped most of those conventional sights and, instead, made friends in each country.


Andy’s right: it’s connecting with people that carbonates your travel experience, and he’s an expert at that. When you meet people from different cultures face to face, you broaden your perspective. And when your new friends take you out of your comfort zone, the world becomes your playground.


In this guidebook, Andy shares lessons gained from a decade of living on the road while organizing his Weekend Student Adventures tours for tens of thousands of young travelers. In the era of globalization, a complete education includes some foreign travel experience. Andy’s advice on sightseeing and practicalities will help any young traveler city-hopping on a budget have an economical and unforgettable adventure in Europe.


A closing note to Andy: This is not your father’s guidebook. It fills the needs of young travelers in a way that I never could and it does so brilliantly.


Bravo!


Rick Steves
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INTRODUCTION



Modern travelers have all the technology in the world at their fingertips. Today, thanks to budget airlines and online resources, backpackers have become precision travelers, popping in and out of major destinations all over Europe at the spur of the moment. We’re visiting cities rather than countries, and packing incredible adventures into increasingly shorter time slots. This book will help you make the most of your time and money by zeroing in on each destination’s must-sees.


TRAVEL PHILOSOPHY


Good travel is really all about two things: bringing the right mind-set to embrace the unexpected, and sorting out the practical logistics. The second part of that equation is what the rest of this book is all about—the logistics of getting from A to B in the most time-efficient and cost-effective way, and having a blast while you’re there. I’ll be with you every step of the way!


But your mind-set is just as important. We live in a complex world, with many different points of view swirling around us in more media formats and screens than ever before. Technology is accelerating progress around the world, and things are changing at an ever-faster rate. It’s never been more important to understand and connect with people from other cultures. The lower to the ground you travel, the more you experience each fascinating destination and achieve life-changing experiences.


Connect With the Culture


If you’ve never traveled or studied outside the country, being somewhere completely different can be nerve-wracking. People, food, language…even the laws will be different than what you’re used to. The resulting anxiety can lead you to trap yourself inside the “American Bubble.”


The American Bubble is that safe group of American friends you meet abroad. They listen to the same music as you do, eat the same food, take the same classes, and are therefore quite easy to relate to. Don’t get me wrong; I enjoy meeting Americans while traveling. However, if at the end of your time abroad, the only new friends you made are English-speakers, you may need to reevaluate why you came to Europe in the first place.


Don’t let the American Bubble prevent you from experiencing Europe to the fullest. Break free and immerse yourself in something new. Dive into a local festival, sample strange food, flirt with that cute French guy (or girl!). You’ll make memories that will ultimately make you a better, more worldly human being.


Say Yes


In my experience, simply saying “yes” to things I haven’t tried before is the most direct route to creating unforgettable memories. Of course, some lines should never be crossed, but in general, being a yes man or woman for the day (or night) can be really fun. You have a chance to catch a fútbol match in Madrid? Say yes! Never tried smoked herring? Taste it in Amsterdam. Do as the Berliners do and stay out till sunrise. Expose yourself to new experiences. You won’t regret it.


Ask Questions


Take every opportunity to learn something new about each place you visit. Ask locals where they go on a Saturday night, what their views on European and American politics are, and how they celebrate their holidays. They’ll appreciate your interest, and they are sure to have questions for you as well.


When it comes to making conversation, don’t ask where someone is from unless you’ve got a follow-up question ready, or conversation will die shortly afterward. Instead, have a lineup of compelling questions to ask those sitting next to you on the train or at the bar to get people to open up.


Some Suggestions:


• Where are you headed, and what is there to do there?


• Where else should I travel?


• I really like X. Where should I go to experience that?



Maintain Perspective



As this book was nearing completion in late 2015; the headlines were dominated by terrorist shootings in Paris. Terrorism is a fact of life in Europe and many other parts of the world, including the U.S., and there’s always a chance that another attack will occur in one of the cities covered in this book. If that happens, take a deep breath and try to keep the risk and tragedy of terrorism in perspective. The chance of your being affected directly are astronomically minuscule—you can look it up—and as every European understands, the best way to counter terrorism is by refusing to be terrorized.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


Who is Andy Steves?


I grew up traveling with my father, travel guru Rick Steves. From infancy through high school, I spent my summers learning the ins and outs of budget travel.


My approach to travel fuses my father’s love of culture with all the modern tools available today thanks to technology. Through college, I worked as a tour guide for Rick Steves’ Europe Through the Back Door. While studying abroad in Rome, I started organizing trips for my friends each weekend, leading groups of 5-10 fellow students. By the end of the semester, these groups numbered over 30.


Upon returning to the United States, I began formulating ideas for tips and trips designed specfically for budget travelers and study abroad students. That led to Weekend Student Adventures (wsaeurope.com), which is now the leading student tour company in Europe. Weekend Student Adventures offers an affordable, local experience to budget travelers in Amsterdam, Paris, Barcelona, Berlin, Budapest, Prague, Rome, Krakow, Edinburgh, Dublin and more!


How to Use this Book


I’ve adapted the tried and tested itineraries I developed for Weekend Student Adventures for the purposes of this book. Each time I visit a city, I try to do it all: visit the most blogged-about restaurants, hit the main museums, pop into the city’s churches, relax in the best parks, find the best panorama, grab a beer at the hottest pubs and clubs. Once I tackle the big names, I spend the rest of my time getting off the beaten path and writing about it to share with you. Each chapter gives you the nuts and bolts you need to plan a quick trip to a given city, from tips on calibrating your budget to transportation information to a detailed three-day itinerary that lets you experience that city to its fullest.


BEFORE YOU GO


Think of your trip as one big piece of artwork: Start with the outline first, then get down to the details. Make the outline of your trip by nailing down the following constraints:


• Where you want to go


• How much time you have—and how much of that you’re willing to spend in transit


• Budget—daily target and total


• What you want to do (what’s your priority—sightseeing, music, culture, architecture, or nightlife?)


Decide Where to Go


If you’ve got three weeks or less and want to hit a wide range of destinations, like Dublin, London, Edinburgh, Paris, Amsterdam, Berlin, Prague, and Budapest, here’s how I would break it down. To split eight cities across 21 days, you’d have a travel day almost every other day, barely giving you a chance to catch your breath. I’d recommend slicing at least two of these destinations from the itinerary. Consider the following factors for each city: inbound and outbound flights, similarity of one city to the next, your own desires and preferences, what exactly you want to do in the destinations, and time and cost to get from one city to the next.


These cities provide a pretty solid range of experiences. Dublin, London, and Edinburgh are of course separated from the continent. While I love Dublin, if it’s your first time through Europe, I’d recommend cutting out this city in favor of having a little more time and flexibility.


If you’re studying abroad and will be taking multiple trips throughout your school semester, map out when to go based on each destination. Go to the beach cities (like Barcelona) when it’s warmer, visit active or pedestrian cities (like Prague) before it gets too cold, and save “museum” cities (like Berlin) for the winter.


Plan Your Route


Now that I’ve narrowed down my itinerary to a manageable list, it’s time to consider how to get from A to B to C. Consider trains, buses, and flights—which are generally the quickest and best option. If you’re on a tight budget, book transportation ahead of time, as prices can climb the closer you get to your travel date. For tips on choosing the best mode of transit, along with step-by-step instructions on booking your transportation between cities, see here.


Links: Try skyscanner.com, kayak.com, cheapoair.com, momondo.com for flights; sbb.ch for train travel; eurolines.com, orangeways.com, berlinlinienbus.de, renfe.com, and studentagencybus.com for bus travel; carpooling.co.uk for ride-sharing.


Apps: For a list of helpful transportation apps, see here.


Decide Where to Sleep


Travelers often ask me whether they should book accommodations ahead of time. To decide, weigh the value of accommodation at potentially cheaper prices against flexibility and spontaneity. If you’re on a tight budget or traveling during a famous event, book your hostel as far in advance as possible. For more tips on booking accommodations, see here.


If you do book in advance, go the extra mile and find out how to get to your hostel before you leave for your trip. Nothing is worse than arriving in a foreign city with a heavy backpack and not knowing where to go. Print out directions or a map, and know which metro line to take and how much it costs.


Links: Use hostelworld.com or airbnb.com. Also check out each site’s helpful app.


Calibrate Your Budget


Know roughly how much your trip is going to cost before jumping in headfirst. How much is an individual meal? How expensive is a night out? What’s the admission price for that famous art museum? To help you out with this, I’ve added city-specific tips on calibrating your budget at the beginning of each chapter.


Credit cards are widely accepted across Europe. Visa tends to be more common than Mastercard, and it’s difficult to find anyone who takes American Express. For security reasons, the “chip-and-pin” system is ubiquitous in Europe, though swipe cards do still work just about everywhere. It’s worth asking your bank to issue a chip-and-pin card ahead of time. Cash is often preferred in southern European countries like Italy and Spain. And you may encounter minimums (around €10) set by merchants to use a card.


Apps: Use the XE Currency app to keep track of fluctuating conversion rates and the Mint.com app to balance your budget.


Plan for Precision Sightseeing


Make a list of the top 3-5 things you want to see, and make reservations online to save yourself hours in line. At the beginning of each chapter, you’ll find a list of sights that you should reserve in advance. Avoid trying to see too much—travel is a lot more than snapping a selfie in front of a famous monument.


Also consider booking a local guide. Doing so costs money, but guides help you get more out of your travels and will reduce the amount of time getting lost.




IF YOU LIKE...


Grand museums:


Paris, London, Berlin, Rome


Culture and live performances:


Dublin, Madrid, Edinburgh


Outdoor recreation:


Edinburgh, Barcelona


Art history:


Paris, Rome, Venice, Florence, Madrid


Cuisine:


Rome, Madrid, Venice


Festivals:


Budapest, Venice, Amsterdam


Cheap thrills:


Madrid, Budapest, Prague


GO TO…


Euro-trash techno discotecas:


Berlin, Barcelona, Rome


Pub life and beer:


Berlin, Prague, Dublin, London


Alternative scene:


Berlin, Budapest, Prague


Casual and social ambience:


Paris, Amsterdam, Prague


Old-world atmosphere:


Prague, Budapest


Late, late nights:


Berlin, Barcelona, Madrid


LGBT nightlife:


Amsterdam, Paris, London, Barcelona







CITY-HOPPING


Group cities geographically so that you don’t waste time and money zigzagging across the continent. Each of these itineraries can also be done in the opposite direction, and you can link them together for a longer trip—for example, Best of the North followed by Best of Britain (Amsterdam → Paris → London →Edinburgh → Dublin). Prices are approximate, and tend to be lower the farther in advance you book.


Best of the North


London → Paris → Amsterdam


In as little as one week, you can get a taste of three of Western Europe’s major cultural capitals.


• From London’s St. Pancras station, take the fast train to Paris (2.5 hours, from €50).


• From Paris, hop a train to Amsterdam (3.5 hours, around €75).


Best of Eastern Europe


Berlin → Prague → Budapest


Explore complex history by day and dive into an alternative nightlife at night. This itinerary is great for history buffs and architecture fiends.


• From Berlin, use studentagencybus.com or orangeways.com to book a bus to Prague (4.5 hours, €40).


• From Prague, consider a Wizz Air or Czech Airlines flight to Budapest (1 hour, from €60), or take a train (7 hours, €75).


Best of Spain


Barcelona → Madrid


Whether you love nightlife, tapas, museums, or simply having a good time, Spain’s two most important cities have got you covered.


• Fast trains connect Barcelona and Madrid (3 hours, from €50) several times daily. Buses are also an option. Book at renfe.com.


Best of Italy


Rome → Florence → Venice


This route is a no-brainer for pizza- and gelato-loving foodies. Add in robust art history and architecture, and you’ll see why this trip has become a classic.


• From Rome, take a fast train (1.5 hours, from €25, reservations required) to Florence. Or save money on a slow train (8 hours, from €20). Avoid rush hour for cheaper prices.


• From Florence, take a fast train (2 hours, from €30, reservations required) or a slow train (7.5 hours, €15) to Venice. As with the previous leg of the journey, avoid rush hour for the best price.


Best of Britain


London → Edinburgh → Dublin


Head to the capital cities of the British Isles for pubs, live music, and the ease of connecting with friendly, English-speaking locals.


• From London, hop a cheap flight to Edinburgh (1 hour, €60), or take a train (4.5 hours, €110).


• From Edinburgh, numerous airlines run cheap flights to Dublin (1 hour, from €45) multiple times a day. For the best price, avoid rush hour. Many people commute between these cities for business.
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ON-THE-GROUND TRAVEL TIPS



Carry a Map


Getting lost in foreign cities can be fun, but it’s always nice to know the way back home. Always carry a map, and take time to look up from it every once in a while to orient yourself. I always take my first morning in town to study up on my favorite sights and mark them on the map. I can then strategically group close-together sights to save commuting time.


Flash Your Student ID


Some cities (like Madrid) offer free or discounted admission to students with a valid ID. It’s always worth checking when booking ahead or buying tickets.


Customize Your Experience


Whether it’s sporting matches, DJs, or architecture, it’s worth researching what’s on in each city during your visit.


Music, sailing, and cycling races are some of my personal hobbies, so I watch for related events when I travel. If I’m in France in July, I make a point to catch a stage of the Tour de France. On a nice day in May in Berlin, I look up a lake outside of the city and take a friend sailing for an afternoon.


Ready to hit the road? Read on! Bon voyage, bon viaggio, and gute Fahrt!


Andy Steves
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London, a world leader in style, design, art, industry, politics, and pageantry, is the home of modern Western culture. Having rebounded after fighting tooth and nail in World War II, it’s now one of the most modern cities on the planet. London proudly offers some of the world’s best museums (mostly free!), nightlife that ranges from classic pubs to trend-setting clubs, and probably the best chicken tikka masala outside India. Get ready for a good time, because, as The Clash so famously put it, London’s calling.


LONDON 101


London was founded as a far-flung outpost in the Roman Empire nearly 2,000 years ago. The city’s strategic location on the Thames put it squarely on the route leading from Britannia to the continent of Europe.


By the Middle Ages, London was a tangle of overcrowded, filthy streets. Disease spread quickly in the dense tenements. In 1350, the bubonic plague rode through on the backs of rats, killing more than 100,000 Londoners in a few short months. Mass graves dating back to these difficult years are often discovered today when city center construction projects break ground.


In spite of the plague, the city continued to grow, but in 1650, tragedy struck again when a three-day blaze now known as the Great Fire of London destroyed nearly 90 percent of the homes in the City of London, displacing tens of thousands of citizens. Numerous plans for rebuilding were submitted but never realized, and many modern streets mirror those of London’s haphazard medieval layout.


The Industrial Revolution toward the end of the 18th century transformed London once more. Technologies like the telegraph and industries like the railway propelled wealth and population growth in London as well as Britain’s burgeoning global empire. By 1800, London was home to one million inhabitants, becoming the first city to cross that benchmark since the Roman Empire. By this time, British naval prowess had stretched a small island’s influence around the globe to the Americas, Africa, and the Far East, concentrating riches never before seen in London.


In 1863, London broke ground on the world’s first underground railway, the Underground, aka the Tube. An idea many contemporary skeptics initially laughed at now transports over one billion passengers a year and is the lifeblood of the city, removing a large portion of traffic from the congested streets.


These same tunnels provided shelter when the Germans bombed the city tirelessly during the Battle of Britain in World War II. Winston Churchill conducted the war effort from his own bunker just a few blocks from Westminster Palace. You can visit the Churchill War Rooms today and see them just as they were when the war ended in 1945.


After the war, the city grew even more, as rebuilding efforts focused on reducing density by encouraging residents to move to communities farther from the city center. Former colonies were also allowed open immigration to England, making London one of the most diverse cities in Europe.


Since its early days, the City of London has been the economic capital of England, with prohibitive real estate prices driving many residents out. Each borough beyond the City of London used to be its own independent township, until eventually the borders dissolved and the boroughs combined to become the City of London we know today.



PLAN AHEAD



RESERVATIONS


Reservations are recommended for the following sights:


Tower of London (hrp.org.uk/TowerOfLondon)


London Eye (londoneye.com)


LOCAL HAPPENINGS


Wireless Festival


Founded in 2005, the three-day Wireless Festival (wirelessfestival.co.uk), held annually in late June and early July, offers world-renowned bands and performers from all over the world. Going down each year at Finsbury Park, the Wireless Festival exchanges corporate sponsors often between banks and tech companies. Headliners from recent years included Justin Timberlake, John Legend, Jay Z, and Rihanna.


Bonfire Night


“Remember, remember, the 5th of November.” This quote was made famous to Americans through the movie V for Vendetta, but it is actually a ditty written about Guy Fawkes Night, now known as Bonfire Night. Fawkes was a Catholic conspirator who organized a group of fellow Catholics to blow up the Houses of Parliament in 1605 (the Gunpowder Plot). Unfortunately for him, his plot was discovered just in time and he was executed for high treason. Today, Brits everywhere celebrate the prevention of this terrorist plot with fireworks, bonfires, and a lot of drinking on November 5. Battersea Park now has a huge bonfire and light show each year.
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KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


KEY STATS & FIGURES


Currency:


British pound (£); £1 = about 1.5 USD


Population:


8,173,194


Language:


British English


Number of metro lines:


11


Amount of tea consumed daily in the United Kingdom:


120,000,000 cups


National dishes:


fish-and-chips, chicken tikka masala


Key Cockney phrases:


Brahms and Liszt = pissed (drunk), tomfoolery = jewelry, rub-a-dub = pub


CALIBRATE YOUR BUDGET


TYPICAL PRICES FOR:


Hostel dorm bed:


£16


Two-course dinner and drink:


£14


Pint of beer:


£4


Daily bicycle rental:


from £2


Single Tube pass:


£2.30 with Oyster Card


Museums:


mostly free!




MOVIES TO WATCH


The King’s Speech, Love Actually, A Clockwork Orange, V for Vendetta, Emma, and A Fish Called Wanda










THREE DAY ITINERARY


A good itinerary of London flanks the south side of the Thames on the first day, and the north side of the Thames on the second day. On your third day, you’ll still find plenty to keep you busy.


DAY 1: WELCOME TO LONDON


MORNING


Spend your morning on the South Bank. First, head out for my favorite walk along the water: Millennium Mile. It’s an enjoyable three-hour stroll. Start with breakfast from a food stall in the Borough Market. Continue on to see Shakespeare’s Globe and the Tate Modern (featuring one of the best contemporary art collections in the world). This stroll will orient you and give you a sense of the scale and layout of the city as it wraps around the Thames River.


AFTERNOON


Drop south a couple blocks from the roundabout at Waterloo Station to grab lunch at the best fish-and-chips joint in the city, Master’s Super Fish.


Head back to the Millennium Mile for a ride in the London Eye. Afterward, cross Westminster Bridge to glimpse the famous exterior of Big Ben and Westminster Palace.


Hop on the Circle Line at the Westminster station over to Bayswater Tube and stop for a bike tour of the Royal Gardens with Fat Tire Bike Tours (leaves daily at 15:00 May 15 through September). If you’re outside the season, flip today’s itinerary to catch their daily morning departure at 11:00. If you prefer to stay seated, take bus 11 for a ride straight through the heart of the City, connecting Victoria and Liverpool Street stations.


EVENING


Get dinner in the eccentric Covent Garden neighborhood. Choose gastropub grub at Porterhouse, authentic Southern Mexican at Wahaca, or spicy Thai at Busaba Eathai. The nightlife and bars around Covent Garden are sure to keep you busy. Freud is an excellent hidden little spot for a nightcap. Or if wine is your thing, head to Gordon’s Wine Bar right next to the Embankment stop for candlelit glasses within exposed-brick cellar walls.


LATE


Stay in the West End and explore the back streets toward Soho for the night. Consider catching a West End show: Find last-minute discount tickets in Leicester Square at the TKTS booth.


DAY 2: CHECK OUT THE CITY


MORNING


Spend an hour or so at Westminster Abbey (check hours beforehand; the abbey can close for special events), where you’ll find all the VIPs of British history: royals, philosophers, and artists like Chaucer and Charles Dickens. Next, pop into a Pret a Manger for a quick, cheap lunch along Whitehall Road.


AFTERNOON


From Westminster Abbey, take a slow stroll north and east along Whitehall Road, taking the rest of the day to make your way over to the Tower of London. After Trafalgar Square, Whitehall Road becomes the Strand, London’s and Westminster’s main boulevard. You’ll pass numerous important landmarks along the way, including the traditional parade grounds of the Horse Guards Parade, grand Trafalgar Square, the National Gallery, and Nelson’s Column. If these sights pique your fancy, be sure to stop in and check them out!


In two miles, you’ll come upon the historic but easy-to-miss Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese pub (145 Fleet St) and the massive St Paul’s Cathedral. At this point, you’re also crossing the border between Westminster and the City of London. About a mile after St Paul’s, keep an eye out on the right for the Monument (the tall, singular column), which commemorates the Great Fire of London; you can climb it for only £3.


Finally, arrive at the Tower of London and pick up a ticket. Time your visit to catch the wonderfully enthralling Beefeater-guided tour (leaving every half hour from the main gate) and of course see the Crown Jewels! All in all, you’ll spend a couple hours here.


EVENING


Take the half-hour walk north from the river to Brick Lane for the world’s best chicken tikka masala. Soak in all the hipster culture while you’re in Shoreditch, one of London’s trendiest neighborhoods, offering diverse nightlife venues like Nightjar, which does just the trick for me.


DAY 3: MUSEUMS & SHOPPING


MORNING


Spend the morning in the British Museum and take in everything it has to offer. Then find Goodge Street for an early lunch. Choices abound for every type of cuisine you could imagine. Continue up to Oxford Street and wander toward Hyde Park to enjoy London’s main shopping zone. Give yourself the “London look” with a stop in Selfridges.


Alternatively, if it’s Sunday, spend your morning shopping at Old Spitalfields Market (open daily, but best on Sunday). The food’s great, but better options are nearby at the weekly Sunday Upmarket on Brick Lane. After your fill, wander north on Brick Lane through more streets of vintage clothing shops, hipster goods galore, and delicious snacks and food stalls.


AFTERNOON


If you opted for the department store shopping route, drop south from Selfridges through Soho and explore the many music stores, market stands, adult shops, cafés, and eccentric people that crowd the winding neighborhood streets.


Make your way west past Hyde Park into Harrods, London’s iconic department store. If you still have energy, the nearby Victoria and Albert Museum boasts the world’s largest collection design.


EVENING


Head up to Camden Market to explore and check out the alternative scene via the Piccadilly line, transferring to the Northern line. Get ready for a bohemian, eclectic scene with loads of student nights and discount drinks that budget travelers love. Center your efforts around the Camden Market Tube stop and market and north for a few blocks along Chalk Farm road.






TOP NEIGHBORHOODS



The River Thames bisects London west to east, creating a useful navigational aid. The City of London, north of the river, is a mere square mile that was once enclosed within medieval London’s walls. Today, The City, as it’s known, is where you’ll find St Paul’s Cathedral and the Tower of London, among other sights.


West of The City is London’s West End. This is the entertainment district, with endless restaurants, bars and clubs, and great shopping on Oxford Street. The West End includes the hip neighborhood of Soho (which is the hub of London’s LGBT community), the theater district of Leicester (pronounced “Lester”) Square, and Covent Garden, known for good food and fun, casual bars.


Westminster, just south of the West End, is the political, royal, and religious hub of Britain. This is where you’ll find Buckingham Palace and Westminster Abbey.


South of the river is the South Bank, which has famous sights like the London Eye, the Tate Modern museum, and Shakespeare’s Globe theater, all conveniently linked by the Millennium Mile riverwalk.


London is big, and there are worthwhile attractions even on its outskirts. Northwest of the City, the British Museum neighborhood offers a couple of convenient hostels and awesome budget food options on Goodge Street. West London is home to the Victoria and Albert Museum, along with famous Hyde Park. Shoreditch (northeast of the City) and Camden (about 20 minutes north of the city center on the Tube) are great nightlife districts. These two neighborhoods attract a young, hipster crowd with counterculture bars and shops.


TOP SIGHTS


Tower of London


The Tower of London is a castle right on the banks of the Thames, with foundations dating back to the 11th century. Over the following centuries, the Tower of London was under constant expansion and served as both a defensive fortress and the palace of kings and queens, up until the Tudors in the 1500s.


Besides its defensive and royal purposes, the Tower of London also served as a high-security prison with a long, bloody history of torture and public executions. The lively Beefeater-guided tours that depart every half hour (included with admission) provide an enjoyable history of the complex. Inside the tower itself, an exhibit walks you through the 500-year history of royal armor, medieval architectural plans and relics, and full-size replicas of siege weaponry.


Cap your visit with a viewing of the Crown Jewels, located just opposite the grounds from the tower. Seeing the jewels is included with admission and definitely worth the wait. Have your camera ready as you get on the moving sidewalk machine to see them. Taking a Beefeater tour, seeing the museum in the tower, and peeking at the Crown Jewels takes around 2.5 hours total.


£24 online, £25 in person, Tues-Sat 09:00-17:30, Sun-Mon 10:00-17:30, closes one hour earlier Nov-Feb, The City, +44 (0)844 482 7777, hrp.org.uk/TowerOfLondon, Tube: Tower Hill


Tower Bridge


After visiting the Tower of London, walk down toward the river and you’ll find yourself a great photo op of the Tower Bridge. It’s one of the main icons of the city, and tourists commonly mistake this bridge for the London Bridge, which is actually the next, less-exciting bridge upriver. For its 120th anniversary in 2014, Tower Bridge was decked out with a glass walkway that visitors can walk (or crawl) across, taking in the bridge and traffic from a new and impressive angle.


£9, daily 10:00-18:00 in summer, 09:30-17:30 in winter, +44 (0)20 7403 3761, towerbridge.org.uk, The City, Tube: Tower Hill


St Paul’s Cathedral


St Paul’s Cathedral, originally founded in 604, was rebuilt 1675-1710 after succumbing to the Great Fire of London. (Townsfolk thought that the massive stone cathedral would be a safe refuge, but the structure’s wooden scaffolding caught fire, causing great damage inside and out.) The rebuilding was carried out by London’s most revered architect of the time, Sir Christopher Wren. Wren drew direct inspiration from St Peter’s Basilica in Rome and strove to use all the formulas of the popular neo-Renaissance style to create his finest masterpiece.


During the German blitzkriegs of World War II, St Paul’s Cathedral stood tall and remained unharmed. Many took this as a sign that even in the darkest of times, God would watch over the British people and see them through. During this time, St Paul’s dome was actually protected by a crew of brave blokes who lived at the church and would run water buckets at the first sign of danger. Thanks to the success of defying the Germans, and the good fortune it took to escape the flames of war, St Paul’s Cathedral became a symbol of British national identity.


Take in beauty of overwhelming magnitude at this Anglican cathedral, located in the middle of the city and on the tallest hill in all of London. With its large, white stone construction, St Paul’s is impossible to miss. Inside, you’ll discover gilded architectural accents and hundreds of intricate golden mosaics. Climb the 271 steps to the top of this architectural marvel for a beautiful panorama.


£16 online, £18 in person, Mon-Sat 08:30-16:30, Sun worshippers only, The City, +44 (0)20 7246 8350, stpauls.co.uk, Tube: St Paul’s


The Monument


The single stone column known simply as the Monument was erected between 1671 and 1666 to commemorate the infamous Great Fire of London, which ravaged the city in 1666. If the column were to fall down toward the east, the end point would mark the exact spot of the start of the fire, in a bakery on Pudding Lane. The column offers a hike of 311 steps and a beautiful panorama of downtown London. A location right in the city of London (a couple blocks from the Tower of London) and an entry price of only £3 make this sight both convenient and cheap!


£4, daily Apr-Sept 09:30-18:00, daily Oct-Mar 09:30-17:30, Fish Street Hill, The City, +44 (0)20 7626 2717, themonument.info, Tube: Tower Hill


Westminster Palace & Big Ben


Westminster Palace was designed and built during the 19th century, when the sun never set on the British Empire. This building was an important project for the architect, Sir Charles Barry. Strategically located just outside of England’s capital city, the City of London, Westminster Palace is where the wealthy and powerful had to come to get their voices heard in government. Today, the aggressively neo-gothic building that housed the parliament of the most powerful empire of the world is quite a sight to behold. While England’s politics have played out in this governmental center since the palace’s completion in 1870, England has been ruled from this neighborhood for even longer—numerous wooden-construction palaces have been lost to fire.


The Elizabeth Clock Tower is the one tourists like to call Big Ben. While it’s the tallest tower at Westminster Palace, Big Ben is actually the name of the 13-ton bell (which you can’t see from the street) that has tolled every hour since 1859. The best angle for selfies is from a few paces down Westminster Bridge. The clock face is a full 23 feet wide, and the minute hand moves six feet every five minutes.




LONDON’S BEST VIEWPOINTS


Some of London’s top sights also offer amazing panoramic city views:


St Paul’s Cathedral


Climb the 271 steps to the top of this architectural marvel on the tallest hill in all of London and take in a beautiful panorama of the City.


Tate Modern


The top floor of this museum doubles as a restaurant with a beautiful view of the City. The restaurant is pricey; the view is not.


The Shard


Ride to the top of this London landmark or enjoy a posh cocktail on the 31st floor. Just as at the Eiffel Tower, the best views are seen from halfway up. Otherwise your vantage point is too far removed and the buildings fade into the distance.


London Eye


Take in impressive views from this 450-foot-tall Ferris wheel. Go at dusk for shorter lines and beautiful sunset shots.





While it is possible to visit inside Westminster Palace (see parliament.uk/visiting for information), those on a three-day visit to London are happy with a view from the outside.


Free, open when Parliament is in session, Westminster, Tube: Westminster


Buckingham Palace


You can’t leave London without a selfie in front of Buckingham Palace! This is the grand and opulent residence of the royal family, located about a 15-minute walk west of Westminster Abbey. William and Kate shared a kiss on the neoclassical balcony, as did Prince Charles and Lady Diana in years past. Notice the perfect balance of the facade, a classic example of Renaissance-style architectural beauty. Located at the edge of St James’s Park, Buckingham Palace contains a total of 775 rooms and has been the official home of British sovereigns since 1837. While today the palace functions as both a residence to the queen and an administrative building, it also serves the grand purpose of being one of the biggest tourist attractions in all of London. Make sure to time your visit during the changing of the guard.


From July through September, it’s possible to tour the palace. In this half-mile experience that takes about two hours, you can check out the royal State Rooms (where the royal family entertains guests) and the Royal Mews (the stables), and see dozens of priceless art pieces from greats like Rembrandt, Titian, and Van Dyck in the Queen’s Gallery. Tickets for a visit can be purchased all together in the Royal Day Out package (from £20) or in combinations of the various attractions.


Changing of the guards 11:30 every other day (refer to monthly schedule on website), +44 (0)20 7766 7300, Westminster, check full palace information and purchase tickets at royalcollection.org.uk, changing-the-guard.com/dates-times.html, Tube: Victoria


Westminster Abbey


With nearly 1,000 years of coronations, London’s premier gothic church, complete with pointed arches, stained glass, and flying buttresses, has played host to the major life events of England’s royal family. This Anglican church is still quite active: It was the site of Prince Charles’s wedding to Lady Diana (1981), Princess Diana’s funeral (1997), and Kate and William’s wedding (2011). Many of the United Kingdom’s most famous thinkers and national figures are entombed here, including Darwin, Chaucer, and Newton, along with 17 kings and queens of England underneath sequoia-like pillars supporting breathtaking arches and structuring ribbing.


£20, Mon-Fri 09:30-16:30, Wed till 19:00, Sat 09:30-14:30, Sun for worship only, 20 Deans Yard, Westminster, +44 (0)20 7222 5152, westminster-abbey.org, Tube: Westminster


Churchill War Rooms


Can you imagine running a world war in which millions of lives counted on you, coordinating movements of troops by pinning their positions on a wall in a damp, dark bunker deep in the earth? With the help of serious quantities of tobacco and whiskey, that’s exactly what Winston Churchill and his military chiefs of staff did for the entirety of World War II, from a series of reinforced concrete rooms located deep beneath the Treasury Building.


Some of these war rooms have been frozen in time to create a museum. Tour each room, seeing the maps, note pads, and communication systems left as they were on VE Day in 1945. You can also walk through a fascinating exhibit on wartime England, which takes you through the daily lives of Londoners during the war, visually presenting everything from ration tickets and propaganda posters to spying technology and what it was like to seek cover from German bombs in the Tube. This is a fascinating museum—especially for WWII buffs—that fills up an enjoyable two hours.


[image: image]


£18, daily 09:30-18:00, Clive Steps, King Charles St, Westminster, +44 (0)20 7930 6961, iwm.org.uk/visits/churchill-war-rooms, Tube: Westminster


Horse Guards Parade


This graveled parade ground has served as an open space in the heart of the city for events, ceremonies, and practices of the British military and royal family. For the 2012 Olympics, which London hosted, the Horse Guards Parade was transformed into a stage for beach volleyball, and it had a capacity for 15,000 fans surrounding the single court. Today the parade grounds make for a great, quick photo in front of the mounted guards and a chance to see the court through the gates to the back, on Whitehall leading from Big Ben and Westminster Abbey.


Free, guards change daily at 11:00 (10:00 Sun) and dismount at 16:00, Whitehall, Westminster, Tube: Charing Cross


Millennium Mile


The Millennium Mile is an easy-to-stroll riverwalk on the south side of the Thames. Anchored by the London Bridge and the Shard on one end, and Big Ben and the London Eye on the other, it’s an extremely pleasant and convenient way to see a number of London’s most famous sights. Between those major sights, you’ll also pass by the Borough Market, Shakespeare’s Globe theater, the Tate Modern museum, and the Millennium Bridge.


Free, always open, South Bank, Tube: London Bridge or Waterloo


The Shard


London’s newest and most visible landmark is the Shard. Named for its distinctive glass design tearing into the London sky, the skyscraper was completed in 2013. Take the elevator to the 32nd floor, where you can enjoy a coffee in the posh restaurant Oblix. The best views are seen from halfway up; otherwise your vantage point is too far removed and the buildings fade into the distance.


Viewing platform £26 in advance/£31 in person adult over 16, £21 in advance/£26 in person student with valid ID; Apr-Oct daily 10:00-22:00 (last entry 21:30); Nov-Mar Sun-Wed 10:00-19:00 (last entry 17:30) and Thurs-Sat 10:00-22:00; 32 London Bridge St, South Bank, +44 (0)333 456 4000, the-shard.com, Tube: London Bridge


Shakespeare’s Globe


While the design of Shakespeare’s original theater was innovative, it was not particularly fire safe, and the theater burned down in 1613 after a malfunctioning cannon set the stage on fire. Along with the thatch roof and the stage sets, the architectural plans for this ground-breaking theater went up in flames.


This replica, with the trademark black timber-framed construction and intimate stage, was completed in 1997. It’s meant to resemble the original theater as it would have looked in the 17th century. With capacity for about 850 seated nobles and 700 standing peasants, the Globe is an active theater, and viewing a performance here is fascinating. Plays are performed as they would have been in Shakespeare’s day, with no voice amplification or artificial lighting. Check showtimes and book online.


It’s also possible to tour the theater with an excellent guide who speaks about the history of the original building, how plays work in this purpose-built space for live entertainment, and the function of the venue today. Just like Shakespeare’s plays, this guided walk appeals to intellectuals as well as potty-humor fans. Tours leave every 30 minutes throughout the day.


Exhibition £6, tour £13.50, price for shows varies, daily 09:00-17:30, Box Office West Piazza, 21 New Globe Walk, South Bank, +44 (0)20 7902 1400, shakespearesglobe.com, Tube: London Bridge


Tate Modern


This imposing remodeled power plant was opened in 2000 to house London’s premier modern art museum, featuring one of the best collections of contemporary art in the world. With stark, dark brick construction and wide open gallery spaces, the Tate is packed with works from an all-star roster of artists. You can seek out Andy Warhol’s prints, Roy Lichtenstein’s large-scale comics, Donald Judd’s sculptures of spatial explorations, and pieces by Cézanne. Plan to spend about an hour and a half here. The bookstore alone can keep you enraptured for hours. The top floor doubles as a restaurant with a beautiful view of the City. The restaurant is pricey; the view is free.


Free, Sun-Thurs 10:00-18:00, Fri-Sat 10:00-22:00, South Bank, +44 (0)20 7887 8888, tate.org.uk, Tube: Blackfriars


Millennium Bridge


This beautiful, modern, glass-and-steel pedestrian bridge spans the Thames from directly in front of the Tate Modern on the south side of the river to St Paul’s Cathedral on the north side of the river, in the City of London proper. The Millennium Bridge opened in June of 2000, only two months late and £2 million over budget, but the opening day wasn’t all applause and champagne. As the first few walked across, the bridge moved, so it became obvious the bridge needed additional support. It was closed back down for two years, and millions more were spent as engineers added support to make the bridge more rigid.


Free, always open, directly between St Paul’s Cathedral and the Tate Modern, South Bank, Tube: Blackfriars


London Eye


Hoisted up in 1999 to celebrate the Millennium, this massive observation wheel—not Ferris wheel, as the staff and everyone else in London will have you know—is 450 feet tall and the United Kingdom’s most popular tourist attraction, with over 3.5 million visitors each year. The 32 air-conditioned glass and steel pods, each holding up to 25 people, rotate around on a wheel on a single, cantilevered arm holding the entire contraption out above the Thames at a constant, crawling speed, completing only two revolutions each hour. Guests hop in and out of the moving pods as they skim the boarding area at the bottom. Insider tip: Sunny days wash out all your pictures. Go at dusk for shorter lines and striking sunset shots.


£20 online, £21.50 in person, daily 10:00-sunset, Riverside Bldg, County Hall, Westminster Bridge Rd, South Bank, +44 (0)871 781 3000, londoneye.com, Tube: Waterloo


British Museum


Opened in 1759, the British Museum was the first national public museum in the world free for all those who want to visit. Showcasing some of the greatest historical treasures the world has ever known, like the Rosetta Stone, the Parthenon Sculptures, and Egyptian artifacts, this well-appointed museum is dedicated to history, art, and culture. It takes about two hours to see the highlights. The museum also offers free 40-minute walking tours in the exhibit of your choice throughout the day. Find the relevant times on the free brochure when you walk in, or check the website.


Free, daily 10:00-17:30, Great Russell St, British Museum Neighborhood, +44 (0)20 7323 8299, britishmuseum.org, Tube: Tottenham Court Road


National Gallery


The National Gallery is a collection of two-dimensional artwork spanning back from the Dark Ages all the way to impressionism. Enjoy the free entry, and ponder 2,000 of the greatest paintings in existence, from Renaissance bosses like Leonardo and Michelangelo to baroque Caravaggio and impressionist Van Gogh.


The National Gallery is right on Trafalgar Square, a hub of London’s history and public transportation. In the middle of the square, you’ll find Nelson’s Column, dedicated to the valiant Admiral Nelson, who was killed in battle at Cape Trafalgar in 1805 while leading his navy to a crucial victory over the French and Napoleon’s navy.


Free, daily 10:00-18:00, Fri until 21:00, Trafalgar Square, West End, nationalgallery.org.uk, Tube: Charing Cross
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West End Plays



The business of live entertainment dates back hundreds of years, well before the time of Shakespeare. Theaters began popping up in London on the west side of town, or the West End. Today, the district is home to dozens of theaters—large and small—and it’s a popular option to catch a show while you’re in town. Some plays, like the classics Les Miserables and Mousetrap, have been running for decades, while others, like Wicked and The Lion King, offer a more modern take. Find the TKTS booth in Leicester Square for tickets up to half off in the hours and minutes before the show starts.


Theater locations, prices, and show times vary, West End, Tube: Leicester Square, Covent Garden, or Piccadilly Circus


Victoria and Albert Museum


With a collection of more than 4.5 million design and decorative art pieces from all around the world, this massive museum can overwhelm any visitor in both quantity and quality of artifacts dating from the last five millennia. A stop at the information desk is key to organizing your time. Exhibits span religions, centuries, styles, materials, subjects, geography, and media. Beeline toward the subjects that interest you most, because it’s easy to get lost in the 145 galleries, which make you feel like you’re walking through a life-size encyclopedia. Don’t miss my favorite piece, an original, revolutionary “Job” cigarette poster by Alphonse Mucha.


Free, daily 10:00-17:45, Cromwell Rd, West London, +44 (0)20 7942 2000, vam.ac.uk, Tube: South Kensington


TOP EATS


London has undergone a culinary renaissance in the last couple decades. People used to turn up their noses at the thought of British cuisine, but now visitors can find affordable places to eat throughout town. Heads-up: Sit-down lunches can easily run £13 ($20), and dinners will can cost past £19 ($30). My suggestions will help you either save or get the best bang for your buck. There is no need to tip at fast food or takeaway shops. If you’re sitting down for a meal, take a look over your bill and assess whether cover and service are included. If not, feel free to round up 10 percent or so, based on the service you received.


As fish-and-chips is the national dish of England, it would be a crime not to duck into one of the many local establishments that offer it. Master’s Super Fish and FishcoTeque are two of my favorite places in town to sample it.


Master’s Super Fish


Take a short walk down from Waterloo station and get ready for the city’s best tempura goodness! Come for the great fish-and-chips, and don’t let the gruff service get to you. This is a no-frills bar that feels more like your grandma’s living room than a fast-food joint. The food is sure to make up for any hard feelings.


£5, Mon-Sat 04:30-22:30, 191 Waterloo Rd., South Bank, +44 (0)20 7928 6924, Tube: Waterloo


FishcoTeque


Fish are brought in daily from the Billingsgate market to this street stand restaurant near Waterloo station. The restaurant has recently been renovated to recapture the original 1950s feel it had when it opened. You’ve got a streamlined menu offering just about anything fried: chips, fish, burgers, and chicken burgers. Eat in or get takeaway to keep your momentum up.


£5.95, daily 11:00-23:00, 79A Waterloo Rd, South Bank, +44 (0)20 7928 1484, Tube: Waterloo


Ping Pong


Modern and fresh both in decor and food, Ping Pong is a stylish Asian fusion joint with delicious steamed dim sum. Ping Pong does spring rolls and beef dumplings especially well. Be sure to try their signature and seasonal Ping Pong cocktail for a tasty treat.


Meals from £10, Mon-Fri 11:00-24:00, Sat 12:00-24:00, Sun 12:00-22:30, 45 Great Marlborough St, West End, +44 (0)20 7851 6969, pingpongdimsum.com, Tube: Oxford Circus


Dishoom


This is my favorite spot for Indian food in the center of London. You pay a little more in this casual and refined atmosphere, but the quality of the naan (go for the garlic!), curries (especially the unique mahi tikka), and grills (I love the lamb roti) is superb. Top it all off with a mango lassi, and you’ll remember this meal for sure. I like the open interior, which has a modern cafeteria feeling with wooden chairs and large windows. In addition to the Covent Garden location listed, you’ll find three other locations throughout town. These guys don’t take reservations, so you might wait up to an hour for your food. Trust me—it’s worth it!


From £12, Mon-Thurs 08:00-23:00, Fri 08:00-24:00, Sat 09:00-24:00, Sun 09:00-23:00, 12 Upper Saint Martin’s Ln, West End, +44 (0)20 7420 9320, dishoom.com, Tube: Covent Garden


The Breakfast Club


Famous for serving one of the best breakfasts in London, Breakfast Club has lines out the door—sometimes as long as 45 minutes—from opening to closing. Whether you come for the delicious beverages (coffee, cappuccino, or even hot chocolate), the thick-sliced bacon, the pancakes, or the indulgent eggs Benedict, the Breakfast Club may have you coming back every morning of your stay. Slept in? Don’t worry, the Breakfast Club serves breakfast until 17:00 daily. Thanks to six locations in town, you’re never far from a face full of their cinnamon apple French toast.


Breakfast from £8.50, Mon-Sat 08:00-22:00, Sun 08:00-19:00, 33 D’Arblay St, West End, +44 (0)20 7434 2571, thebreakfastclubcafes.com, Tube: Oxford Circus or Tottenham Court Road


Burger & Lobster


These guys do two things, and they do them well: burgers and lobster. Actually, they do their drinks and desserts (for example, the Lemon Strawberry and Mint cocktail or the chocolate amaretto crunch) exceedingly well, too. Service is friendly, and the menu is simple: choose burger, lobster, or lobster and salad roll (basically a thickly sliced sandwich) and decide on your sides, such as chips (French fries) or a tasty green salad. Deals are offered frequently, at a much better price than you’d expect from anything with “lobster” in the title. Eating a meal here feels like sitting down to a crawfish boil thanks to the long wooden tables and paper tablecloths.


Burger and lobster from £20, Mon-Wed 12:00-22:30, Thurs-Sat 12:00-23:00, Sun 12:00-22:00, 36-38 Dean St, West End, +44 (0)20 7432 4800, burgerandlobster.com, Tube: Leicester Square or Tottenham Court Road


Busaba Eathai


Kick-ass curry and delicious pad thai make this one of my favorite places in London. All of Busaba’s locations are done up in a mod, dark Asian-fusion theme, with welcoming service that is happy to make recommendations. Their tom yam goong, or spicy and sour prawn soup, will make you feel like you’re back in Bangkok. The Songkhla-style red curry is my favorite. In addition to the Soho shop, you’ll find many other locations across town.


£8-12, Mon-Thurs 12:00-23:00, Fri-Sat 12:00-23:30, Sun 12:00-22:00, 106-110 Wardour St, West End, +44 (0)20 7255 8686, busaba.com, Tube: Piccadilly Circus


Wahaca


Wahaca offers some of the best tacos, burritos, grilled steak, and horchata (a beverage) I’ve had this side of the Atlantic. I love the fresh ingredients and authentic dishes that remind me of my travels south of the border. Expect colorful decorations, fast and cheerful service, and a casual, welcoming atmosphere. Orders are noted on your big paper tablecloth. There are many locations across town.


£11, Mon-Sat 12:00-23:00, Sun 12:00-22:30, 80 Wardour St, West End, +44 (0)20 7734 0195, wahaca.co.uk, Tube: Piccadilly Circus
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Chipotle



I have to mention this fine delicatessen only because London is one of the few places outside of the US that have this chain eatery. It’s fast, it’s cheap, and—let’s be honest with ourselves—it’s delicious. You’ll find Chipotle outposts throughout the city.


£8, Mon-Sat 11:00-23:00, Sun 11:00-22:00, 114-116 Charing Cross Rd, Trafalgar Square, West End, +44 (0)20 7836 8491, chipotle.com, Tube: Leicester Square


Pret a Manger


This chain, serving sandwiches that are freshly made daily along with salads and snacks, is a London mainstay—like Starbucks is to Seattle (and just about every other city around the world). Everyone from backpackers to businessmen comes to this functional and clean fast-food chain to enjoy a healthy, cheap lunch. Grab your sandwich from the display rack, order coffee, and pay at the bar. In addition to the Westminster location, you’ll find branches of Pret a Manger throughout the city.


£2-5, Mon-Fri 07:30-21:00, Sat 08:00-20:00, Sun 12:00-18:00, 47 Great Peter St, Westminster, +44 (0)20 7932 5401, pret.com, Tube: Westminster or St James’s Park


Bubbledogs


Bubbledogs, located near the Goodge Street eateries, is a novelty experience as much as anything else: Get a gourmet hot dog served in a classic red plastic bowl, and wash it down with a glass of champagne. The irony seems to be lost as soon as you walk in the door, because the staff take both their bubbles and their dogs seriously. The Mac Daddy, a brat topped with piping hot mac-n-cheese, fried onions, and bacon bits, is a favorite of everyone except cardiologists. Add a side of tater tots, and enjoy the experience of dining on what you would’ve had for lunch in the third grade, yet in completely different surroundings, with aproned servers suggesting which champagne to pair with your main.


For a step up, find the hidden Michelin restaurant in the back, called Kitchen Table, for an experimental culinary experience that will take both your taste buds and your wallet for a ride. Saddle up to the bar along with 18 other diners, and enjoy the show for the next several hours as the chef and cooks dish up unforgettable meals. Find more information and make reservations at kitchentablelondon.co.uk.


Dogs from £6, Tues-Thurs 11:30-15:00 and 17:30-22:30, Fri-Sat 11:30-22:30, 70 Charlotte St, British Museum Neighborhood, +44 (0)20 7637 7770, Tube: Goodge Street


Goodge Street Restaurants & Food Stalls


Goodge Street between Tottenham Court Road and Cleveland Street, along with the streets that surround it, offers your highest density of inexpensive, fresh and fast casual restaurants in all of London. At every lunch hour, this street packs out with London’s young professionals, who enjoy the span of choice from gourmet hot dogs at Bubbledogs, burritos at Benito’s Hat (56 Goodge St), pad thai at Thai Metro (38 Charlotte St), Greek salads at Andreas (40 Charlotte St), and sushi at Roka (37 Charlotte St). You’ll discover classic British tea at Yumchaa (9 Tottenham St), tapas at Salt Yard (54 Goodge St), and delicious pizza at ICCo (Italian Coffee Company, 46 Goodge St)—all in the space of just a few blocks. All places listed are casual with fast service and are run like serious businesses: If you’re there to eat and have the money to pay, you’ll be taken care of in cool and quick fashion. One of the more unique restaurants in the district, Bubbledogs, is listed separately.


Goodge St between Tottenham Court Rd and Cleveland St, British Museum Neighborhood, Tube: Goodge Street


Brick Lane Restaurants & Food Stalls


Brick Lane between Fashion Street and Bruxton Street is home to many immigrants from the former Southern Asian British colonies. On this meandering street and in the surrounding district, you’ll find some of the most authentic Indian food in the world. It’s a truly intercultural dining experience, from the moment you’re approached by restaurant reps to finally stepping inside your selected restaurant. Do a lap up and down the lane and be prepared to barter for the price and inclusions of your meal! Part of the fun of Brick Lane is the unknown—you never know for sure if you’re choosing the right restaurant until after your meal. I usually start my lap at Brick Lane Clipper (104 Brick Ln) and Cinnamon (134 Brick Ln) restaurants. And I avoid Saffron (53 Brick Lane) and Preem & Prithi (118-122 Brick Lane), where quality and service vary widely.


Shoreditch, Tube: Aldgate East



TOP NIGHTLIFE



London sports one of the hottest nightlife scenes around, with bars, pubs, and clubs to suit just about any interest. When going out, keep some things in mind: The Tube closes at midnight, as do all the pubs in town. Some bars and most clubs stay open late. Always bring valid photo ID to get into any bar or club—it puts a damper on the night when you’re turned away at the door!


NIGHTLIFE DISTRICTS


London is a massive city, so it’s best to plan your nights out based on which neighborhoods you identify best with. Figure out if you’re looking for the bright, easy, central, touristy pubs and bars, the posh cocktail lounges, or the serious nightclubs, and go from there.


The West End


This West End is always happening on the weekends and has a ton of nightlife joints that span the spectrum from ale houses to throbbing discotecas. Soho, one of its hippest neighborhoods, offers numerous music venues, off-the-wall bars, and bohemian cafés. Soho is also the hub for the LGBT community and has many gay-friendly bars and clubs to choose from.


West End, Tube: Tottenham Court Road, Piccadilly Circus, Leicester Square, or Covent Garden


Shoreditch


Full of hipsters, artists, and interesting people, this diverse neighborhood on the east side of town feels a bit more off the beaten path. Shoreditch is widely regarded as the trendiest neighborhood in London. You’ll find cocktail bars with aproned bartenders who take their craft seriously (Nightjar), artisanal beer houses (Brewdog), and fun clubs. The nearby Brick Lane area also caters to the trendy hipster set with skinny jeans and beards.


Shoreditch, Tube: Old Street


Camden Town


Camden is the heart of London’s punk and bohemian scene. Revelers flock here for the underground music, as reflected by residents with their many tattoos, piercings, and dyed hair. While it’s sliding toward the mainstream, you can still find excellent live music in venues like Proud Camden.


Camden, Tube: Camden Town


Soho


One of the hippest neighborhoods in London, Soho offers numerous music venues, off the wall bars, and bohemian cafes. Soho is also the hub for the LGBT community and has many gay-friendly bars and clubs.


Soho, Tube: Tottenham Court Road


BARS & PUBS


Spend a few days in London and you’ll notice the sheer quantity of pubs—one on nearly on every corner throughout the city. And they all have proud, bold signage featuring names that stretch your imagination, like Shakespeare’s Head (29 Regent St), Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese (145 Fleet St), and the Hung Drawn and Quartered (26-27 Great Tower St). King Richard II declared in 1393 that pubs must have signs in front of them to mark their location. So pubs sprang up with names that would differentiate them from all the others in town. The signs featured big, bright illustrations that still hang today, because writing the names of the pubs was mostly useless because of the modest literacy rate at the time.


The Anchor


If you’re looking for the classic London pub, check out this historic one, located right on the banks of the Thames, on the Millennium Mile between the Borough Market and Shakespeare’s Globe. Pint-sized exposed-brick rooms with overstuffed red leather chairs and benches with your classic dark wooden decor make this a favorite pit stop for tourists, locals, and even tour guides.




LGBT LONDON


The gay scene in London is alive and well. All you need to know is Soho. In this tangle of streets in central London, you’ll find hotels, shopping, bars, restaurants, cafés, dance bars, clubs, lounges, and theaters that cater to the gay community, especially along Old Compton Street. For drinks and good music, try G-A-Y (30 Old Compton St, +44 20 7494 2756) or SheSoho (23-25 Old Compton St, she-soho.com). Heaven (covers around £5, coat check £1, 11 The Arches, +44 (0)20 7930 2020) is the go-to club for a fun night out. They’ve got a massive dance hall with three bars and a side room for hip-hop—and the drinks are strong! All are welcome for the show. Check the website for events. Find Heaven underneath Charing Cross station.





Pints from £4, daily 11:00-23:00, 34 Park St, South Bank, +44 (0)20 7407 1577, Tube: London Bridge


The London Cocktail Club


For one helluva classy cocktail bar that expertly blends life’s simple pleasures with high-society London, check out the London Cocktail Club. With innovative options like Jägerbombs from an oyster shell, martinis featuring fried bacon, and even a sexy love potion that comes complete with a condom (in a wrapper), your mind is sure to be blown. While the unpretentious bartenders are experts at whipping up bizarre concoctions, they don’t forget the staples like old-fashioneds and tasty mojitos. In addition to the Covent Garden location, you’ll find branches of the London Cocktail Club at 224a Shaftesbury Avenue, 61 Goodge Street, 29 Sclater Street, 6-7 Great Newport Street, and 4 Great Portland Street.


Drinks along with the experience £8-10, Mon-Sat 16:30-23:30, 6-7 Great Newport St, West End, +44 (0)020 7836 9533, londoncocktailclub.co.uk, Tube: Leicester Square


The Rocket


This pub, right next to King’s Cross Station, is a great place for students and locals to grab a casual drink or hit the dance floor rocking out to Top 40 on weekends. Imbibers flock here for the fun, casual atmosphere. This is the type of place you can’t help but stop into when you walk by. Get there early if you’re hoping to not wait in line.


Drinks from £4.50, Mon-Thurs and Sun 08:00-24:00, Fri-Sat 08:00-02:00, 120 Euston Rd, British Museum Neighborhood, +44 (0)20 7388 0021, therocketeustonroad.co.uk, Tube: King’s Cross


Freud


With a name like Freud you might expect a bawdier crowd, but this little basement bar is a favorite of the classy hipster set. Come out for some “speed cocktails” (i.e., cocktails you can make quickly) and enjoy the welcoming scene. Instant gratification, eh?




LONDON ALE TRAIL


For a mile-long stretch of London’s best ale houses, look no further than the London Ale Trail. It wanders through London’s oldest streets in Westminster and into the City. Starting near the Holborn Tube stop and wrapping up at Blackfriars, this route is an excellent way to sip the afternoon away without too many steps in between.


The Princess Louise


(208 High Holborn): Customers have been knocking back the ales since 1891 in this renovated ale house with dark wood Victorian interior. The classic Brit pub offers no music or TV.


Cittie of Yorke


(22 High Holborn): Step back in time in another classic pub serving both ales and hearty fish-and-chips and pies.


The Knights Templar


(95 Chancery Ln): With high ceilings, carpeted floors, and large windows, the Knights Templar feels more like a living room than one of London’s more famous pubs.


The Old Bank of England


(194 Fleet St): Power lunchers come here for the stunning interior, and since it’s just around the corner from the high courts, you may well see some big shots enjoying a snack and pint before heading back into their legal proceedings next door. You pay for the sumptuous interior; pints break £4, and pies top £9.


Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese


(145 Fleet St): This amusingly named venue is easily one of London’s most historic pubs.


The Blackfriar


(174 Queen Victoria St): I love this pub for its charm and beautiful interior, with intricate mosaics and detailed woodwork. You feel like you’re stepping into a chapel that serves beer and fish-and-chips.
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Drinks from £5, daily 11:00-23:00, till 01:00 on weekends, 198 Shaftesbury Ave, West End, +44 (0)20 7240 1100, freud.eu, Tube: Tottenham Court Road


Porterhouse


Brewing its own collection of beers, the Porterhouse is a dependable sports café. Come out to catch just about any game televised, or descend into the dark basement to enjoy your fresh brew in one of the nooks and crannies spread out across several levels in this creatively constructed pub. In good weather, come early to snag a spot on the partly sunny patio. It packs out once the workday is done!


Pints from £4.50, Mon-Fri 12:00-23:00, Sat 12:00-24:00, Sun 12:00-22:30, 21-22 Maiden Ln, West End, +44 (0)20 7379 7917, theporterhouse.ie, Tube: London Charing Cross, Leicester Square, or Covent Garden


Bounce


Ever spent a night out at a “social Ping Pong club”? Come out to Bounce to experience Europe’s first and largest Ping Pong club, featuring the finest tables and paddles around. This place has it all: fun atmosphere, activities like Ping Pong to keep you busy, and delicious pizza upstairs.


Half hour on the table £13, Mon-Thurs 16:00-24:00, Fri-Sun 12:00-01:00, 121 Holborn, The City, +44 (0)20 3657 6525, bouncepingpong.com, Tube: Chancery Lane


SPEAKEASIES


One of London’s hottest current trends is the Prohibition-era cocktail bar in a low-lit lounge setting. Sprinkled across town, they’re intentionally hard to find, but if you follow my tips on where to look, you’ll be having one of the best old-fashioneds in your memory—or why don’t you try a nice gimlet?


Nightjar


Step back in time to a speakeasy-esque experience at the Nightjar. Look forward to live music, a cozy atmosphere, and excellent Prohibition-era cocktails in this trendy little bar. Due to its popularity, it can be quite hard to get in. Dress the part to better your chances at the door.


Cocktails £10-12, daily 18:00 till late, 129 City Rd, Shoreditch, +44 (0)20 7253 4101, barnightjar.com, Tube: Old Street


Underdog at Brewdog


For great cocktails and brews, head to Brewdog, a lively bar. Even better, find the canvas sheet at the bottom of the stairs near the main door. Pull it aside and take the stairs down to the clandestine Underdog bar and music venue. Underdog puts on great live music and even DJ sets throughout the week, and the trendy, hipster crowd is less pretentious than what you’ll find at similar places elsewhere. After its secret entrance and stairway, the venue is actually much larger than what you’d expect at a “speakeasy,” so the party gets that much louder and that much better.


Drinks from £5, Mon-Thurs and Sun 12:00-24:00, Fri-Sat 12:00-01:00, 51-55 Bethnal Green Rd, Shoreditch, +44 (0)20 7729 8476, brewdog.com/bars/uk/shoreditch, Tube: Aldgate East


Mayor of Scaredy Cat Town


At the back of the Spitalfields location of the Breakfast Club, find a secret bar that serves exquisite cocktails like a Peat-nut Butter Cup. You’ve never had peanuts with a bourbon and Scotch kick like this! Their beautifully presented Bombay Sapphire is to die for. Enter through the refrigerator door by giving the password (“I need to speak with the mayor”) to get into this retro, American-style diner and cocktail lounge. Be sure to read and obey the house rules! A full food menu available as well, in all its diner goodness (think burgers and pork sandwiches).




ACT LIKE A LOCAL


Be Trendy


Londoners take keeping up to speed seriously, from fashion and food to neighborhoods and living arrangements. Pick up a Time Out magazine to know what I’m talking about. There is something going on every night of the week, which is part of what makes this town so lively and fun. Year after year, the most popular neighborhoods are constantly shifting to different locations, and lots of effort is put into being “indie” or “underground.” As soon as that unique flavor becomes mainstream, the trendsetters set off to somewhere new.





Drinks from £10, Mon-Thurs 17:00-24:00, Fri 15:00-24:00, Sat 12:00-24:00, Sun 12:00- 22:30, 12-16 Artillery Ln, Shoreditch, +44 (0)20 7078 9639, themayorofscaredycattown.com, Tube: Aldgate East


Experimental Cocktail Club


If you like classics with a twist, this dimly lit, Roaring ’20s-era cocktail lounge is for you. Utilizing proprietary syrups and bitters along with fresh ingredients, these guys have rejuvenated your grandma’s vodka tonic. Besides updates on your standard vintage cocktails, the ECC has invented an extensive list of new cocktails featuring exotic liquors, top shelf spirits, and fresh ingredients like homemade ginger syrup and habanero bitters. For a refreshing splurge, try the Watermelon Cooler. They’re absolutely capable of making the classic lineup of cocktails, too. All drinks are served in the appropriate vessel, whether that’s a lowball or martini glass, which adds to the experience.


Innovative cocktails from £9.50, daily 18:00-03:00, 13a Gerrard St, West End, no phone, chinatownecc.com, reservation@chinatownecc.com, Tube: Leicester Square


CLUBS


Fabric


Of all the clubs in London, Fabric, with an epic reputation on the electronic music scene, is the one that cannot be missed. Located just north of The City, it’s famous for its resident DJs and its “bodysonic” room, which shakes you to your core with sound waves. You’ll think that half of London is waiting in the queue with you to get in. Fortunately for you, if you stay at one of my suggested hostels, they can make a reservation for you—and drop the cover down to half price.


Tickets online from £7, Fri-Sun 23:00-05:30, sometimes open later, 77A Charterhouse St, The City, +44 (0)20 7336 8898, fabriclondon.com, Tube: Barbican


Piccadilly Institute


Explore this labyrinth of rooms, each decorated according to an insane asylum theme, exploring different shades of craziness. I’ve had great experience with the service and music choice at this venue with five bars and two clubs, which draws a young, stylish crowd. Dress with nice shoes and collars to get past the bouncers.


£5 cover weekdays, £10 cover weekends, daily 17:00-late, cover charges after 21:00, 1 The London Pavilion, West End, +44 (0)20 7287 8008, piccadillyinstitute.com, Tube: Piccadilly Circus


XOYO


XOYO is a London clubbing classic, well-established on the scene. Any big-time DJ coming through is sure to schedule a gig here. Two floors and top-of-the-line sound systems mean you can rock the night away till the sun comes up. Consider avoiding the long lines by getting on the guest list online or hitting the club up on a Monday or Tuesday. Music is of the indie electronic DJ set.


Cover varies up to £20, Mon, Tues, Thurs, Fri, Sat 20:00-03:00, 32-37 Cowper St, Shoreditch, +44 (0)20 7354 9993, xoyo.co.uk, Tube: Old Street


Ministry of Sound


A true institution, Ministry of Sound got so popular and so big that they’ve created their own recording label. Located on the south side of town (about a 15-minute walk south of the River Thames), the Ministry puts their commitment to music and sound above all else, especially to the beats of house and techno. They’re clearly onto something, with a packed house every night since the early ’90s. Note that this area can get a bit dodgy later at night.


Pricey covers up to £20, Tues and Fri -Sat 22:00-late, 103 Gaunt St, South Bank, +44 (0)20 7740 8600, ministryofsound.com, Tube: Elephant & Castle



Proud Camden



What was formerly an equestrian hospital is now a massive multipurpose venue hosting everything from private events to drag shows and live music concerts. Former horse stables are now VIP booths, fitting up to 25 parties each. Each has been renovated in a unique style, such as Asian pinup tattoo, the Desert Orchid room, and the gold bedazzled ’70s disco room. Enjoy a meal here, or even relax in the sun in their garden and take a dip in their hot tub. When the sun goes down, the party heats up with live music—primarily indie rock bands—taking over the large dance hall. Proud Camden truly is a microcosm of Camden in London, all of the funkiness distilled into one venue.


Check the events listings online ahead of time to see what’s going down. The crowd is young, hip, and professional: a well-dressed set that likes to let their hair down.


Show tickets run from £10, drinks from £4, Wed 11:00-01:30, Thurs-Sat 11:00-02:30, The Horse Hospital, The Stables Market, Chalk Farm Rd, Camden, +44 (0)20 7482 3867, reservations through opentable.co.uk, Tube: Camden Town


WINE BARS


Gordon’s Wine Bar


Dating back to the 1890s, this place feels like a step back to the Middle Ages. That feeling is due mostly to the candlelit brick cellars you’re delving into. On nice days, get a bottle and enjoy the shaded outdoor terrace. The food selection goes well with the wines—from finger food and tapas to meat dishes and Sunday roasts, rest assured you can get both your drink and your eat on at Gordon’s.


Reasonable bottle prices from £15, daily 11:00-23:00, 47 Villiers St, West End, +44 (0)20 7930 1408, gordonswinebar.com, Tube: Embankment or London Charing Cross


Cork & Bottle


You may be surprised to find food and wine of this caliber in such a touristy district, just a block off Leicester Square. But at Cork & Bottle, count on an incredible selection of international wines available by the glass or bottle, along with a slew of unforgettable entrées and finger food like Cajun chicken and an impressive ham-and-cheese pie. Cork & Bottle feels like a cozy little slice of France, with hardly a tourist in sight. The servers are happy to walk you through both the wine list and menu.


Sides and salads from £7, mains from £13, daily 11:00-24:00, 44-46 Cranbourn St, West End, +44 (0)20 7734 7807, thecorkandbottle.co.uk, Tube: Leicester Square


PUB CRAWLS


It is still possible to find a sub-£3 pint in central London; it just takes some determination. Pub crawls offer guided parties that run nightly in London and can be a good choice if you’re looking to save money and meet travelers. The savings you get from discounted drink deals and what you would have spent on club entry will cover the ticket price.
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1 Big Night Out



This pub crawl operates nightly 19:30-21:00 in Leicester Square.


£15, meets nightly at ZOO Bar, 17 Bear Street, +44 20 7836 9995, 1bignightout.com, Tube: Leicester Square


Camden Pub Crawl


As the name suggests, Camden Pub Crawl operates in Camden. Pub crawls run from 19:30 to 21:30.


£14 weekdays, £16 weekends, save £2 by booking online, meets nightly at Belushi’s Camden, 48-50 Camden High Street, undiscoveredlondon.com, info@undiscoveredlondon.com, Tube: Mornington Crescent


London Gone Wild


London Gone Wild is a pub crawl option in Shoreditch.


£13.50, meets Thurs, Fri and Sat between 20:00-21:00 at The Shoreditch, 145 Shoreditch High St, +44 20 7096 0371, nightsgonewild.com, Tube: Aldgate East


TOP SHOPPING & MARKETS


SHOPPING DISTRICTS


Oxford Street


Oxford Street is quite possibly London’s single best shopping street and stretches for just about one mile from east to west on the north side of the city. It’s here you’ll find all the major retailers, along with Selfridges (Mon-Sat 09:30-21:00, Sun 11:30-18:15, 400 Oxford St, +44 (0)113 369 8040, Tube: Bond Street), one of London’s famous top-end department stores. Be sure to venture southward off of Oxford down Regents Street to top off that shopping fix of yours.


West End, Tube: Oxford Circus


MARKETS


Harrods


Visit this massive monument to consumerism to get a taste of what it feels like to be a lowly commoner. Back in the day, London was one of the few cities with enough concentrated wealth to support and kick off what has become the modern department store and mall. Everything—from luxury chocolates to designer lingerie and large-than-life stuffed Paddington Bears to posh home furnishings—is sold across seven full floors of hedonism. Harrods is basically your one-stop shop for everything high end that you could ever want.


Mon-Sat 10:00-20:00, Sun 11:30-18:00, 87-135 Brompton Rd, West London, +44 (0)20 7730 1234, Tube: Knightsbridge


Portobello Market


Every Saturday, one of the world’s biggest antiques markets takes over the Notting Hill neighborhood all up and down Portobello Road. If you’re actually planning on buying the jewelry, vintage clothing, and other items on offer, be sure to bring enough cash, because the ATMs often run out or have insane lines. Saturday mornings before 10:00 are best, as you’ve got the selection without the crowds. Be sure to stop into the famous Hummingbird Bakery (cupcakes from £1.50, Mon-Fri 10:00-18:00, Sat 09:00-18:30, Sun 11:00-17:30, 133 Portobello Rd, +44 (0)20 7851 1795) for a cupcake to give you that sugar rush to get you through the day.


Mon-Wed and Fri-Sat 08:00-18:30, Thurs 08:00-13:00, West London, Tube: Notting Hill Gate


Camden Market


London’s original craft market dates back to the 1970s. Today, it’s a collection of extremely popular street markets, seeing tens of thousands of visitors each weekend. Explore large open-air clothes vendors and thrift shop-type stalls, food shops, and, my favorite, a large shopping complex in a repurposed barn. Save time for food, and stick around for the nightlife, as this is one of London’s most intriguing neighborhoods and the center of the alternative fashion scene. The market, open daily, is busiest on weekends.


Daily 10:00-18:00, Camden, Tube: Camden Town


Borough Market


South of the river, this food market is the place to challenge your taste buds, with loads of free samples ranging from wild boar to ostrich sandwiches. Conveniently located near the Millennium Mile, Borough Market has permanent shops, restaurants, and cafés built into the ironwork of the awnings, along with farmer stalls that pop up daily to sell fresh goods. Those who just want to nibble can pick up cheeses and meats by the slice. Otherwise, dive into the delicious sandwiches, wraps, and smoothies available throughout the market.


Mon-Wed 10:00-15:00, Thurs 11:00-17:00, Fri 12:00-18:00, Sat 08:00-17:00, 8 Southwark St, South Bank, boroughmarket.org, Tube: London Bridge



Old Spitalfields Market



This grand covered arts-and-crafts market has been located here for the better part of 400 years. Today, find items like graphic tees, hipster shoulder bags, real leather belts, and hand-made art pieces and frames. In the massive barn-like warehouse are both permanent retail stores and semi-permanent stalls. The market makes for great window shopping and even better photos. Skip the overpriced restaurants inside and opt for food at the Brick Lane Market nearby.


Daily 08:00-23:00, 16 Horner Square, Shoreditch, Tube: Liverpool Street


Brick Lane Market & Sunday Upmarket


Brick Lane Market is a collection of warehouses and open streets where you can wander and discover untold pop-up shops, custom bike stores, and tons of bars and cafés. Sundays, when street performers and crowds create quite a buzz, are the best day to visit. If vintage is your thing, come here for heaven on earth. Find the Boiler House (open Sun, 91 Brick Ln) for yet another international food hall.


Near the Boiler House, what was an old brewery is now the Sunday Upmarket, an international food extravaganza. Street food stalls sell everything from Greek to Indonesian, Brazilian to Nepalese. Grab your food at each counter, and find an empty spot on a bench to chow down. You’ll leave here with a full belly without hurting your wallet. Between courses, stop at the clothing stalls selling hand-made and designer pieces.


Permanent stores and shops are open throughout the week, best day for the food halls is Sun 10:00-17:00, 91 Brick Ln, Shoreditch, +44 (0)20 7770 6028, bricklanemarket.com, Tube: Algate East


TOP PARKS & RECREATION


St James’s Park


St James’s Park is right off of Whitehall Street near the Parliament building, conveniently providing a direct path between Buckingham Palace and the Horse Guards Parade. You can walk across this park in barely five minutes. Wander through the gardens and have a sandwich on a bench if you need a break from the hustle and bustle of the city. Enjoy the well-manicured meandering paths wrapping around a beautiful little lake.


Westminster, Tube: St James’s Park


Hyde Park


London’s “Central Park” is the largest in the city, spanning more than 350 acres. Highlights include the Diana Memorial Fountain, the large Serpentine Lake, and the Speakers’ Corner, a place where Londoners can come and speak their minds loudly and proudly on any subject they wish. Take paddle boats (£10/30 min, £12/1 hr) out on the lake, or enjoy a drink at any one of the outdoor cafés that line it. Any time there are important sports matches going on, thousands flock to the park to watch on massive projector screens. Music events and festivals take place frequently throughout the year, too.


West London, Tube: Hyde Park Corner


Battersea Park


Well off the beaten track for most tourists, this is my favorite park in town because it offers miles of running trails, waterfront views, and a unique and spectacular 100-foot-tall Buddhist Peace Pagoda monument to reflect on. It’s also the site of a huge bonfire and light show held every November 5 to commemorate the thwarting of a terrorist plot to blow up the Houses of Parliament in 1605.


South Bank, Tube: Sloane Square
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TOP TOURS



Fat Tire Bike Tours


My favorite way to see the city! Take the Royal Gardens Bike Tour and enjoy the musings of a great guide through some of the city’s most beautiful scenery. Learn a ton from your funny and informative guide as you cruise through Hyde Park, Kensington Gardens, Green Park, and down the Mall, stopping at each interesting point and photo op along the way. I like how these bike tours avoid street traffic as much as possible, sticking to parks for the most part.


£18, low season Mon and Thurs-Sun 11:00, shoulder season daily 11:00, high season daily 11:00 and 15:00, meets at Queensway Tube Station, West London, fattirebiketours.com/London, Tube: Queensway


Sandeman’s New Europe Walking Tours


Take a free walking tour and see some of London’s most popular sights with your own personal guide. Satisfied? Tip your guide for a job well done—their earnings are purely gratuity based. You’ll learn about some of the top sights in London over this three-hour tour, including Big Ben, Buckingham Palace, Westminster Abbey, and Churchill War Rooms.


Free (tip based), daily 11:00 and 13:00, meets by Wellington Arch, Westminster, neweuropetours.eu, Tube: Hyde Park Corner


TOP HOSTELS


Clink78 Hostel


If buildings could talk, this hostel would certainly have some stories to share. Originally a courthouse, it’s made up of dorms that used to be prison cells and an Internet café and movie room that used to be courtrooms. And for those of you who need to brush up on your rock ’n’ roll history, this hostel is where the famous punk group The Clash went on trial back in 1978. Today, you’ll find a large hostel with comfortable beds and a very social atmosphere with an on-site Clash-themed bar and music. Some complain about the noise and sleep quality, but for those looking for a good time out in London, Clink78 is a great choice.


From £10, £3 Wi-Fi, 24-hour reception, laundry, bar, free breakfast, 78 King’s Cross Rd, British Museum Neighborhood, +44 (0)20 7183 9400, clinkhostels.com, reservations@clinkhostels.com, Tube: Kings Cross St Pancras


St Christopher’s Village, London Bridge


Get your kicks here if you’re looking for your first ever London hangover. London’s ultimate party hostel features a basement nightclub, DJs, a bar and restaurant, karaoke nights, a cinema, and a comedy club. Its rooms and bathrooms are clean, and it’s next to great sights such as the Tower of London, Tower Bridge, and the famous Tate Modern. Other St Christopher locations in Camden, Greenwich, Hammersmith, and Shepherd’s Bush feature similar social scenes and amenities. Check them out and book online at st-christophers.co.uk.


From £15, free Wi-Fi, free breakfast, 24-hour reception, free lockers, 161-165 Borough High St, South Bank, +44 (0)20 7939 9710, st-christophers.co.uk, village@st-christophers.co.uk, Tube: London Bridge


Generator Russell Square


Generator hostels are dotted all over Europe. All of them seem to offer a reliable standard: clean rooms, affordable prices, and more amenities than you know what to do with. Definitely aimed at the younger generation of travelers, this hostel has its own bar, game room with pool tables, free walking tours, a lounge equipped with multiple flat screens, and daily events like karaoke night and drinking games. It’s also just a five-minute walk from Euston, St Pancras, and King’s Cross Tube stations and train stations.


From £27, free Wi-Fi, laundry, 24-hour reception, lockers, 37 Tavistock Plaza, British Museum Neighborhood, +44 (0)20 7388 7666, generatorhostels.com, info@generatorhostels.com, Tube: Russell Square


Wombat’s


One of the Wombat chain’s newest locations has opened up to rave reviews. Just outside The City on the edge of East London, Wombat’s puts you right where you want to be for sightseeing by day and partying by night. It’s a five-minute walk from the Tower of London and Tower Bridge, and ten minutes from the Brick Lane food scene and the nightlife in Shoreditch. Count on a welcoming social atmosphere, a helpful staff that provides good recommendations, and delicious breakfast. It’s done up in shabby chic decor with a reception desk that’s built from recycled lumber. You’ll feel cool from check-in till you’re downing drinks under brick arches at the on-site bar. Rooms are clean and bright, featuring a plug and reading lamp at each bunk.


Beds from £24, 24-hour reception, on-site bar, hair dryers, adapters, and towels available, pool table, free Wi-Fi, breakfast extra, 7 Dock St, The City, +44 (0)20 7680 7600, wombats-hostels.com, booklondon@wombats.eu, Tube: Tower Hill


Astor Hyde Park Hostel


The Astor chain is a great option for budget travelers. Set in a 19th-century mansion, this old building has been retrofitted to feature all the modern amenities but retains its authentic wooden soul. Beds are comfortable, the staff is extremely welcoming and helpful, and the location near Hyde Park is spectacular. Simple rooms offer everything from private twins up to 12-bed mixed dorms—bunks are constructed of tubular steel. The Hyde Park branch is my favorite Astor location, but other options include Victoria, Queensway, and near the British Museum.


Bunks from £18, free Wi-Fi, 24-hour reception, laundry facilities, common room with foosball table; towels, hair dryers, and breakfast extra, 191 Queensgate, West London, +44 (0)20 7581 0103, astorhostels.com, hydepark@astorhostels.com, Tube: Gloucester Road


Barmy Badger Backpackers


The Barmy Badger includes everything in your booking. There are no hidden fees, meaning Wi-Fi, continental breakfast, power sockets next to your bed, kitchen use, and “travel advice” are freely offered and included in the price of your bed. Get extras like towels and adapters for a refundable deposit. The owner’s two dogs are thrown in for good measure, too. While the bunks are stacked three high in the six-bed dorms, each cubby sports a comfortable mattress, personal light, and charging port, so you get a solid night’s sleep. The place feels a bit like your aunt’s town home in the posh Earls Court district of London, complete with a large living room and a nice couch to sink into.


Six-bed dorm £24, privates from £65, 24-hour reception, cable TV, free maps, laundry facilities, free Wi-Fi, outdoor terrace, breakfast included, towels with deposit, 17 Longridge Rd, West London, +44 (0)20 7370 5213, barmybadger.com, barmybadger@hotmail.com, Tube: Earls Court


TRANSPORTATION


GETTING THERE & AWAY


Although England is an island, international travel into London has never been easier thanks to the city’s efficient infrastructure and extensive public transit system.


Plane


The city of London has five international airports. All have public transportation options into the center.


London City (LCY, londoncityairport.com) is the airport closest to downtown London. Hop on the DLR (dlrlondon.co.uk), a commuter train that connects to and uses the same tickets as the Tube, and transfer onto the Tube system at Canning Town to connect into the rest of London. Your journey from the airport to the center will cost £4.80.


From Heathrow (LHR, heathrow.com), take the Piccadilly Tube line straight into the center (this takes about an hour, stopping at every station along the way) and connect to your accommodation’s Tube stop from there. Single fare runs £5.70. Other connection options are longer, overpriced, and not worth it.


From Gatwick (LGW, gatwickairport.com) take the Southern Train (southernrailway.co.uk) service, which runs every 15 minutes, to Victoria station (45 minutes, single fare £15). You’ll be tempted to spring for the Gatwick Express (30 minutes, single fares from £18, gatwickexpress.com), but the Southern Train saves you cash without sacrificing too much time.


Luton (LTN, london-luton.co.uk) has connections into London every 15 minutes via EasyBus (easybus.com); the 80-minute journey puts you at Victoria station. Or take a shuttle to Luton Airport Parkway, which offers different rail services that can get you into the center. For the cheapest fares, visit Trainline (thetrainline.com).


From Stansted (STN, stanstedairport.com), your best options are either the Stansted Express train (£22.50, runs every 15 min, 45-min journey, stanstedexpress.com), which will take you to Liverpool Street station, or EasyBus (easybus.com, runs every 20 min, 75-min journey), which will take you to Baker Street station. Visit easybus.com for pricing. Buses can take three hours in rush hour, so be sure to factor that in!


Some budget airlines are also beginning to offer cheaper flights into regional airports well outside of London. Note that flying into these can add considerable time and costs to your travel plans. From London South End, for example, it takes at least 1.5 hours to get to the center.


Train


There are nine major train stations in London. All are connected to the Tube. Rates from Paris—on fast trains taking just under 2.5 hours—range from about £42 (€50) and up, depending on student discount and how far in advance you book your ticket. For more information, visit the Eurostar website (eurostar.com).


Bus


There are bus options to London from the rest of the UK as well as Paris, Amsterdam, and Brussels. Rates can be significantly cheaper than your train options, but remember; hours spent on buses can add up quickly. Check out routes and fares at Eurolines (eurolines.com), Megabus (uk.megabus.com), and Student Agency (studentagencybus.com).


Car


By car, London is 460 kilometers (about 5.25 hours) from Paris and 660 kilometers (about 8 hours) from Edinburgh.


GETTING AROUND


London is a massive but very walkable city. Walking is a great way to explore one block at a time. Keep an eye out for dark blue neighborhood map signs posted around the city near bus stops. These are a great way to get oriented to the neighborhood immediately surrounding you. To give you a sense of scale, the walk from Big Ben to the Tower of London takes about an hour at a relaxed pace.


Prepare to be amazed, and possibly intimidated, by the London public transportation system. Comprising 11 metro lines and over 700 bus routes, it’s one of the best and most extensive public transport systems in the world. Buy yourself an Oyster Card (£8, includes a £5 deposit) at any Tube station to reduce the cost of your bus and Tube tickets by about half.


Tube


The Underground, also known as the Tube, closes at midnight. (Remember that before getting too deep into your drinking routine!) At the time of writing, 24-hour service was in the works. A single journey costs £4.80 (£2.30 with the Oyster Card). Pick up a free metro map from the desk at any Tube station. Or use the TubeMap app, which is just what it sounds like. It also stays up to date, advising you with the latest closures.


Bus


If you ever find yourself lost or disoriented, each little bus stop has a map that shows you where you are and which buses stop there. Do your homework before going out at night to see which night bus can take you back home. Ask the driver when you exit the bus if you are ever in doubt of your return stop. A single journey costs £2.20 (£1.30 with the Oyster Card). Map out your journey beforehand with the Citymapper app.


Bus 11 between Liverpool Street station and Victoria offers an excellent cross-section of London with an orientating route leading from The City into Westminster and past the royal parks to Buckingham Palace.


Taxi


The taxi industry in London is highly regulated and quite competitive. It’s also quite expensive (about £8.50/12-min ride). If you need to call for a taxi, use only a licensed Black Cab or a taxi service recommended by your hostel. A good number to call if you’re unable to hail a taxi from the street is 087 1871 8710, which gives you access to hundreds of licensed taxis 24 hours a day. Cabbies evaporate when all the bars let out, and they’re nearly impossible to wave down. Uber is now well-established in London.
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Bicycle



Santander Cycles (tfl.gov.uk/modes/cycling/santander-cycles) runs London’s public bike-rental system. For £2, you get access to the bikes. Each ride is free as long as you check it back in to a Santander stand within 30 minutes. If you want to keep the bike longer, each subsequent half hour costs £2. Find more information online and in the app store.


DAY TRIPS


Leeds Castle


It’s easy to get lost in the urban jungle that is London. Thankfully, a two-hour train ride can zip you from the city center to rural England, where you’ll find quite a different setting, completely transforming your perspective with a castle fit for a king. From humble medieval beginnings, this castle was rebuilt and rebuilt to now stand as a proud example of Tudor architecture and defenses. The castle played home to six of England’s queens and Henry VIII to boot. Today, the castle is a private museum with well-manicured grounds and a hedge maze to get lost in. It’s often deemed England’s “loveliest” castle.


The castle and grounds are located in Kent. From London, take the Southeastern Rail from Victoria station. In about 1.25 hours, you’ll arrive to Bearsted. From Bearsted, it’s a 10-minute taxi ride straight to the castle. The whole trip will cost you about £40 round-trip, not including entry into the castle. Tour services like Golden Tours (goldentours.com) run from London frequently and offer day trips from £84.


Pricey individual entry at £24, daily 10:30-17:00, +44 (0)1622 765400, leeds-castle.com


Stonehenge


This world-famous prehistoric rock formation is within reach of a day trip from London! The purpose, meaning, and possible construction methods of this monument—carbon dated to before 3000 BC—continue to evade experts. So we are left to use our own imaginations to try to figure out how and why such massive stones (weighing up to four tons each) were hoisted and placed in perfect alignment, all without machinery, modern engineering, or even nylon ropes.


An early morning trip will get you out to Stonehenge in time to enjoy it for a bit. Numerous day-trip options exist; they are worth it because public transportation options can take up to four hours. London Toolkit offers a day trip with a stop in Bath (£47, londontoolkit.com). Premium Tours has a Stonehenge-only option (from £35, premiumtours.co.uk). Viator (viator.com) has curated options available online.


I recommend booking Stonehenge with a tour that also takes you to Windsor Castle, a sprawling Tudor and English gothic-style royal castle with foundations dating back to the 10th century, or Bath, an old Roman fort town named after the hot springs that bubble out of the ground in the area. Otherwise, it’s quite a long time on the bus to see a stack of large rocks, no?


£14.50, £13 with valid student ID, daily 09:30-19:00, closes at 17:00 in winter, last admission 2 hours before closing time, +44 (0)0370 333 1181
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HELP!



Tourist Information Centers


London has excellent services for visitors. All the information you’ll need for your visit can be found online (cityoflondon.gov.uk and visitlondon.com). For many sights, you can even book tickets through these websites. Keep in mind there are shops throughout London that purport to be unbiased tourist resources but in fact make money selling you shows and tickets. This is London’s only impartial tourist information center:


City of London Information Centre, St Paul’s Churchyard, +44 (0)20 7332 1456


Pickpockets & Scams


As in the rest of Western European cities, the crime rate in London is pretty low. However, be alert for pickpockets in the larger touristy areas, restaurants, metros, buses, and trains. Teams on scooters have been known to snatch the phone right out of your hand while they drive by. If you need to call for a taxi, you should use only a licensed Black Cab or a taxi service recommended by your hostel.


Emergencies


In an emergency, dial 999.


Hospital


St Thomas’ Hospital


Westminster Bridge Rd, Lambeth, SE1 7EH


+44 (0)20 7928 9292


US Embassy


24 Grosvenor Square


+44 (0)20 7499 9000
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Paris is a treasure trove of art, cathedrals, and magnificent architecture. From the Eiffel Tower to Sacre Coeur, from Mona Lisa’s coy smile to the gargoyles that guard Notre Dame, Paris is full of refined beauty. But—like a deliciously flaky pain au chocolat—the city’s real treat lies beneath its surface. Even if you don’t fall in love in Paris, you will fall in love with Paris. Dig deep into the city to discover the people, sights, sounds, tastes, and smells that will make your trip unforgettable.


PARIS 101


Paris’s location on a couple islands in the Seine River made the city, founded in 250 BC, a strategic stronghold. By 1200, Paris was one of the most powerful cities in Europe, with a massive castle, cathedrals, trade unions, and all the makings of a major capital. As the city evolved, the French royalty levied untenable taxes on their population to finance wars and opulent palaces like Versailles. Peasants were starving, and a groundswell of anger gave rise to the French Revolution in 1789. Over 10 long years, thousands of nobles were jailed or publicly beheaded by the guillotine.


The revolution was a success in terms of eliminating the ruling class. But it takes more than that. You’ve got to govern. By 1799, France was struggling to find a leader who could harness their nationalist fervor. A man rose through the ranks (and well beyond his short stature) to become self-proclaimed emperor of France. His name? Napoleon Bonaparte. After conquering much of Western Europe, Napoleon was exiled—twice. He escaped his first exile quickly, suffered tremendous losses at the battle of Waterloo, was exiled again, and lived out his days in disgraced solitude on a small island between Brazil and Africa. But Napoleon did leave his mark on modern society. Our legal and public educational systems and even units of measurement today derive from the developments Napoleon undertook during his reign.


As France entered the modern age, Napoleon III, Napoleon’s nephew, was elected in France’s first democratic election and reigned nearly 18 years. Napoleon III wanted to beautify his capital city, making it fit for an emperor. The new emperor commissioned his favorite architect and city planner, Georges-Eugène Haussmann, with the immense project of modernizing Paris. Thousands of Parisians were displaced to make room for new wide boulevards and the grand avenues that we see today.


Paris enjoyed a golden age around the turn of the 20th century. An engineer, Gustave Eiffel, completed his tower for the World’s Fair, while an eclectic group of outcast artists flocked to the city and developed a new artistic style they called impressionism. The 20th century brought two world wars, but even through the difficult years, Paris continued to attract artists and bohemians. Paris was on its heels after World War II, but thanks to Allied support, the city began the process of reconstruction.


Today, France is liberal and progressive, and the Parisian joie de vivre is as palpable as ever.



PLAN AHEAD



RESERVATIONS


Reservations are recommended for the following sights:


Eiffel Tower (toureiffel.paris/en)


Louvre (louvre.fr/en)


PASSES


Paris Museum Pass


The Paris Museum Pass (en.parismuseumpass.com) gives you free entry and line-skipping privileges at some of Paris’s major museums, including the Louvre, the Orsay, and Versailles. Choose from two-day (€42), four-day (€56), and six-day (€69) options. The pass is particularly smart if you plan to visit Versailles, which costs €18 on its own. In peak tourism months, the line-skipping privileges are even more valuable than the savings. Purchase the pass online or at any participating museum. Activate it by writing the date of entry to your first sight.


LOCAL HAPPENINGS


Tour de France


The Tour de France, which loops more than 2,000 miles around France each July, is the world’s most famous and competitive professional cycling event. Cyclists from all over the world drive themselves to near exhaustion in a three-week-long stage race. The starting point changes yearly (with recent years kicking off in England, Germany, Belgium, and the Netherlands), but the race always ends with eight laps through central Paris, up and down the Champs-Élysées and under the Louvre in a grueling sprint. The festive atmosphere draws tens of thousands of visitors every year. Weathered but exuberant cyclists take a slow victory lap afterward, celebrating the mere feat of completing the world’s most punishing race.


Bastille Day


France’s national holiday, Bastille Day (July 14), commemorates the day when rebels stormed the Bastille prison and kicked off the French Revolution. On Bastille Day, a grand parade is accompanied by fireworks, musical performances, dances, large communal meals, and, of course, wine and champagne. Expect the entire country—including sights and museums—to shut down. Don’t fret; the parties are much more fun anyway!




KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


KEY STATS & FIGURES


Currency:


France uses the euro (€); 1 EUR = about 1.06 USD


Population:


2.25 million


Language:


French


Number of metro lines:


14


National drink:


champagne


National dish:


crêpe


Year of last guillotine use:


1977


CALIBRATE YOUR BUDGET


TYPICAL PRICES FOR:


Hostel dorm bed:


€24


Two-course dinner:


€15


Pint of beer:


€6.50


Bicycle rental:


€12


Single metro pass:


€1.70







MOVIES TO WATCH


Midnight in Paris, Jeux d’Enfants (Love Me if You Dare), Chocolat, Les Misérables, Amélie
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THREE DAY ITINERARY


It’s important to be efficient when making your rounds of Paris’s top sights. Get ready to walk—a lot—and get comfortable on the metro to explore the best corners of this beautiful city.


DAY 1: BIENVENUE Á LA GAUCHE


MORNING


Grab breakfast at the hostel or pop into your local patisserie (pastry shop) to try your first heavenly croissant or pain au chocolat (chocolate croissant).


Head into Île de la Cité and spend a few hours exploring Paris’s most quintessential sights: the epically gothic Notre Dame cathedral, the compelling and thought-provoking Deportation Memorial, and the stunningly beautiful royal chapel of Sainte-Chapelle.
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