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Post-Pandemic Travels: Expect a Warm Welcome…and a Few Changes


Research for this guidebook was limited by the COVID-19 outbreak, and the long-term impact of the crisis on our recommended destinations is unclear. Some details in this book will change for post-pandemic travelers. Now more than ever, it’s smart to reconfirm specifics as you plan and travel. As always, you can find major updates at RickSteves.com/update.








Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe



Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my bus tours, public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught millions of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.


This book offers you a balanced mix of Berlin’s serious, historical sights and lively people zones. It’s selective: Rather than listing every sight, I recommend only the most important, along with the most interesting neighborhoods to explore—Prenzlauer Berg, Kreuzberg, and the old Jewish quarter. And it’s in-depth: My self-guided museum tours and city walks provide insight into Berlin’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.
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I advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of my money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.


We visit Berlin to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.


Judging by the positive feedback I receive from readers, this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.


Gute Reise! Happy travels!
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BERLIN


Berlin’s Top Neighborhoods


TOP NEIGHBORHOODS


Map: Berlin’s Top Neighborhoods


Planning and Budgeting


PLANNING YOUR TIME


PLANNING YOUR BUDGET


BEFORE YOU GO


Travel Smart


Hip and affordable, Berlin is understandably one of Europe’s top travel destinations. It’s a city of leafy boulevards, grand Neoclassical buildings, world-class art, and glitzy shopping arcades. Just strolling through its funky neighborhoods gives you a fun glimpse into today’s good times. Life here, especially in what was once dreary communist East Berlin, is a poignant, hedonistic—and even jarring—mix of a thriving economy and tragic history.


Berlin played a leading role in Europe’s tumultuous 20th century, both in World War I, which led to Hitler’s rise to power, and World War II, which ultimately left Berlin (and much of Europe) in ruins.


In the postwar years, Berlin was on the front line of the Cold War between the US and Soviet Union. The division was literally set in stone in 1961, when the communist East German government walled off West Berlin to keep East Germans from escaping to freedom.


Since the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the city has been a constant construction zone of reunification and rebirth. Today Berlin is once again a world capital of a great nation.


Berliners have a remarkable ability to embrace the present while surrounded by sights from their tumultuous past. The city offers thoughtful visitors the opportunity to appreciate and learn from both.


Wander through Berlin’s thought-provoking museums and memorials to the millions of victims of World War II. Atop the Reichstag parliament building, tour the modern glass dome that promises much-needed transparency in government after the wars of the last century.
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Clinking mugs at a lively beer hall; cuisine from around the globe to please every palate





Stroll the tree-lined Unter den Linden boulevard, pedal through Tiergarten Park, and take a lazy cruise on the scenic Spree River. Browse the city’s many markets and shop for chocolate on bustling Gendarmenmarkt square.


In top-notch museums, cradle a chunk of the concrete-and-rebar Berlin Wall, peruse canvases by Dürer and Rembrandt, and walk through an enormous Babylonian gate amid ancient statuary. Learn about daily life in communist East Berlin and marvel at Easterners’ ingenious escapes to the West. Ponder street-art graffiti on your way to the famous bust of Queen Nefertiti. Light a candle at a memorial church and hum “Ode to Joy” at the Brandenburg Gate, Germany’s symbol of peace and reconciliation.


Explore vibrant neighborhoods like eclectic Kreuzberg, with Turkish flavor and destination restaurants; lively Prenzlauer Berg, bustling with boutiques, bars, and cafés; and the old Jewish quarter, with delightful courtyard shops and eateries.


Enjoy cosmopolitan cuisine in a melting-pot city known for its gourmet street food. Slurp soup at a foodie hotspot, dive into a cheap Currywurst, and munch your way through Kreuzberg’s food hall. Wash down hearty sausage with beer in a rollicking beer hall or relaxing beer garden.




The Many Faces of Berlin


Like any cosmopolitan city, Berlin is a melting pot.


Many Berliners are transplants from elsewhere in Germany. Some came to West Berlin back when the Wall was up, lured by draft deferments and tax breaks designed to keep this “outpost of Western freedom” vital. West Berlin became home to a mix of peaceniks, punks, squatters, graffiti artists, and mainstream businesspeople.


After the Wall fell in 1990, East Berlin enjoyed an “anything goes” anarchy that attracted a wave of German artists, students, and young graduates. The 2000s and 2010s drew expats (including Americans, Brits, and Aussies) and more Germans as Berlin blossomed as an exciting, cultural capital.


Berlin is also home to immigrants and refugees from the Middle East and North Africa. In the postwar years, West Germany needed help rebuilding. Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, the government invited guest workers from poorer nations to live and work in Germany. Today, with approximately 200,000 residents of Turkish descent, Berlin is considered the largest “Turkish city” outside of Turkey. Many live and shop in Kreuzberg. These families—some in their third generation—are an integral part of Berlin society.


Recently, Syrian refugees have settled here, opening Middle Eastern bakeries and restaurants, adding spice to the city’s rich culinary scene. The Pergamon Museum even recruits Syrians as tour guides to show off the masterpieces of their homeland’s ancient culture.
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Graffiti artist in action; students chatting in hip Prenzlauer Berg; Turkish immigrants cooking up tasty fare at a Kreuzberg street market





If you really want to understand Berlin...take the time to get to know some Berliners. And be sure to ask about their own personal story. You’ll never hear the same one twice.
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Berlin’s contrasts: Relaxing on the Spree’s riverbank; learning about Nazi war crimes at the Topography of Terror





For nightlife, enjoy Berlin’s happening music scene, from classical to jazz, cabaret to karaoke, and tango to ballroom dancing. The Friedrichshain neighborhood, east of Alexanderplatz, is a hotspot for nightclubs. Dine at a restaurant, settle in at a rooftop bar, or just grab a drink from a sidewalk vendor, find a riverside bench, and watch boats glide by as the sun sets over a skyline of domes and cranes.


With extra time, take day trips to Potsdam, home to Frederick the Great’s palaces; Wittenberg, the theological stomping grounds of Martin Luther; and Sachsenhausen, a former concentration camp that’s now a compelling memorial and museum.


Visitors to Berlin are understandably fascinated by the Nazi sights, communism, and the Wall. But for today’s young Berliners, that’s history. To them, capitalism is the norm, and the Wall is fair game for graffiti. Reflecting on its past while energized by a promising future, today’s Berlin is an old city with a new spirit.



Berlin’s Top Neighborhoods



Berlin sprawls. Though it’s a major metropolis, it doesn’t have a single, dense core of skyscrapers. The downtown stretches five miles, following the Spree River, and the city’s impressive public-transit system makes it easy to sightsee by neighborhood. This book’s coverage is organized by compass direction, radiating out from the center. You’ll save lots of time if you thoughtfully group your sightseeing, walks, and dining.


[image: ]


[image: ]



TOP NEIGHBORHOODS



Berlin is made up of a series of colorful neighborhoods, with broad boulevards, pleasant parks, long blocks, and low buildings.


Central Berlin (The Historic Core)


Berlin’s 1.5-mile sightseeing axis runs along the elegant Unter den Linden boulevard. On the western end are the historic Reichstag (Germany’s domed parliament), the iconic Brandenburg Gate, and poignant memorials. To the east is Museum Island, home to a cluster of the city’s top museums: the ancient wonders of the Pergamon (Babylonian gate) and Neues (Nefertiti bust) museums, and German paintings in the Old National Gallery.


Also within this core are several grand squares (including Berlin’s finest, Gendarmenmarkt), the towering Berlin Cathedral, and museums on German history and the DDR (communist-era artifacts from the former Deutsche Demokratische Republik).


Northern Berlin


North of Unter den Linden near the Hackescher Markt transit hub, the trendy old Jewish quarter is important for its Jewish sights and interesting for its fun-to-explore courtyards. The hip Prenzlauer Berg neighborhood has recommended hotels, restaurants, shopping, and a museum on daily life under communism. The northern zone also contains the Berlin Wall Memorial (the best place to learn more about the Wall), the people-friendly Mauerpark (Wall Park), and the massive Hauptbahnhof (Berlin’s huge main train station and shopping mall).
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Ishtar Gate (Pergamon Museum); Nefertiti (Neues Museum); an inviting Hackescher Markt café; Mauerpark karaoke
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Jewish Museum Berlin; Alexander Platz with “World Time Clock”; world-class art at the Gemäldegalerie; arch at Potsdam






Southern Berlin



South of Unter den Linden are fascism and Cold War sights, anchored by the Museum of the Wall at Checkpoint Charlie (the former border crossing) and the Topography of Terror (which documents Nazi atrocities). Kreuzberg is a fascinating-to-wander neighborhood, with a flourishing Turkish community and colorful market.


Eastern Berlin


East of Museum Island is Alexanderplatz—formerly the hub of communist East Berlin, marked by its stark architecture and impossible-to-miss TV Tower. Farther east sits the gentrifying Friedrichshain neighborhood, with its emerging nightlife scene, sobering Stasi Museum (former communist headquarters), and the East Side Gallery—a graffiti-slathered surviving stretch of the Berlin Wall, popular for an evening stroll along the Spree River.


Western Berlin


This zone hosts glitzy Potsdamer Platz, with malls and skyscrapers; the nearby Kulturforum, with the art-filled Gemäldegalerie; and the vast park, Tiergarten. To the west is City West, once the heart of communist-era West Berlin and now a classy suburb, home to the upscale Kurfürstendamm boulevard (Ku’damm for short), Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, and several recommended hotels. To the north is the mediocre Charlottenburg Palace, with good art museums nearby.


Day Trips


You have three good—and very different—choices:


The pleasant town of Potsdam offers swanky palaces and Cold War sights. The Sachsenhausen Memorial and Museum was one of the Nazis’ most notorious concentration camps. Wittenberg is the hometown of Martin Luther and birthplace of the Protestant Reformation.
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Planning and Budgeting


The best trips start with good planning. Here are ideas to help you decide when to go, design a smart itinerary, set a travel budget, and prepare for your trip. For my best general advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and more, see the Practicalities chapter.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


As you read this book and learn about your options...


Decide when to go.


May, June, September, and October are my favorite months for Berlin—most likely to be not too hot, not too cold. However, these are also the most crowded months; there can be lines at sights and higher prices at hotels.


July and August are lively—Berliners love to hang out in parks and along riverbanks, as if enjoying a continuous open-air party. Be aware that the city can get unpleasantly hot and humid. If you wilt in the heat, look for the scarce room with air-conditioning.


Berlin is a decent winter getaway: Its museums are ample and offer an escape from bad weather, and a handful of Christmas markets make the city merry and bright. However, many of the important historical sights are outdoors. And in general, Berlin is an exuberantly outdoor-oriented city—a scene that wintertime visitors miss out on. Night draws the shades on your sightseeing early. Dress warmly, with layers. Expect cold (even freezing lows) and rain. For specific temperatures, see the climate chart in the appendix.



Work out a day-by-day itinerary.



The following day plans offer suggestions for how to maximize your sightseeing, depending on how many days you have. You can adapt these itineraries to fit your own interests. To find out what days sights are open, check the “Daily Reminder” in the Orientation chapter. Note major sights where advance reservations are smart. Many of these sights are covered in my free [image: ] Berlin City Walk audio tour.


Berlin in One Insane Day








	8:30

	Ascend the Reichstag dome (reserve in advance).






	10:00

	Follow my Reichstag & Brandenburg Gate Walk.






	11:30

	Follow my Unter den Linden Walk (stop for lunch midway in the Galeries Lafayette).






	14:00

	Do an “express tour” of the German History Museum and/or DDR Museum, or take a one-hour Spree River cruise.






	16:00

	Follow my Communist East Berlin Walk.






	17:00

	Taxi or S-Bahn to Nordbahnhof for my Berlin Wall Memorial Tour.






	18:30

	Taxi to the start of my Prenzlauer Berg Walk, with a break for dinner. (If running late, skip one of the last two.)
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Enjoying the view 80 feet above the city from the Reichstag glass dome; stirring photos at the Berlin Wall Memorial






Berlin in Two Days



Day 1








	8:30

	Ascend the Reichstag dome (reserve in advance).






	10:00

	Follow my Reichstag & Brandenburg Gate Walk.






	11:30

	Follow my Unter den Linden Walk (buy a picnic lunch in the Galeries Lafayette).






	13:00

	Enjoy a Spree River cruise while munching a picnic.






	14:30

	Choose and visit two Museum Island area sights: Pergamon, Neues Museum, Old National Gallery, German History Museum, or DDR Museum.






	17:00

	Follow my Communist East Berlin Walk.






	18:30

	Take the S-Bahn to Hackescher Markt for my Old Jewish Quarter Walk.






	20:00

	Have dinner in the old Jewish quarter.









Day 2








	9:30

	Follow my Fascism & Cold War Walk to Potsdamer Platz (touring the Museum of the Wall at Checkpoint Charlie and Topography of Terror along the way).






	12:30

	Grab lunch and tour the Gemäldegalerie.






	15:00

	Head to the Berlin Wall Memorial for my tour.






	17:00

	Follow my Prenzlauer Berg walk.






	19:00

	Eat dinner in Prenzlauer Berg.









Berlin in Three or More Days


Day 1








	8:30

	Ascend the Reichstag dome (reserve in advance).






	10:00

	Follow my Reichstag & Brandenburg Gate Walk.






	11:30

	Follow my Unter den Linden Walk (buy a picnic lunch in Galeries Lafayette).






	13:00

	Enjoy a Spree River cruise while munching a picnic.






	14:30

	Tour Museum Island (Pergamon, Neues Museum, and/or Old National Gallery).






	18:30

	Follow my Old Jewish Quarter Walk.






	20:00

	Have dinner in the old Jewish quarter.









Day 2








	9:30

	Follow my Fascism & Cold War Walk to Potsdamer Platz (touring the Museum of the Wall at Checkpoint Charlie and Topography of Terror along the way).






	13:30

	Tour the Gemäldegalerie (or another sight of interest).






	17:00

	Attend the theater, find live music, or take a dance lesson.
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A Spree River cruise; Berlin’s slick main train station (Hauptbahnhof); Museum Island, home to five museums; Anne Frank mural
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Atop Berlin’s TV Tower for views; shopping at Bikini Berlin concept mall





Day 3








	10:00

	Visit the DDR Museum.






	11:00

	Follow my Communist East Berlin Walk (with Karl-Marx-Allee, East Side Gallery, and Kreuzberg options after).






	16:00

	Follow my Berlin Wall Memorial Tour.






	18:00

	Follow my Prenzlauer Berg Walk (with dinner spliced in as you like).









Days 4-7


Explore City West, visiting the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church and Käthe Kollwitz Museum, strolling Ku’damm, and browsing KaDeWe and Bikini Berlin stores.


Tour more museums, such as the Jewish Museum Berlin, Stasi Museum, and others. Enjoy my Kreuzberg Walk through the trendy Turkish quarter.


Join a special-interest walking tour, choosing from topics ranging from food to street art to the Third Reich.


Choose from the following day trips: Sachsenhausen Memorial and Museum, the city and palaces at Potsdam, and the Martin Luther sights at Wittenberg.
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PLANNING YOUR BUDGET


Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.


Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Berlin costs about $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.


Public Transportation: For a one-week trip, allow about $40 for transit tickets and a couple of day trips by train. To get between Berlin and the airport, figure around $4 per trip by bus, or closer to $30-45 for a taxi.


Budget Tips: To cut your daily expenses, take advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout Berlin and mentioned in this book.


[image: ]


Use Berlin’s public transportation (the WelcomeCard transit pass is generally a good bet for busy travelers), and visit sights by neighborhood for efficiency. Enjoy the city’s free sights and experiences (people-watching counts).


Some businesses—especially hotels and walking-tour companies—offer discounts to my readers (look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book).


Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel. Some hotels offer a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask). Rooms can cost less outside of peak season (roughly Nov-March). And even seniors can sleep cheap in hostels (most have private rooms) for about $30 per person. Or check Airbnb-type sites for deals.


It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in Berlin. You can get tasty, affordable meals at street stands (selling sausages, falafels, or döner kebabs), cafeterias, international eateries, and bakeries. Cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.


When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a food-tasting tour or a concert. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.
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Service with a smile at a family-run hotel in Prenzlauer Berg; a one-man stand selling grilled sausages
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BEFORE YOU GO


You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more information on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and RickSteves.com, which has helpful travel tips and talks.


Make sure your travel documents are valid. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow up to six weeks to renew or get a passport (www.travel.state.gov). You may also need to register with the European Travel Information and Authorization System (ETIAS).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Overall, Kayak.com is the best place to start searching for flights. You won’t want a car in congested Berlin, but if Berlin is part of a longer trip, figure out your transportation options: You can buy train tickets as you go, get a rail pass, rent a car, or book a cheap flight. (You can wing it in Europe, but it may cost more.)


Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals.


Reserve ahead for key sights. To visit the Reichstag dome, you must reserve a free entry slot online a week or so in advance. The Pergamon and DDR museums also accept reservations, which can be a good idea to avoid long ticket-buying lines (for details on all of these, see the Sights in Berlin chapter).


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Call your bank. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Ask about transaction fees, and get the PIN number for your credit card. You don’t need to bring euros along; you can withdraw euros from cash machines in Europe.


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan to reduce your costs, or rely on Wi-Fi in Europe instead. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, translators, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist in the appendix as a guide.
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Rick’s Free Video Clips and Audio Tours


Travel smarter with these free, fun resources:


Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains over 400 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com (just enter a topic to find everything I’ve filmed on a subject).
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Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book (look for the [image: ]), these audio tours include my Berlin City Walk, which links several key sights through the city center, from the Brandenburg Gate to Alexanderplatz. The app also offers interviews from my public radio show with experts from Europe and around the globe. Find it in your app store or at RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.
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Travel Smart


If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information (this book), and expect to travel smart, you will.


Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. Note opening hours of sights, closed days, crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or advisable. Check out the latest at RickSteves.com/update.


Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels and travel arrangements, and check transit connections. Visit the local tourist information office (TI).


Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Keep your cash, credit cards, and passport secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket or wallet. Don’t set valuable items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.


Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring photocopies or take photos of your important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up photos and files frequently.


Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi can be a good value if it saves you a long wait for a cheap bus or an exhausting walk across town. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as making advance reservations or sightseeing early or late (note that several sights are always open late, and many museums are open late one night a week).


Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, strikes, closures, sore feet, bad weather, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.


Attempt the language. Many Germans—especially in the tourist trade and in big cities like Berlin—speak English, but if you learn some German, even just a few pleasantries, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. Practice the survival phrases near the end of this book, and even better, bring a phrase book.


Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the German people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for your favorite jazz club, microbrew, or Currywurst. Break out of the tourist track and explore. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”
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	Berlin...here you come!
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ORIENTATION TO BERLIN


Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


Map: Berlin Overview


ARRIVAL IN BERLIN


HELPFUL HINTS


GETTING AROUND BERLIN


Tours in Berlin


BY BUS


BY BOAT


ON FOOT


ON WHEELS


Berlin is a sprawling city (pop. 3.5 million), built on a huge scale. Those who are prepared will be rewarded—that’s what this chapter (and the next) is about. You’ll learn how to navigate Berlin by subway, tram, bus, taxi, bicycle, or on foot. You’ll also find details on Berlin’s tourist services, information sources for current events, and recommendations for organized tours. For an overview of the city’s neighborhoods and detailed day plans, see the previous chapter. With a smart approach and a measure of patience, you’ll have Berlin by the tail.


Overview


TOURIST INFORMATION


Berlin’s TIs are for-profit agencies that are only marginally helpful (+49 30 250 025, www.visitberlin.de). You’ll find them at the Hauptbahnhof (daily 8:00-21:00, by main entrance on Europaplatz) and in City West at Europa Center (Mon-Sat 10:00-20:00, closed Sun, hidden inside the shopping mall ground floor at Tauentzienstrasse 9). You’ll also find “info box” kiosks at the Brandenburg Gate (daily 9:30-19:00, Nov-March until 18:00) and at Alexanderplatz in the lobby of the Park Inn hotel (Mon-Sat 7:00-21:00, Sun 8:00-18:00). A separately run TI—focusing on Prenzlauer Berg, and generally more useful—is at the Kulturbrauerei (daily 11:00-19:00, ask for the free Pankow Entdecken booklet). See the color maps at the back of this book for most locations.


Skip the TI’s €1 map, and instead browse the walking tour company brochures—many include nearly-as-good maps for free. Most hotels provide free city maps. If interested in cultural happenings, pick up a copy of the current month’s Exberliner (in English, €4, free at some hotels, www.exberliner.com).
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While the TI sells the three-day Museum Pass Berlin (see the beginning of the next chapter), it’s also available at major museums. If you take a walking tour, your guide is likely a better source of nightlife or shopping tips than the TI.


ARRIVAL IN BERLIN


For a detailed rundown of the city’s train stations and airports, and for information on parking a car, see the Berlin Connections chapter.



HELPFUL HINTS



Sightseeing Advice: For tips—including buying advance tickets and sightseeing passes that can save you money—see the Sights in Berlin chapter.


Addresses: Be warned that many Berlin streets are numbered with odd and even numbers on the same side of the street, often with no connection to the other side (for example, Ku’damm #212 can be across the street from #14). Also remember that the Eszett symbol (ß) is used in place of “ss” in words like Straße (street; sometimes abbreviated as “Str.”).


Festivals: Berlin hosts a near-constant string of events; see “Holidays and Festivals” in the appendix for key dates.


Cold War Terminology: What Americans called “East Germany” was technically the German Democratic Republic—the Deutsche Demokratische Republik, or DDR. You’ll still see those initials around what was once East Germany. The name for what was “West Germany”—the Federal Republic of Germany (Bundesrepublik Deutschland, or BRD)—is now the name shared by all of Germany. Former East or West? Here’s a tip: The former communist sector has more tram tracks in the pavement.


Laundry: You’ll find several self-service launderettes near my recommended hotels (generally daily 6:00-22:00). In Prenzlauer Berg, try Eco-Express Waschsalon (Danziger Strasse 7) or Schnell & Sauber Waschcenter (Oderberger Strasse 1); for locations see the map on here. In the old Jewish quarter, there are two launderettes around the corner from Rosenthaler Platz: Waschsalon 115 (Wi-Fi, Torstrasse 115) and Eco-Express Waschsalon (Torstrasse 109); for locations see the map on here.


GETTING AROUND BERLIN


Berlin’s sights spread far and wide. Right from the start, commit yourself to the city’s fine public-transit system. Once you do, you’ll understand why locals rarely drive in Berlin. This vast city is committed to bikes, and you’ll notice smart and efficient bike lanes. This can be very dangerous for pedestrians, so be alert.


By Public Transit


Berlin’s transit system uses the same ticket for its many modes of transportation: buses, trams (Strassenbahn), and trains. There are two types of trains: The U-Bahn—like a subway, making lots of short hops around town—is run by the local transit authority (BVG); the S-Bahn, a light rail that goes faster and stops only at major stations, is operated by German Railways (Deutsche Bahn).
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For all types of transit, there are three lettered zones: A, B, and C. Most of your sightseeing will be in zones A and B (the city proper); you may enter zone C if you’re going to Potsdam, Sachsenhausen, Berlin Brandenburg airport, or other outlying areas.


Sections of the U-Bahn or S-Bahn sometimes close temporarily for repairs, with a bus route replacing the train (Ersatzverkehr, or “replacement transportation”; zwischen means “between”).


Within Berlin, Eurail passes are good on connections from the train station when you arrive and to the station when you depart on counted rail pass days (both S-Bahn and U-Bahn).


Information: Timetables, prices, and trip planning are available on two helpful websites: BVG (www.bvg.de) or VBB (www.vbb.de). Both offer handy, free apps with on-the-go trip routing for U-Bahn, S-Bahn, tram, and bus connections.


For an overview of the transit system, see the color map at the back of this book.


Ticket Options


The €2.90 basic single ticket (Einzelfahrschein) covers two hours of travel in one direction. It’s easy to make this ticket stretch to cover several rides...as long as they’re in the same direction.


The €1.90 short-ride ticket (Kurzstrecke Fahrschein) covers a single ride of up to six bus/tram stops or three subway stations (one transfer allowed on subway). You can save on short-ride tickets by buying them in groups of four (€5.60).
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The €9 four-trip ticket (4-Fahrten-Karte) is the same as four basic single tickets at a good discount.


The day pass (Tageskarte) is good until 3:00 the morning after you buy it (€8.60 for zones AB, €9.60 for zones ABC). For longer stays, consider a seven-day pass (Sieben-Tage-Karte; €34 for zones AB, €41 for zones ABC), or the WelcomeCard (see below). The Kleingruppenkarte lets groups of up to five travel all day (€23.50 for zones AB, €24.90 for zones ABC).


If you’ve already bought a ticket for zones A and B, and later decide to go to zone C (such as to Potsdam), you can buy an “extension ticket” (Anschlussfahrausweis) for €1.70, which covers two hours of travel in that zone.


If you plan to cover a lot of ground using public transportation during a two- or three-day visit, the WelcomeCard is usually the best deal (available at TIs—including at the airports—and U-Bahn/S-Bahn ticket machines; www.visitberlin.de/welcomecard). It covers all public transportation and gives up to 50 percent discounts off lots of minor and a few major museums, sightseeing tours (including 25 percent off the recommended Original Berlin Walks and Insider Tour), and music and theater events. It’s especially smart for families, as each adult card also covers up to three kids under age 15. The Berlin-only card covers transit zones AB (€23/48 hours, €33/72 hours). For multiple trips beyond the city center, there’s a Berlin-with-Potsdam card (zones ABC, €28/48 hours, €38/72 hours; both cards available as 4-, 5-, and 6-day options). If you’re a museum junkie, consider the 72-hour WelcomeCard+Museumsinsel, which combines transit zones AB (€51) or zones ABC (€55) with unlimited access to the five museums on Museum Island.


Buying Tickets


You can buy U-Bahn/S-Bahn tickets from machines at stations (coins and bills accepted). Tickets are also sold at BVG pavilions at train stations and at TIs, from machines onboard trams (coins only), and on buses from drivers, who give change.


To use a ticket machine, start by pressing the British flag icon for English instructions. Next, select the zone (AB, ABC, or “short trip journey” for a zoneless short-ride ticket) and the type of ticket you want (single, day, or four-trip; for seven-day tickets, select the “other tickets” option), then pay. Most travelers want the AB ticket—either single or all-day ticket. “Adult” (Erwachsener) means anyone 14 or older.


Boarding Transit


As you board the bus or tram or enter the subway, validate your ticket in a clock machine (or risk a €60 fine; with a pass, stamp it only the first time you ride). Tickets are checked periodically, often by plainclothes inspectors. You may be asked to show your ticket when boarding the bus. Note that not all tram stops (marked by a sign with a green H in a gold circle) have designated platforms on raised sidewalks, and not all trams pull right up to the curb. When the tram arrives, be ready to step into the road to hop aboard.


Useful Transit Lines


Learning a few key transit lines will help shrink this vast city.


U-Bahn: Line U2 cuts diagonally across the city from Prenzlauer Berg (hotels) to Potsdamer Platz, stopping near Checkpoint Charlie at Stadtmitte. Other handy U-Bahn lines include U6 (runs north-south through downtown, offering a quick connection to Kreuzberg) and U1 (cuts east-west through southern Berlin, connecting City West, Kreuzberg, and Friedrichshain). The new line U5 (some stops open; all may be open in 2021) connects the Hauptbahnhof, Reichstag, and strategic stops along the city’s main sightseeing spine: Brandenburger Tor, Unter den Linden (near Bebelplatz), Museumsinsel (Museum Island), Rotes Rathaus (City Hall, near the Nikolai Quarter), and Alexanderplatz.


S-Bahn: Several S-Bahn lines flow like a high-speed river through the heart of Berlin. Lines S3, S5, S7, and S9 zip quickly east-west between key stops: Savignyplatz (hotels in western Berlin), Zoologischer Garten—also known as “Zoo Station” (zoo, City West, Ku’damm), Hauptbahnhof, Friedrichstrasse (near the heart of Unter den Linden), Hackescher Markt (Museum Island, old Jewish quarter, connection to Prenzlauer Berg), and Alexanderplatz (east end of the historic core).


Lines S1 and S2 travel north-south between Nordbahnhof (Berlin Wall Memorial), Friedrichstrasse, Brandenburger Tor, and Potsdamer Platz (Kulturforum).


Trams: Trams connect several of my recommended neighborhoods in East Berlin. #M1 is helpful for getting to and around Prenzlauer Berg—connecting the Hackescher Markt S-Bahn station with key stops along the main drag Kastanienallee; #12 overlaps with the middle part of #M1; and #M10 is handy for connecting Cold War sights—it starts at the Hauptbahnhof, goes to Nordbahnhof (Berlin Wall Memorial), connects stops along the Berlin Wall Memorial (Mauerpark, Alexanderplatz, and Frankfurter Tor), and finishes at Warschauer Strasse (for the East Side Gallery).


Buses: Bus #100 is the handiest for most tourists, traveling east-west along Unter den Linden between the Reichstag/Brandenburg area on one end and Alexanderplatz on the other. Two other helpful lines also travel east-west along Unter den Linden: Bus #245 connects Alexanderplatz with Zoologischer Garten via Lustgarten (Museum Island), Brandenburger Tor, then angles north to Hauptbahnhof and Tiergarten. Bus #300 connects Warschauer Strasse with Philharmonie Sud (Kulturforum) via the East Side Gallery, Alexanderplatz, Rotes Rathaus (City Hall), Lustgarten (Museum Island), and Potsdamer Platz. There are stops every few blocks, with buses every 10 minutes or so.


By Taxi and Uber


Cabs are easy to flag down, and taxi stands are common. A typical ride within town costs around €10, and a crosstown trip (for example, Savignyplatz to Alexanderplatz) will run about €25.


Tariff 1 is for a Kurzstrecke ticket (short-stretch ride). This ticket can save you several euros for any ride of less than two kilometers (about a mile). To get this rate, you must flag down the cab on the street—not at a taxi stand—and ask for the Kurzstrecke rate as soon as you hop in. Confidently say “Kurzstrecke, bitte” (KOORTS-shtreh-keh, BIT-teh); your driver will grumble and flip the meter to a fixed €5 rate (for a ride that would otherwise cost €8). If your ride exceeds two kilometers, the meter kicks on and the regular rate takes over.




Daily Reminder


Sunday: All sights are open. Many shops are closed, including the Kaufhaus des Westens (KaDeWe) department store. You’ll find more shops open in the Hauptbahnhof area.


Many neighborhoods have markets: The Kulturbrauerei (Culture Brewery) has a food market; Mauerpark has an all-day rummage market and community-wide party, including karaoke in the amphitheater; there’s a morning flea market near the Ostbahnhof; several blocks on Arkonplatz are filled by a “junk market”; and the Bode Museum hosts an antique-and-book market all weekend.


Monday: Many sights are closed today, including the Berlin Wall Memorial Visitors Center and Documentation Center, Old National Gallery, Bode Museum, Altes Museum, Gemäldegalerie, Palace of Tears, Museum of Decorative Arts, and Charlottenburg Palace.


Tuesday: The Berlinische Galerie and Deutsche Kinemathek Film and TV Museum are closed today.


A huge Turkish street market sprawls along the canalside Maybachufer Street in Kreuzberg. The Berlin Philharmonic offers free lunch concerts at 13:00, except in July and August. The French Cathedral has 30-minute organ concerts at 15:00.


Wednesday: All sights are open except the Boros Collection.


Thursday: Many museums stay open until 20:00, including: everything on Museum Island, the Gemäldegalerie, the Everyday Life in the DDR exhibit, and the Musical Instruments Museum. The Deutsche Kinemathek Film and TV Museum is also open until 20:00 and free from 16:00.


Friday: All sights are open. The Turkish market again sets up in Kreuzberg. The Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church holds a “Prayer for Peace” service at 13:00. St. Mary’s Church and Nikolaikirche have organ concerts in the afternoon. This is a good night to find live music or check out a concert.


Saturday: All sights are open except the New Synagogue. The DDR Museum stays open until 22:00. Shops typically have shorter hours but some neighborhoods have markets. Live music and concerts abound.





All other rides are tariff 2 (€3.90 drop plus €2/km for the first seven kilometers, then €1.50/km after that). If possible, use cash: Credit card payment comes with a surcharge. If a taxi looks empty but doesn’t stop, it’s likely on its way to a pick-up requested through one of many ride-sharing apps.


Uber works in Berlin like it does in the US (but rates are tied to taxi fares so you don’t really save any money).


Private Car and Driver: Michael Rogowski is a private chauffeur with a very comfortable eight-seat minivan. He speaks decent English, knows Berlin and environs well, has a knack for finding parking for spontaneous sightseeing, and is a delight to be with (€50/hour, cheaper for longer gigs, m-rogowski@t-online.de).


By Bike


Flat Berlin is a very bike-friendly city, but be careful—motorists don’t brake for bicyclists (and bicyclists don’t brake for pedestrians). Fortunately, many roads and sidewalks have special red-painted bike lanes. Don’t ride on the regular sidewalk—it’s verboten (though locals do it all the time).


Fat Tire Bikes rents good bikes at the base of the TV Tower near Alexanderplatz (€14/day, cheaper for 2 or more days, trekking bikes available, free luggage storage, daily 9:30-20:00, shorter hours off-season, +49 30 2404 7991, www.fattiretours.com/berlin; for location, see the map on here).
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Take a Bike—near the Friedrichstrasse S-Bahn station—is owned by a knowledgeable Dutch-German with a huge inventory (3-gear bikes: €8/4 hours, €12.50/day, €19/2 days, slightly cheaper for longer rentals, more for better bikes, includes helmets, daily 9:30-19:00, Nov-March closed Tue-Thu, Neustädtische Kirchstrasse 8—see the map on here, +49 30 2065 4730, www.takeabike.de). To find it, leave the S-Bahn station via the Friedrichstrasse exit, turn right, go through a triangle-shaped square, and hang a left on Neustädtische Kirchstrasse.


Bike Rental Berlin is a good option in Prenzlauer Berg (€10/day, helmets-€1, kids’ bikes and child seats available, daily 10:00-18:00, often closed off-season—call ahead, Kastanienallee 55—see the map on here, +49 30 7153 3020, http://bike-rental-berlin.de).


Simple Rent a Bike stands outside Berlin shops, restaurants, and hotels charge €12/day (no maps, no helmets); I prefer the full-service rental shops listed above.


Tours in Berlin


BY BUS


Berlin lends itself to a bus-tour orientation (worth ▲▲). Several companies offer essentially the same circuit of the city with unlimited, all-day hop-on, hop-off privileges for around €25 (two days for a few euros more, check for WelcomeCard discounts). Buses make about a dozen stops at the city’s major tourist spots (Potsdamer Platz, Museum Island, Brandenburg Gate, Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, and so on). For specifics, look for brochures in your hotel lobby or at the TI, or check the websites for the dominant outfits: CitySightseeing Berlin, a.k.a. Berlin City Tour, runs red buses and yellow-and-green buses (www.berlin-city-tour.de). City Circle Sightseeing, a.k.a. BEX, runs yellow-and-black buses marked with a “Grayline” logo (www.berlinerstadtrundfahrten.de [URL inactive]).
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Buses come with cursory narration in English and German by a live, sometimes tired guide, or a dry recorded commentary. Try to catch a bus with a live guide (buses generally run daily 10:00-18:00, 4/hour, last departure from all stops around 16:00, 2-hour loop; Nov-March 2/hour, last departure around 15:00). Due to heavy traffic, pick-up times are unreliable; you may find yourself waiting on the curb for a good part of your day.


Before handing over your money, consider following my self-guided “Do-It-Yourself Bus #100 Tour” instead (see the sidebar in this section), which costs only the price of a transit ticket.


BY BOAT



▲▲Spree River Cruises



Several boat companies offer €15 trips up and down the river. In one relaxing hour, you’ll listen to an excellent English audioguide, see lots of wonderful new government-commissioned architecture, and enjoy the lively park action fronting the river. Boats leave from docks clustered near the bridge behind the Berlin Cathedral (just off Unter den Linden, near the DDR Museum). For better views, go for a two-story boat with open-deck seating. While you have many interchangeable options, I enjoyed the Historical Sightseeing Cruise from Stern und Kreisschiffahrt (departures on the half-hour, mid-March-Nov daily 10:30-17:30, leaves from Nikolaiviertel Dock—cross bridge from Berlin Cathedral toward Alexanderplatz and look right; RS%—show this book for free English audioguide, otherwise €2; +49 30 536 3600, www.sternundkreis.de [URL inactive]).
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ON FOOT



Berlin’s fascinating and complex history can be challenging to appreciate on your own, but a good Berlin tour guide and walking tour makes the city’s dynamic story come to life (and can be worth ▲▲▲).


Unlike many European countries, Germany has no regulations controlling who can give city tours. As a result, guide quality is hit-or-miss, ranging from brilliant history buffs who’ve lived in Berlin for years, to new arrivals who’ve memorized a script. To improve your odds of landing a great guide, try one of my recommendations.


Most outfits offer walks that are variations on the same themes: general introductory walk, Third Reich walk (Hitler and Nazi sites), and day trips to Potsdam and the Sachsenhausen Memorial and Museum. Most tours cost about €12-15 and last 3-4 hours (longer for side-trips to Potsdam and Sachsenhausen); public-transit tickets and entrances to sights are extra. For more details—including prices, schedules, and other themes—see each company’s website or pick up brochures at TIs, hotel reception desks, cafés, and shops.


Original Berlin Walks


With a strong commitment to quality guiding, Original Berlin’s “Discover Berlin” walk offers a solid overview with a smart itinerary in four hours (€20, RS%—€2 less with this book, daily at 10:30, May-Sept also daily at 14:00). Tours depart from opposite the Hackescher Markt S-Bahn station, outside Starbucks (+49 30 301 9194, www.berlinwalks.de).


Insider Tour


This well-regarded company runs the full gamut of itineraries, as well as a day trip to Dresden. Tours meet outside the Friedrichstrasse train station, on the square beside the Palace of Tears or “Tränenpalast” (+49 30 692 3149, www.insidertour.com).


Berlin Underworlds Association (Berliner Unterwelten Verein)


This group is devoted to Berlin’s hidden underground history. Their “Dark Worlds” tour takes you into a WWII air-raid bunker. The “From Flak Towers to Mountains of Debris” tour enters the Humboldthain air defense tower (April-Oct only). The “Cold War Nuclear Bunkers” tour visits a fully functional nuclear emergency bunker in former West Berlin. Meet in the hall of the Gesundbrunnen U-Bahn/S-Bahn station—follow signs to the Humboldthain/Brunnenstrasse exit, and find Brunnenstrasse 105 (www.berliner-unterwelten.de).




Do-It-Yourself Bus #100 Tour


Running from the Berlin Zoological Garden to Alexanderplatz, Berlin’s city bus #100 laces together the major sights in a kind of poor-man’s self-guided bus tour. Since a basic, single bus ticket is good for two hours of travel in one direction and buses leave every 10 minutes or so, hopping on and off works great. Most buses are double decker; ideally, sit on top (up front on the right so you can read the station names easier). Upcoming stops are also indicated on the reader board up front.


Eight stops along the route (out of 16) are near sights you might want to get out and visit. Here’s a quick review of the sights within walking distance of each stop, followed by what you’ll see as you roll.


Zoologischer Garten: Catch the bus from the second curb. This is the first stop, so any bus #100 is yours. Pulling out, you’ll see the bombed-out hulk of the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, with its jagged spire and postwar sister church.


Breitscheidplatz: This is the stop for Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, Berlin Zoo, and Bikini Berlin shopping mall. As the bus continues, on the left, the elephant gates mark the entrance to the venerable and much-loved Berlin Zoo and aquarium. You’ll drive through boring former “West Berlin,” filled with hotels and pedestrian-unfriendly intersections. After a left turn, you’ll cross the canal and pass Berlin’s embassy row. After four stops (Bayreuther Strasse to Nordische Botschaften) you enter the huge Tiergarten Park. The Victory Column (Siegessäule; with its gilded angel) is straight ahead. Circling under the towering column, look right (with the Brandenburg Gate in the distance) and left to appreciate the long axis connecting Central Berlin with Charlottenburg.


Grosser Stern: You’d exit here for the Victory Column. A block beyond the Victory Column (on your left as the bus turns right) is the 18th-century late-Rococo Bellevue Palace, the residence of the federal president (if the flag’s out, he’s in). Driving along the Spree River (on the left), you’ll see several striking national government buildings. A metal Henry Moore sculpture titled Butterfly (a.k.a. “The Drinker’s Liver”) floats in front of the slope-roofed House of World Cultures. Through the trees on the left is the Chancellery—Germany’s “White House.” The big open space is the Platz der Republik, where the Victory Column stood until Hitler moved it. The Hauptbahnhof (Berlin’s vast main train station, marked by its tall tower with the DB sign) is across the field in the distance between the Chancellery and the Reichstag (Germany’s parliament—the old building with the new dome). After two stops (Schloss Bellevue and Haus der Kulturen der Welt), you reach Germany’s capital building.


Reichstag/Bundestag: This stop is near the Reichstag, Brandenburg Gate, and the start of my [image: ] Reichstag & Brandenburg Gate Walk (and [image: ] Berlin City Walk audio tour), which covers the next stretch of this bus ride on foot.


Brandenburger Tor: You’d get off here for Unter den Linden, the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, and the Brandenburg Gate. Back on the bus, you’re now on Unter den Linden, the main east-west thoroughfare, which stretches from the Brandenburg Gate through Berlin’s historic core to the TV Tower in the distance. You’ll pass the Russian Embassy (right) and (at the Friedrichstrasse stop) a Fifth Avenue-style conga line of big, glitzy department stores. This is the touristy heart of Berlin.


Staatsoper: This stop is handy to Bebelplatz and the German History Museum. On the left is Museum Island and the stately Berlin Cathedral. On the right you’ll see the Humboldt Forum (former Berlin Palace).


Lustgarten: You’d exit here for Museum Island, Berlin Cathedral, Humboldt Forum, and the Spree River boat tour dock. At the Marienkirche stop, you’ll see a statue of Martin Luther and St. Mary’s Church on your right, and a line of DDR-era prefab housing blocks on your left as you roll under the TV tower.


Alexanderplatz: Your final stop is this square teeming with people. A transportation hub is one block away.





Alternative Berlin Tours


Specializing in cutting-edge street culture and art, this company emphasizes the bohemian chic that flavors the city’s ever-changing urban scene. Their basic three-hour tour (daily at 11:00 and 13:00) is tip-based—you’ll be asked to pay what you think it’s worth; other tours cost €12-35 (verify meeting point online, mobile +49 162 819 8264, www.alternativeberlin.com).


Food Tours


Many companies offer food tours—a typical offering might start at Hackesche Höfe at 12:00, last 3.5 hours, cost €30, and make five stops (sampling German ravioli, Currywurst, Turkish treats, baked goodies, and some schnapps). Your guide will stoke your appetite with history, jokes, and cultural insights as you walk between stops. A good start is to check Original Berlin Walks’ and Insider Tour’s websites for the latest offerings.


“Free” Tours


You’ll see ads for “free” introductory tours all over town. Popular with students (who’ve yet to learn you get what you pay for), it’s a business model that has spread across Europe: English-speaking students (often Aussies and Americans) deliver a memorized script before a huge crowd lured in by the promise of a free tour. The catch: Guides expect to be “tipped in paper” (€5/person minimum is encouraged). While the guides can be entertaining, better ones typically move on to more serious tour companies. These tours are fine for many, but before committing your morning to a free tour, consider: Isn’t your valuable time in Berlin worth a few more euros to go with a professional guide?




Extra Credit for “A” Students


Many people who visit Berlin are history buffs in their element. Others are overwhelmed by the city’s turbulent past. To help give you a solid background, I’ve produced lots of free content and made it available on my website (RickSteves.com). Two Rick Steves’ Europe TV shows worth viewing are my “Berlin” episode and my one-hour special, “The Story of Fascism in Europe.” A number of smart Berliners have also helped me with a series of interviews for my Travel with Rick Steves public radio show, available on my website or my free Rick Steves’ Audio Europe app. Also check out my online “European Art and History” travel talks to better understand the story of Germany.





“Free” tour companies also offer pub crawls that are wildly popular with visiting college students (see the Entertainment in Berlin chapter).


Local Guides


Berlin guides are generally independent contractors who can be hired privately but also often work with tour companies (such as those listed here). Most licensed local guides charge €65/hour or €200-300/day (confirm when booking). Guides can get booked up—especially in summer—so reserve ahead.


Most of these guides belong to a federation called Bündnis Berliner Stadtführer, which is a great source for connecting with even more guides (www.berlinguidesassociation.com).
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I’ve personally worked with and can strongly recommend each of the following guides: Archaeologist Nick Jackson (mobile +49 171 537 8768, www.jacksonsberlintours.com); Lee Evans (makes 20th-century Germany a thriller, mobile +49 176 6335 5565, lee.evans@berlin.de); Torben Brown (a walking Berlin encyclopedia, mobile +49 176 5004 2572, www.berlinperspectives.com); Holger Zimmer (a cultural connoisseur and public radio journalist, mobile +49 163 345 4427, explore@berlin.de); Carlos Meissner (a historian with a professorial earnestness, mobile +49 175 266 0575, www.berlinperspectives.com); Brit Maisie Hitchcock (with a background in journalism and architecture, mobile +49 176 3847 2717, maisiehitchcock@hotmail.com); Caroline Marburger (a sharp historian who has lived and studied abroad, mobile +49 176 7677 9920, www.berlinlocals.com); Bernhard Schlegelmilch (the only guide listed here who grew up behind the Wall, mobile +49 176 6422 9119, upwards@t-online.de); and Haşim Anik (who specializes in Kreuzberg, where he grew up, mobile +49 163 916 2148, hasimanik@hotmail.com).


Be aware that several of these guides (Torben, Holger, Carlos, Maisie, and Caroline) also lead Rick Steves Europe tours, and are often out of town.


ON WHEELS


Fat Tire Bike Tours offers guided bike tours from April through October (around €28, 4-6 hours, 6-10 miles, check schedules at www.fattiretours.com/berlin). Topics include a City Tour, Berlin Wall Tour, Third Reich, evening food tour (€49), Modern Berlin Tour (countercultural, creative aspects of contemporary Berlin), an all-day Potsdam Gardens and Palaces Tour, and private tours for families and small groups. Meet at the TV Tower at Alexanderplatz (reservations smart, +49 30 2404 7991).


Berlin on Bike offers a 3.5-hour introductory tour daily at 11:00. They also offer several themed tours, including Alternative Berlin, Street Art Berlin, and Nightseeing (most €24, 8-12 miles, private tours available, all tours leave from the Kulturbrauerei brewery in Prenzlauer Berg, +49 30 4373 9999, https://berlinonbike.de).
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SIGHTS IN BERLIN


Berlin at a Glance


ADVANCE TICKETS AND SIGHTSEEING PASSES


Central Berlin (The Historic Core)


REICHSTAG AND BRANDENBURG GATE AREA


Map: Historic Core


UNTER DEN LINDEN


MUSEUM ISLAND AREA


Northern Berlin


OLD JEWISH QUARTER


Map: Northern Berlin


PRENZLAUER BERG AND NEARBY


HAUPTBAHNHOF AREA


Southern Berlin


FASCISM AND COLD WAR SITES NEAR CHECKPOINT CHARLIE


Map: Southern Berlin


MUSEUMS SOUTH OF UNTER DEN LINDEN


KREUZBERG


NEAR KREUZBERG


Eastern Berlin


ALEXANDERPLATZ AND NEARBY


Map: Eastern Berlin


FRIEDRICHSHAIN


Map: Western Berlin


Western Berlin


TIERGARTEN PARK


SOUTH OF TIERGARTEN PARK


CITY WEST


CHARLOTTENBURG PALACE AREA


Map: Charlottenburg Palace Area


Many visitors view Berlin through a Hitler or Berlin Wall lens—fixating on only the 20th century. But there’s a lot more to the city: Its sightseeing ranks right up there alongside London, Paris, and Rome in both variety and quality—offering everything from German history, to great works of art by European masters, to world-famous treasures from the ancient world. To help you prioritize, I’ve chosen what I think are the best of Berlin’s many sights, organized geographically for more efficient sightseeing.


Multifaceted Berlin—more than most cities—can be covered with a handful of neighborhood and thematic walks. This book tackles the majority of Berlin’s sights in more depth via seven such walks, along with several museum tours, where you’ll find crucial information on avoiding lines, saving money, and finding a decent bite to eat nearby. When you see a [image: ] in a listing, it means the sight is described in one of my walks or tours. This is why some of Berlin’s greatest sights get the least coverage in this chapter.


A [image: ] means that the sight is covered by my free Berlin City Walk audio tour (via my Rick Steves Audio Europe app—see here). For these, you can choose whether to read or to listen (though the chapters in this book offer more depth).


For general tips on sightseeing, see the Practicalities chapter. Check RickSteves.com/update for any significant changes that may have occurred since this book was printed.


ADVANCE TICKETS AND SIGHTSEEING PASSES


Consider the following advice and options to make your Berlin sightseeing easier and cheaper.


Advance Tickets: Visiting the Reichstag dome is free, but you must make a reservation in advance. It’s also smart to book in advance for several busy Berlin sights, including the Pergamon Museum and DDR Museum. For any sight that interests you, check the website in advance—many are adding timed-entry ticket options.


Museum Passes: Berlin offers several worthwhile sightseeing passes.


The €29 Museum Pass Berlin is best for serious museumgoers—it covers nearly all the city sights for three consecutive days (including everything covered by the one-day Museum Island Pass; see details at www.visitberlin.de). It gets you into more than 30 museums, including the national museums and most of the recommended biggies. Covered sights include the five Museum Island museums (Old National Gallery, Neues, Altes, Bode, and Pergamon), German History Museum, and the Gemäldegalerie (and other Kulturforum museums), along with more minor sights. Buy it at any participating museum or a TI. The pass generally lets you skip the line and go directly into the museum—except at the Pergamon, where you should prebook a time slot.


The €18 Museum Island Pass (not sold at TIs; see www.smb.museum [URL inactive]) covers all sights on Museum Island and is a fine value if you’re touring at least two of the collections (though for just €11 more, the three-day Museum Pass Berlin described above gives you triple the days and many more entries). This pass also does not let you skip the line at the Pergamon—book a time slot in advance.


The WelcomeCard is a transportation pass that includes discounts for the Berlin Cathedral, DDR Museum, German History Museum, Museum of the Wall at Checkpoint Charlie, Jewish Museum, and others (described on here).


Central Berlin (The Historic Core)


Much of Berlin’s sightseeing is concentrated in this central strip, stretching over a mile-long corridor from the Tiergarten Park to Museum Island.


REICHSTAG AND BRANDENBURG GATE AREA


This area is covered in detail in the [image: ] Reichstag & Brandenburg Gate Walk chapter and my free [image: ] Berlin City Walk audio tour.



▲▲▲Reichstag



Germany’s historic parliament building—completed in 1894, burned in 1933, sad and lonely in a no-man’s land throughout the Cold War, and finally rebuilt and topped with a glittering glass cupola in 1999—is a symbol of a proudly reunited nation. Visit here to spiral up the remarkable dome and gaze across Berlin’s rooftops, and to watch today’s parliament in action. Because of security concerns, you’ll need a reservation and your passport to enter.


Cost and Hours: Free, reservations required—see next section, daily 8:00-24:00, last entry at 22:00, metal detectors, no big luggage allowed, Platz der Republik 1; S- or U-Bahn: Friedrichstrasse, Brandenburger Tor, or Bundestag; +49 30 2273 2152, www.bundestag.de.
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Advance Tickets: You must make a free reservation. It’s easy to do online, but book early—spots often fill up several days in advance. Go to www.bundestag.de, and from the “Visit the Bundestag” menu, select “Online registration.” You have two choices: “Visit to the dome” includes a good audioguide and is plenty for most; the 90-minute guided tour provides more in-depth information. After choosing your preferred date and time, you’ll be sent an email link to a website where you’ll enter details for each person in your party. A final email will contain your reservation (with a letter you must print out or download to your mobile device).
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Without a Reservation: Tickets may be available even when online sales are “sold out”—inquire at the tiny visitors center on the Tiergarten side of Scheidemannstrasse, across from Platz der Republik (daily 8:00-20:00, until 18:00 Nov-March; bookings from 3 hours to 2 days in advance, go early to avoid lines). When booking, the whole party must be present and passports are required.


Another option is to have lunch or dinner at the pricey rooftop restaurant, $$$$ Käfer Dachgarten (daily 9:00-16:30 & 18:30-24:00, last access at 22:00, reserve well in advance at +49 30 2262 9933 or www.feinkost-kaefer.de/berlin).


Getting In: Report 15 minutes before your appointed time to the temporary-looking entrance facility in front of the Reichstag, and be ready to show your passport and confirmation letter. After passing through a security check, you’ll wait with other visitors for a guard to take you to the Reichstag entrance.


Visiting the Reichstag: The open, airy lobby towers 100 feet high, with 65-foot-tall colors of the German flag. See-through glass doors show the central legislative chamber. The message: There will be no secrets in this government. Look inside. Spreading his wings behind the podium is a stylized German eagle, the Bundestagsadler (affectionately nicknamed the “Fat Hen”), representing the Bundestag (each branch of government has its own symbolic eagle). Notice the doors marked Ja (Yes), Nein (No), and Enthalten (Abstain)...an homage to the Bundestag’s traditional “sheep jump” way of counting votes by exiting the chamber through the corresponding door. (For critical votes, however, they vote with electronic cards.)


[image: ]


Germany’s Bundestag (comparable to the US House of Representatives) meets here. Its 631 members are elected to four-year terms. They in turn elect the chancellor. Unlike America’s two-party system, Germany has a handful of significant parties, so they must form coalitions to govern effectively. Bundestag members have offices in the building to the left of the Reichstag.


Ride the elevator to the base of the glass dome (where you’ll pick up the Berlin Panorama flier and your audioguide). The dome is 80 feet high, 130 feet across, and weighs a quarter of a million pounds. It uses about 33,000 square feet of glass, or nearly enough to cover a football field.


Study the photos and read the circle of captions (around the base of the central funnel) telling the Reichstag story. Then study the surrounding architecture: a broken collage of new on old, torn between antiquity and modernity, like Germany’s history. Notice the dome’s giant and unobtrusive sunscreen that moves as necessary with the sun. Peer down through the skylight to look over the shoulders of the elected representatives at work. For Germans, the best view from here is down—keeping a close eye on their government.


[image: ]


Start at the ramp nearest the elevator and wind up to the top of the double ramp. Take a 360-degree survey of the city as you hike: The big park is the Tiergarten, the “green lungs of Berlin.” Beyond that is the Teufelsberg (“Devil’s Hill”). Built of rubble from the destroyed city in the late 1940s, it was famous during the Cold War as a powerful ear of the West—notice the telecommunications tower on top. Knowing the bombed-out and bulldozed story of their city, locals say, “You have to be suspicious when you see the nice, green park.”


Find the Victory Column (Siegessäule), glimmering in the middle of the park. Hitler moved it there in the 1930s from in front of the Reichstag as part of his grandiose vision for postwar Berlin. Next, scenes of the new Berlin spiral into view—Potsdamer Platz, marked by the conical glass tower that houses Sony’s European headquarters. Continue circling left, and find the green chariot atop the Brandenburg Gate. Just to its left is the curving fish-like roof of the DZ Bank building, designed by the unconventional American architect Frank Gehry. The Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe stretches south (to the right) of the Brandenburg Gate. Next, you’ll see former East Berlin and the city’s next huge construction zone, with a forest of 300-foot-tall skyscrapers in the works. Notice the TV Tower, the Berlin Cathedral’s massive dome, and (to the left) the golden dome of the New Synagogue.


Follow the train tracks in the distance from Friedrichstrasse station (on the river beneath the TV tower) to Berlin’s huge main train station, the Hauptbahnhof. Complete your spin-tour with the blocky, postmodern Chancellery, the federal government’s headquarters. Continue spiraling up. You’ll come across all the same sights again, twice, from higher vantage points.



▲▲Memorials near the Reichstag



The area immediately surrounding the Reichstag is rich with memorials. Within a few steps, you’ll find monuments to politicians who opposed Hitler; to the many groups targeted by the Nazis (Jews, Roma, homosexuals, and people with disabilities); to victims of the Berlin Wall; and even to the Soviet soldiers who liberated Berlin from Hitler—plunging it into the deep end of the Cold War. For more on these monuments, see the “Nazi and World War II Sites” sidebar.


Most of these memorials are within (or facing) the sprawling park called the Tiergarten, which extends west from the Brandenburg Gate. For more on the Tiergarten, see the listing later in this chapter.



▲▲▲Brandenburg Gate



The icon of Berlin, this majestic gateway has seen more than its share of history. Armies from Napoleon to Hitler have marched under its gilded statues, and for more than 25 years, it sat forlorn in the Berlin Wall’s death strip. Today it’s a symbol of Berlin’s rejuvenated capital.




Berlin at a Glance


▲▲▲Reichstag Germany’s historic parliament building, topped with a striking modern dome you can climb (reservations required). Hours: Daily 8:00-24:00.





▲▲▲Brandenburg Gate One of Berlin’s most famous landmarks, a massive columned gateway, at the former border of East and West.





▲▲▲German History Museum The ultimate swing through Germany’s tumultuous story. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.





▲▲▲Berlin Wall Memorial Museums with videos and displays, several outdoor exhibits, and lone surviving stretch of an intact Wall section. Hours: Museums open Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon; outdoor areas accessible daily 24 hours.





▲▲Memorials near the Reichstag Tributes to Nazi victims, including Jews, Roma, homosexuals, opposing politicians, and people with disabilities.





▲▲Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe Holocaust memorial with almost 3,000 symbolic pillars, plus an exhibition about Hitler’s Jewish victims. Hours: Memorial always open; information center Tue-Sun 10:00-20:00, Oct-March until 19:00, closed Mon year-round.





▲▲Unter den Linden Leafy boulevard in the heart of former East Berlin, lined with some of the city’s top sights.





▲▲Pergamon Museum World-class museum of classical antiquities on Museum Island (Pergamon Altar closed through 2025). Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00, Thu until 20:00.





▲▲Neues Museum Egyptian antiquities collection and proud home of the exquisite 3,000-year-old bust of Queen Nefertiti. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00, Thu until 20:00.





▲▲Old National Gallery German paintings, mostly from the Romantic Age. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-18:00, Thu until 20:00, closed Mon.





▲▲DDR Museum Quirky collection of communist-era artifacts. Hours: Daily 10:00-20:00, Sat until 22:00.





▲▲Courtyards (Höfe) Interconnected courtyards with shops, eateries, and museums, best explored in the old Jewish quarter.





▲▲Prenzlauer Berg Lively, colorful neighborhood with hip cafés, restaurants, boutiques, and street life.





▲▲Topography of Terror Chilling exhibit documenting the Nazi perpetrators, built on the site of the former Gestapo/SS headquarters. Hours: Daily 10:00-20:00.





▲▲Kreuzberg Eclectic, trendy neighborhood with diverse roots, popular eateries, and the Turkish street market.





▲▲Gemäldegalerie Germany’s top collection of 13th- through 18th-century European paintings, featuring Holbein, Dürer, Cranach, Van der Weyden, Rubens, Hals, Rembrandt, Vermeer, Raphael, and more. Hours: Tue-Fri 10:00-18:00, Thu until 20:00, Sat-Sun 11:00-18:00, closed Mon.





▲Palace of Tears Once a border crossing and place of sad goodbyes, now a museum about life in divided Germany. Hours: Tue-Fri 9:00-19:00, Sat-Sun 10:00-18:00, closed Mon.





▲Museum of the Wall at Checkpoint Charlie Stories of brave Cold War escapes, near the site of the famous former East-West border checkpoint; the surrounding street scene is almost as interesting. Hours: Daily 9:00-22:00.





▲East Side Gallery Largest surviving stretch of the Berlin Wall, now covered with murals.





▲Museum of Decorative Arts Applied arts bric-a-brac from porcelain to fashion, including elaborate reliquaries. Hours: Tue-Fri 10:00-18:00, Sat-Sun from 11:00, closed Mon.





▲Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church Bombed-out church ruins from World War II kept as a memorial alongside a meditative modern church. Hours: Church open daily 9:00-19:00.





▲Charlottenburg Palace Baroque former home of the royal family, with large collection of 17th-century French frescoes. Hours: Tue-Sun 10:00-17:30, Nov-March until 16:30, closed Mon year-round.





Just inside (east of) the Brandenburg Gate is the tidy “Parisian Square”—Pariser Platz. This prime real estate is ringed by governmental buildings, banks, historic plush hotels, the Academy of Arts, and the heavily fortified US Embassy.


[image: ]



▲▲Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe (Denkmal für die Ermordeten Juden Europas)



This labyrinth of 2,711 irregularly shaped pillars memorializes the six million Jewish people who were executed by the Nazis. Loaded with symbolism, it’s designed to encourage a pensive moment in the heart of a big city.


Inside the information center (far-left corner), exhibits trace the rise of Nazism and how it led to World War II. Six portraits, representing the six million Jewish victims, put a human face on the numbers, as do diaries, letters, and final farewells penned by Holocaust victims. You’ll learn about 15 Jewish families from very different backgrounds, who all met the same fate. A continually running soundtrack recites victims’ names. To read them all aloud would take more than six and a half years.


[image: ]


Cost and Hours: Memorial—free and always open; information center—free, open Tue-Sun 10:00-20:00, Oct-March until 19:00, closed Mon year-round, last entry 45 minutes before closing, security screening at entry, audioguide-€3; S-Bahn: Brandenburger Tor or Potsdamer Platz, +49 30 2639 4336, www.stiftung-denkmal.de.


UNTER DEN LINDEN


Berlin’s main boulevard—“Under the Linden Trees”—has been the city’s artery since the 15th century. Today, it’s a well-tended place to stroll. This main drag is covered in detail in the [image: ] Unter den Linden Walk chapter and my free [image: ] Berlin City Walk audio tour.



▲▲Strolling Unter den Linden



On this showcase street, you’ll sense echoes of the Prussian kings and kaisers who shaped Berlin (and modern Germany). Along the way, you’ll discover DDR-era S-Bahn stations, the Russian Embassy, nostalgic Ampelmann traffic lights, a futuristic VW showroom, and a statue of Frederick the Great—the 18th-century king who put his hometown on the world map. And you’re sure to see lots of construction along this street—which, like Berlin itself, is continually reinventing itself.




Nazi and World War II Sites


Sites from World War II fall into two broad categories: Nazi and Hitler sites, and memorials to the Holocaust.


Nazi and Military Sights


Hitler left Berlin in ruins, so there’s not much left to see of his capital city. If you’re determined, track down these sights.


Hitler’s Bunker: The site where Hitler committed suicide is marked by a simple plaque.


Topography of Terror: On the site of the Gestapo and SS headquarters, this has Berlin’s best exhibit documenting Nazi crimes.


German History Museum: Exhibits about Hitler and the Nazis.


Former Air Ministry: Once the base for Hermann Göring’s Luftwaffe, this is one of only a few still-standing Nazi-built governmental buildings.


Tempelhof Airport: This former airport, now a gigantic park, is another massive, blocky, Nazi-built structure.


German Resistance Memorial: This memorial chronicles Germans who attempted to fight Hitler from within, and houses the Silent Heroes Memorial Center.


Neue Wache: This former guardhouse holds Käthe Kollwitz’s pietá, memorializing Germany’s victims of tyranny.


Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church: In City West, this church has been left in ruins as a reminder of WWII destruction.


Holocaust Sights


Memorials: Groups targeted by the Nazis are honored with memorials, most near Brandenburg Gate.


Stolpersteine (stumbling stones): Small brass plaques embedded in the pavement throughout Berlin identify buildings where Holocaust victims lived.


Old Jewish Quarter Landmarks: The New Synagogue (partially rebuilt after the war) and a Jewish cemetery along Grosse Hamburger Strasse are reminders of the community that once thrived here. Prenzlauer Berg also has a Jewish cemetery and a synagogue that survived Kristallnacht.


Otto Weidt’s Workshop for the Blind: This museum in the Haus Schwarzenberg courtyard celebrates a Berliner who employed blind and deaf Jews to save them from the Nazis.


Jewish Museum: While dedicated to the full breadth of Germany’s Jewish experience, this museum thoughtfully recalls the Holocaust, both in its modern building’s design and in its exhibits (some may be closed when you visit).


Gleis 17: Abandoned train platform in West Berlin that honors the 50,000 Berlin Jews who were deported to concentration camps from this station between 1941 and 1945. Plaques list the destination, number of people, and date of each train.


Sachsenhausen Memorial and Museum: This powerful site outside Berlin remembers the victims who perished at this concentration camp and documents the atrocities that occurred here.






[image: ]



Farther east—as you approach Museum Island—are two poignant landmarks. The square called Bebelplatz was designed by Frederick the Great to showcase his idealistic and enlightened vision for Berlin as a cultural capital, with a university library, an opera house, and the first Catholic church built in Prussia after the Reformation. Later, Hitler chose this as the place to torch 20,000 forbidden books in 1933 (look for the glass window in the middle of the square, and peer into a subterranean room of empty bookshelves). Across Unter den Linden and a few steps toward Museum Island, the Neue Wache royal barracks houses a powerful pietà by Berlin sculptor Käthe Kollwitz, honoring the toll Germany’s 20th century took on its people.


Gendarmenmarkt


Berlin’s finest square sits two blocks south of Unter den Linden (and one block south of Bebelplatz). The square, like its name (“Square of the Gens d’Armes,” Frederick the Great’s French guard), is a hybrid of Prussia and France. The square is bookended by two matching churches: the German Cathedral (with a free exhibit on the German parliamentary system) and the French Cathedral (dedicated to the French Huguenots who found refuge in Prussia). Gendarmenmarkt’s centerpiece is the Concert Hall (Konzerthaus), commissioned by Frederick the Great and built by his favorite architect, Karl Friedrich Schinkel.


[image: ]


MUSEUM ISLAND AREA


Filling a spit of land in the middle of the Spree River, Museum Island has perhaps Berlin’s highest concentration of serious sightseeing. The island’s centerpiece is the grassy square called Lustgarten, ringed by five museums and the hulking Berlin Cathedral.


This neighborhood is covered in more detail in the [image: ] Unter den Linden Walk chapter and my free [image: ] Berlin City Walk audio tour. For cruises on the Spree River from near Museum Island, see the Orientation chapter.


Museum Island (Museumsinsel)


Five of Berlin’s top museums—featuring art and artifacts from around the world—are just a few steps apart on Museum Island.


Cost and Hours: Each museum has a separate admission (€10-12, includes audioguide). If you’re visiting at least two museums here, get the €18 Museum Island Pass (which covers all 5; also consider the €29 Museum Pass Berlin—see “Advance Tickets and Sightseeing Passes” at the beginning of this chapter for details). The museums are open 10:00-18:00 (Thu until 20:00). The Pergamon and Neues museums are open daily; the Old National Gallery, Bode Museum, and Altes Museum are open Tue-Sun, closed Mon.


[image: ]


Advance Tickets Recommended: To skip ticket-buying lines, purchase a timed ticket for the Pergamon in advance at the museum website. If you have a Museum Island Pass or Museum Pass Berlin, you can book a free timed-entry reservation. The always-busy Pergamon is most crowded in the morning, on weekends, and when it rains; Thursday evenings are the least crowded.


Information: +49 30 266 424 242, www.smb.museum [URL inactive].


Getting There: The Museum Island (Museumsinsel) U-Bahn station on the U5 line is expected to open sometime in 2021. If it’s not yet open, the island is a 10-minute walk from the Hackescher Markt or Friedrichstrasse S-Bahn stations. Trams #M1 and #12 connect to Prenzlauer Berg. Buses #100, #245, and #300 run along Unter den Linden, stopping near the museums at the Lustgarten stop.


Expect Construction: A new visitors center will connect the complex with tunnels, possibly by 2024.


[image: ] These museums are described in more depth in the Museum Island Tour and Pergamon Museum Tour chapters.



▲▲Pergamon Museum (Pergamonmuseum)



This world-class museum contains Berlin’s Collection of Classical Antiquities (Antikensammlung)—in other words, full-sized buildings from the most illustrious civilizations of the ancient world. Its namesake and highlight—the gigantic Pergamon Altar—is under renovation and off-limits to visitors until 2025. In the meantime, there’s still plenty to see: the massive Babylonian Processional Way and Ishtar Gate (slathered with glazed blue tiles, from the sixth century BC); artifacts from the Assyrians (7th-10th century BC); the full-sized market gate from the ancient Roman settlement of Miletus (first century BC); and, upstairs, an extensive collection of treasures from the Islamic world. Take advantage of the excellent, included audioguide.


[image: ]



▲▲Neues (New) Museum



This beautiful museum, featuring objects from the prehistoric (i.e., pre-Pergamon) world, contains three collections. Most visitors focus on the Egyptian Collection, with the stunning bust of Queen Nefertiti. But it’s also worth a walk through the Museum of Prehistory and Early History (see an actual Neanderthal skull and an exquisitely decorated, nearly three-foot-tall prehistoric hat made of gold), and some items from the Collection of Classical Antiquities (artifacts from ancient Troy—famously excavated by German adventurer Heinrich Schliemann—and Cyprus). Everything is well described in English (fine audioguide included with admission; for more on the museum, see www.smb.museum/museen-einrichtungen/neues-museum/home).



▲▲Old National Gallery (Alte Nationalgalerie)



Of Berlin’s many top-notch art collections, this is the best for German art—mostly paintings from the 19th century, the era in which “German culture” first came to mean something. For a concise visit, focus on the Romantic German paintings (top floor), where Caspar David Friedrich’s hauntingly beautiful canvases offer an insightful glimpse into German landscapes...and the German psyche. With more time, peruse the French and German Impressionists and German Realists on the first and second floors.


[image: ]


Bode Museum


This fine building—at the northern tip of the island—contains a hodgepodge of collections: Byzantine art, historic coins, ecclesiastical art, sculptures, and medals commemorating the fall of the Berlin Wall and German reunification. While this museum may be dull for casual sightseers, avid museumgoers find plenty to excite here—including the stunning Ravenna Mosaic, transplanted here from the Byzantine world of sixth-century Italy. For a free, quick look at its lavish interior, climb the grand staircase under a sweeping dome to the charming café on the first floor.


Altes (Old) Museum


Of the five Museum Island collections, this is the least exciting—unless you’re an enthusiast of obscure Etruscan, Roman, and Greek art and artifacts.


Berlin Cathedral (Berliner Dom)


This bulky stone structure, with its rusted-copper dome, looms over Museum Island like the home church of a Prussian kaiser...because it was. It’s a textbook example of Kaiser Wilhelm II’s bigger-is-better aesthetic.


While pricey to enter, the lavish interior has some fine details. The great reformers (Luther, Calvin, and company) stand around the brilliant dome like stern saints guarding their theology. King Frederick I rests in an ornate tomb. Those who climb the 270 steps of the dome are rewarded with pleasant, breezy views of the city. The crypt downstairs is not worth your time.


[image: ]


Cost and Hours: €7 includes dome gallery access, not covered by Museum Island Pass, Mon-Sat 9:00-20:00, Sun from 12:00, daily until 19:00 Oct-March, closes around 17:30 on concert days, last entry one hour before closing, audioguide-€4, +49 30 2026 9136, www.berlinerdom.de.


Humboldt Forum (Former Berlin Palace)


Communists replaced the Prussian palace on this site with a giant “brutalist” conference center. Now, that DDR-era building has been replaced with a cultural complex with a main facade that looks just like it did in the time of Frederick the Great.


The new cultural center, called the Humboldt Forum, will be a huge public palace for business, culture, and higher education. The open “piazza” courtyard inside will help give it a community feel. By the time you visit, the forum may be open for business, including concerts under its dome (www.humboldtforum.com).




Cold War, Berlin Wall, and DDR Sights


When visiting Berlin, it’s hard not to get caught up in Cold War intrigue. The city has several quality sights relating to East Berlin from the 1940s to the 1990s; each is covered in depth elsewhere in this book. [image: ] To learn more about the Cold War, see the Fascism & Cold War Walk and Communist East Berlin Walk chapters.


Berlin Wall Sights


Berlin Wall Memorial: This is the best all-around place to learn about the Wall; there are two visitors centers and information boards along a mile-long, park-like memorial.


[image: ]


Checkpoint Charlie: While tacky and touristy, the spot where people crossed between West and East is still evocative. The Museum of the Wall at Checkpoint Charlie is dated but offers engaging stories of escapes.


Stretch of Wall Along Niederkirchnerstrasse: There’s a short stretch of the Wall next to the Topography of Terror and a nearby surviving watchtower.


East Side Gallery: This nearly mile-long stretch of surviving Wall is still painted with vivid graffiti (east of the center, in Friedrichshain).


“Life in the DDR” Sights


Several good, somewhat overlapping museums illuminate various aspects of life in East Germany (a.k.a., the DDR).


DDR Museum: Near Museum Island, this museum’s hands-on approach makes East German lifestyles accessible to outsiders.


Everyday Life in the DDR: This free exhibit in Prenzlauer Berg is equally good, though more intellectually rigorous and geared to a German audience.


Palace of Tears: The building where people crossed between East and West (next to Friedrichstrasse Station) has a good exhibit about DDR life.


Stasi Museum: Farther out, in Friedrichshain, this museum fills the former headquarters of the DDR secret police with a dense exhibit about their crimes.
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Key to Rick Steves Berlin

Symbols and Abbreviations MAP LEGEND
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m More information elsewhere in the book ;

€ Tourist Info
0 Rick Steves audio tour available
RS%  Discount for Rick Steves readers Restroom

W Castle
Sights @ Church
AAA Must see [ synagogue
AA Try hard to see = Point of Interest
A Worthwhile
No rating  Worth knowing about Fountain

Park

Hotels Stairs

Dollar signs reflect the cost of a standard double room
with breakfast in high season. Unless otherwise noted,
credit cards are accepted, free Wi-Fi is generally available, Trail

and English is spoken. Airport

$38$ Splurge: Most rooms over €170
$$$ Pricier: €130-170

- = - Walk/Tour Route

ad®

Taxi Stand

$$  Moderate: €90-130 il lam/ilam Stop
$  Budget: €50-90 ® Bus Stop
¢ Backpacker: Under €50 [ Metro Stop
® uU-Bahn
Restaurants ® S-Bahn
Dollar signs reflect the cost of a typical main course. 5
Splurge items (steak, seafood) add to the price
$$$$  Splurge: Most main courses over €20 JE( Tunnel
$$$ Pricier: €15-20 Pedestrian Zone
$$ Moderate: €10-15 -~ Railway

$ Budget: Under €10

- Boat/Cruise Line

Basics

Exchange Rate: 1euro (€) = about $1.20

Germany Calling Code: 49

Official Tourism Website: www.visitberlin.de

Hours: Like Europe, this book uses the 24-hour clock. It's the same

through 12:00 noon, then keeps going: 13:00, 14:00, and so on.
For anything over 12, subtract 12 and add p.m. (14:00 is 2:00 p.m.)

Transit: For transit departures listed in this book, frequency is shown first,
then duration. So, a train connection listed as “2/hour, 1.5 hours” departs
twice each hour and the journey lasts an hour and a half.

Book Updates

This book is updated regularly—but
things change. For the latest, visit
www.ricksteves.com/update.

How Was Your Trip?
Let us know at
www.ricksteves.com/feedback.
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