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INTRODUCTION

Modern travelers have the world at their fingertips thanks to mobile technology. Budget airlines and online resources have turned backpackers into shrewd precision travelers, city-hopping across 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 leverages all the tools at your disposal today—tech, on-the-ground resources, and my many local friends—to help you maximize your time, money, and fun in Europe’s top destinations.

MY TRAVEL PHILOSOPHY

Good travel is all about two things: bringing the right mindset 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 mindset 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 globe, and world cultures and economies are changing at a rapid 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 embrace each fascinating destination and the more likely you are to have life-changing experiences.

Connect with the Culture

In all my years of travel, the most memorable experiences and my most fond memories are ones I’ve collected with the new friends and connections I’ve made on the road. If you’ve never traveled or studied outside the country, being somewhere completely different can be nerve-racking. 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 your “Comfort Bubble.”

The Comfort Bubble is that safe group of familiar friends you meet abroad. They listen to the same music as you do, eat the same food, take the same classes, and are easy to relate to. Don’t get me wrong; I enjoy meeting compatriots 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’re traveling in the first place.

Don’t let the Comfort 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 yes-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? Gulp it down 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. Ask them about their political climate or discuss American politics. Ask them about their unique national holidays or about some other facet of their culture. They’ll appreciate your interest, and they are sure to have questions for you as well—Lord knows we’ve got a lot to talk about.

When it comes to making conversation, don’t ask where someone is from without a follow-up ready to go (without it the conversation will be short lived). Instead, have a lineup of compelling opening questions to ask those sitting next to you on the train or at the bar. Some suggestions:

• Where are you headed next? 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, terrorism in Europe once again dominated the headlines. Terrorism has become an unavoidable fact of life. Though media coverage of these events makes it seem as though the world is rapidly going to hell in a handbasket, rest assured that Europe is a safe place for travelers (Western or otherwise). If you’re anxious about terrorist attacks in Europe, take a deep breath and try to place the risk in perspective. The chances 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.

Sustainable Travel

We travel to faraway cities because of their romantic and pristine charm. Adopt local habits and customs to preserve the fragile beauty that attracted you to Europe in the first place.

Europe has been quick to understand the threat of climate change, embracing ambitious initiatives to minimize cities’ and people’s carbon footprints. You can help. Use public transit or walk. Avoid waste. Remember that electricity and energy are closely monitored and optimized for your use. Support locally owned and operated businesses. Give back as much as you gain from your travel experience so that the local communities you visit can thrive.

ABOUT THIS BOOK

Who Is Andy Steves?

I grew up traveling with my father, travel guru Rick Steves—you may have read his books, seen his TV show, listened to his radio specials, or even taken one of his tours. From infancy through high school, I spent weeks each summer with my family in Europe learning the ins and outs of budget travel.

My approach to travel fuses my father’s love of culture with all the tools available today thanks to modern technology. Through college, I worked as a tour guide for Rick Steves’ Europe. While studying abroad in Rome in 2008, I started organizing trips for my friends each weekend, leading groups of 5-10 fellow students. By the end of the semester, these groups had swelled to more than 30 people, and that’s when I recognized a need.

Upon returning home, I began formulating ideas for tips and trips designed specifically for budget travelers and students abroad in Europe. That led to Weekend Student Adventures (wsaeurope.com)—a business concept that won the University of Notre Dame’s entrepreneurship competition in 2010 and led to an appearance on ABC’s Shark Tank in 2014. WSA Europe now leads thousands of students and budget travelers on affordable, local tour experiences in thirteen cities over 3- to 12-day packages. The tours I designed and refined for my company provided the foundation for each city chapter in this book.

Andy Steves Travel Podcast

Check out my podcast, available in iTunes, for fun and easy on-the-go listening. I connect with international friends, travel entrepreneurs, and digital nomads to share a wide range of practical tips, interesting stories, and funny situations you can only encounter while on the road.

AndySteves.com & Social Media

Find my locally guided tours, DIY Detours, a travel store, additional travel recommendations, and more at AndySteves.com. Check it out and follow us on social media: @AndyStevesTravel.

How to Use this Book

Each of the book’s chapters starts with important background information and recommendations for which sights and activities will need reservations ahead of time. Following this is a detailed three-day itinerary—one that groups your most popular sightseeing options in a way that makes geographical sense. Bolded points of interest are described in greater length later in the chapter. These itineraries are based on my extensive experience as a tour guide, but they are by no means the only way to see the city. Use the itineraries as a skeleton of sorts, seeing the places that sound interesting to you and replacing the ones that don’t with any of the other recommended sights.

After the itinerary are descriptions of the top neighborhoods in each city. Then you’ll find my recommendations for sights, food, nightlife, shopping (including markets), recreation (including parks), tours, and hostels. After that are transportation tips, then a section on day-trip destinations close to each city, and, finally, emergency information.

For brevity’s sake, this book doesn’t recommend everything you’ll find to do in each city. An exhaustive list for any of these cities might run into multiple volumes, but there’s enough in these pages to keep even the most ambitious traveler occupied for a week or more.

LET’S GET STARTED

Think of your trip as one big piece of artwork: Start with the outline, then fill in the finer shading and details. Your outline will consist of the following:

• Where you want to go. The longer this list, the less time you’ll have in each city, so trim as much as possible off the top.

• How much time you have. It’s worth asking yourself from the outset how much time you’re willing to spend in transit.

• What your budget—daily and total—will be. Start with a budget of $1,200 for the flights to and from Europe.

• What you want to do and see. What are your priorities—sightseeing, music, culture, architecture, nightlife, or a mixture of all of the above?

Decide Where to Go

If you have three weeks or less and want to hit a wide range of European destinations (this is the starting point for most travelers), you’ll have to decide which cities you’ll visit and which you’ll miss. Let’s say that eight of the cities in this book sound like must-sees for you—eight cities in 21 days means you’ll be in transit for more than a third of your trip. You’ll barely have a chance to catch your breath before you’re packing your bags again. For this reason, I recommend no more than six cities for a three-week European trip. You might want to group these cities geographically, or you might want to select based on the price of flights or accommodations.


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 discos:

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



Also consider the similarity of experiences in each city. For example, London, Dublin, and Edinburgh have a good deal in common, as do Barcelona and Madrid, Florence and Rome, and Budapest and Prague. For a varied and perspective-shifting experience of Europe, mix east and west, north and south, English-speaking and non-English-speaking destinations.

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

With a manageable list of cities, it’s time to consider how to get from A to B to C. Trains, buses, and planes are generally your best (i.e., quickest and cheapest) options. 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 Google Flights, 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 all of their accommodations ahead of time. It’s a question of what you prefer: do you want value or flexibility? You’ll save money by booking early, but spontaneity will be impossible (or at least costly). For extremely tight budgets, book accommodations 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. Have the location saved on your phone and keep the battery charged.

Hostels provide fun, social atmospheres and cheap prices for solo travelers, but quality sleep is harder to come by. Airbnb often offers great value for couples or groups of friends to stay in private apartments. If traveling in a group of friends, compare the total cost you’ll pay at my recommended hostels with a private apartment nearby and make your decision from there. Note that “charming,” “cozy,” and “intimate” often mean “tiny.”

A note on bedbugs: You can catch a bout of bedbugs anywhere, from a dank hostel to a five-star hotel. All it takes is a fellow traveler to pack a family in on their backpack. Hostels are more predisposed to bedbugs simply because they have a higher volume of individuals passing through. Hostels with wooden—as opposed to metal-framed—bunks are more susceptible to bedbug problems.

Links: Use hostelworld.com or airbnb.com and their respective apps.

Calibrate Your Budget

Know roughly how much your trip is going to cost before jumping in headfirst. How much for a meal? How much for a typical night out including drinks? How much for that famous museum? Each of the chapters starts with a number of budget-calibrating tips that will help you remove some of the budgeting guesswork.

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. The more secure chip-and-pin system is ubiquitous in Europe, but swipe cards will 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. You may encounter minimums (around €10) set by merchants to use a card.

Warning: The Dynamic Currency Conversion (DCC) is a “service” offered at many European ATMs and payment terminals, which will give you the option of paying in your home currency (USD). At first blush, this may seem like a good idea, but don’t be fooled. The exchange rate plummets and you’re charged a commission of 3.5 percent. Your bank conversion rate is much fairer. Always decline and pay in the local currency. If you’re not given an option to decline, cancel the transaction and have them run it again in the local currency.


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 the British Isles (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 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) or a slow train (3.5 hours, from €20) to Florence. 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 the British Isles

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.



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 in each city, 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. A word to the wise: see less rather than more. Immerse yourself in the history and culture rather than just snapping a quick selfie and moving on.

ON-THE-GROUND TRAVEL TIPS

Walking Tours

Multiple free English-speaking walking tours are offered every day in every major city in Europe. They act as feeders into the companies’ paid, smaller group tours like Street Art Tours in Berlin or Red Light Walks in Amsterdam. Payment for the free tours isn’t mandatory, but in many cases the guide pays the operator a 3- to 5-euro commission per person and keeps whatever is left—if you stiff them, you are effectively making them pay to give you a free tour. Tip your guides generously!

If traveling with a group of friends, a private professional guide is nearly always a great investment. They can tailor their tour to your preferences, and they can often point you in the direction of local dining or nightlife hot spots. My favorite private tour operators are listed in each chapter.

Cycling

If you’re a competent cyclist, renting a bike dramatically changes how accessible each city becomes. Biking in Europe is not the same as biking in the United States, so wait to rent a bike until you’ve got your bearings and have observed how traffic flows. You’ll find recommended bike rental and tour options in each chapter. Donkey Republic is an international Airbnb-style bike rental option that, via an easy-to-use app, allows you to rent a local’s bike for the duration of your stay. Check them out at donkey.bike.

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. When asking around for recommendations, having a map gives you a way to take notes and makes it easy for non-English speakers to point you in the right direction. I take my first morning in town to study up on my favorite sights and mark them on the map, planning a convenient route between them (this has been done for you in the three-day itineraries).

[image: image]

Flash Your Student ID

Some cities, such as Madrid, offer students with a valid student ID free or discounted admission to museums and other attractions. It’s always worth checking when booking ahead or buying tickets.

Customize Your Experience

Whether it’s sporting matches, concerts, or film festivals, it’s worth researching what’s going on in each city during your visit. I’m always on the lookout for concerts, sailing, and cycling races, so whenever I’m planning a trip, I check online to see what’s happening in Europe during my stay. If I’m in France in July, I make a point to catch a stage of the Tour de France. The summer is concert festival time all over the continent, so I check the concert programs early. If I’m in town for the spring, I plan to take a friend sailing for an afternoon on one of the lakes outside of Berlin. Chase your passion all over the continent.

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

Andy Steves
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London, a world leader in style, design, art, finance, politics, and pageantry, is the epicenter of modern Western culture. Having rebounded after fighting tooth and nail against the devastating German Blitz in World War II, it’s now one of the world’s most strikingly modern capitals. London proudly offers some of the world’s best museums (most of which are free!), nightlife ranging from classic pubs to trendsetting 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 of the Roman Empire nearly 2,000 years ago. Its strategic location on the River Thames put it squarely on the route leading from Britannia to Europe. The city grew in both size and importance, and by the end of the 11th century landmarks such as the Tower of London and Westminster Abbey were already part of the city’s skyline.

By the Middle Ages, London had become a tangle of overcrowded, filthy streets. Disease spread quickly in the dense tenements. In 1348, the Black Death killed more than 40,000 Londoners, equal to one-quarter of the population. Disease and pestilence continued to plague the city for the next three centuries, culminating in the Great Plague of 1665-1666, which killed more than 100,000 Londoners (modern construction crews regularly turn up mass graves from this period when breaking ground). To add insult to injury, 80 percent of the city burned to the ground in the 1666 Great Fire of London, displacing 65,000 of those who had survived the plague. Numerous plans for rebuilding were submitted, but these were never fully realized. Even today, London’s streets follow many of the same lines of the city’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 explosive wealth and population growth in London—as did Britain’s burgeoning global empire. British naval prowess extended the island’s influence and turned the country into a global superpower with territories in the Americas, Africa, and Asia, concentrating riches never before seen in London. By 1800, London was home to one million inhabitants, becoming the first European city to cross that benchmark since ancient Rome.

In 1863, London began construction on the world’s first underground railway, the Underground (aka the Tube). An idea many contemporary skeptics initially ridiculed now transports over one billion passengers a year, removing significant 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 the Palace of Westminster. 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, as rebuilding efforts focused on reducing density by encouraging residents to move to outlying communities. A massive labor shortage after World War II led to relaxed immigration policies with former British colonies, which helped transform London into the thriving and diverse metropolis it is today.

Any casual walk down London’s streets reveals these layers of history and culture artfully coexisting with modern life, making it one of the top cities to visit in Europe.

PLAN AHEAD

RESERVATIONS

Reservations are recommended for the following sights (and just about any popular bar or restaurant—especially my recommended cocktail lounges):

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

London Eye (londoneye.com)

LOCAL HAPPENINGS

Wireless Festival

This three-day music festival at Finsbury Park is held annually in early July, featuring headliners like Justin Timberlake, John Legend, Jay Z, and Rihanna. (wirelessfestival.co.uk)

Notting Hill Carnival

For more than 50 years, throbbing Afro-Caribbean beats and colorful parades have taken over Notting Hill for two days at the end of August. It’s best to celebrate with the crowds while the sun’s still up—after sundown, the party quickly veers into seedy territory. (thelondonnottinghillcarnival.com)

Bonfire Night

“Remember, remember! The fifth of November, the Gunpowder treason and plot.” These words refer to Guy Fawkes, who infamously conspired to blow up the Houses of Parliament in 1605. His plan was thwarted just in time. Today, Brits celebrate the foiling of the Gunpowder Plot with pyrotechnics of their own, lighting up the sky with fireworks and bonfires. Battersea Park hosts the biggest of London’s bonfires and light shows.
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KNOW BEFORE YOU GO

KEY STATS & FIGURES

Currency:

British pound (£); £1 = about 1.3 USD

Population:

8.6 million

Language:

English

Number of metro lines:

11

Amount of tea consumed daily in the United Kingdom:

120,000,000 cups

National dishes:

fish-and-chips, full English breakfast, chicken tikka masala, Sunday roast

The Queen’s English:

bus = city bus, coach = private, Greyhound-style buses, lift = elevator, loo = toilet, cheers = thank you, quid = pound

CALIBRATE YOUR BUDGET

TYPICAL PRICES FOR:

Hostel dorm bed:

£22

Two-course dinner and drink:

£19

Pint of beer:

£5

Daily bicycle rental:

from £6

Single Tube ride:

£2.40 with Oyster Card, £4.90 without

Museums:

mostly free!


MOVIES TO WATCH

The King’s Speech, Love Actually, A Clockwork Orange, V for Vendetta, Bridget Jones’s Diary, London Has Fallen






THREE DAY ITINERARY

You’ll be flanking the south side of the Thames on the first day, and the north side on the second day. Save your third day for markets and shopping—especially if it’s Sunday.

DAY 1: WELCOME TO LONDON

MORNING

Spend your morning strolling along the South Bank, London’s famous Millennium Mile. It’s an enjoyable three-hour stroll, so fuel up with breakfast and coffee at Borough Market, the city’s oldest food market. Continue on to see Shakespeare’s Globe and the Tate Modern, featuring one of the world’s best contemporary art collections. This walk will orient you and give you a sense of the layout of the city as it wraps around the Thames.

AFTERNOON

After a busy morning, it’s time for some typical English fare. Drop south a couple blocks from the roundabout at Waterloo Station and grab lunch at the best fish-and-chips joint in the city, Master’s Superfish.

Head back to the Millennium Mile for a ride in the London Eye. Afterward, cross Westminster Bridge to glimpse two of London’s most recognizable landmarks: Big Ben and the Palace of Westminster.

Hop on the Circle Line at Westminster station and get off at Bayswater. Take the Royal London Bike Tour 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 Fat Tire’s daily morning departure at 11:00. If you prefer a less active tour, take bus 11 (connecting Victoria and Liverpool Street stations) straight through the heart of the city.

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. You can find last-minute discount tickets in Leicester Square at the TKTS booth.

DAY 2: CHECK OUT THE CITY

MORNING

Start your day at the Tower of London when it opens at 9am. Beeline straight for the Crown Jewels to save yourself hours in line. Double back to catch the enthralling Beefeater-guided tour (leaves every half hour from the main gate). Plan to spend at least a couple of hours here.

AFTERNOON

Next, head west on Eastcheap to reach the Monument (the tall stone column), which commemorates the Great Fire of London. Pay the £4.50 to climb to the top—the view is well worth the effort. Continue westward to the magnificent baroque St. Paul’s Cathedral. Opt for the free and up-close view of St. Paul’s dome and the surrounding area from the One New Change shopping center just behind the church. Take the lift up to the top floor for a sweet panorama.

Continue west beyond St. Paul’s for a pit stop at Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese. (If you’re getting thirsty for a brew, consider following my London Ale Trail, here.) Keep your eyes peeled for 17 Fleet Street, one of the few buildings that predate the Great Fire of 1666. Just beyond, you’ll see a dragon statue denoting the border between Westminster and the City of London.

As Fleet Street turns into the Strand, London’s main boulevard, you’ll pass a number of important landmarks, like Trafalgar Square, the National Gallery, and Nelson’s Column. Angling left down Whitehall, you’ll pass the mounted Horse Guards and 10 Downing Street.

Wrap up your sightseeing at the impressively neo-Gothic Palace of Westminster, Big Ben, and Westminster Abbey, where you’ll find all the VIPs of British history interred: royals, scientists, and writers like Chaucer and Charles Dickens.

EVENING

Rest up at your hostel, then head over to Brick Lane for the city’s best chicken tikka masala. Soak in the hipster culture while you’re in Shoreditch, one of London’s trendiest neighborhoods. Check out the speakeasy-style Nightjar for a discreet subterranean cocktail bar that does some of the best old-fashioneds and gimlets around.

DAY 3: MUSEUMS & SHOPPING

MORNING

Spend the morning in the British Museum and immerse yourself in the extensive collection of art and artifacts from all over the world. Then find Goodge Street for an early lunch. Choices abound for nearly every type of cuisine. Continue up to Oxford Street and wander toward Hyde Park to enjoy London’s main shopping district. 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 at its best on Sunday). Spend the rest of the day following my Shoreditch Walk. Along the way, you’ll find endless vintage clothing shops, hipster goods galore, and delicious snacks and food stalls.

AFTERNOON

Wander south through Soho and explore the many music stores, market stands, adult shops, and cafés. The eccentric locals make this an ideal place to people-watch.

Make your way west past Hyde Park to Harrods—packed to the ceiling with curved-screen TVs, luxury toys, and haute couture. Just down the street is the Victoria and Albert Museum, the world’s largest collection of decorative arts and design—a veritable treasure trove of beautiful historical artifacts.

EVENING

Head up to Camden Market to explore the punk alternative scene via the Piccadilly line, transferring to the Northern line. Get ready for an eclectic, bohemian scene with all sorts of curiosity shops and busy street-food stalls. The most popular stretch of bars and venues leads from the Camden Town Tube stop north along Chalk Farm Road to Proud Camden.



TOP NEIGHBORHOODS

The 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 walls. As it’s known today, the City is where you’ll find St. Paul’s Cathedral and the Tower of London.

West of the City is London’s West End, the entertainment destination. Its streets are lined with restaurants of every possible variety, bars and clubs to suit the most discerning tastes, and great shopping on Oxford Street. The West End includes undeniably hip Soho, the hub of London’s LGBT community, as well as the theater district of Leicester Square (pronounced “Lester”) and the neighborhood of Covent Garden, known for its tasty food and easygoing bars.

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

South of the river lies South Bank, which includes famous sights like the London Eye, the Tate Modern, and Shakespeare’s Globe—all of them conveniently linked via the Millennium Mile riverside path.

Bloomsbury, with the British Museum at its heart, 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 and magnets for the hipster crowd. If you really want to feel as though you’re ahead of the trend, drop south to Brixton or head northeast to Dalston, two of London’s hottest up-and-coming neighborhoods.

Shoreditch Walk

It’s not the destination that’s important, but the journey. With an open mind, you’ll find eight or more hours of entertainment along this 1.5-mile walk through Shoreditch. Start any time after noon at the south side of Brick Lane near Old Spitalfields Market. Make your way north, heading toward the Old Street Roundabout. Veer off Brick Lane—now established and rather touristy—and into the surrounding areas. You’ll soon be awash in trendy spots.

Fill the tank up at either Poppie’s Fish n Chips (6-8 Hanbury St, +44 (0)20 7247 0892, poppiesfishandchips.co.uk), a block west of Brick Lane, or the farther-afield Tayyab’s (83-89 Fieldgate St, +44 (0)20 7247 6400, tayyabs.co.uk), regarded as the area’s best-value Bangladeshi restaurant.

If you don’t feel like you blend in, duck into Blitz (55-59 Hanbury St, +44 (0)20 7377 8828, blitzlondon.co.uk), London’s largest vintage clothing store. You’re sure to find hipster camouflage—perhaps an ’80s snapback or some vintage plaid or paisley. Store reps frequently distribute discount flyers on Brick Lane and Hanbury.

Continue north along Brick Lane toward the overpass by the Shoreditch High Street Overground station. Keep an eye out to the left for Junkyard Golf Club (Old Truman Brewery, 91 Brick Ln, junkyardgolfclub.co.uk), where you can putt your way through a boozy mini-golf course with several themes, including creepy clowns. (Heads up: Find original Banksy and Shepard Fairey art behind Sunday Upmarket and down the alley from Junkyard Golf.)
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On the weekends, the Boiler House Food Hall (Sat 11:00-18:00, Sun 10:00-17:00, 152 Brick Ln, +44 (0)20 7770 6028, boilerhouse-foodhall.co.uk) can’t be missed for its oodles of diverse ethnic street food.

Themed cafés are taking over London. Just beyond Sclater Street, at Cereal Killer (139 Brick Ln, +44 (0)20 3601 9100, cerealkillercafe.co.uk), you can select from over 100 cereals and 24 flavors of milk. A block east of Brick Lane, Lady Dinah’s Cat Emporium (152-154 Bethnal Green Rd, +44 (0)20 8616 9390, ladydinahs.com) allows cat-loving patrons, for the price of a tea, to make a new feline friend.

Those who take doughnuts seriously should pop into Crosstown Doughnut & Coffee Bar (157 Brick Ln, +44 (0)20 7729 3417, crosstowndoughnuts.com), where you can try one of 14 constantly cycling flavors—from chili-chocolate to lemon-thyme.

To experience another mainstay of the district, and to acknowledge the Jewish roots of the area, stop at Beigel Bake (24 hours, 159 Brick Ln, +44 (0)20 7729 0616) for a salt beef sandwich. Be sure to get the mustard and pickle. Expect gruff service.

For a taste of artisan beer, head to Brewdog (51-55 Bethnal Green Rd, +44 (0)20 7729 8476, brewdog.com), a passionate brewing collective with 10 beers on tap—at least 5 of which are local brews you probably won’t find anywhere else. Successfully hydrated, continue west down Bethnal Green toward the Overground station. Stop at Boxpark Shoreditch (2-10 Bethnal Green Rd, boxpark.co.uk), an innovative shopping complex made from more than 60 stacked shipping containers, with a pop-up vendor occupying each one.

Turn north (right) onto Shoreditch High Street, passing Pump (168 Shoreditch High St, +44 7564 117 339) on your left, another street-food market occupying what used to be a gas station. Find two more original Banksy pieces by hanging a left on Rivington Street. At the popular bar and club Cargo (83 Rivington St, +44 (0)20 7739 3440, cargo-london.com), the artworks are behind protective plexiglass. Cargo is open until 6am on the weekends, so you may want to return later.

Continue west on Rivington, then turn south (left) onto Curtain Road. A half block down, the cultural hub Strongroom Bar & Kitchen (120-124 Curtain Rd, +44 (0)20 7426 5103, strongroombar.com) is a creative space that houses one of the only taps of unfiltered and unpasteurized Pilsner Urquell in London. Strongroom offers oodles of other beers on tap, a bustling kitchen, and excellent wines. Head downstairs to while away some time playing board games.

Is it dinnertime already? Head back to Rivington and continue west until it intersects with Great Eastern Street. Jump into Floripa’s (91-93 Great Eastern St, +44 (0)20 7739 3817, floripalondon.com) to kick off your evening with a Brazilian meal of plantains, meat, rice, and beans—and, of course, music and dancing. Or, if you’re feeling a little more carnivorous, head a couple blocks northeast to MEATMission (15 Hoxton Market, +44 (0)20 7739 8212, meatliquor.com) for delectable burgers, ribs, barbecue pork, and succulent fried chicken sandwiches. Fair warning: A dinner here may put you into a blissful protein coma, leading to an earlier-than-expected bedtime.

Follow Great Eastern Road west to the roundabout, then turn north (right) onto City Road. Go for a speakeasy cocktail at Nightjar (129 City Rd, barnightjar.com), where aproned bartenders take their craft seriously. Sip your drink while admiring the art deco glamour. Continue the party at The Magic Roundabout (Old Street Roundabout, +44 7494 029 420, magicroundabout.co), a social bar occupying possibly the world’s trendiest traffic circle, located inside the Old Street Tube stop.

Still going strong? Cap off the night a block southeast at XOYO (32-37 Cowper St, +44 (0)20 7608 2878, xoyo.co.uk), famous for its techno and club nights.

TOP SIGHTS

Tower of London

Since the earliest foundations were laid in the 11th century, this castle on the banks of the Thames was under constant expansion, serving as both a defensive fortress and the palace of England’s kings and queens right 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 departing every 30 minutes cost nothing, but 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.

Your best bet to minimize standing in line is to beeline to the Crown Jewels (included with admission) upon first morning entry at 09:00. Taking a Beefeater tour, seeing the museum in the tower, and peeking at the Crown Jewels takes most people around three hours. As you leave, don’t miss the unimpeded view of Tower Bridge.

£25 online, £26 in person, Tues-Sat 09:00-17:30, Sun-Mon 10:00-17:30, closes one hour earlier Nov-Feb, The City, +44 (0)20 3166 6000, hrp.org.uk/TowerOfLondon, Tube: Tower Hill

St. Paul’s Cathedral

St. Paul’s Cathedral, founded in 604, was rebuilt 1675-1710 after succumbing to the Great Fire of London in 1666. The rebuilding was carried out by London’s most revered architect of the time, Sir Christopher Wren. He drew direct inspiration from St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome and used all the formulas of the popular neo-Renaissance style to create what many consider to be the crown jewel of his architectural career.

St. Paul’s Cathedral emerged unscathed from the Nazi blitzes of World War II, standing tall in the face of nightly bombing raids. Many took this as a sign that, even in the darkest of times, God was watching over the British. The proud dome was actually protected by a crew of brave blokes who lived in the church and ran water buckets up at the first sign of danger. Thanks to good old-fashioned English perseverance, they emerged from the flames of war with their heads held high, and so did St. Paul’s Cathedral. The cathedral became a symbol of British national identity and of the country’s collective stiff upper lip.

You can take in beauty of overwhelming magnitude at this Anglican cathedral, if you can swallow the entry fee. With its white stone construction, St. Paul’s is an imposing presence, dominating the skyline in the area. Inside, you’ll discover gilded architectural accents and hundreds of intricate golden mosaics. Climb the 528 steps to the top of the dome for a beautiful panorama of downtown London. It’s possible to visit for free if you stay for the length of the breathtaking service (Mon-Fri 17:00, Sat 15:00, Sun times vary).

£16 online, £18 in person, includes audio guide and crypt and cupola entry, Mon-Sat 08:30-16:00, Sun worshippers only, The City, +44 (0)20 7246 8350, stpauls.co.uk, Tube: St. Paul’s

The Monument

The world’s tallest freestanding stone column, known simply as the Monument, was erected to commemorate the Great Fire of London, which destroyed 80 percent of the city in 1666. Climb the 311 steps to the top and you’re rewarded with a spectacular 360-degree view of London. Its location right downtown—only a couple of blocks from the Tower of London—and the £4.50 price of admission make this sight as convenient as it is cheap.

£4.50, Apr-Sept daily 09:30-18:00, Oct-Mar daily 09:30-17:30, Fish Street Hill, The City, +44 (0)20 7626 2717, themonument.info, Tube: Monument

Palace of Westminster & Big Ben

The Palace of Westminster we see today was designed and built during the 19th century, when Britain was in the midst of its colonial heyday. The sun, so it was said, never set on the British Empire. Strategically located just outside of England’s capital city, the City of London, the Palace of Westminster is where the wealthy and powerful had to come to get their voices heard in government. Today, the neo-Gothic building that housed the parliament of the most powerful empire of the world is quite a sight to behold. While Britain’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—tourists refer to the tower itself as Big Ben, but that name actually refers to the 13-ton bell (which you can’t see from the street)—stands at the north end of the Palace of Westminster. 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. Big Ben has tolled the hours without fail since 1859.


LONDON’S BEST VIEWPOINTS

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

St. Paul’s Cathedral

Climb the 528 steps to the top of this architectural masterpiece to take in a beautiful panorama of the City and its surroundings.

One New Change

Take an elevator up to the top floor of the building also known as the “Stealth Bomber” to experience a panorama of downtown London and an up-close look at the dome of St. Paul’s. The roof terrace has a bar and cocktail lounge.

Tate Modern

Head to the viewing platform above the museum’s restaurant on the 10th floor for a nice (and free) view of the South Bank.

Millennium Bridge

Get a view of the Thames from this beautiful, modern, glass-and-steel pedestrian bridge, which spans the river from the Tate Modern to St. Paul’s Cathedral.

The Shard

Pay to ride to the top of this London landmark or enjoy a posh cocktail on the 31st floor. 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 observation wheel. Go at dusk for shorter lines and beautiful sunset shots—but remember, the sun is gone by 4pm in the winter.

Tower of London/Tower Bridge

The best angle for a shot of one of the most iconic symbols of the city, the Tower Bridge, is to be found just towards the riverside of the Tower of London. Don’t miss a selfie there!

Parliament Hill, Hampstead Heath

Need a break from the hustle and bustle? Head to the far north side of town for a distant view of the entire skyline of greater London.
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While it is possible to visit inside the Houses of Parliament (for information, see parliament.uk/visiting), those on a three-day visit to London might be content with a view from the outside.

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

Buckingham Palace

No self-respecting visitor can leave London without a selfie in front of Buckingham Palace. The grand and opulent residence of the royal family, and an enduring symbol of the English monarchy, is 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 before them. Before snapping your picture and moving on, take a moment to admire the perfectly balanced facade, a classic example of Renaissance-style architectural harmony. 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 when Queen Victoria moved in. While today the palace functions as both a residence to the queen and an administrative building, it also is the setting for one of England’s most popular tourist attractions: 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 State Rooms (where the royal family entertains guests) and the Royal Mews (the stables). You’ll also see dozens of priceless art pieces from greats like Rembrandt, Titian, and Van Dyck in the Queen’s Gallery. To see the entirety of the palace, purchase the Royal Day Out package (from £20); otherwise, purchase tickets by individual attraction.

Changing of the guard 11:00 Mon, Wed, Fri, and Sun (weather dependent, confirm schedule on website), Westminster, +44 (0)20 7766 7300, check palace information and purchase tickets at royalcollection.org.uk, changing-the-guard.com/dates-times.html, Tube: Victoria

Westminster Abbey

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 families and has been the site of nearly 1,000 years of coronations. This Anglican church is still quite active: It was the site of Princess Diana’s funeral (1997) and Kate and William’s wedding (2011). Many of the UK’s most famous thinkers and national figures, including Darwin, Chaucer, and Newton, are entombed here, as are 13 kings and 16 queens of England. They are interred underneath sequoia-like pillars supporting breathtaking arches and elaborate structural ribbing.

£22, Mon-Fri 09:30-16:30, Wed until 19:00, Sat 09:30-14:30, Sun worshippers only, 20 Deans Yard, Westminster, +44 (0)20 7222 5152, westminster-abbey.org, Tube: Westminster

Churchill War Rooms

Can you imagine running a war effort 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 copious quantities of tobacco and whiskey, that’s exactly what Winston Churchill and his military chiefs of staff did for nearly the entirety of World War II, all 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. In each room you’ll see maps, notepads, and communication systems, all left exactly as they were on VE Day in 1945.

£20 (audio guide included), 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 on Whitehall

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. Today the changing and dismounting of the mounted guards make for fun, quick photo ops.

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

Millennium Mile

Also known as the Queen’s Walk, the Millennium Mile is an easy-to-stroll riverside path 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, 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 that seems to tear into the London sky, the skyscraper was completed in 2013. Take the elevator to the 32nd floor, about a third of the way up, where you can enjoy an affordable coffee in the posh restaurant Oblix (dress code enforced, reservations recommended for dinner). The best views are seen from here; otherwise your vantage point is too far removed and the buildings fade into the distance.

Viewing platform £26 in advance/£31 in person adults over 16, £21 in advance/£26 in person students with valid ID, Apr-Oct daily 10:00-22:00 (last entry 21:00), Nov-Mar Sun-Wed 10:00-19:00 (last entry 18:00), and Thurs-Sat 10:00-22:00 (last entry 21:00), 32 London Bridge St, South Bank, +44 3334 564 000, the-shard.com, Tube: London Bridge

Shakespeare’s Globe

While the design of Shakespeare’s original theater was innovative, it was not particularly firesafe. The theater burned down in 1613 after a malfunctioning prop cannon set the stage alight. This replica theater, designed to faithfully re-create the Globe as it would have looked before it burned down—complete with the trademark black timber-framed construction and intimate stage—was completed in 1997. Today, with capacity for about 1,000 seated nobles and 2,000 standing commoners, viewing a performance here is fascinating. Plays are performed much as they would have been in Shakespeare’s day (with the addition of female actors), with no voice amplification or artificial lighting. Check showtimes and book online (from £5 for standing tickets, £20 for seated).

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

Tour £16, daily 09:00-17:30, 21 New Globe Walk, South Bank, +44 (0)20 7902 1400, shakespearesglobe.com, Tube: London Bridge

Tate Modern

This imposing remodeled power plant on the South Bank was opened in 2000 to house London’s premier modern art museum, which features 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 great and iconic modern works of art such as Andy Warhol’s Marilyn Monroe diptych, Roy Lichtenstein’s large-scale comics, and Donald Judd’s installation sculptures of spatial explorations. Plan to spend about 90 minutes here, but, if you’re a fan of modern art, block off an afternoon—the bookstore alone can keep art fans enraptured for hours. On the 10th floor toward the back of the building is a restaurant with a beautiful view of the city. While 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

London Eye

Erected in 1999 to celebrate the millennium, this 450-foot observation wheel—not a Ferris wheel, as locals are quick to clarify—is the UK’s most popular tourist attraction, with over 3.5 million riders each year. The 32 air-conditioned glass and steel pods, each holding up to 25 people, rotate around a wheel on a single, cantilevered arm that extends out over the Thames. The Eye moves evenly and slowly, completing its rotation in about 30 minutes. 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.

£23.50 online, £26 in person, daily 10:00-sunset, Riverside Bldg, County Hall, Westminster Bridge Rd, South Bank, 0800 093 012, londoneye.com, Tube: Waterloo

British Museum

Opened in 1759, the British Museum was the first national public museum, and today it boasts one of the world’s most extensive collections at some eight million pieces. Showcasing some of history’s greatest treasures, like the Rosetta Stone, the Parthenon Sculptures (also known as the Elgin Marbles), and the world’s finest examples of Assyrian reliefs, this well-appointed museum is dedicated to history, art, and culture. It takes about two hours to see the highlights—much longer if you want to inspect each room closely. The museum also offers free 40-minute walking tours in the section 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, Bloomsbury, +44 (0)20 7323 8299, britishmuseum.org, Tube: Tottenham Court Road

National Gallery

The National Gallery’s exhibits include artworks from the Dark Ages to the late 19th century. Enjoy the free entry, and drink in more than 2,000 canvases, including masterpieces from Renaissance bosses like Leonardo and Michelangelo to Baroque master Caravaggio and impressionist Van Gogh.

The National Gallery is right on Trafalgar Square, as is the National Portrait Gallery (npg.org.uk), another excellent free museum displaying thousands of pieces that bring you face-to-face with the great and not-so-great characters of history—a must for those who want a deeper understanding of the men and women who shaped our world. From the steps of the gallery, you can see Nelson’s Column. At the top of the column stands the one-armed Admiral Horatio Nelson, who was killed in the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805 while leading his navy to a crucial victory over Napoleon and the French.

Free, daily 10:00-18:00, Thurs-Fri until 21:00, Trafalgar Square, West End, nationalgallery.org.uk, +44 (0)20 7747 2885, Tube: Charing Cross

West End Shows

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 place to catch a show while you’re in town. Large-scale productions like Les Misérables and Mousetrap run constantly. Newer entries like Hamilton, Wicked, and The Lion King give theatergoers a chance to see popular Broadway musicals. Find the TKTS booth in Leicester Square, or visit the box offices for tickets up to half off in the hours and minutes before the show starts.

Theater locations, prices, and showtimes vary, West End, officiallondontheatre.com, 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 146 galleries, which make you feel like you’re walking through a life-size encyclopedia. I like to geek out upstairs in the 20th-century design gallery.

Free, daily 10:00-17:45, Fri until 22:00, 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 the English take this ribbing in stride. Incorporating foods from dozens of cultures that have left their mark on the city, London’s culinary scene boasts a cornucopia of relatively affordable options. Heads up: Sit-down lunches can easily run £14 ($20), and dinners can cost over £20 ($30). My suggestions will help you either save or get the best bang for your buck when you do splurge. There is no need to tip at fast-food or takeaway shops. If you’re sitting down for a meal, look over your bill and assess whether cover and service are already included. If not, feel free to round up 10 percent or so, based on the speed and quality of service.

As fish-and-chips is the national dish of England (sharing the title with chicken tikka masala), it would be a crime not to duck into one of the many local establishments that stake their reputation on their battered cod and haddock. If you see halibut on the menu, it’s worth the upgrade. Try it at Master’s Superfish on the South Bank walk or at Poppie’s Fish n Chips in Shoreditch.

Master’s Superfish

Take a short walk southeast from Waterloo station and get ready for London’s best tempura goodness! When ordering, remember that you’ve come for the great fish-and-chips, not for the service. Don’t let the gruff staff get to you. This is a no-frills bar that feels more like a homey cafeteria than a fast-food joint. The food will more than make up for any hard feelings.

Takeaway £5.50, eat in from £9, Mon-Sat 04:30-22:30, 191 Waterloo Rd, South Bank, +44 (0)20 7928 6924, Tube: Waterloo

Timber Yard (TY)

Start your day with a caffeine buzz and a healthy meal at TY. The aproned and tatted staff here take their delicious pastries, hearty sandwiches, fresh salads, and artisan yogurts seriously. As you might expect, they are equally passionate about the coffee, which comes just about any way you want it: brewed, pressed, or as shots of espresso. Vegan and vegetarian options abound in this work/play/socialize space. Find more seating downstairs.

Coffee from £3, food from £4, Mon-Fri 08:00-19:00, Sat-Sun 10:00-18:00, 7 Upper St Martin’s Ln, +44 (0)20 3217 2009, tyuk.com, Tube: Covent Garden

Ping Pong

Modern and fresh both in decor and food, Ping Pong is a stylish Asian fusion joint with delicious steamed dim sum (don’t pass up the spring rolls or the beef dumplings). Reserve a table or at least call ahead, as they fill up with the post-work crowd. Prices climb apace with the restaurant’s popularity, but Ping Pong often offers deals or combos that can save you some change. Show your student ID to save 15 percent.

Meals from £14, 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
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Dishoom

This is my favorite spot for Indian food in the center of London. You pay a little more for the casual-yet-refined atmosphere, but the quality of the naan (go for the garlic), the curries (especially the unique mahi tikka), and the grills (I love the lamb roti) is superb. Top it all off with a mango lassi for a meal to remember. I like the open interior, which has a modern-yet-authentic feel with brass accents, family photos, and large windows. You’ll find three other locations throughout town. They don’t take reservations, so you might wait up to an hour for your food. Head downstairs to their posh bar for a cocktail while you wait.

From £20, Mon-Thurs 08:00-23:00, Fri 08:00-24:00, Sat 09:00-24:00, Sun 09:00-23:00, 12 Upper St 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, The Breakfast Club has lines that spill out of the door and onto the street year-round. Depending on the time of day, waiting for a table might be a two-hour affair. Whether you come for the delicious coffee or 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 all day, along with lunch and dinner options. With eight locations in town, you’re never far from a face full of their cinnamon apple French toast.

Breakfast from £9, 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 have built their brand around doing two things exceptionally well: burgers and lobster. Truth be told, they do more than this, and their seasonal drinks and desserts are every bit as good as their namesake dishes. Service is friendly, and the menu is simple: choose burger, lobster, or lobster and salad roll (basically a thickly sliced sandwich) and pick your size and spiciness. The restaurant offers daily specials, which will make the meal much more affordable than you might expect from a restaurant with “lobster” in the name. There are an additional 10 locations in town, if you’re not in the West End.

From £14, 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 servers who are happy to make recommendations. Their tom yam goong (spicy and sour prawn soup) will make you think you’re in Bangkok. The Songkhla-style red curry is my favorite. In addition to the Soho shop, you’ll find many other locations across town.

From £8, 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 (sweet cinnamon rice milk) I’ve had this side of the pond. The fresh ingredients and authentic Mexican dishes remind me of my travels south of the border. Expect colorful decorations, fast and cheerful service, and a casual, hospitable atmosphere. As a unique touch, orders are noted on your big paper tablecloth. There are many locations across town.

From £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

Pret a Manger

This chain, serving fresh-made sandwiches, healthy salads, and snacks, is a London staple, dotting the landscape like Starbucks in Seattle. You might stand in line between a businessperson and a backpacker—almost everybody seems to enjoy their wholesome, cheap lunches. Grab a sandwich from the display rack, order your coffee, and pay at the bar. The whole operation takes a matter of minutes, and you’ll leave primed for your next adventure.


LONDON ALE TRAIL

For a mile-long stretch of London’s best alehouses, look no further than my wee London Ale Trail. It wanders through the oldest streets in the City and into Westminster. Starting near Blackfriar’s Bridge, and wrapping up not far from the action in Soho, this route is an excellent way to sip the afternoon away without too many steps in between.

The Blackfriar

I love this pub for its charm and beautiful interior. Its intricate mosaics and detailed woodwork make this building a work of art. You’ll feel like you’re stepping into a chapel that serves beer and fish-and-chips. 174 Queen Victoria St

Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese

You’ll quickly know you’re in one of London’s most historic pubs as you descend into its cavernous subterranean barrooms. 145 Fleet St

The Old Bank of England

Power lunchers from the high courts come here, drawn by the sumptuous interior, so you may well see some big shots enjoying a snack and pint before heading back into their legal proceedings next door. 194 Fleet St

Seven Stars

If the mounted animals in the windows outside don’t catch your eye, the hoppy laurels on the inside of this quaint, friendly, and intimate pub will. 53 Carey St

Cittie of Yorke

One of the most impressive interiors of any pub in London, with high ceilings and giant casks of port on the wall. 22 High Holborn

The Princess Louise

Customers have been knocking back the ales since 1891 in this renovated alehouse with dark wood Victorian interior. Don’t miss a visit to the loo. 208 High Holborn



£3-6, 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, one of Goodge Street’s most popular eateries, is a novel experience. Get a gourmet hot dog served in a classic red plastic bowl, and wash it down with a glass of champagne. The high-rolling hipster vibe runs deep here, but the unusual combination is anything but ironic—the staff take their bubbles and their dogs seriously. Aproned servers happily suggest which champagne to pair with your dog. The Mac Daddy, a brat topped with piping hot mac-n-cheese, fried onions, and bacon bits, is a favorite of everyone except cardiologists. For a combination you might not have experienced since the third grade, add a side of tater tots.

For a step up, find Kitchen Table, the hidden Michelin-starred restaurant in the back, 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 few hours. Try to keep your mouth from watering as you watch the chefs dish up unforgettable tasting menus (£125 per person). Find more information and make reservations at kitchentablelondon.co.uk.

Dogs from £7, Tues-Thurs 12:00-16:00 and 17:30-23:00, Fri-Sat 11:30-23:00, 70 Charlotte St, Bloomsbury, +44 (0)20 7637 7770, bubbledogs.co.uk, Tube: Goodge Street

Goodge Street Restaurants & Food Stalls

Goodge Street (linking Tottenham Court Road and Cleveland Street) and its surrounding streets are where you’ll find the highest density of inexpensive, fresh, and fast-casual restaurants in all of London. At every lunch hour, this street fills with young professionals enjoying the range of choices that includes 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.

Goodge St between Tottenham Court Rd and Cleveland St, Bloomsbury, Tube: Goodge Street

Brick Lane Restaurants & Food Stalls

Brick Lane between Whitechapel High Street and Buxton Street is home to many immigrants from the former British colonies, particularly those in South Asia. On this meandering street and in the surrounding district, you’ll find some of the most authentic Indian food outside of India. It’s a truly intercultural dining experience, from the moment you’re approached by restaurant reps on the street to the moment you push yourself away from the table at the end of your meal. Do a lap up and down the lane and don’t be afraid to barter with the reps—talk them down on price or ask them to throw in a free drink or dessert. Part of the fun of Brick Lane is the step into the unknown. Have you chosen wisely? You won’t know for sure until you’ve tucked in. I usually start my lap at Brick Lane Clipper (104 Brick Ln) and Cinnamon (134 Brick Ln). I avoid Saffron (53 Brick Ln) and Preem & Prithi (118-122 Brick Ln), where quality and service vary widely.

Brick Ln between Whitechapel High St and Buxton St, Shoreditch, Tube: Aldgate East

London’s Greasy Spoons

As you wander the streets of London, it’s easy to overlook the thousands of nondescript greasy-spoon breakfast joints sprinkled across the city. Without the flashing lights and LED menus that the big chains have, these independently run restaurants are also known as “workmen’s restaurants,” as they fill with police officers just getting off shift or early-morning contractors taking a coffee break. These spots offer a full English breakfast for around a fiver, as opposed to £12 (or more) at the touristy spots.

For a historic example, head to Terry’s Cafe (158 Great Suffolk St, +44 (0)20 7407 9358, terryscafe.co.uk, Tube: Borough) in the South Bank. It’s famous for The Works (their full English breakfast) and their Ploughman’s Lunch. No matter how insatiable your appetite, you won’t leave this place hungry. Take in the traditional atmosphere in this cozy spot just around the corner from the recommended St. Christopher’s Inn Hostel.

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: While the Jubilee, Northern, and Piccadilly lines run 24 hours in central London, the other lines close at midnight. Some bars and most clubs stay open late, especially along these routes. Always bring valid photo ID (getting bounced at the door will put a damper on your night). You’d be well advised to make reservations ahead of time for any spots you’re dying to visit. For up-to-the-minute information and party inspiration, look at latenightlondon.co.uk and designmynight.com.

NIGHTLIFE DISTRICTS

London is a massive city, so it’s best to plan your nights out based on which neighborhoods you’re most interested in. While I recommend some of my favorite spots below, hot new venues open constantly, so approach your night in these exciting districts with a flexible attitude and keep your head on a swivel. Are you looking for bright, easy, central, touristy pubs and bars or posh cocktail lounges? Serious nightclubs or ultramodern watering holes? Whittling down your options will become easier once you decide what atmosphere best suits you.


LGBT LONDON

The gay scene in London is alive and well. The city is broadly LGBT friendly, but, for gay travelers, 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. From Old Compton, most will stop at the pub Halfway to Heaven (between Charing Cross Station and Trafalgar Square), where you can find cabaret and karaoke downstairs almost every night of the week. Ramp up for an evening of dancing at Heaven (covers around £5, coat check £1, 11 The Arches, +44 (0)20 7930 2020), the go-to Soho nightclub for a gay old time. 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. You can find Heaven underneath Charing Cross Station. For more drinks and great music, try G-A-Y (30 Old Compton St, +44 20 7494 2756, g-a-y.co.uk) or SheSoho (23-25 Old Compton St, she-soho.com). Check their websites for events.



West End

The West End, London’s premier entertainment district, is always happening on the weekends. Its nightlife joints span the spectrum from alehouses to throbbing discotheques. Soho, one of the West End’s hippest neighborhoods, offers numerous live music venues, off-the-wall bars, and bohemian cafés. Soho is also London’s LGBT hub, with countless gay-friendly bars and clubs.

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

Shoreditch

Full of hipsters, artists, and other interesting people, this neighborhood on the east side of town is one of London’s coolest. The area’s communal workspaces and open-plan offices are home to more than 32,000 startups, making the post-work and evening scenes wide-ranging and always exciting. I’ve spent unforgettable days wandering from one funky spot to the next—from Nightjar, a Prohibition-themed speakeasy, to XOYO, a famed clubbing destination. In Shoreditch, you should expect the unexpected. (See here for a walking tour through Shoreditch.)

Shoreditch, Tube: Old Street

Camden Town

Camden is the heart of London’s punk and bohemian scene. Revelers flock here for the underground music—you’ll know you’re in the right place when the hairdos start to get a little wilder and the tattoos and piercings begin to multiply. While it’s been slowly (and reluctantly) sliding toward the mainstream, Camden Town is one of the best places to find cutting-edge music venues like Proud Camden.

Camden, Tube: Camden Town

Dalston

As Shoreditch gentrifies, London’s trendsetters are migrating north to Dalston. Throwback lounge bars like Little Nan’s Rio Bar (107 Kingsland High St) blend with curiosity shops like the Last Tuesday Society (11 Mare St)—technically outside Dalston, but nearby and worth a mention for delectable cocktails in an odd and erotic throwback to turn-of-the-20th-century Barnum and Bailey’s. Tourists rarely venture as far north as Dalston, so it’s a good taste of what Shoreditch probably felt like when it was still up-and-coming. The action centers along Kingsland High Street, stretching north and south from the Dalston Kingsland/Junction Overground stations. New edgy and alternative lounges, bars, and clubs are constantly opening.

Dalston, Overground: Dalston Junction

BARS & PUBS

Spend a few days in London and you’ll notice the sheer quantity of pubs—one on nearly every corner. 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 to mark them as such. Most of the signs also feature bright illustrations, as most pub patrons were illiterate at the time. Modern English pubs carry on the tradition with their unique names and colorful signage.


CRAFT BEER WALKING TOUR

Serious hops aficionados will be pleased to learn that London is enjoying a craft brewery renaissance. The epicenter of this revolution is known as the Bermondsey Beer Mile, home to microbreweries that are tucked into the brick arches of an old elevated train line. These breweries open their doors on the weekends for tastings and a great time.

To get started, take your beer-loving butt down to the Bermondsey stop on the Jubilee line. Turn south down St. James’s Road and then head west on Dockley Road to Kernel Brewery (Dockley Rd, thekernelbrewery.com). The team at Kernel is widely respected not only for their beers, but also for kicking off the brewery revolution here in Bermondsey.

From here, you’ve got a choice: The southern version (just over a mile) or the northern version (just under a mile). For the southern route, head southeast along Lucey Way to visit the taproom at Partizan (8 Almond Rd, partizanbrewing.co.uk), which is pet friendly and has outdoor seating. Next, jog south down St. James’s Road, then cut east on Southwark Park Road. Take Raymond Road southeast to reach Fourpure (Rotherhithe New Rd, fourpure.com), where you’ll find 16 taps at an industrial-chic bar.

The northern route heads in the opposite direction, northwest to Brew by Numbers (79 Enid St, brewbynumbers.com), which is just 0.1 miles northwest of Kernel. At this taproom, you can try out the brewery’s newest beers before they land in stores.

Get to UBREW (24 Old Jamaica Rd, ubrew.cc), the next stop, by continuing up Enid Street, heading east under the elevated tracks on Abbey Street, then turning south on Old Jamaica Street. UBREW calls itself an open brewery, allowing members to create their own beer. But you can also drink their branded beers at this taproom.

To reach the next two stops, BottleShop: Bermondsey (128 Druid St, bottle-shop.co.uk) and adjacent Anspach & Hobday (118 Druid St, anspachandhobday.com), retrace your steps back to Abbey Street, then turn north onto Druid Street.

The last stop, Southwark Brewing Company (46 Druid St, southwarkbrewing.co.uk), is a bit farther northwest along Druid Street.

From here, it’s another three-quarters of a mile to reach the London Bridge Underground station. If you’re hungry, hang a left on Bermondsey Street just before the station for a crop of foodie-approved restaurants.



The Anchor Bankside

If you’re looking for the classic London pub, check out this historic one, located on the banks of the Thames along the Millennium Mile between Borough Market and Shakespeare’s Globe. They’ve been serving ale at this location for more than eight centuries (the name has changed, but the business model hasn’t). Pint-sized exposed-brick rooms, complete with overstuffed red leather chairs and benches and creaky wooden decor, make this a favorite pit stop for tourists, locals, and even tour guides.

Pints from £5, daily 11:00-23:00, 34 Park St, South Bank, +44 (0)20 7407 1577, greeneking-pubs.co.uk, Tube: London Bridge

The George Inn

One of the oldest pubs in London, the George Inn is your classic stereotypical English tavern with wooden floors, exposed beams, and old-fashioned, dark wood furniture. Charles Dickens and Shakespeare are both said to have cozied up to the George’s fireplace—and Dickens even mentioned the pub by name in Little Dorrit. Currently owned and operated by the National Trust, the pub is a registered historic site. It’s a humbling feeling to toss back a London Pride ale in an establishment that was founded in the Middle Ages.

Pints from £5, pub grub £7-15, daily 10:00-23:00, 77 Borough High Street, South Bank, +44 (0)20 7407 2056, george-southwark.co.uk, Tube: Borough


ACT LIKE A LOCAL

Be Trendy

Londoners take staying on trend seriously, from fashion and food to neighborhoods and living arrangements. Pick up a Time Out or gig-focused NME magazine to know what’s making waves in the city. There is something going on every night of the week in London (you just have to know how to find it), which is what makes this town such a lively one for those adventurous enough to keep their ear to the ground and follow the rumble. Year after year, the trendiest set of Londoners are picking up stakes and moving to the next neighborhood (moving on as soon as the rest of the scenesters have caught up with them). The deeper you dig into London’s underground, the richer the treasures you’ll find. On the surface, London is pristine and cosmopolitan, and for many, this is just the way they like it, but there’s another side to London that only a handful of visitors get to experience. Find it and you’ll quickly see why it’s such a closely guarded secret.



Freud

With a name like Freud, you might expect a bawdier crowd, but sometimes a bar is just a bar. This little basement spot is a favorite of the stylish hipster set. Come out for some “speed cocktails” (i.e., drinks that are made quickly, like rum and coke or vodka soda) and enjoy the welcoming scene.

Cocktails from £5.50, Mon-Wed 12:00-24:00, Thurs-Sat 12:00-01:00, Sun 12:00-11:00, 198 Shaftesbury Ave, West End, +44 (0)20 7240 1100, freud.eu, Tube: Tottenham Court Road

The Porterhouse

Brewing its own collection of beers, the Porterhouse is a dependable sports café and bar. Come out to catch just about any televised sport matches, or descend into the dark basement to enjoy your fresh brew in one of the many nooks and crannies in this creatively constructed pub. In good weather, the sunny patio packs out once the workday is done.

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

Bounce

Ever spent a night out at a social Ping-Pong club? Europe’s first and largest such establishment, Bounce features the finest tables and paddles around. The fun, almost childlike atmosphere will have you and your friends bouncing off the walls. There are plenty of tables to go around, and the pizza (available upstairs) is far better than I expected it to be. Call ahead and make reservations to ensure that you don’t have to wait for a table.

Table tennis £15.50 (30 mins.), Mon-Wed 16:00-24:00, Thurs 16:00-01:00, Fri-Sat 12:00-01:00, Sun 12:00-23:00, 121 Holborn, The City, +44 (0)20 3657 6525, bouncepingpong.com, Tube: Chancery Lane

SPEAKEASIES

One of London’s hottest trends is the Prohibition-style cocktail bar in a low-lit lounge setting. Sprinkled across town, they’re hard to find (that’s half the point), but if you know where to look, you’ll experience some of the best hidden gems that London has to offer. To act the part of a true speakeasy denizen, order an old-fashioned or a gimlet.

Nightjar

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

Cocktails £10-14, Sun-Wed 18:00-01:00, Thurs 18:00-02:00, Fri-Sat 18:00-03:00, 129 City Rd, Shoreditch, +44 (0)20 7253 4101, barnightjar.com, Tube: Old Street

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, of course), your mind is sure to be blown. While the unpretentious bartenders are experts at whipping up bizarre concoctions, they haven’t forgotten their roots. They can stir up an old-fashioned or a mojito to rival any that you’ve tasted. The Covent Garden location (one of just several outposts around town) requires that guests sign up for a free membership 24 hours in advance of their visit.

Drinks along with the experience £11, membership free, but advance enrollment required, Mon-Thurs 16:30-23:30, Fri-Sat 16:30-24:00, 6-7 Great Newport St, West End, +44 (0)020 7580 1960, londoncocktailclub.co.uk, Tube: Leicester Square

Mayor of Scaredy Cat Town

In the rear of the Spitalfields location of The Breakfast Club is one of London’s best-kept secrets, serving exquisite cocktails. Enter through the refrigerator door by giving the password (“I need to speak with the mayor”). There’s exposed brick everywhere and porthole mirrors—every surface oozes nostalgia for a bygone era. Be sure to read and obey the house rules, which include “The town is Scaredy Cat Town, not Cool Cats Town. The Mayor demands the highest standard of self-deprecation.”

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 cocktail lounge is for you. Utilizing proprietary syrups and bitters and the freshest ingredients available, these guys have rejuvenated the art of the cocktail—this ain’t your grandma’s vodka tonic! Besides perfectly executed traditional cocktails and updates on the same, the ECC has an extensive list of new cocktails featuring exotic liquors, top-shelf spirits, and ingredients more at home in the kitchen than behind the bar (e.g., homemade ginger syrup and habanero bitters). For a tasty splurge, try the Watermelon Cooler. All drinks are served in the appropriate vessel, whether that’s a lowball or martini glass, adding to the experience.

Innovative cocktails from £11, daily 18:00-03:00, easy-to-miss door at 13a Gerrard St, West End, no phone, chinatownecc.com, reservation@chinatownecc.com, Tube: Leicester Square

Extra Credit

Trailer Happiness (177 Portobello Rd, +44 (0)20 7041 9833, trailerh.com, Tube: Notting Hill Gate, Westbourne Park) is a cozy and kitschy island-themed throwback cocktail bar. Escapologist (35 Earlham St, +44 (0)20 7240 5142, escapologistbar.co.uk, Tube: Covent Garden) is a spacious Houdini-themed speakeasy serving flaming cocktails that lean heavily on their wide range of bitters. Lounge Bohemia (1e Great Eastern St, +44 7720 707 000, loungebohemia.com, Tube: Shoreditch High Street), just a sidestep from my Shoreditch walk (see here), delivers creative libations underneath low-slung concrete arches amid a warm bohemian vibe, complete with menus pasted into Czech literary classics.

WINE BARS

Gordon’s Wine Bar

Dating back to the 1890s, this place, with its candlelit brick arches, feels like a trip back in time. If the sun is shining, grab 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 on and your grub on at Gordon’s.

Reasonable bottle prices from £22, 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 the people at Cork & Bottle are aiming at a discerning class of wine drinkers. Count on a vast selection of international wines available by the glass or bottle, along with a slew of unforgettable finger foods and entrées like chili squid and an impressive ham-and-cheese pie. Cork & Bottle, with its sophisticated pretheater crowd and its emphasis on wines of every conceivable vintage, feels like a cozy little slice of France. The servers are happy to walk you through both the wine list and menu, and, if you have time, don’t miss their wine tastings (find the schedule online).

Glasses from £6, 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

Vagabond

With drippy candles and beautiful bottles lining the walls, elegance defines Vagabond. You’ll feel quite sophisticated as you use a prepaid card to sip some of the world’s finest wines and cheeses one swipe at a time. Clientele are usually well dressed.

House wines from £4, Mon-Sat 11:00-23:00, Sun 11:00-22:00, 67 Brushfield St, Shoreditch, +44 (0)20 3674 5670, vagabondwines.co.uk, Tube: Liverpool Street

CLUBS

Fabric

After being shuttered for the latter half of 2016, one of London’s most famous clubs is back with a vengeance. Fabric is famous for its resident DJs, multiple dance floors, and the “bodysonic” room, where 400 independent subwoofers will shake you to your core. 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 they’ll even cut the cover charge in half.

Tickets online from £10, 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 a theme that explores a different shade of insanity. I’ve had great experience with the service, and the music choices are always on point. The five bars and two clubs draw a young, chic crowd, so dress stylishly (nice shoes and a collared shirt will do the trick) and the bouncers will quickly wave you in.

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

XOYO

XOYO is an established London clubbing classic. Any big-time DJ coming through town is sure to schedule a gig here. Two floors and a top-of-the-line sound system mean you can dance the night (and part of the morning) away. Avoid the usually long lines by getting on the guest list online or by hitting the club up on a Monday or Tuesday. Music is of the indie electronic DJ variety.

Cover varies (up to £20), open daily, hours vary by event, 32-37 Cowper St, Shoreditch, +44 (0)20 7354 9993, xoyo.co.uk, Tube: Old Street

Ministry of Sound

The Ministry puts its commitment to music above all else. The club has long been a favorite of house and techno fans, and it provides something for every fan of electronic music. Each of its three independent dance rooms plays a different style of EDM. They’re clearly onto something: The house has been packed every night without fail since the early ’90s.

Cover varies (up to £26), Fri 22:30-06:00, Sat 23:00-06:00, 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 launch parties to drag shows and concerts. Former horse stables are now VIP booths with karaoke options, fitting up to 25 guests. The booths have all been renovated in a unique style, such as pinup tattoos, the Desert Orchid room, and the gold-bedazzled ’70s Disco Room. When the sun’s still up, Proud Camden is a great place for a meal or a beer in the garden out back. After sunset, the party heats up with live music—primarily indie rock bands, who quickly fill the large dance hall to capacity. Proud Camden truly is a microcosm of Camden in London, with all of its 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. Thursdays are student nights.

Show tickets 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, proudcamden.com, Tube: Camden Town

[image: image]

PUB CRAWLS

Pub crawls offer guided parties that run nightly and can be a good choice if you’re looking to sample a range of nightlife and meet fellow travelers. The savings you get from discounted drink deals and what you would have spent on club entry generally covers the ticket price.

1 Big Night Out

The biggest pub crawl in London, with 50-100 revelers nightly, kicks off with beer pong during the meeting time (19:30-21:30) near Piccadilly Circus. The tour includes five bars and five free shots in five hours. There are parallel Camden and Shoreditch options available.

£15 with this book, meets nightly at Riley’s Sports Bar (80 Haymarket), +44 (0)20 7836 9995, 1bignightout.com, Tube: Leicester Square

Camden Pub Crawl

As the name suggests, this pub crawl operates in Camden. Pub crawls kick off 19:30 to 21:30.

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

London Gone Wild

London Gone Wild is a pub crawl option that helps you navigate the trendy scene in Shoreditch.

£13.50, meets Thurs-Sat 20:00-21:00 at the Shoreditch (145 Shoreditch High St), +44 (0)20 7096 0371, nightsgonewild.com, Tube: Aldgate East

TOP SHOPPING & MARKETS

SHOPPING DISTRICTS

Oxford Street

If it’s brand names you’re after, mile-long Oxford Street is quite possibly London’s single best shopping thoroughfare. You’ll find all the major retailers, along with one of London’s most famous top-end department stores, Selfridges (400 Oxford St, +44 113 369 8040, Tube: Bond Street). Be sure to venture southward off of Oxford down Regent Street to satisfy that shopping fix of yours.

West End, Tube: Oxford Circus

DEPARTMENT STORES

Harrods

Harrods is your one-stop shop for everything high-end. This cathedral to consumerism boasts everything from luxury chocolates to the latest technology, designer lingerie, larger-than-life stuffed Paddington Bears, and posh home furnishings, all spread across eight expansive floors. Harrods also houses more than 25 restaurants and cafés. It’s a good idea to pick up a store guide to navigate this labyrinth—don’t miss the famous Egyptian escalator deep in the belly of the store, which feels more like a ride through King Tut’s tomb than a moving staircase in London.

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

MARKETS

Portobello Market

Every Saturday, one of the world’s biggest antiques markets takes over the Notting Hill neighborhood, spreading its wares all up and down Portobello Road. If you’re actually planning on buying the jewelry, vintage clothing, and other items on offer, bring cash (the ATMs often run out or have insane lines). Saturday mornings before 10:00 are best for avoiding the crowds. The market also runs Monday through Friday, featuring produce, secondhand clothing, and other goods. Stop into the famous Hummingbird Bakery (133 Portobello Rd, +44 (0)20 7851 1795, hummingbirdbakery.com) to fortify yourself with goodies.

Mon-Wed 09:00-18:00, Thurs 09:00-13:00, Fri-Sat 09:00-19:00, West London, Tube: Notting Hill Gate

Camden Market

London’s original craft market dates back to the 1970s. Once a place for the quirkier side of the city to display itself, gentrification has subdued its bolder tones. This bustling street market sees tens of thousands of visitors each weekend. Explore large open-air clothes vendors and thrift shop-type stalls, street food galore, 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 eclectic neighborhoods and the center of the alternative fashion scene. The market, open daily, is busiest on weekends. Blow your mind at the multilevel neon rave shop Cyberdog (cyberdog.net), and pick up a well-made belt at the M&M Leather Workshop (mmleatherworkshop.com).

[image: image]

Daily 10:00-19:00, individual shop hours may vary, +44 (0)20 3763 9900, camdenmarket.com, Camden, Tube: Camden Town

Borough Market

South of the river, this open-air 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 farm 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 ethnic dishes, sandwiches, and smoothies available throughout the market.

Mon-Thurs 10:00-17:00, Fri 10:00-18:00, 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’s wares include graphic tees, hipster shoulder bags, genuine leather belts, and handmade art pieces and frames. In the massive barn-like warehouse are both permanent retail stores and semipermanent 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.

Sun-Fri 10:00-17:00, Sat 11:00-17:00, individual shop hours may vary, 16 Horner Square, Shoreditch, oldspitalfieldsmarket.com, Tube: Liverpool Street

Brick Lane Market

Brick Lane Market is a collection of warehouses and 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 (Sat 11:00-18:00, Sun 10:00-17:00, 152 Brick Ln, +44 (0)20 7770 6028, boilerhouse-foodhall.co.uk) for an international street food extravaganza.

Permanent stores and shops open throughout the week, 91 Brick Ln, Shoreditch, +44 (0)20 7770 6028, bricklanemarket.com, Tube: Aldgate East

TOP PARKS & RECREATION

Hyde Park

This park is the largest in the city, covering 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 paddleboats (£10/30 min., £12/1 hr.) out on the lake, or enjoy a drink at any one of the outdoor cafés that line its shores. Any time there are important sports matches going on, thousands flock to the park to watch on massive projector screens. It’s also a popular year-round spot for concerts and festivals.

West London, Tube: Hyde Park Corner

Battersea Park

Well off the beaten track for most tourists, this is my favorite park in town. It’s a calm oasis in the midst of the urban jungle. There are miles of running trails, waterfront views, and the unique and spectacular 100-foot-tall Buddhist Peace Pagoda monument, perfect for a moment’s reflection. It’s also the site of a huge bonfire and light show held every November 5 to commemorate the thwarting of the Gunpowder Plot—a failed terrorist plot to blow up the Houses of Parliament in 1605.

South Bank, Tube: Sloane Square

Football

Premier League football is a weekly ritual for many Londoners, and being a spectator for a match is a unique and unforgettable experience. Tickets to Chelsea (chelseafc.com) and Arsenal (arsenal.com) games can be incredibly expensive and hard to come by. Perhaps try West Ham United (whufc.com), which plays in the Olympic stadium, or Fulham (fulhamfc.com), which plays on London’s oldest football pitch. Plan transportation well in advance at tlfg.uk, and purchase tickets directly at official club websites. On the day of the match, ticket touts (scalpers) may be outside the Tube stations nearby. Touts are not officially authorized to sell tickets, and you risk being denied entry to the stadium if you present unauthorized tickets. That said, I wouldn’t pay more than £75 each, even for the best tickets, and make sure you have the physical tickets in your hands before you fork over the money.

TOP TOURS

Fat Tire Bike Tours

My favorite way to see the city! Take the Royal London Bike Tour and enjoy the musings of a great guide as you pedal through some of the city’s most beautiful scenery. You’ll learn a ton about London and its history as you cruise through Hyde Park, Kensington Gardens, and Green Park and then down the Mall, stopping at each interesting point and photo op along the way. This bike tour avoids the major thoroughfares, sticking to the parks for the most part.

£24 adults, £22 students, low season Mon and Thurs-Sun 11:00, shoulder season daily 11:00, high season daily 11:00 and 15:30, meets at Queensway Tube Station, West London, fattirebiketours.com, Tube: Queensway

Blue Badge Guides

Hire a Blue Badge Guide if you’re seeking a serious authority on just about any topic. The group’s easy-to-navigate website will connect you with a guide who is an expert in the subject you’re searching for. No matter your niche (music, architecture, birds, or London’s LGBT history), these guides have you covered—and they don’t only operate in London. A quick call to their office can line up a tour within a day. Having passed rigorous qualification exams, Blue Badge Guides take their tours seriously. They can also be a great value when the cost is split among a group. Even if you end up footing the bill yourself, the premium gets you world-class professionalism, a customized itinerary, and the expertise of your guide.

£155 half day, £262 full day, +44 (0)20 7403 1115, britainsbestguides.org

London Walks

Offering a wide range of tours, times, and subjects, these walking tours are almost as varied as the city itself. London’s longest-running walking tour company offers just about every itinerary you could imagine, each led by an expert in the subject. Archaeologists, architects, lawyers, and public servants guide these in-depth and entertaining walks, most of which run daily. From neighborhood street art walks to ghost tours, and even partial-day trips out to Hampstead Heath, it’s easy to integrate one of these tours into your itinerary.

£10 for 2-hour walk, daily, meeting points vary depending on tour, +44 (0)20 7624 3978, londonwalks.com

TOP HOSTELS

Besides the hostels listed here, be sure to check out airbnb.com for affordable private apartment listings. Battersea, Chelsea, and Shoreditch make for affordable, well-connected neighborhoods where you can begin your search. Many universities (such as UL, UCL, Imperial College, and London Met) open up their empty dorms for affordable, self-service, short-stay private rooms over the summer months. Book directly on their websites.

Clink78 Hostel

If buildings could talk, this hostel would certainly have some stories to tell. Originally a courthouse, it’s made up of dorms that used to be prison cells. What are now the Internet café and the movie room used to be courtrooms. In one of these rooms, the Clash went before a judge for avicide (two band members were busted for taking potshots at pigeons with an air rifle). They pled guilty and were fined 30 quid each. Today, you’ll find a large hostel with comfortable beds and a very social atmosphere with an on-site Clash-themed bar where the iconic London band’s music plays day and night. Some complain about the noise and sleep quality, but for those looking for a memorable time in London, Clink78 is calling.

From £17, £3 Wi-Fi, 24-hour reception, laundry, bar, free breakfast, 78 King’s Cross Rd, Bloomsbury, +44 (0)20 7183 9400, clinkhostels.com, reservations@clinkhostels.com, Tube: Kings Cross St Pancras

St. Christopher’s at the Village, London Bridge

One of London’s top party hostels features a bar, DJs spinning on the weekends in the nightclub, and karaoke and cinema nights. Its rooms and bathrooms are clean, and it’s located next to some great sights (Borough Market is only a few blocks away) and solid nightlife options. The hostel offers everything from 33-bed dorms to private rooms. Free breakfast is a perk if you book online. Four other St. Christopher’s locations across the city offer similar social scenes and amenities.

From £20, free Wi-Fi, 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

The Generator chain is well known for reliably clean rooms, affordable prices, and more amenities than you’ll know what to do with. Aimed at the discerning backpacker set, this hostel has its own bar, game room with pool tables, and a lounge equipped with multiple flat-screens, and it offers free walking tours and daily events like karaoke night and drinking games. It’s also just a five-minute walk from the Euston, St. Pancras, and King’s Cross train and Tube stations.

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

Wombat’s

Wombat’s, one of Europe’s well-known hostel chains, 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 and highly 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 electrical outlets and reading lamps 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 without losing its authentic wooden soul. Its 180 beds are comfortable, the staff is extremely welcoming, and the location near Hyde Park is prime. Simple rooms come in everything from private doubles up to 12-bed mixed dorms. The Hyde Park branch is my favorite Astor location, but other options include Victoria, Queensway, and one near the British Museum.

Bunks from £21, free Wi-Fi, 24-hour reception with lockers, laundry, common room; £1 towels for rent, £1 donation for breakfast and hair dryers on deposit, 191 Queensgate, West London, +44 (0)20 7581 0103, astorhostels.com, hydepark@astorhostels.com, Tube: Gloucester Road, South Kensington

Barmy Badger Backpackers

This place, in the posh Earls Court district, feels a bit like your aunt’s town house, complete with a large living room and a nice couch to sink into. Barmy’s makes a point of including everything in your booking: Wi-Fi, continental breakfast, kitchen use, and travel advice are all included in the price of your bed. Get extras like towels and adapters for a refundable deposit. The owner’s two dogs are friendly and affectionate. While the bunks are stacked three high in the six-bed dorms, each cubby sports a comfortable mattress, a personal light, and a charging port. If a solid night’s sleep is your top priority, look no further.

Six-bed dorm £25, private rooms from £45, 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 Great Britain 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 quick and inexpensive public transportation options into the center.

London City (LCY, londoncityairport.com) is the airport closest to downtown London. Hop on the commuter train DLR (dlrlondon.co.uk) and transfer onto the Tube at Canning Town to connect to the rest of London. Your journey from the airport to the center will cost £4.90.

From Heathrow, (LHR, heathrow.com) London’s busiest airport, 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. A single fare runs £6. I find the Heathrow Express to be overpriced at £26, even though it’ll get you into the center in 15 minutes. It’s better by far to save the money and spend the hour on the train planning your itinerary.

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, from £2); the 80-minute journey puts you at Victoria station. Or take a shuttle to Luton Airport Parkway (from £14), which offers different rail services that can get you into the center. For the cheapest fares, visit Trainline (thetrainline.com).

I avoid Stansted Airport (STN, stanstedairport.com) because of the longer transit times into the city center, and the airport itself isn’t very comfortable. If you have to depart or arrive there, 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 National Express Buses (run every 20 min, 75-min journey, sometimes much longer), which will take you to Baker Street station. 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. As seductive as these ticket prices are, flying into these far-flung airports can add considerable time and costs to your travel plans. From London Southend Airport, 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 and the bus system. 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. Visit Eurostar.com for prices and routes.

Bus

There are bus options to London from the rest of the UK as well as from Paris, Amsterdam, and Brussels. While rates can be significantly cheaper than train options, hours spent on buses 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 6.5 hours) from Paris and 660 kilometers (about 8 hours) from Edinburgh.

GETTING AROUND

London is a massive but highly walkable city. A nonstop walk from Big Ben to the Tower of London takes about an hour. Walking is a great way to explore the city in detail, one historic block at a time. Keep an eye out for the helpful dark blue map signposts around the city and near bus stops. When you arrive at your lodgings, don’t assume that you’ll be able to find them again easily, especially if you’re returning after sundown. Take in your surroundings and snap a picture of any landmarks that’ll help you find your way back again.

Prepare to be amazed, and possibly intimidated, by London’s 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. On day one, buy yourself an Oyster Card (£5 deposit) at Heathrow or London City Airport or at any Tube station to reduce the cost of your bus and Tube tickets by nearly half.

Underground/Tube

One of the world’s most extensive underground networks runs 24 hours on Fridays and Saturdays, but only on the primary lines downtown (Central, Victoria, Jubilee, Northern, and Piccadilly). A single journey costs £4.90 or £2.40 with the Oyster Card. Download the TubeMap app (which will keep you advised of any delays or closures) or pick up a free metro map from the desk at any Tube station.

Bus

London’s buses work like clockwork too. You must have an Oyster Card to ride, as bus drivers do not accept cash. If you ever find yourself lost or disoriented, every 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 home. Ask the driver when you should exit the bus if you are ever in doubt of your stop. A single journey costs £1.50. Map out your route beforehand with the Google Maps app.

Bus 11 between Liverpool Street station and Victoria is a great way to get oriented with the city. It takes you right through the middle of London, past Westminster, the city’s main parks, and Buckingham Palace.

Taxi

You might be tempted to use Uber while in London. But taking a classic London black taxi is an experience in itself. The quirky, chatty drivers are always happy to help with your plans for the day, and the ride is a good deal (about £8.50/12-min. ride) if you’re splitting between four or five friends. If you need to call for a taxi, use only a licensed Black Cab or a taxi service recommended by your hostel. If you’re unable to hail a taxi from the street, call 087 1871 8710, which will give you access to hundreds of licensed taxis 24 hours a day. Cabbies evaporate when the bars let out, and they’re nearly impossible to wave down.

Bicycles

Santander Cycles (tfl.gov.uk/modes/cycling/santander-cycles) runs London’s public bike-rental system. For £2, you get access to the bikes for a full 24 hours. Each ride is free as long as you check it back into a Santander stand within 30 minutes. It’s possible to check out another bike as soon as you’ve checked the previous one in for no additional fee (as long as the ride was less than 30 minutes). If you decide to keep the same bike longer, each subsequent half hour costs £2.

DAY TRIPS

Windsor Castle

This strikingly beautiful fortress is the largest castle in the world and the oldest continually inhabited one as well. This castle-turned-palace, just over 20 miles from downtown London, has housed the British royal family since the days of Henry I—that’s an unbroken string of 39 English monarchs. Over nearly a millennium, many royals left their own mark on this ever-evolving palace, which rivals even Versailles in its opulence. Surrounded by well-manicured lawns, the castle draws more than a million visitors annually. Explore the royal halls, admiring furniture dripping in golden Baroque accents and the castle’s many fine works of art (including a number of Rembrandts). Join the free 30-minute tour for the rundown on the history of the castle and a summary of the layout of the grounds. The tour ends with a visit to the lavish State Apartments. Allow three hours at the castle for a good visit.

Hop on the South West train (southwesttrains.co.uk) from London’s Waterloo station and alight at the Windsor & Eton Riverside stop, only a short walk from the castle itself.

£22, daily 09:45-16:15, last entry 15:00, royalcollection.org.uk, +44 (0)20 7766 7304, rail station: Windsor & Eton Riverside

[image: image]

Stonehenge

This world-famous prehistoric rock formation is within reach of a day trip from London. The purpose, meaning, and 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. Go for one of the numerous day-trip options from London, which will get you there more quickly than public transportation (two hours, rather than three-plus). London Toolkit (£47, londontoolkit.com) offers a day trip with a stop in Bath. Premium Tours (from £35, premiumtours.co.uk) has a Stonehenge-only option. Viator (viator.com) has curated options available online.

I recommend booking Stonehenge with a tour that also takes you to Windsor Castle or Bath, an old Roman fort town named after the hot springs that bubble out of the ground in the area. Otherwise, no matter how impressive it is, it’s quite a long time on the bus to see a stack of large rocks, no?

£16.50, £15 with valid student ID, daily 09:30-19:00, closes at 17:00 in winter, last admission two hours before closing time, +44 (0)0370 333 1181, english-heritage.org.uk

HELP!

Tourist Information Centers

Look for London’s excellent tourist information centers at the major rail and Tube stations. 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.

There are shops throughout London that purport to be unbiased tourist resources, but they keep the lights on by selling (often quite aggressively) overpriced tickets to West End shows or other tour options. Here’s one that’s independent and impartial:

City Information Centre, Mon-Sat 09:30-17:30, Sun 10:00-16:00, St Paul’s Churchyard, +44 (0)20 7332 1456

Pickpockets & Scams

As in almost all major Western European cities, the crime rate in London is extremely low. Still, be alert for pickpockets in the larger touristy areas, in restaurants, and on metros, buses, and trains. Teams of thieves on bikes have been known to snatch phones right out of tourists’ hands while they cruise 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. Most travelers who lose their phone, purse, or other valuables tend to do so when they are out late at night and are disoriented. If you’re heading out, lock up your valuables or keep them safely tucked away on your person.

Emergencies

In an emergency, dial 999.

Pharmacies

Boots (boots.com) has dozens of locations throughout downtown London.

Hospital

St Thomas’ Hospital (serious emergencies only) Westminster Bridge Rd, Lambeth, SE1 7EH +44 (0)20 7928 9292

US Embassy

Nine Elms Lane +44 (0)20 7499 9000
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