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How to use this ebook:

•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.

•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.

•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.

•  Tap on Maps and/or Google Maps buttons to navigate to maps within and outside the ebook.

•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.

•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.

•  For walks and tours with audio, tap the audio icon or buttons to activate the audio.
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London by Neighborhood
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Planning Your Time

London at a Glance

When to Go

Before You Go

Blow through the city on a double-decker bus, and wander the lively West End. Gaze up at Big Ben, ogle the crown jewels at the Tower of London, and take a spin on the London Eye. Visit the masters in the National Gallery, and rummage through our civilization’s attic at the British Museum. Top off your day tipping a pint in a pub with a chatty local.

This is London. It’s a city that seems perpetually at your service, with an impressive slate of sights, entertainment, and eateries, all linked by a great transit system. With a population made up of many who trace their roots to former British colonies, London has become a city of 10 million separate dreams, learning—sometimes fitfully—to live as a microcosm of the once-vast British Empire.
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About This Book

Rick Steves Pocket London is a personal tour guide...in your pocket. The core of the book is seven self-guided tours that zero in on London’s greatest sights, from a Westminster Walk past #10 Downing Street, to the treasures of the British Library, to the glittering crown jewels at the Tower of London.

The rest of this book is a traveler’s tool kit, with my best advice on how to save money, plan your time, ride public transportation, and avoid lines at the busiest sights. You’ll also get recommendations on hotels, restaurants, and activities.

London by Neighborhood

London, with more than 600 square miles, is a world unto itself. On my first visit, I felt extremely small. But when you consider it as a collection of neighborhoods, London becomes manageable.

The Thames River runs roughly west to east through the city, with most sights on the North Bank (in the area roughly enclosed by the Tube’s Circle Line).

Central London: The heart of today’s London contains the Westminster district (Big Ben, the Abbey, and Parliament) and the West End (Piccadilly Circus, theaters, restaurants, and nightlife). In the middle sits London’s gathering place, Trafalgar Square.

North London: This contains the British Museum, the British Library, the overhyped Madame Tussauds Waxworks, and three major train stations.

The City: Surrounding St. Paul’s Cathedral is the former walled city of Shakespeare’s day. Now it’s the modern financial district, called simply “The City.” On its eastern border stands the Tower of London.

East London: East of The City is the once-gritty, increasingly gentrified East End.

The South Bank: The Thames’ South Bank offers major sights (Shakespeare’s Globe, Tate Modern, London Eye) and minor attractions, all linked by a riverside promenade.

West London: The huge area surrounding the green expanses of Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens contains upscale neighborhoods such as Mayfair, Belgravia, Chelsea, South Kensington, and Notting Hill. Here you’ll find a range of sights (Victoria and Albert Museum, Tate Britain, Harrods) and my top hotel recommendations.
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Planning Your Time

The following day plans give an idea of how much an organized, motivated, and caffeinated person can see. You won’t be able to see everything, so don’t try. You’ll keep coming back to London. After dozens of visits myself, I still enjoy a healthy list of excuses to return.

Day 1: Use my Westminster Walk to link the following sights. Get in line at Westminster Abbey before it opens for fewer crowds, then visit the Churchill War Rooms and have lunch. Visit the National Gallery and nearby sights that interest you. Have a pub dinner before a play, concert, or evening walking tour.

Day 2: Take a London sightseeing bus tour and hop off at Trafalgar Square, then walk to Buckingham Palace for the Changing of the Guard. After lunch, tour the British Museum and/or the British Library. Do some evening shopping at one of London’s elegant department stores.

Day 3: Visit the Tower of London, then have a picnic lunch on the Thames while cruising to Blackfriars Pier. Tour St. Paul’s Cathedral and climb its dome for views. Walk across Millennium Bridge to the South Bank to visit the Tate Modern, Shakespeare’s Globe, or other sights. Catch a play at the Globe.


London at a Glance

▲▲▲Westminster Abbey Britain’s finest church and the site of royal coronations and burials since 1066. Hours: Abbey—Mon-Fri 9:30-16:30, Wed until 19:00, Sat 9:00-16:30 (Sept-April until 14:00); Queen’s Galleries—Mon-Fri 10:00-16:00, Sat 9:30-15:30; closed Sun except for worship.

▲▲▲Churchill War Rooms Underground WWII headquarters of Churchill’s war effort. Hours: Daily 9:30-18:00, may stay open later in summer.

▲▲▲National Gallery Remarkable collection of European paintings (1250-1900), including Leonardo, Botticelli, Velázquez, Rembrandt, Turner, Van Gogh, and the Impressionists. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00, Fri until 21:00.

▲▲▲British Museum The world’s greatest collection of artifacts of Western civilization, including the Rosetta Stone and the Parthenon’s Elgin Marbles. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:30, Fri until 20:30 (select galleries only).

▲▲▲British Library Fascinating collection of important literary treasures of the Western world. Hours: Mon-Thu 9:30-20:00, Fri until 18:00, Sat until 17:00, Sun 11:00-17:00.

▲▲▲St. Paul’s Cathedral The main cathedral of the Anglican Church, designed by Christopher Wren, with a climbable dome and daily evensong services. Hours: Mon-Tue and Thu-Sat 8:30-16:30 (dome opens at 9:30), Wed church and dome from 10:00, closed Sun except for worship.

▲▲▲Tower of London Historic castle, palace, and prison housing the crown jewels and a witty band of Beefeaters. Hours: Tue-Sat 9:00-17:00, Sun-Mon from 10:00; Nov-Feb closes one hour earlier.

▲▲▲Victoria and Albert Museum The best collection of decorative arts anywhere. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:45, may stay open Fri until 22:00.

▲▲Houses of Parliament Famous for Big Ben and occupied by the Houses of Lords and Commons. Hours: When Parliament is in session, generally open Oct-late July Mon-Thu, closed Fri-Sun and during recess late July-Sept. Guided tours offered year-round on Sat and most weekdays during recess.

▲▲Trafalgar Square The heart of London, where Westminster, The City, and the West End meet.

▲▲National Portrait Gallery A Who’s Who of British history, featuring portraits of this nation’s most important historical figures. Hours: Daily 10:30-18:00, Fri-Sat until 21:00.

▲▲Covent Garden Vibrant people-watching zone with shops, cafés, street musicians, and an iron-and-glass arcade that once hosted a produce market.

▲▲Changing of the Guard at Buckingham Palace Hour-long spectacle at Britain’s royal residence. Hours: May-July daily at 11:00, Aug-April Sun-Mon, Wed, and Fri.

▲▲London Eye Enormous observation wheel, dominating—and offering commanding views over—London’s skyline. Hours: Daily 10:00-20:30 or later, Sept-May 11:00-18:00.

▲▲Imperial War Museum Exhibits examining military conflicts from the early 20th century to today. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.

▲▲Tate Modern Works by Monet, Matisse, Dalí, Picasso, and Warhol displayed in a converted powerhouse complex. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00, may stay open later Fri-Sat.

▲▲Shakespeare’s Globe Timbered, thatched-roof reconstruction of the Bard’s original “wooden O.” Hours: Theater complex, museum, and actor-led tours generally daily until 12:30, sometimes later. Plays are also staged here.

▲▲Tate Britain Collection of British painting from the 16th century through modern times, including works by Blake, the Pre-Raphaelites, and Turner. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.

▲▲Natural History Museum A Darwinian delight, packed with stuffed creatures, engaging exhibits, and enthralled kids. Hours: Daily 10:00-18:00.

▲▲Greenwich Seafaring borough just east of the city center, with Cutty Sark tea clipper, Royal Observatory, other maritime sights, and a pleasant market. Hours: Most sights open daily 10:00-17:00.




Rick’s Free Video Clips and Audio Tours

Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 500 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com (just enter a topic to find everything I’ve filmed on a subject).
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Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book (look for the [image: ]), these audio tours include my walks through Westminster and Historic London: The City, and tours of the British Museum and St. Paul’s Cathedral. The app also offers interviews (organized by country) from my public radio show with experts from Europe and around the globe. Find it in your app store or at RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.
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With More Time: Choose from other major sights: Victoria and Albert Museum and/or its neighboring museums, Tate Britain or the Imperial War Museum. Explore a morning street market, take a ride on the London Eye, stroll through Hyde Park, or consider a trip outside the center to Greenwich, Kew Gardens, Hampton Court Palace, or Windsor.

When to Go

July and August are peak season—my favorite time—with long days, the best weather, and the busiest schedule of tourist fun. Still, travelers in spring and fall enjoy lower prices, smaller crowds, decent weather, and the full range of sights and tourist fun spots. London’s sights are more crowded on three-day weekends, especially Bank Holidays on the first and last Mondays in May, and the last Monday in August. Easter week can also be very busy.

Winter travelers find fewer crowds and soft room prices, but shorter sightseeing hours. The weather can be cold and dreary, and nightfall draws the shades on sightseeing well before dinnertime. While England’s rural charm falls with the leaves, London sightseeing is fine in the winter, and is especially popular during the Christmas season.

Before You Go

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

Make sure your travel documents are valid. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow six weeks or more to renew or get a passport (www.travel.state.gov). Check for current Covid entry requirements, such as proof of vaccination or a negative Covid-19 test result.

Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. If you’ll be traveling beyond London, research rail passes, train reservations, and car rental.

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

Reserve ahead for key sights and tours. Virtually every major sight in and around London (including free ones) offers the chance to prebook in advance online. This is especially helpful for avoiding ticket lines. See the listings in this book for recommendations.

For simplicity, I book plays while in London (but if you have your heart set on a hot show, buying tickets in advance is safer). For the current schedule, visit www.officiallondontheatre.co.uk.

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

Call your bank. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Ask about transaction fees, and, if you don’t already have one, get a “contactless” credit card (request your card PIN too). You don’t need to bring pounds along; you can withdraw pounds from cash machines in Europe.

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

Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a day pack. Use the packing checklist later in this book as a guide.

Travel Smart

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

Pickpockets abound in crowded places where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Keep your cash, credit cards, and passport secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket or wallet.

If you wilt easily, choose a hotel with air-conditioning, start your day early, take a midday siesta, and resume your sightseeing later.

Be sure to schedule in slack time for picnics, laundry, people-watching, leisurely dinners, shopping, and recharging your touristic batteries. Slow down and be open to unexpected experiences and the hospitality of Londoners.

Take an afternoon break for a cuppa, awaken your tastebuds over a curry in the East End, or chat up the locals over a pint. As you visit places I know and love, I’m happy you’ll be meeting some of my favorite Brits.

Happy travels! Cheers!
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