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Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe

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

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

Written with my talented co-author, Gene Openshaw, this book offers a balanced mix of London’s blockbuster sights and underrated gems. It’s selective: Rather than listing a lorry load of museums and galleries, we recommend only the best ones. And it’s in-depth: Our self-guided museum tours and city walks provide insight into London’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.
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We advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of our money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.

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

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

Happy travels!
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LONDON

London by Neighborhood

TOP NEIGHBORHOODS

Planning and Budgeting

PLANNING YOUR TIME

PLANNING YOUR BUDGET

BEFORE YOU GO

Travel Smart

London is the LA, DC, and NYC of Britain, all rolled into one of the grandest cities on the planet. It’s quintessentially English, yet worldly. It’s old and traditional, yet wildly new and modern—and with more world-class sights than anyone can see in a single visit.

Blow through the city on a double-decker bus, and take a pinch-me-I’m-in-London walk through the West End. Ogle the crown jewels at the Tower of London, hear the chimes of Big Ben, and see the Houses of Parliament in action. Cruise the Thames River, beachcomb its banks, and take a spin on the London Eye. Hobnob with the tombstones in Westminster Abbey; visit Leonardo, Botticelli, and Rembrandt in the National Gallery; and straddle the prime meridian at Greenwich. Enjoy Shakespeare in a replica of the Globe Theatre and marvel at a glitzy, bombastic musical at a West End theater. Ascend the dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral, then rummage through our civilization’s attic at the British Museum.

London is more than its museums and landmarks. It’s a living, breathing, thriving organism...a coral reef of humanity. You can enjoy some of Europe’s best people-watching at Covent Garden, Victoria Station, Piccadilly Circus, or any of the major stops on London’s subway system, known affectionately as the Tube. Snap to at Buckingham Palace’s Changing of the Guard, mingle with well-heeled shoppers at a posh department store, or haggle for bargains at a street market.
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Modern and traditional: street performer near Piccadilly Circus; Changing of the Guard on The Mall



Wherever you go, enjoy the British accents and slang. Part of the fun of visiting this city is the illusion of hearing a foreign language and actually understanding it...most of the time.

London’s had a long evolution into the multicultural trade center it is today. In AD 43, the Romans founded Londinium as a port on the Thames. Over the centuries, the city became the capital of England and overcame devastating plagues and fires.

In the 1700s, Britain explored (and exploited) the globe, establishing trading companies, collecting colonies, and building its empire, with London as its powerhouse command center. In 1805, Britannia ruled the waves, after defeating the French and Spanish armadas at the Battle of Trafalgar. At its peak (after World War I), the British Empire ruled nearly a quarter of the world’s land and population. With colonies around the world, it was called “the empire on which the sun never sets.”

In World War II, the British—inspired by Winston Churchill’s stirring oratory and leadership—bravely withstood the Nazis’ relentless attacks in the Battle of Britain and the London Blitz. But during the turmoil of the war and its aftermath, Britain lost many of its colonies.


Tea Time

A spot of afternoon tea feels just right in London. Many fancy department stores, restaurants, and hotels offer this genteel tradition in elegant, pinkie-waving surroundings.

The cheapest “tea” on the menu is generally a “cream tea”; the most expensive is the “champagne tea.” Cream tea is simply a pot of tea (loose, strained into your cup; the Brits always add milk), served with a homemade scone or two, jam, and thick, buttery clotted cream. For maximum elegant taste per calorie, I slice my scone thin like a miniature loaf of bread.

Afternoon tea—what many Americans would call “high tea”—is a pot of tea typically accompanied by a three-tiered tray of nibbles. The bottom tier holds dainty finger food (such as cucumber, egg and watercress, and smoked salmon crustless sandwiches cut into triangles); the middle tier holds scones; and the top tier has tiny cakes and pastries. Champagne tea includes all of the goodies, plus a glass of bubbly. High tea to the English generally means a more substantial late afternoon or early evening meal, often served with meat or eggs. Quantities can be enormous; most places allow you and a partner to share one cream tea and one afternoon tea.


[image: Image]

Indulging in a leisurely tea is fun for young and old, whether a simple cream tea (top) or an afternoon tea with all the goodies.



Afternoon tea is universally leisurely, but the ambiance depends on the venue. Some of the fanciest have musical accompaniment, such as a piano or chamber orchestra, and require dressing up and reservations. Most tearooms welcome tourists in jeans and sneakers (and cost, on average, between £35 and £50). Some places serve tea all afternoon (12:00-18:30), some only from around 15:00 to 17:00.

For recommended tea spots, see the Eating in London chapter.
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Experience British pubs for traditional hearty grub or socializing over a pint of beer.



Though Great Britain’s power has greatly diminished, London has grown in stature and size. The city is huge, with 10.3 million people, many of whom trace their roots to former colonies—giving London an international flair. With its recent exit from the European Union (“Brexit”), Britain is redefining itself yet again.

Foods from around the world add spice to London’s restaurant scene—there’s something for every taste bud. Along with a culturally diverse buffet of options, you’ll find British standards like fish-and-chips, “bangers and mash” (sausages and mashed potatoes), and meat pies at characteristic pubs—a great place to experience London’s extended living room and tip a pint in a pub with a chatty local. For an indulgent break, sip an afternoon tea with pinkie raised, and nibble on finger sandwiches and scones slathered with clotted cream.

London seems perpetually at your service, with an impressive slate of sights, entertainment, and eateries, all linked by a great transit system. Come prepared to celebrate the tradition and fanfare of yesterday while catching the cosmopolitan buzz of today. London truly is where the world comes together.

London by Neighborhood

Sprawling London becomes much more manageable when you think of it as a collection of neighborhoods.

The Thames River (pronounced “tems”) runs roughly west to east through the city, with most sights on the North Bank. The tourist’s London is roughly the area within the Tube’s Circle Line—bordered by the Tower of London (to the east), Hyde Park (to the west), Regent’s Park (north), and the South Bank (south). This four-mile-wide zone between the Tower and Hyde Park (about a 1.5-hour walk) holds most of the sights covered in this book.
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TOP NEIGHBORHOODS

Central London

This area contains Westminster and the West End. The Westminster district includes Big Ben, Parliament, Westminster Abbey, and Buckingham Palace—the grand government buildings from which Britain is ruled. Trafalgar Square, London’s gathering place, has major museums, including the National Gallery. The West End is the center of London’s cultural life, with bustling squares. Piccadilly Circus and Leicester Square host cinemas, tourist traps, and nighttime glitz. Soho and Covent Garden are thriving people zones with theaters, restaurants, pubs, and boutiques. And Regent and Oxford streets are the city’s top shopping zones.

North London

Neighborhoods in this part of town—including Bloomsbury, Fitzrovia, and Marylebone—contain the exceptional British Museum and overhyped Madame Tussauds Waxworks. Nearby, along busy Euston Road, is the British Library, plus a trio of train stations (one of them, St. Pancras International, is linked to the Continent by the Eurostar “Chunnel” train).

The City

In London’s modern financial district, called simply “The City,” gleaming skyscrapers are interspersed with historical landmarks, such as St. Paul’s Cathedral, and legal sights (Old Bailey). The Tower of London and Tower Bridge lie at The City’s eastern border.
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Buckingham Palace (opposite); Houses of Parliament and Big Ben; Piccadilly Circus; Parthenon Galleries at the British Museum; Beefeaters at the Tower of London
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A cruise boat glides by the Tate Modern; acres of greenery at Hyde Park; Canary Wharf and the Docklands; the Cutty Sark in Greenwich



East London

Just east of The City is the East End, once the gritty haunt of Jack the Ripper, and now an increasingly gentrified neighborhood of hipsters, pop-up shops, busy markets, and stalls that dish up cuisine from around the world. It’s a foodie destination, especially the Shoreditch neighborhood.

The South Bank

The South Bank of the Thames River offers major sights—the Tate Modern, Shakespeare’s Globe, and London Eye—linked by a fun riverside promenade. Within this area, Southwark stretches from the Tate Modern to London Bridge. Pedestrian bridges connect the South Bank with The City and Trafalgar Square on the North Bank.

West London

This huge area contains upscale neighborhoods—Mayfair, Belgravia, Chelsea, South Kensington, and Notting Hill—plus excellent museums (Victoria & Albert Museum, Tate Britain, and more), my top hotel recommendations, enticing restaurants, trendy shops, bustling Victoria Station, and the vast green expanses of Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens.

Greater London

Historic Greenwich shows off its naval heritage and fine observatory, and the Docklands is London’s skyscraping Manhattan.

Kew Gardens is a lush park with an elegant greenhouse, and Hampton Court Palace was home to royalty. The Warner Bros. Studio Tour thrills Harry Potter fans.

Day Trips

While there is a world of options, here are three of my favorite day trip destinations:

Windsor, set on the Thames, boasts the royal family’s castle and a vibrant town center (an hour away by train).

Cambridge, world renowned for its university, has stately colleges, beautiful chapels, and punt tours on the River Cam (50 minutes by train).

Stonehenge is the iconic prehistoric stone circle, 5,000 years old and a marvel to this day (2 hours by train-and-bus combo).

[image: Image]

Planning and Budgeting

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

PLANNING YOUR TIME

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

Decide 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. Prices and crowds don’t go up in summer as dramatically in Britain as they do in much of Europe, except for holidays and festivals (listed in the appendix). 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 softer 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.

For specific temperatures, see the climate chart in the appendix.

Work out a day-by-day itinerary.

The following day plans offer suggestions for how to maximize your sightseeing, depending on how many days you have. You can adapt these itineraries to fit your own interests. To find out what days sights are open, check the “Daily Reminder” in the Orientation chapter. Note major sights where advance tickets are required (or recommended) or a free Rick Steves audio tour is available.

London in One, Two, or Three Busy Days

Day 1

Use my self-guided Westminster Walk to link these sights:








	9:00
	Be in line at Westminster Abbey (opens Mon-Fri at 9:30, Sat at 9:00, closed Sun) to tour it with fewer crowds.



	11:00
	Visit the Churchill War Rooms.



	13:00
	Lunch at the museum’s café, or finish Westminster Walk and lunch near Trafalgar Square.



	15:00
	Visit the National Gallery, and any sights nearby that interest you (National Portrait Gallery or St. Martin-in-the-Fields Church).



	Evening
	Dinner and a play in the West End.





Day 2








	8:30
	Take a double-decker hop-on, hop-off London sightseeing bus tour (from Victoria Station or Green Park).



	10:00
	Hop off at Trafalgar Square and walk briskly to Buckingham Palace to secure a spot to watch the...



	11:00
	Changing of the Guard (nearly daily—confirm online).



	14:00
	After lunch, tour the British Museum.



	16:00
	Tour the British Library.



	Evening
	Choose from a play, concert, or walking tour, or shopping at one of London’s elegant department stores (Harrod’s, Liberty, and Fortnum & Mason are often open late).





Day 3








	9:00
	Tower of London (opens Sun-Mon at 10:00).



	12:00
	Grab a picnic, catch a boat at Tower Pier, and have lunch while cruising to Blackfriars Pier.



	13:00
	Tour St. Paul’s Cathedral and climb the dome (closed Sun except for worship).



	15:00
	Walk across the Millennium Bridge to the South Bank to visit the Tate Modern, Shakespeare’s Globe, and other sights.



	Evening
	Catch a play at Shakespeare’s Globe.





London in Seven Days

Day 1








	9:00
	Tower of London (opens Sun-Mon at 10:00).



	13:00
	Have a picnic lunch on a boat cruise from Tower Pier to Westminster Pier.



	14:30
	Tour Westminster Abbey, and consider their evensong service (usually at 17:00, at 15:00 on Sun, spoken on Wed).



	16:15
	Consider touring the Houses of Parliament (guided, multimedia, or Big Ben tour), or just step inside one of the houses to observe a debate.



	17:00
	Follow my Westminster Walk.



	Evening
	Choose from a play, concert, or a London Walks tour. See the Entertainment in London chapter for more ideas.





Day 2








	8:30
	Take a double-decker hop-on, hop-off bus tour (from Victoria Station or Green Park).



	10:00
	Get out at Trafalgar Square, walk to Buckingham Palace, and snare a spot to watch the...



	11:00
	Changing of the Guard (nearly daily—confirm online).



	12:00
	Walk through St. James’s Park.



	13:00
	Have lunch, then tour the Churchill War Rooms.



	15:30
	Tour the National Gallery.





Day 3








	9:00
	Follow Part 2 of my self-guided walk through The City (from St. Clement Danes to St. Paul’s), and take my St. Paul’s Cathedral Tour.



	12:00
	Lunch at a historic pub—or hold off until you reach Borough Market (across the river).



	13:00
	Carry on with Part 3 of The City Walk.
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Take a hop-on, hop-off bus tour to get a city overview; browse the bounty of food stalls at Borough Market.










	15:00
	Cross London Bridge and follow my Bankside Walk. Tour the Tate Modern (or circle back in the evening if it’s open late). Stroll the Jubilee Walkway from the Millennium Bridge to the London Eye.



	Evening
	Choose a South Bank sight that’s open late: London Eye, a Shakespeare play at the Globe, or the Tate Modern (some Fri).





Day 4








	10:00
	Tour the British Museum, then have lunch.



	14:00
	Tube to Leicester Square to take my West End Walk to see Covent Garden and Soho, then browse along Regent Street on my Regent Street Shopping Walk.



	16:30
	Enjoy afternoon tea (Fortnum & Mason is nearby, or consider The Wolseley, Brown’s Hotel, or The Capital Hotel).





Day 5

In the morning, explore a street market of your choice (go on a busy day, often best on weekends—check the Shopping in London chapter).

In the afternoon, visit any of these major sights: British Library, Tate Britain, Imperial War Museum, Hampton Court Palace, or Kew Gardens (consider cruising to Kew and returning by Tube).

Day 6








	10:00
	Cruise from Westminster Pier to Greenwich.



	11:15
	Tour the salty sights of Greenwich; return by Tube.



	16:00
	From Liverpool Street Station, take my East End Walk, followed by dinner at a Brick Lane curry house or a trendy Shoreditch eatery.





Day 7








	10:00
	Tour the Victoria & Albert Museum.




After lunch, fill your last day with more sightseeing, another London Walks tour, or shopping.

With More Time

Windsor, Cambridge, and Stonehenge each make a satisfying one-day visit. Any one of these is arguably more rewarding than Days 5, 6, or 7 in London.
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Victoria & Albert Museum; punting on the River Cam in Cambridge; the royal family’s official home, Windsor Castle
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PLANNING YOUR BUDGET

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

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

Public Transportation: For a one-week visit, allow about $50 for the Tube and buses (for a 7-Day Travelcard transportation pass). Round-trip train rides to day-trip destinations cost about $25 for Windsor, $35 for Cambridge, and $50 for Salisbury, where you can catch a $20 bus to Stonehenge. You can save money by taking buses instead of trains. Add $50-100 if you plan to take a taxi between London’s Heathrow Airport and your hotel (or save money by taking the Tube, train, or bus).

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

Save money on public transit (the Tube, buses, and light rail) with a contactless credit card, Oyster card, or 7-Day Travelcard.

Many of London’s major museums and smaller churches are free (donations are requested, but optional). Sights that charge admission (and some free sights) often sell tickets online in advance—which will save you a few pounds per person. For more ideas, see “Affording London’s Sights” in the Sights chapter and tips for discounted theater tickets in the Entertainment in London chapter.

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

Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel and book good-value rooms early. Some hotels offer a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask). Rooms can cost less in spring and fall (May, June, Sept, and Oct) and more in peak-season summer. Even seniors can sleep cheaply in hostels (most have private rooms) for under $50 per person. Or check Airbnb-type sites for deals.
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It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in London. Many restaurants have weekday early-bird or pre-theater specials. You can get tasty, affordable meals at pubs, street markets, fast-food joints, and good chain restaurants (many offer sandwiches to go). Cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.
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When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a West End show or a day trip to Stonehenge. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.
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BEFORE YOU GO

You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. See the Practicalities chapter and RickSteves.com, which has helpful travel-tip articles and videos.

Make sure your travel documents are in order. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your return date, you need to renew it. Allow about eight weeks to renew or get a passport. Get passport and country-specific travel info at Travel.State.gov. Travelers from the US and Canada going to the UK are required to register for an Electronic Travel Authorization (ETA). Apply one month ahead of your visit (£10, required for all ages, https://www.gov.uk/guidance/apply-for-an-electronic-travel-authorisation-eta). If traveling to any Schengen Zone countries (most of the EU), you may also need to register with the European Travel Info and Authorization System (ETIAS; quick and easy process, https://travel-europe.europa.eu/etias).

Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Google Flights is the best place to start searching for flights. If you’ll be traveling beyond London, figure out your transportation options: bus or train (and either a rail pass or individual train tickets), rental car, or a cheap flight. If you’ll be taking the Eurostar train to the Continent, it’s smart to buy your ticket ahead.

Reserve ahead for key sights and tours. Most major sights in and near London offer the chance to prebook in advance online. This is especially helpful for avoiding ticket lines. Sights that offer this include the Houses of Parliament, the Churchill War Rooms, St. Paul’s Cathedral, the Tower of London, the London Eye, Windsor Castle, the Warner Bros. Studio Tour (for Harry Potter fans), and Stonehenge.

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 OfficialLondonTheatre.co.uk.

Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Understand what protections your credit card might offer and whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.

Manage your money. “Tap-to-pay” or “contactless” cards are widely accepted and simple to use. You may need your credit card’s PIN for some purchases—request it if you don’t have one. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. You don’t need to bring pounds along; you can withdraw pounds from ATMs 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 and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see sidebar).

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


Rick’s Free Audio Tours and Video Clips

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: Image]), free audio tours cover my walks through Westminster and Historic London: The City, and tours of the British Museum and St. Paul’s Cathedral. The app also offers my public radio show interviews with travel experts from around the globe. Scan the QR code to find it in your app store, or visit RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.
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Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains about 600 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.
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Travel Smart

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

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

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

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

Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring copies or take photos of your important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up photos and devices to the cloud as you travel.

Guard your time and energy. Taking a taxi (or Uber) can be a good value if it spares you an exhausting walk or gets you to your hotel quickly after a late-night show. To avoid long lines, follow my crowd-beating tips, such as buying tickets in advance, or sightseeing early or late.

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

Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the British people. Ask questions; most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Set up your own quest for the best silly sign, street food, or “Oh, wow!” moment. When an opportunity pops up, make it a habit to say “yes.”

London...here you come!
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ORIENTATION TO LONDON

Overview

TOURIST INFORMATION

Map: London’s Neighborhoods

ARRIVAL IN LONDON

HELPFUL HINTS

Map: London Map Overview

GETTING AROUND LONDON

Map: Greater London

Map: Handy Bus Routes

Tours in London

▲▲BY HOP-ON, HOP-OFF DOUBLE-DECKER BUS

BY BUS OR CAR

▲▲ON FOOT

BY BIKE

▲▲BY CRUISE BOAT

London is more than 600 square miles of urban jungle—a world in itself and a barrage on all the senses. On my first visit, I felt extremely small. To grasp London more comfortably, see it as the old town in the city center without the modern, congested sprawl. (Even from that perspective, it’s still huge.) The four-mile stretch between the Tower of London and Hyde Park (about a 1.5-hour walk) looks like a milk bottle on its side (see map on next page) and holds most of the sights mentioned in this book.

With a core focus and a good orientation, you’ll get a sampling of London’s top sights, history, and cultural entertainment, and a good look at its ever-changing human face.

This chapter offers helpful hints and details on London’s tourist services, options for getting around, and recommendations for organized tours. For an overview of the city’s neighborhoods and detailed day plans, see the previous chapter.

Overview

TOURIST INFORMATION

It’s amazing how hard it can be to find unbiased sightseeing information and advice in London. You’ll see “Tourist Information” offices advertised here and there, but most are private agencies that make a big profit selling tours and advance sightseeing and/or theater tickets; others are run by Transport for London (TFL) and are primarily focused on providing public-transit advice.

The City of London Information Centre, on the street just below St. Paul’s Cathedral, is the only publicly funded—and impartial—“real” TI (Tue-Sat 9:30-17:30, closed Sun-Mon; Tube: St. Paul’s, +44 20 7606 3030 or +44 20 7332 3456, www.visitthecity.co.uk, cic@cityoflondon.gov.uk, well run by Inma).
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While officially a service of The City (London’s financial district), this office also provides information about the rest of London. It sells Oyster cards and London Passes (see here) and stocks various free publications: the London Planner (a monthly brochure that lists sights, events, and hours), the biweekly Official London Theatre Guide, a free Tube map, schedules for Thames River boat services, and brochures describing self-guided themed walks in The City (including Dickens, modern architecture, Shakespeare, film locations, and walks for kids). They also have a free sightseeing app that includes small discounts at various points around The City.

The TI gives out a free map of The City and sells several citywide maps (look for the good £1 map, which covers what you’ll want to see and includes a minuscule Tube map and a handy map of key bus routes). Skip their theater box office; you’re better off booking direct.
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Visit London, which serves the greater London area, doesn’t have an office you can visit in person—but does have an information-packed website (www.visitlondon.com [URL inactive]).

ARRIVAL IN LONDON

For more information on getting to or from London, see the London Connections chapter.

By Train: London has nine major train stations, all connected by the Tube (subway). All have ATMs, and many of the larger stations also have shops, fast food, exchange offices, and luggage storage. From any station, you can ride the Tube or taxi to your hotel.

By Bus: The main intercity bus station is Victoria Coach Station, one block southwest of Victoria train/Tube station.

By Plane: London has six airports. Most tourists arrive at Heathrow or Gatwick airport, although flights from elsewhere in Europe may land at Stansted, Luton, Southend, or London City airport. For hotels near Heathrow and Gatwick, see the Sleeping in London chapter.

HELPFUL HINTS

Advance Tickets: By booking sights in advance, even at free sights, you’ll avoid waiting in long ticket lines (though you may still have to wait in a security line). And at some sights, you’ll get a slightly discounted price for prebooking online, too.

Major sights that offer advance tickets include Westminster Abbey, the Houses of Parliament, the Churchill War Rooms, St. Paul’s Cathedral, the Tower of London, the London Eye, Windsor Castle, and Stonehenge (book well in advance for access to the inner stones). If heading to the Harry Potter Warner Bros. Studio tour in Leavesden, book as far ahead as possible. Even some free sights allow reservations (National Gallery, National Portrait Gallery). Basically, if you have a major sight on your list (any sight with a tour chapter in this book), check the website to see if prebooking is an option.

Theft Alert: Wear a money belt and keep your wallet in your front pocket or deep in your day pack. The Artful Dodger is alive and well in London. Be on guard, particularly on public transportation and in places crowded with tourists, who, considered naive and rich, are targeted. The Changing of the Guard scene is a favorite for thieves.

Pedestrian Safety: Cars drive on the left side of the road—which can be as confusing for foreign pedestrians as for foreign drivers. Before crossing a street, I always look right, look left, then look right again just to be sure.

Londoners are champion jaywalkers. If you’re tempted to join them, keep in mind that jaywalking is treacherous when you’re jet-lagged and disoriented about which direction traffic is traveling.

Medical Problems: Local hospitals have good-quality 24-hour emergency care centers, where any tourist who needs help can be seen by a doctor. Your hotel has details. St. Thomas’ Hospital, immediately across the river from Big Ben, has a fine reputation.

Finding Your Way: In this sprawling city, predictable grid-planned streets are relatively rare, and stepping out of a Tube station into a buzzing neighborhood can be disorienting. Fortunately, London is well signed, with thoughtfully designed, pedestrian-focused maps all over town. These are especially handy when exiting Tube stations. The Google Maps app on your smartphone works wonderfully in London. In addition to walking directions, it figures out which public-transit connection (by Tube or bus) best suits your journey (if you don’t have a good data plan, download maps to use offline in advance). If you’re online, it constantly updates—so you’ll know how long you’ll wait for the next bus, or if there’s a delay on the Tube. Other good route-planning apps include Mapway’s free Tube Map London Underground and Bus Times London apps (www.mapway.com), as well as the Citymapper app.
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Audio Tour Apps: [image: Image] For free audio versions of some of the self-guided walks and tours in this book (Westminster Walk, Historic London: The City Walk, and tours of the British Museum and St. Paul’s Cathedral), get the Rick Steves Audio Europe app (see here).

The free Bloomberg Connects and Smartify apps have replaced handheld audioguides and provide in-depth audio commentary for many London museums, including the Churchill War Rooms, Sir John Soane Museum, Courtauld Gallery, Wallace Collection, National Maritime Museum, National Gallery, National Portrait Gallery, Museum of London Docklands, and more. Outside of London, Bloomberg Connects also covers the Imperial War Museum in Duxford (near Cambridge). This lineup nicely complements the major sights covered by my Rick Steves Audio Europe app. At most museums you can connect to free Wi-Fi to stream the tour.

Bookstores: Located between Covent Garden and Leicester Square, the very good Stanfords Travel Bookstore stocks a huge selection of guidebooks (including current editions of my titles), travel-related novels, maps, and gear (Mon-Wed 9:00-18:00, Thu-Fri until 19:00, Sat 10:00-19:00, Sun 12:00-18:00, 7 Mercer Walk, Tube: Covent Garden or Leicester Square, +44 20 7836 1321, www.stanfords.co.uk [URL inactive]).

Two impressive Waterstones bookstores have the biggest collection of travel guides in town: on Piccadilly (Mon-Sat 9:00-21:00, Sun 12:00-18:00, café, great views from top-floor bar—see sidebar on here, 203 Piccadilly, +44 20 7851 2400) and on Trafalgar Square (same hours, café, +44 20 7839 4411).

Daunt Books, in a church-like Edwardian building, is a North London staple known for arranging books by geography, regardless of subject or author; it’s the kind of bookstore you’ll enjoy getting lost in (Mon-Sat 9:00-19:30, Sun 11:00-18:00, 83 Marylebone High Street, Tube: Baker Street, +44 20 7224 2295, www.dauntbooks.co.uk).

Foyles’ flagship store is a world of books (and literary events), between Soho and Covent Garden (Mon-Sat 9:00-21:00, Sun 11:30-18:00, café, 107 Charing Cross Road, Tube: Tottenham Court Road, +44 20 7437 5660, www.foyles.co.uk).

Baggage Storage: Train stations have left-luggage counters, where each bag is scanned (just like at the airport); expect a wait (£15/24 hours per item, most stations open daily 8:00-21:00). You can also store bags at the airports (similar rates and hours). Book online in advance at www.left-baggage.co.uk.

GETTING AROUND LONDON

To travel smart in a city this size, you must get comfortable with public transportation. London’s excellent taxis, buses, and subway (Tube) system can take you anywhere you need to go—a blessing for travelers’ precious vacation time, not to mention their feet. And, as the streets become ever more congested, the key is to master the Tube.

For specific directions on how to get from point A to point B on London’s transit, detailed transit maps, updated prices, and general information, check www.tfl.gov.uk or call the info line at +44 343 222 1234.

Tickets and Cards

London has one of the most expensive public transit systems in the world. For most tourists, using a contactless credit card or an Oyster card transit pass is the most economical way to ride the Tube, buses, Docklands Light Railway (DLR), Overground (suburban trains), and new Elizabeth line.

The transit system has nine zones, but almost all tourist sights are within Zones 1 and 2. When using a card, one ride between Zones 1 and 2 during peak time costs £3.40 (£2.80 during off-peak). An automatic price cap guarantees you’ll never pay more than £8.10 in one day for rides within Zones 1 and 2.

Contactless Credit Card: For visitors, the easiest way to pay is a tap-enabled credit card (or a credit card linked to your phone or smartwatch). To use either method, simply tap your card or device to the yellow reader at the turnstile or entrance. It flashes green and the fare is automatically charged to your card. (You must tap the same card or device again to “touch out” as you exit the Tube, but not buses and trams.) Each person must use their own unique credit card number to tap in and out for each journey.

Oyster Card: Buy the card at any Tube station ticket machine or the City of London Tourist Information Centre, or look for nearby shops displaying the Oyster logo, where you can purchase a card or add credit. You’ll pay £7 up front for the card (nonrefundable), then load it with credit. If you think you’ll take more than two rides in a day, £10 of credit will cover you, but it’s smart to add a little more if you expect to travel outside the city center. Oyster card credits never expire, but you can get a refund for any unused balance up to £10 at any ticket machine that gives change (select “Pay as you go refund”).
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If you’re staying six or more days, consider adding a 7-Day Travelcard to your Oyster card (details below).

Oyster cards are not shareable among companions for the same ride; all travelers need their own. If your balance gets low, simply add credit—or “top up”—at a ticket machine or authorized shop. You can always see how much credit remains on your card by touching it to the pad at any ticket machine.

Individual Tickets: Paper tickets for the Tube are ridiculously expensive (£6.70/Tube ride). At every Tube station, paper tickets are sold at easy-to-use self-service machines (hit “Adult Single” and enter your destination). Tickets are valid only on the day of purchase. But unless you’re literally taking only one Tube ride your entire visit, you’ll save money (and time) with a contactless credit card or an Oyster card.


Daily Reminder

Sunday: The Tower of London and British Museum are especially crowded today. Speakers’ Corner in Hyde Park rants from just after noon until early evening. Legal sights are closed (Houses of Parliament and Old Bailey) and the neighborhood called The City is dead. Westminster Abbey and St. Paul’s are open during the day for worship but closed to sightseers (the Queen’s Galleries at the Abbey is closed). This morning is a good time to take a bus tour. Most big stores open late (11:30) and close early (18:00).

Street markets flourish at Camden Lock, Spitalfields (at its best today), Petticoat Lane, Brick Lane, and Greenwich, but Portobello Road market is closed and Borough Market is quieter. Thanks to the market action, it’s a good day to take the East End Walk.

Theaters are quiet, as most actors take today off. (There are a few exceptions, such as Shakespeare’s Globe, which offers Sunday performances in summer, and theaters with family-oriented fare.)

Monday: Nearly all sights are open, except Buckingham Palace sights, the National Army Museum, Apsley House, Sir John Soane’s Museum, and a few others. The British Library is open until 20:00 and the Houses of Parliament may be open as late as 22:30.

Tuesday: Nearly all sights are open, except Buckingham Palace sights, the National Army Museum, Apsley House, and Sir John Soane’s Museum. The British Library is open until 20:00, and the Houses of Parliament may be open as late as 22:00.

Wednesday: Nearly all sights are open. The British Library is open until 20:00, and the Houses of Parliament may be open as late as 22:00.

Thursday: Nearly all sights are open. The British Library is open until 20:00.

Friday: All sights are open, except the Houses of Parliament. Sights open late include the British Museum (selected galleries until 20:30), National Gallery (until 21:00), National Portrait Gallery (until 21:00), and Victoria and Albert Museum (possibly until 22:00).

Saturday: Most sights are open, except legal ones (Old Bailey; skip The City). The Houses of Parliament are open only with a tour. The National Portrait Gallery is open until 21:00. The Tower of London is especially crowded today. Today’s the day to hit the Portobello Road market; the Camden Lock and Greenwich markets are also good.

Notes: St. Martin-in-the-Fields church offers concerts on select weekday afternoons and evenings (several nights a week at 19:00 or 19:30, jazz Wed at 20:00).

Evensong occurs nearly daily at St. Paul’s (Sun at 15:00 and Tue-Sat at 17:00), Westminster Abbey (Sun at 15:00, Mon-Tue and Thu-Sat at 17:00, Sept-April Sat at 15:00), and Southwark Cathedral (Sun at 15:00, Tue-Fri 17:30, some Sat at 16:00).

A few companies run evening bus tours (see here).

The London Eye spins nightly (last ascent 20:30 or later in summer).



Passes and Discounts

7-Day Travelcard: Various Tube passes and deals are available, but the only option of use to travelers is the 7-Day Travelcard, which must be loaded onto an Oyster card. This is the best choice if you’re staying six or more days and plan to use public transit at least three times per day (£40.70 for Zones 1-2; £74.40 for Zones 1-6). For most travelers, the Zone 1-2 pass works best. Heathrow Airport is in Zone 6, but there’s no need to buy the Zones 1-6 version if that’s the only ride outside the city center you plan to take—instead you can pay a small supplement to cover the difference. Note that if you are using a contactless card or pay-as-you-go Oyster card, a weekly cap limits how much you pay in a fixed Monday-Sunday period.

Families: A paying adult can take up to four kids (ages 10 and under) for free on the Tube, Docklands Light Railway (DLR), Overground, Elizabeth line, and buses. Kids ages 11-15 get a discount. Explore other child and student discounts at www.tfl.gov.uk/tickets—or ask a Tube station employee.

River Cruises: Using a contactless credit card or an Oyster card gives you roughly a 10 percent discount on Thames Clippers (including the Tate Boat museum ferry). A Travelcard gives you a 33 percent discount on most Thames cruises (described later under “Tours in London: By Cruise Boat”).

By Tube

London’s subway system is called the Tube or Underground (but never “subway,” which, in Britain, refers to a pedestrian underpass). The Tube is one of this planet’s great people-movers and usually the fastest long-distance transport in town (runs Mon-Sat about 5:00-24:00, Sun about 7:00-23:00; Central, Jubilee, Northern, Piccadilly, and Victoria lines also run Fri-Sat 24 hours). Three other commuter rail lines are tied into the network and use the same tickets: the Docklands Light Railway (called DLR), the Overground, and the new Elizabeth line, which connects Reading and Heathrow in the west with Paddington, Bond, Tottenham Court Road, Farringdon, and Liverpool Street Tube stations in central London, before continuing to the city’s outlying eastern neighborhoods.
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Get your bearings by studying a map of the system. At the back of this book, you’ll find a Tube map of the city center, with color-coded lines and names. You can also pick up a free, more extensive Tube map at any station. Each line has a name (such as Circle, Northern, or Bakerloo) and two directions (indicated by the end-of-the-line stops). Find the line that will take you to your destination, and figure out roughly which direction (north, south, east, or west) you’ll need to go to get there. You can also use Google Maps or another transit app to plan your journey.

At the Tube station, to pass through the turnstile using contactless pay, hold your credit card or device above the reader, both when you enter and exit the station. With an Oyster card, touch it flat against the turnstile’s yellow card reader. With a paper ticket, feed it into the turnstile, reclaim it, and hang on to it—you’ll need it later.

Find your train by following signs to your line and the (general) direction it’s headed (such as Central Line: Eastbound). Since some tracks are shared by several lines, double-check before boarding: Make sure your destination is one of the stops listed on the sign at the platform. Also, check the electronic signboards that announce which train is next, and make sure the destination (the end-of-the-line stop) is the direction you want. Some trains—particularly on the Circle and District lines—split off for other directions, but each train has its final destination marked above its windshield and on the side of the cars.
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Trains run about every 3-10 minutes. (The Victoria line brags that it’s the most frequent anywhere, with trains coming every 100 seconds at peak time.) As for how long a journey will take, the general rule of thumb is that it takes 30 minutes to travel six Tube stops (including walking time within stations), or roughly 5 minutes per stop.

When you leave the system, “tap out” with your contactless card, device, or Oyster card at the electronic reader on the turnstile, or feed your paper ticket into the turnstile (it will eat your now-expired ticket). Check maps and signs for the most convenient exit.

The system can be fraught with construction delays, breakdowns, and strikes. Pay attention to signs and announcements explaining necessary detours. Rush hours (8:00-10:00 and 16:00-19:00) can be packed and sweaty. If one train is stuffed—and another is coming in three minutes—it may be worth a wait to avoid the sardine routine. Also, the cars closer to the middle of the train are generally more crowded, so if you anticipate crowds, stand closer to the ends of the platform. I’ve often scored a seat on an otherwise packed train using this simple strategy. (But note that at a few shorter stations, the doors of the cars at the very start and end of the train can’t open—listen for announcements and move closer to the middle of the train if necessary.)

For help, check out the “Plan a Journey” feature at www.tfl.gov.uk.

Tube Etiquette and Tips

• When your train arrives, stand off to the side and let riders exit before you board.

• When the car is jam-packed, avoid using the hinged seats near the doors of some trains—they take up valuable standing space.

• If you’re blocking the door when the train stops, step out of the car and off to the side, let others off, then get back on.

• Talk softly in the cars. Listen to how quietly Londoners communicate and follow their lead.

• On escalators, stand on the right and pass on the left. But note that in some passageways or stairways, you may be directed to walk on the left (the direction Brits go when behind the wheel).

• Discreet eating and drinking are fine; drinking alcohol and smoking are banned.

• Be zipped up to thwart thieves.

• Carefully check exit options before surfacing to street level. Signs point clearly to nearby sights—you’ll save lots of walking by choosing the right exit.

By Bus

If you figure out the bus system, you’ll swing like Tarzan through the urban jungle of London (see sidebar for a list of handy routes). Get in the habit of hopping buses for quick little straight shots, even just to get to a Tube stop. However, during bump-and-grind rush hours (8:00-10:00 and 16:00-19:00), you’ll usually go faster by Tube.
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Handy Bus Routes

The best views are upstairs on a double-decker. Check the bus stop closest to your hotel—it could be convenient to your sightseeing plans. For a color version of this map, see the fold-out map at the back of this book. Here are some of the most useful routes:

Route #9: High Street Kensington to Knightsbridge (Harrods) to Hyde Park Corner to Trafalgar Square to Aldwych (near Courtauld Gallery).

Route #11: Victoria Station to Westminster Abbey to Waterloo (near London Eye).

Route #15: Trafalgar Square to St. Paul’s to Tower of London.

Route #23: Paddington Station to Marble Arch to Green Park to Piccadilly Circus to Trafalgar Square to Aldwych.

Route #24: Pimlico to Victoria Station to Westminster Abbey to Trafalgar Square to Warren Street, then all the way north to Camden Town (Camden Lock Market) and Hampstead Heath.
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Route #38: Victoria Station to Hyde Park Corner to Piccadilly Circus to British Museum.

Route #88: Tate Britain to Westminster Abbey to Trafalgar Square to Piccadilly Circus to Oxford Circus to Great Portland Street Station (Regent’s Park), then north to Camden Town.

Route #148: Westminster Abbey to Victoria Station to Bayswater and Notting Hill (by way of the east end of Hyde Park and Marble Arch).

Routes #159: Oxford Circus to Piccadilly Circus to Trafalgar Square to Westminster and the Imperial War Museum. Bus #139 also makes the corridor run between Oxford Circus, Piccadilly Circus, and Trafalgar Square.



You can’t buy single-trip tickets for buses, and you can’t use cash to pay when boarding. Instead, you must have a contactless credit card or payment-enabled mobile device, an Oyster card, or a one-day Bus & Tram Pass (£6, can only buy on day of travel from ticket machine in any Tube station). With a contactless credit card or Oyster card, any bus ride in downtown London within a given hour costs £1.75 (capped at £5.25/day).

The first step in mastering London’s bus system is learning how to decipher the bus-stop signs. The accompanying photo shows a typical sign listing the buses (the N91, N68, etc.) that come by here and their destinations (Oakwood, Old Coulsdon, etc.). In the first column, find your destination on the list—e.g., to Paddington (Tube and rail station). In the next column, find a bus that goes there—the #23 (routes marked “N” are night-only). In the final column, a letter within a circle (e.g., “H”) tells you exactly which nearby bus stop to use. Find your stop on the accompanying bus-stop map, then make your way to that stop—you’ll know it’s yours because it will have the same letter on its pole.
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When your bus approaches, it’s wise to hold your arm out to let the driver know you want on. Hop on and confirm your destination with the driver (often friendly and helpful).

As you board, touch your contactless credit card, device, or Oyster card to the card reader, or show your Bus & Tram Pass to the driver. Unlike on the Tube, there’s no need to show or tap your card when you hop off.

To alert the driver that you want to get off, press one of the red buttons (on the poles between the seats) before your stop.

By Taxi

London is the best taxi town in Europe. Big, black, carefully regulated cabs are everywhere—there are about 25,000 of them. (While historically known as “black cabs,” London’s official taxis are sometimes covered with wildly colored ads.)

I’ve never met a crabby cabbie in London. They love to talk, and they know every nook and cranny in town. I ride in a taxi each day just to get my London questions answered. Drivers must pass a rigorous test on “The Knowledge” of London geography to earn their license.

If a cab’s top light is on, just wave it down. Drivers flash their lights when they see you wave. They have a tight turning radius, so you can hail cabs going in either direction. If waving doesn’t work, ask someone where you can find a taxi stand. Calling a cab will get you one in a few minutes but costs a little more (+44 871 871 8710).

You can also use the Free Now app to hail a taxi. This can be a convenient alternative to calling a dispatcher or finding a taxi stand; prices are fixed up-front, and you can pay with a credit card (through the app).

Rides start at £3.80. The regular tariff #1 covers most of the day (Mon-Fri 5:00-20:00), tariff #2 is during “unsociable hours” (Mon-Fri 20:00-22:00 and Sat-Sun 5:00-22:00), and tariff #3 is for nighttime (22:00-5:00) and holidays. Rates go up about 20 percent with each higher tariff. Extra charges are explained in writing on the cab wall. All cabs accept credit and debit cards, including American cards. Tip a cabbie by rounding up (maximum 10 percent).
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Connecting downtown sights is quick and easy and will cost you about £10-15 (for example, St. Paul’s to the Tower of London, or between the two Tate museums). For a short ride, three adults in a cab generally travel at close to Tube prices—and groups of four or five adults should taxi everywhere. All cabs can carry five passengers, and some take six, for the same cost as a single traveler.

Don’t worry about meter cheating. Licensed British cab meters come with a sealed computer chip and clock that ensures you’ll get the correct tariff. The only way a cabbie can cheat you is by taking a needlessly long route. One serious pitfall, however, is taking a cab when traffic is bad to a destination efficiently served by the Tube. On one trip to London, I hopped in a taxi at South Kensington for Waterloo Station and hit bad traffic. Rather than spending 20 minutes and £3 on the Tube, I spent 40 minutes and £16 in a taxi.

If you overdrink and ride in a taxi, be warned: Taxis charge up to £60 for “soiling” (a.k.a., pub puke).

By Uber

Uber can be cheaper than a taxi and can be a handy alternative if there’s a long line for a taxi or if no cabs are available. On the other hand, you won’t get the experience of being in a classic black cab, and Uber drivers generally don’t know the city as well as regular cabbies (and don’t have the access to some fast lanes that taxis do). Still, if you like using Uber, it can work great here.

By Car

If you have a car, stow it—you don’t want to drive in London. A minimum £15 congestion charge is levied on any private car that enters the city center weekdays 7:00-18:00 and weekends 12:00-18:00 (excluding Christmas Day through New Year’s Day). This system has cut down traffic jams, bolstered London’s public transit, and made buses cheaper and more user-friendly. Today, most vehicles in the city center are buses, taxis, and service trucks. If you do need to drive, it’s quick and easy to register your vehicle (including rental cars) using the Transport for London website, where payment options are outlined (www.cclondon.com, +44 343 222 2222; you’ll need the vehicle registration number and country of registration). Penalties are painfully stiff for late payments.

By Boat

It’s easy to connect downtown London sights between Westminster and the Tower of London by boat (see later).

By Bike

London isn’t (yet) ideal for biking. Its network of designated bike lanes is far from complete, and the city’s many one-way streets (not to mention the need to bike on the “wrong” side) can make biking here a bit more challenging than it sounds. If you’re accustomed to urban biking, it can be a good option for connecting your sightseeing stops, but if you’re just up for a joyride, stick to London’s large parks.

London operates a citywide bike-rental program similar to those in other major European cities. Santander Cycles, intended for quick point-to-point trips, are fairly easy to rent and a giddy joy to use. These cruisers have big, cushy seats, a bag rack with elastic straps, and three gears. Approximately 800 bike-rental stations are scattered throughout the city. Maps showing docking stations are available at major Tube stations, at www.tfl.gov.uk, and via the Santander Cycles app.
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Stay to the far-left side of the road and watch closely at intersections for left-turning cars. Be aware that in most parks (including Hyde Park/Kensington Gardens) only certain paths are designated for bike use—you can’t ride just anywhere. Maps posted at park entrances identify bike paths, and non-bike paths are generally clearly marked.

Some bike tour companies also rent bikes (for details, see their listings later in this chapter).

Tours in London

[image: Image] To sightsee on your own, download my free Rick Steves Audio Europe app with audio tours that illuminate some of London’s top sights and neighborhoods, including my Westminster Walk, Historic London: The City Walk, and tours of the British Museum and St. Paul’s Cathedral (see the sidebar on here for details).

▲▲BY HOP-ON, HOP-OFF DOUBLE-DECKER BUS

London is full of hop-on, hop-off bus companies competing for your tourist pound. These once-over-lightly bus tours drive by all the famous sights, providing a stress-free way to get your bearings and see the biggies: Piccadilly Circus, Trafalgar Square, Big Ben, St. Paul’s, the Tower of London, Marble Arch, Victoria Station, and beyond. With a good guide, decent traffic, and nice weather, I’d sit back and enjoy the entire tour. (If traffic is bad—or you don’t like the commentary—you can hop off and try the next departure.) Routes can vary; some have live (English-only) guides, while others have recorded, dial-a-language narration. Pick up a map from any flier rack (or check online) and study the color-coded system.

Buses run daily about every 10-15 minutes in summer and every 10-20 minutes in winter, starting at about 8:30. The last full loop usually leaves Victoria Station at around 20:00 in summer, and 17:00 in winter. Sunday morning—when traffic is light and many museums are closed—is a fine time for a tour. Traffic is at its peak around lunch and during the evening rush hour (around 17:00).

Big Bus is the most established bus company and the one I’d probably go with (www.bigbustours.com). You’ll also see Tootbus (www.tootbus.com) and Golden Tours (www.goldentours.com).

As an example of pricing, the basic, one-day Big Bus ticket costs £41 (discounts if you book online). This gives you access to two basic overview tours, both with recorded narration in multiple languages (use the free earbuds or bring your own). Red buses offer a 2.5-hour tour with the main sights, while the blue route provides a 1.5-hour tour around Hyde Park and the museum district (includes the Thames River boat trip by City Cruises between Westminster and the Tower of London; pricier “Premium” and “Deluxe” multiday tickets include walking tours and other extras). To sort through your options and to book, see BigBusTours.com. You can also buy (full-price) tickets from drivers, or from staff at street kiosks.

BY BUS OR CAR

London by Night Sightseeing Tour

Various bus tour companies offer a 1- to 2-hour circuit after hours, with no extras (e.g., walks, river cruises), at a lower price. While the narration can be lame, the views at twilight are grand—though note that it stays light until late on summer nights, and London just doesn’t do floodlighting as well as, say, Paris. Options include Big Bus (£30, cheaper online, departs at 18:00 from London Eye, 2-hour tour, www.bigbustours.com); Golden Tours (£29, cheaper online, departs from Belvedere Road next to London Eye, +44 20 7233 7030, www.goldentours.com); and See London By Night (£29, live guides, departs from Green Park next to the Ritz Hotel, +44 20 7183 4744, www.seelondonbynight.com). For a memorable and economical evening, munch a scenic picnic dinner on the top deck. (There are plenty of takeaway options near the various stops.)

Driver-Guide

If you’d like a private driver—whether for in-city trips or for day-tripping outside of London—consider David Stubbs (£495 for 1-3 people, from £550 for 4-8 people, also does tours to the Cotswolds, Stonehenge, Stratford, Windsor Castle, and Bath; mobile +44 7775 888 534, www.londoncountrytours.co.uk, info@londoncountrytours.co.uk).

▲▲ON FOOT

Top-notch local guides lead (sometimes big) groups on walking tours through specific slices of London’s past. Each company’s website lists their options. For most walking tours, simply show up at the announced location and pay the guide. Then enjoy two chatty hours of Dickens, Harry Potter, the Plague, Shakespeare, street art, the Beatles, or whatever is on the agenda. I’d skip the “free” tours you may see advertised (which aren’t actually free—your guide gets paid only if you tip); the professional companies described below are reasonably priced and high-quality.

London Walks

Just perusing this leading company’s fascinating lineup opens me up to dimensions of London I never considered and inspires me to stay longer. Their two-hour walks are led by top-quality professional guides ranging from archaeologists to actors (£15, exact cash or contactless card, walks offered year-round, private tours and day trips available, +44 20 7624 3978, www.walks.com).


Combining a London Bus Tour and the Changing of the Guard

For a grand and efficient intro to London, consider catching an 8:30 departure of a hop-on, hop-off overview bus tour, riding most of the loop (which takes just over 1.5 hours, depending on traffic). Hop off just before 10:00 at Trafalgar Square (Cockspur Street, stop “S”) and walk briskly to Buckingham Palace to find a spot to watch the Changing of the Guard ceremony at 11:00.



Beatles Walks

Fans of the still-Fab Four can take one of several Beatles walks (London Walks runs one daily; for more on Beatles sights, see here).

Jack the Ripper Walks

Each walking tour company seems to make most of its money with “haunted” and Jack the Ripper tours. Many guides are historians and would rather not lead these lightweight tours—but, in tourism as in journalism, “if it bleeds, it leads” (which is why the juvenile London Dungeon is one of the city’s busiest sights). While almost no hint of the dark and scary London of Jack the Ripper’s time survives, guides do a good job of spinning the gory story. Think of this mile-long walk, starting at the Tower of London, as a cheap night out with a few laughs.

Two reliably good two-hour tours start every night at the Tower Hill Tube station exit. London Walks leaves nightly at 19:30, plus summer Saturdays at 15:00 (£15, reservations required, +44 20 7624 3978, www.jacktheripperwalk.com). Ripping Yarns, which leaves nightly at 18:40, is guided by off-duty Yeoman Warders—the Tower of London “Beefeaters” (£10, confirm availability online, mobile +44 7858 470 171 or +44 7813 559 301, www.jack-the-ripper-tours.com). After taking both, I found the London Walks tour more entertaining, informative, and with a better route (along quieter lanes, with less traffic), starting at Tower Hill and ending near Liverpool Street Station.

Private Tours with Local Guides

Standard rates for London’s registered Blue Badge guides are about £198 for four hours and £323 or more for nine hours (+44 20 7611 2545, www.guidelondon.org.uk or www.britainsbestguides.org). I know and like these fine local guides: Sean Kelleher, an engaging storyteller who knows his history (+44 20 8673 1624, mobile +44 7764 612 770, sean@seanlondonguide.com); Britt Lonsdale, who’s great with families (£280/half-day, £400/day, +44 20 7386 9907, mobile +44 7813 278 077, brittl@btinternet.com); and Joel Reid, an imaginative guide who breathes life into the major sights but also loves sharing off-the-beaten-track London (+44 7887 955 720, joelyreid@gmail.com).

Nigel Rundstrom, who runs Mirandus Tours, is an experienced Blue Badge guide who can take you all over London and beyond, either on foot or by public transport, or with his van (from £285/half-day, £395/day, extra with van, +44 792 963 4490, www.mirandustours.com, info@mirandustours.com).

These two guides work in London when they’re not on the road leading my Britain tours: Tom Hooper (+44 7986 048 047, tomh1@btinternet.com) and Gillian Chadwick (£300/day, +44 7889 976 598, gillychad21@gmail.com).

If you have a particular interest, London Walks (see earlier) has a huge selection of guides and can likely book one for your exact focus (£250/half-day, privatewalks@walks.com).

BY BIKE

Many of London’s best sights can be laced together with a pleasant pedal through its parks.

London Bicycle Tour Company

Three tours leave from their base next to the Imperial War Museum, south of the Thames. Sunday is the best, as there is less car traffic; optional helmets are included. The following tour times are for peak season (April-Oct); times are different off-season. Always book ahead (Classic Tour—daily at 10:30, 8 miles, £34, 3 hours, includes Westminster, Covent Garden, and St. Paul’s; Love London Tour—daily at 14:15, 8 miles, £39, 3 hours, includes Westminster, Buckingham Palace, Hyde Park, Soho, and Covent Garden; Original Bike Tour—daily at 14:00, 9 miles, £39, 3.5 hours, includes south side of the river to Tower Bridge, the East End, The City, and St. Paul’s). They also rent bikes (office open daily, 74 Kennington Road, +44 20 7928 6838, www.londonbicycle.com).

Fat Tire Bike Tours

These bike tours cover the highlights of downtown London on two different itineraries (RS%—£2 discount with this book): Royal London (£35, daily at 10:30 in peak season, may also run at 15:30 in summer, 7 miles, 4 hours; includes Parliament, Buckingham Palace, Hyde Park, and Trafalgar Square) and River Thames (£39, 3/week in summer at 10:00, 4.5 hours; includes London Eye, St. Paul’s, Tower of London, and Borough Market). Their guiding style is light, mixing history with humor (reserve ahead, off-season tours also available, mobile +44 7882 338 779 or +1 866 614 6218, www.fattiretours.com/london). They also offer a range of walking tours that include an East End market tour, a beer-tasting pub tour, and a VIP tour of the Tower of London.

▲▲BY CRUISE BOAT

London offers many made-for-tourist cruises, most on slow-moving, open-top boats accompanied by entertaining commentary. Several companies offer essentially the same trip. Generally speaking, you can either do a short city-center cruise by riding a boat 30 minutes from Westminster Pier to Tower Pier (particularly handy if you’re interested in visiting the Tower of London anyway) or take a longer cruise that includes a peek at the East End, riding from Westminster all the way to Greenwich (save time by taking the Tube back).

Each company runs cruises daily, about twice hourly, from morning until dark; many reduce frequency off-season. Boats come and go from various docks in the city center. The most popular places to embark are Westminster Pier (at the base of Westminster Bridge across the street from Big Ben) and London Eye Pier (also known as Waterloo Pier, across the river).

A one-way trip within the city center costs about £13; going all the way to Greenwich costs about £3 more. Most companies charge around £6 more for a round-trip ticket. Others sell hop-on, hop-off day tickets or a two-day river pass (around £24). But I’d rather savor a one-way cruise, then zip home by Tube.

[image: Image]

You can buy tickets at kiosks on the docks; always ask about discounts (they vary by company). With a Travelcard, you get a 33 percent discount off most cruises; the Oyster card or a contactless credit card can be used as payment but nets you a 10 discount only on Thames Clippers. You can purchase drinks and overpriced snacks on board. Budget travelers can pack a picnic for the cruise.

The three dominant companies are City Cruises (handy 45-minute cruise from Westminster Pier to Tower Pier via London Eye Pier; www.cityexperiences.com), Thames River Sightseeing (Westminster Pier, Tower Bridge Quay, and Greenwich Pier; classic boats, friendlier and more old-fashioned feel; www.thamesriversightseeing.com), and Circular Cruise (Westminster Pier, Embankment, Festival Pier, Bankside, Tower Bridge Quay; full cruise takes about an hour, operated by Crown River Services, www.crownrivercruise.co.uk). I’d skip the London Eye’s River Cruise from London Eye Pier, as it’s more expensive and shorter. The speedy Thames Clippers (described later) are designed more for no-nonsense transport than lazy sightseeing.


Thames Boat Stops

Thames boats (both tour and commuter boats) stop at these points in the town center and beyond. While Westminster Pier is the most popular, it’s not the only dock in town. Consider all the options (listed from west to east, as the Thames flows—see the color maps at the back of this book).

Millbank Pier (North Bank): At the Tate Britain museum, used primarily by the Tate Boat ferry service (express connection to Tate Modern at Bankside Pier).

Westminster Pier (North Bank): Near the base of Big Ben, offers round-trip sightseeing cruises and lots of departures in both directions. Nearby sights include Parliament and Westminster Abbey.

London Eye Pier (a.k.a. Waterloo Pier, South Bank): At the base of the London Eye; good, less-crowded alternative to Westminster, with many of the same cruise options (Waterloo Station is nearby).

Embankment Pier (North Bank): Near Covent Garden, Trafalgar Square, and Cleopatra’s Needle (the obelisk on the Thames). This pier is used mostly for special boat trips, such as some RIB (rigid inflatable boats) and lunch and dinner cruises.

Festival Pier (South Bank): Next to the Royal Festival Hall, just downstream from the London Eye.

Blackfriars Pier (North Bank): In The City, not far from St. Paul’s.

Bankside Pier (South Bank): Directly in front of the Tate Modern and Shakespeare’s Globe.

London Bridge Pier (a.k.a. London Bridge City Pier, South Bank): Near the HMS Belfast and the start of my Bankside Walk.

Tower Pier (North Bank): At the Tower of London, at the east edge of The City and near the East End.

Tower Bridge Quay (North Bank): Just downstream from the Tower of London.

Canary Wharf Pier (North Bank): At the Docklands, London’s new “downtown.”

Greenwich, Kew Gardens, and Hampton Court Piers: These outer London piers may also come in handy.



To compare your options in one spot, head to Westminster Pier, which has a row of kiosks for all the big outfits.

Cruising Downstream, to Greenwich: Both City Cruises and Thames River Sightseeing head from Westminster Pier to Greenwich. The cruises are usually narrated by the captain, with most commentary given on the way to Greenwich. The companies’ prices are about the same, though their itineraries are slightly different (Thames River Sightseeing makes only one stop en route and takes an hour, while City Cruises makes two stops and adds about 15 minutes). Thames Clippers boats, described below, are cheaper and faster (about 20-55 minutes to Greenwich), but have no commentary and no up-top seating.

Cruising Upstream, to Kew Gardens and Hampton Court Palace: Thames River Boats leave for Kew Gardens from Westminster Pier (£16.50 one-way, £24 round-trip, 2-4/day depending on season, 1.5 hours, boats sail April-Oct, about half the trip is narrated, www.thamesriverboats.co.uk). Most boats continue to Hampton Court Palace for an additional £6 (and another 1.5 hours). Because of the river current, you can save 30 minutes cruising from Hampton Court back into town (depends on the tide—ask before you commit). Romantic as these rides sound, it can be a long trip...especially upstream.

Commuting by Clipper

The sleek, 220-seat catamarans used by Thames Clippers (branded as “Uber Boat by Thames Clippers”) are designed for commuters rather than sightseers. Think of the boats as express buses on the river—they zip through London every 20-30 minutes, stopping at most of the major docks en route. They’re fast: roughly 20-30 minutes from Embankment to Tower, 10 more minutes to Docklands/Canary Wharf, and 15 more minutes to Greenwich. The boats are less pleasant for joyriding than the cruises described earlier, with no commentary and no open deck up top. Any one-way ride in central London (roughly London Eye to Tower Pier) costs £6.35-9.50; a one-way ride to East London (Canary Wharf and Greenwich) costs £7.50-11.20, price depends on how you pay; and a River Roamer all-day, all-zone ticket costs £21 (discounts online and with Travelcard and Oyster card, can also reserve and pay via Uber app or contactless credit card, www.thamesclippers.com).

Thames Clippers also offers two express trips. The Tate Boat ferry service, which directly connects the Tate Britain (Millbank Pier) and the Tate Modern (Bankside Pier), is made for art lovers (£9.50 one-way, covered by River Roamer day ticket; buy ticket at kiosks or self-service machines before boarding—or use contactless payment, Oyster card, or Uber app; for frequency and times, see www.thamesclippers.com). Thames Clippers runs the O2 Post-Show Express only on nights when there are events at the O2 arena (first boat departs 15 minutes after event finishes, service to London Bridge and London Eye piers, reserve online, can sell out in advance).

Regent’s Canal Cruises

Several companies offer cruises on historic Regent’s Canal, through Regent’s Park, Little Venice, and Camden Lock Market. Check out London Waterbus Company (www.londonwaterbus.com), Jason’s Trip (www.jasons.co.uk), or the good ship Jenny Wren, which offers 1.5-hour guided canal boat cruises from Walker’s Quay in Camden Town (April-Oct, weekends only in March, Walker’s Quay, 250 Camden High Street, 3-minute walk from Tube: Camden Town; +44 20 7485 4433, www.walkersquay.com). While in Camden Town, stop by the popular, punky Camden Lock Market.
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