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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.

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

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

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

Gute Reise! Happy travels!
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BERLIN

Berlin’s Top Neighborhoods

Map: Berlin’s Top Neighborhoods

TOP NEIGHBORHOODS

Planning and Budgeting

PLANNING YOUR TIME

PLANNING YOUR BUDGET

BEFORE YOU GO

Travel Smart

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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


The Many Faces of Berlin

Like any cosmopolitan city, Berlin is a melting pot.

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

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

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

Recently, Syrian refugees have settled here, opening Middle Eastern bakeries and restaurants and adding spice to the city’s rich culinary scene.
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Graffiti artist in action; students chatting in hip Prenzlauer Berg; Turkish immigrants cooking up tasty fare at a Kreuzberg street market



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



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

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

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

Berlin’s Top Neighborhoods

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

Berlin is made up of a series of colorful neighborhoods, with broad boulevards, pleasant parks, long blocks, and low buildings. While the city sprawls, everything is easily and quickly connected when you embrace Berlin’s underground system (U-Bahn and S-Bahn).

Central Berlin (Historic Core)

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

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

Northern Berlin

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



Southern Berlin

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

Eastern Berlin

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

Western Berlin

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

Day Trips

You have three good—and very different—choices: The pleasant town of Potsdam offers swanky palaces and Cold War sights. The Sachsenhausen Memorial and Museum was one of the Nazis’ most notorious concentration camps. Wittenberg is the hometown of Martin Luther and birthplace of the Protestant Reformation.
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Planning and Budgeting

The best trips start with good planning. Here are ideas to help you decide when to go, design a smart itinerary, set a travel budget, and prepare for your trip. For 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.

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

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

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

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). Many of these sights are covered in my free [image: Image] Berlin City Walk and Prenzlauer Berg Walk audio tours.

Berlin in One Jam-Packed Day








	8:30
	Ascend the Reichstag dome (reserve in advance).



	10:00
	Follow my Reichstag & Brandenburg Gate Walk.



	11:30
	Follow my Unter den Linden Walk (lunch at the Humboldt Forum or get something to go).



	14:00
	Take a one-hour Spree River cruise (picnics welcome).



	16:00
	Follow my Communist East Berlin Walk.



	17:00
	Take the S-Bahn from Alexanderplatz to Nordbahnhof for my Berlin Wall Memorial Tour.



	18:30
	Taxi to the start of my Prenzlauer Berg Walk, with a break for dinner.





Berlin in Two Days

Day 1








	8:30
	Ascend the Reichstag dome (reserve in advance).



	10:00
	Follow my Reichstag & Brandenburg Gate Walk.
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Enjoying the view 80 feet above the city from the Reichstag glass dome; stirring photos at the Berlin Wall Memorial










	11:30
	Follow my Unter den Linden Walk (lunch at the Humboldt Forum or get something to go).



	13:00
	Enjoy a Spree River cruise (picnics welcome).



	14:30
	Visit two Museum Island area sights: the Humboldt Forum, Neues Museum, Old National Gallery, DDR Museum, or German History Museum (permanent collection likely closed through 2026).



	17:00
	Follow my Communist East Berlin Walk.



	18:30
	Take the U-Bahn to Kottbusser Tor for my Kreuzberg Walk.



	20:00
	Dinner in Kreuzberg.





Day 2








	9:30
	Follow my Fascism & Cold War Walk to Potsdamer Platz (touring the Museum of the Wall at Checkpoint Charlie and Topography of Terror along the way).



	12:30
	Grab lunch and tour the Gemäldegalerie.



	15:00
	Head to the Berlin Wall Memorial for my tour.



	17:00
	Taxi to the start of my Prenzlauer Berg walk.



	19:00
	Dinner in Prenzlauer Berg.





Berlin in Three or More Days

Day 1








	8:30
	Ascend the Reichstag dome (reserve in advance).



	10:00
	Follow my Reichstag & Brandenburg Gate Walk.



	11:30
	Follow my Unter den Linden Walk (lunch in the Humboldt Forum or get something to go).



	13:00
	Enjoy a Spree River cruise (picnics welcome).



	14:30
	Tour Museum Island (the Humboldt Forum, Neues Museum, and/or Old National Gallery).



	18:30
	Follow my Old Jewish Quarter Walk.



	20:00
	Have dinner in the old Jewish quarter.





Day 2








	9:30
	Follow my Fascism & Cold War Walk to Potsdamer Platz (touring the Museum of the Wall at Checkpoint Charlie, Topography of Terror, and/or Documentation Center for Displacement, Expulsion, Reconciliation).



	13:30
	Tour the Gemäldegalerie (or another sight of interest).
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A Spree River cruise; Berlin’s main train station (Hauptbahnhof); Museum Island, home to top-tier museum complex; Anne Frank mural
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Atop Berlin’s TV Tower for views; shopping at Bikini Berlin concept mall










	17:00
	Take the U-Bahn to Kottbusser Tor for my Kreuzberg Walk.



	19:00
	Have dinner in Kreuzberg.





Day 3








	10:00
	Visit the DDR Museum or German History Museum (permanent collection likely closed through 2026).



	11:00
	Follow my Communist East Berlin Walk (with Karl-Marx-Allee, East Side Gallery, and Kreuzberg options after).



	16:00
	Follow my Berlin Wall Memorial Tour.



	18:00
	Taxi to the start of my Prenzlauer Berg Walk (with dinner spliced in as you like).





Days 4-7

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

Tour more museums, such as the Jewish Museum Berlin, Stasi Museum, and others. Join a special-interest walking tour (food, street art, the Third Reich, etc.).

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

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

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

Public Transportation: For a one-week visit, allow about $50 for transit tickets and a couple of day trips by train. To get between Berlin and the airport, figure around $4 per trip by bus or $65 for a taxi.

Budget Tips: Use Berlin’s public transportation (day passes are cheap), and visit sights by neighborhood for efficiency. Enjoy the city’s free sights and experiences (people-watching counts).
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Reserve your rooms directly with the hotel. Some hotels offer a discount if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (check online or ask). Anyone can sleep cheaply in hostels (most have private rooms). Or check Airbnb-type sites.

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

Experiences: When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a hiring a private guide, doing a food tour, or attending a concert. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.
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A one-man stand selling grilled sausages; service with a smile at a family-run hotel in Prenzlauer Berg; a free concert in a Berlin park
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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. To be safe, allow about eight weeks to renew or get a passport. Be aware of any entry requirements; you may need to register with the European Travel Information and Authorization System (ETIAS) before you travel (quick and easy process; check https://travel-europe.europa.eu/etias_en). Get passport and country-specific travel info at Travel.State.gov.

Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. Overall, Google Flights is the best place to start your search. You won’t want a car in congested Berlin, but if you’ll be traveling beyond Berlin, figure out your transportation options: bus or train (and either a rail pass or individual train tickets), rental car, or cheap flight. (You can wing it in Europe, but it may cost more.)

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

Reserve ahead for key sights and experiences. To visit the Reichstag dome, you can reserve an entry time online in advance. It’s also smart to book ahead for experiences such as a food tour or hiring a local guide.

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” and “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. Don’t bring euros from home; you can withdraw euros from ATMs in Europe.

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

[image: Image]

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 radio interviews and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book, the app includes audio tours of my Berlin City Walk, which links several key sights through the city center, and my Prenzlauer Berg Walk (look for the [image: Image]), and many interviews relating to Germany from my public radio show. 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 out the latest at RickSteves.com/update.

Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels, and check transit connections.

Outsmart thieves. Pickpockets abound in crowded places—especially where tourists congregate. Treat commotions as smokescreens for theft. Take common-sense precautions with your valuables, especially credit cards and cash (store them securely). Don’t set phones or other important items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten (and don’t hang day packs on the backs of chairs).

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

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

Attempt the language. Many Germans speak English—especially young people and those in the tourist trade. And apps such as Google Translate work for on-the-go translation help. But if you memorize and use some German, even just a few pleasantries, you’ll get more smiles and make more friends. The survival phrases near the end of this book are a good starting point.

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

Berlin...here you come!
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ORIENTATION TO BERLIN

Overview

TOURIST INFORMATION

Map: Berlin Overview

ARRIVAL IN BERLIN

HELPFUL HINTS

GETTING AROUND BERLIN

Tours in Berlin

BY BUS

Map: Do-It-Yourself Bus #100 Tour

BY BOAT

ON FOOT

ON WHEELS

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

Overview

TOURIST INFORMATION

Berlin’s TIs are for-profit agencies that are only marginally helpful (+49 30 250 025, www.visitberlin.de). You’ll find them at the Hauptbahnhof (daily 8:00-21:00, by main entrance on Europaplatz), the Brandenburg Gate (daily 10:00-19:00, off-season until 18:00), the Humboldt Forum (daily 10:00-18:00), and Berlin Brandenburg Airport (daily 9:00-21:00, Terminal 1, level E0). A separately run TI—focusing on Prenzlauer Berg, and generally more useful—is at the Kulturbrauerei (Tue-Sun 11:00-17:00, closed Mon).

Skip the TI’s €1 map, and instead browse the walking tour company brochures—many include nearly-as-good maps for free. Most hotels provide free city maps. The TI sells the three-day Museum Pass Berlin (see the beginning of the next chapter) that’s also available at major museums.

If you hire a private guide or take a walking tour, your guide is likely a better source of nightlife or shopping tips than the TI. Those interested in cultural happenings can pick up a copy of the current month’s Exberliner (in English, €15, free at some hotels, www.the-berliner.com).
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ARRIVAL IN BERLIN

For a detailed rundown of the city’s train stations and airport, see the Berlin Connections chapter.

HELPFUL HINTS

Sightseeing Tips: To visit the Reichstag dome, you must have reservations, but can generally get these on the same day. Otherwise, booking in advance is not necessary for sights in Berlin, where you’ll encounter few ticket-buying lines or timed-entry requirements. For details on sightseeing passes that can save you money, see the Sights in Berlin chapter.

Berlin is a work in progress, and two of its top sights are closed for extensive renovations: the Pergamon Museum and the Germany History Museum’s permanent collection. A temporary exhibit at the Germany History Museum and the Pergamon Museum das Panorama make worthwhile substitutes.

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

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

Laundry: You’ll find several self-service launderettes near my recommended hotels (long hours daily). In Prenzlauer Berg, try Eco-Express Waschsalon (Danziger Strasse 7) or Schleudertraum Waschsalon (Oderberger Strasse 1); for locations, see the map on here. In the old Jewish quarter, Waschsalon 115 is around the corner from Rosenthaler Platz (Wi-Fi, Torstrasse 115).

GETTING AROUND BERLIN

Berlin’s sights spread far and wide. Learn to use the city’s fine public-transit system. This vast city is committed to bikes, and you’ll notice smart and efficient bike lanes. This can be very dangerous for pedestrians, so be alert.

By Public Transit

Berlin’s transit system uses the same ticket for its many modes of transportation: buses, trams (Strassenbahn), and trains. There are two types of trains: The U-Bahn—like a subway, making lots of short hops around town—is run by the local transit authority (BVG); the S-Bahn, a light rail that goes faster and stops only at major stations, is operated by German Railways (Deutsche Bahn).
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Sections of the U-Bahn or S-Bahn sometimes close temporarily for repairs, with a bus route replacing the train (Ersatzverkehr, or “replacement transportation”; zwischen means “between”).

For all types of transit, there are three lettered zones: A, B, and C. Most of your sightseeing will be in zones A and B (the city proper); you may enter zone C if you’re going to Potsdam, Sachsenhausen, Berlin Brandenburg airport, or other outlying areas. The prices listed in the next section are for zones A and B; figure a few euros more to add zone C to any option.

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

Information: Timetables, prices, and trip planning are available at BVG (www.bvg.de) and VBB (www.vbb.de) and in each company’s app. Investing a little time to get comfortable using the apps—especially on-the-go trip-planning features—will result in more efficient journeys and fewer headaches during your stay in Berlin. For an overview of the transit system, see the color map at the back of this book.

Ticket Options

Berlin’s transit system offers myriad individual or pass-based ticket options (often for very specific scenarios you don’t need to worry about). I’ve included details on the most useful tickets the average traveler will need on a typical two-to-three-day visit, covering zones A and B (which includes all my recommended sights). You’ll find the full listing of options—including longer stays, group tickets, and tickets including zone C—online and at ticket machines.

[image: Image]

The best option is usually either the flexible four-trip ticket (€10.80, 4-Fahrten-Karte, valid for 4 rides over any span of time) or the day pass (€9.90, 24-Stunden-Karte, valid for unlimited rides for 24 hours beginning with your first stamp). Buying individual basic single tickets (€3.50, Einzelfahrschein) only makes sense if you plan to take fewer than four rides total or fewer than three rides in one day.

Three more options to know about are the handy “extension ticket” option (€2.10/two hours, €4.90/24 hours, Anschlussfahrausweis), which adds zone C (Potsdam, Sachenhausen, and the Brandenburg airport) to an existing ticket or pass; the two-to-six-day WelcomeCard (€26/48 hours, €36/72 hours), a glorified transit pass that includes discounts to (mostly minor) sights and attractions for a few euros more than the cost of individual day passes; and the 72-hour WelcomeCard + Museum Island variation (€54), which includes everything the basic card does plus access to the museums on Museum Island—for the same cost as three individual day passes plus a Museum Island ticket (WelcomeCards available at TIs—including at the airport—and U-Bahn/S-Bahn ticket machines; www.visitberlin.de/welcomecard). Do the math before you arrive to pick the best ticket or pass for your stay.

Buying Tickets

You can buy U-Bahn/S-Bahn tickets through the app or from machines at stations (coins, bills, and cards accepted; select English and then follow the prompts). Tickets are also sold at BVG pavilions at train stations and at the TI, from machines onboard trams (coins only), and on buses from drivers.

Boarding Transit

Before you board the bus or tram or enter the subway, validate your ticket in a clock machine on the platform (or risk a large fine; with a pass or WelcomeCard, stamp it only the first time you ride; tickets purchased through the app do not need to be validated, but be prepared to show them if asked). Tickets (physical and digital) are checked periodically, often by plainclothes inspectors. You may be asked to show your ticket when boarding the bus. Note that not all tram stops (marked by a sign with a green H for Haltestelle—stop—in a gold circle) have designated platforms on raised sidewalks, and not all trams pull right up to the curb. When the tram arrives, be ready to step into the road to hop aboard. When getting off, if you don’t push the button on the door, you may miss your stop.

Useful Transit Lines

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

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

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

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


Daily Reminder

Sunday: All sights are open. Many shops are closed, including most grocery stores and the Kaufhaus des Westens (KaDeWe) department store. The Hauptbahnhof is essentially a huge mall and is open on Sundays.

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

Monday: Many sights are closed today, including the Berlin Wall Memorial Visitors Center and Documentation Center, Museum Island sights, the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe information center, the Gemäldegalerie, the Palace of Tears, the Everyday Life in the DDR museum, the Museum of Decorative Arts, the Musical Instruments Museum, the Documentation Center for Displacement, Expulsion, Reconciliation, Charlottenburg Palace, the Scharf-Gerstenberg Collection, Museum Berggruen, and the Bröhan Museum.

Tuesday: The Altes (Old) Museum, the Bode Museum, the Humboldt Forum, the Berlinische Galerie, the Scharf-Gerstenberg Collection, Museum Berggruen, and the Museum of Decorative Arts are closed today. A huge Turkish street market sprawls along the canalside Maybachufer Street in Kreuzberg.

Wednesday: All major sights are open.

Thursday: Some museums stay open until 20:00, including the Musical Instruments Museum and possibly some Museum Island museums (in summer).

Friday: All sights are open. The Turkish market sets up in Kreuzberg. This is a good night to find live music or check out a concert.

Saturday: All sights are open except the New Synagogue. Some Museum Island museums may stay open until 20:00 (in summer). Shops typically have shorter hours, but some neighborhoods have markets. Live music and concerts abound.



Trams: Trams connect several of my recommended neighborhoods in East Berlin. Make a point to get to know (and use!) your neighborhood tram or trams. Trams are smartly integrated with U-Bahn and S-Bahn lines. Connections for every stop are clearly shown on monitors as you roll. #M1 is helpful for getting to and around Prenzlauer Berg—connecting the Hackescher Markt S-Bahn station with key stops along the main drag Kastanienallee; #12 overlaps with parts of #M1, including Kastanienallee; and #M10 is handy for connecting Cold War sights—it starts at the Hauptbahnhof, goes to Nordbahnhof (Berlin Wall Memorial), connects stops along the Berlin Wall Memorial (Mauerpark, and Frankfurter Tor), and finishes at Warschauer Strasse (for the East Side Gallery).

Buses: Bus #100 is the handiest for most tourists, traveling east-west along Unter den Linden and connecting Alexanderplatz with Zoologischer Garten. Bus #300 connects Warschauer Strasse with Philharmonie Süd (Kulturforum) via the East Side Gallery, Alexanderplatz, Rotes Rathaus (City Hall), Lustgarten (Museum Island), and Potsdamer Platz. There are stops every few blocks, with buses every 10 minutes or so.

By Taxi, Uber, and Private Driver

Cabs are easy to flag down, and taxi stands are common. A typical ride within town costs around €15.

Tariff 1 is for a Kurzstrecke ticket (short-stretch ride). This ticket can save you several euros for any ride of less than two kilometers (about a mile). To get this rate, you must flag down the cab on the street—not at a taxi stand—and ask for the Kurzstrecke rate as soon as you hop in. Confidently say “Kurzstrecke, bitte” (KOORTS-shtreh-keh, BIT-teh); your driver will grumble and flip the meter to a fixed €6 rate (for a ride that would otherwise cost €8). If your ride exceeds two kilometers, the meter kicks on and the regular rate takes over.

All other rides are tariff 2 (€4.30 drop plus around €2-3/km). If a taxi looks empty but doesn’t stop, it’s likely on its way to a pickup requested through one of many ride-sharing apps.

Uber works in Berlin like it does in the US, but essentially hails a taxi, for which you’ll pay taxi rates.

Private Car and Driver: English-speaking Michael Rogowski is a private chauffeur with a very comfortable six-passenger minivan. He knows Berlin and environs well, has a knack for finding parking for spontaneous sightseeing, and is a delight to be with (€80/hour, cheaper for longer gigs, m-rogowski@t-online.de).

Markus Wiehler is a life-long Berliner who speaks good English, is full of historical facts, and has endless personal stories to share (ask about his escape from East Berlin while in the circus). He offers chauffeur services for up to seven passengers and two-to-four-hour tours (tours from €160, transfers from €100; http://eastsideseeing.com, berlin@eastsideseeing.de).

By Bike

Flat Berlin is a very bike-friendly city, but be careful—motorists don’t brake for bicyclists (and bicyclists don’t brake for pedestrians). Many roads and sidewalks have special red-painted bike lanes. Don’t ride on the regular sidewalk—it’s verboten (though locals do it all the time).
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Fat Tire Bikes rents good bikes at the base of the TV Tower near Alexanderplatz (e-bikes available, free luggage storage, daily, +49 30 2404 7991, www.fattiretours.com/berlin; for location, see the map on here).

Take a Bike—near the Friedrichstrasse S-Bahn station—is owned by a knowledgeable Dutch-German with a huge inventory (closed Tue-Thu off-season, Neustädtische Kirchstrasse 8—see the map on here, +49 30 2065 4730, www.takeabike.de). To find it, leave the S-Bahn station via the Friedrichstrasse exit, turn right, go through a triangle-shaped square, and hang a left on Neustädtische Kirchstrasse.

Urban Bike is a good option in Prenzlauer Berg (kids’ bikes and child seats available, daily, Kastanienallee 55—see the map on here, +49 30 7153 3020, www.bike-rental-berlin.de).

Berlin on Bike rents bikes and runs tours out of the Kulturbrauerei (e-bikes available, helmets included, lockers to store your gear, daily, see details on here).

Another option is to download an app such as Next Bike, which lets you locate bikes near you and scan the bike’s bar code to release it. Bike hubs are abundant, so you can pick up and drop off almost anywhere (€1 for 15 minutes, capped at €15/day, www.nextbike.de).

Tours in Berlin

BY BUS

Berlin lends itself to a bus-tour orientation (worth ▲▲). Several companies offer essentially the same circuit of the city with unlimited, all-day hop-on, hop-off privileges for around €35 (often cheaper rates if you buy online, two days for a few euros more, check for WelcomeCard discounts if buying in person). The buses make about a dozen stops at the city’s major tourist spots (Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, Potsdamer Platz, Brandenburg Gate, Museum Island, and so on). For specifics, look for brochures in your hotel lobby, or check the websites for the dominant outfits: CitySightseeing Berlin (www.berlin-city-tour.de); City Circle Sightseeing (https://city-circle.de); and Big Bus (www.bigbustours.com/en/berlin).
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Do-It-Yourself Bus #100 Tour

Running from the Berlin Zoological Garden to Alexanderplatz, Berlin’s city bus #100 laces together the major sights in a poor-man’s self-guided bus tour. A basic, single bus ticket is good for two hours of travel in one direction, and buses leave about every 10 minutes, so hopping on and off works great. Most buses are double-decker; ideally, sit on top (up front on the right, so you can read the station names). Upcoming stops are shown on the reader board up front. Eight stops along the route (out of 16) are near sights you might want to visit. Here’s a quick review of sights within a short walk of each stop, followed by what you’ll see as you roll.

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

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

Grosser Stern: Exit here for the Victory Column. A block beyond the Victory Column (on your left as the bus turns right) is the 18th-century Bellevue Palace, the residence of the federal president (if the flag is out, the president is in). Driving along the Spree River (on the left), you’ll see several striking government buildings. A metal Henry Moore sculpture titled Butterfly (a.k.a. “The Drinker’s Liver”) floats in front of the slope-roofed House of World Cultures. Through the trees on the left is the Chancellery—Germany’s “White House.” The big open space is the Platz der Republik, where the Victory Column stood until Hitler moved it. The Hauptbahnhof (Berlin’s vast main train station, marked by its tall tower with the DB sign) is in the distance between the Chancellery and the Reichstag (Germany’s parliament—the old building with the new dome). After two stops (Schloss Bellevue and Haus der Kulturen der Welt), you reach Germany’s capital building.
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Reichstag/Bundestag: This stop is near the Reichstag, Brandenburg Gate, and start of my [image: Image] Reichstag & Brandenburg Gate Walk (and [image: Image] Berlin City Walk audio tour), which covers the next stretch of this bus ride on foot.

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

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

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

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



Buses come with a dry recorded commentary (and sometimes a live guide that is generally little better). Buses run daily (generally 10:00-18:00, 4/hour, last departure from all stops around 16:00, 2-hour loop; Nov-March 2/hour, last departure around 15:00). Due to heavy traffic, pickup times are unreliable; you may find yourself waiting on the curb for a good part of your day.

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

BY BOAT

▲▲Spree River Cruises

Several interchangeable boat companies offer trips up and down the river for around €22. In one relaxing hour, you’ll listen to an excellent English audioguide, see architecture spanning from prewar to postreunification, and enjoy the lively park action fronting the river. Boats leave from docks clustered near the bridge behind the Berlin Cathedral (just off Unter den Linden, near the DDR Museum). For better views, go for a two-story boat with open-deck seating. (As the trip goes up and back on the same stretch of river, I like to relax and focus on either the left or the right side, knowing I’ll get it all with the round-trip.) While you have many options, I enjoyed the Historical Sightseeing Cruise from Stern und Kreisschiffahrt (departures on the half-hour, mid-March-Nov daily 11:00-17:30, leaves from Nikolaiviertel Dock—cross the bridge from Berlin Cathedral toward Alexanderplatz and look right, includes audioguide, +49 30 536 3600, www.sternundkreis.de).
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ON FOOT

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

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

Most outfits offer group walks that are variations on the same themes: general introductory walk, Third Reich walk (Hitler and Nazi sites), Cold War/Berlin Wall, and day trips to Potsdam and the Sachsenhausen Memorial and Museum. Most tours cost about €15-20 and last three to four hours (longer for trips outside the city); public-transit tickets and entrances to sights are extra.

Insider Tour

This well-regarded and well-run company runs the full gamut of itineraries. Tours meet outside the Friedrichstrasse train station, on the square beside the Palace of Tears (Tränenpalast; +49 30 692 3149, www.insidertour.com).

Original Berlin Walks

Original Berlin’s “Discover Berlin” walk offers a solid overview with a smart itinerary in three hours (€20; RS%—€2 off, use discount code “RS2OFF” when booking online; several times daily, check website for schedule). Tours depart from opposite the Hackescher Markt S-Bahn station, outside Starbucks (+49 30 301 9194, www.berlinwalks.de).

Berlin Underworlds Association (Berliner Unterwelten Verein)

This group is devoted to Berlin’s hidden underground history and has special access to the bowels of Berlin. For instance, their “Dark Worlds” tour takes you into a WWII air-raid bunker. Read about their various offerings (including flack tower visits) online (www.berliner-unterwelten.de).

Alternative Berlin Tours

Specializing in cutting-edge street culture and art, this company emphasizes the bohemian chic that flavors the city’s ever-changing urban scene. Their basic two-hour tour (daily at 11:00) is tip-based—you’ll be asked to pay what you think it’s worth. They also have paid tours—look online for offerings (+49 162 819 8264, www.alternativeberlin.com).

Food Tours

Most Berlin culinary tours focus on either traditional German fare or the trendier foodie scene, some do a combination of both, and virtually all include a Currywurst. For details, see the “Food Tours” sidebar in the Eating in Berlin chapter.


Extra Credit for “A” Students

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



“Free” Tours

You’ll see ads for “free” introductory tours all over town. Popular with students (who’ve yet to learn you get what you pay for), it’s a business model (born in Berlin) that has spread across Europe: English-speaking students (often Aussies and Americans) deliver a memorized script before a huge crowd lured in by the promise of a free tour. The catch: Guides expect to be “tipped in paper” (€5/person minimum is encouraged). While the guides can be entertaining, better ones typically move on to more serious tour companies. These tours are fine, but remember that your time in Berlin is valuable; it’s generally worth a few more euros to go with a professional guide.

Local Guides

Berlin guides are generally independent contractors who can be hired privately but may also work with tour companies (such as those listed here). Most licensed local guides charge €80/hour or around €300/day (confirm when booking). Guides can get booked up—especially in summer—so reserve ahead. Rather than one long day, many guides recommend two four-hour mornings.
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Most of these guides belong to an association called Bündnis Berliner Stadtführer, which is a great source for connecting with even more guides (www.berlinguidesassociation.com).

I’ve personally worked with and can strongly recommend each of the following guides:

Nick Jackson (an archaeologist, +49 171 537 8768, www.jacksonsberlintours.com);

Lee Evans (an American expat who makes 20th-century Germany a thriller, +49 176 6335 5565, leetheberlinguide@gmail.com);

Holger Zimmer (a cultural connoisseur and public radio journalist, +49 163 345 4427, explore@berlin.de);

Jessica Cartwright (a Swedish-Berliner for 20 years, +49 160 813 2795, info@exploreberlintours.com);

Matt Robinson (founder of Berlin Experiences, +49 176 2991 3011, info@berlinexperiences.com);

Jim McDonough (a Minnesotan-Berliner, +49 179 486 1604, berlin2potsdam@gmail.com);

Bernhard Schlegelmilch (who grew up behind the Wall, +49 176 6422 9119, upwards@t-online.de);

Haşim Anik (specializes in Kreuzberg, where he grew up, +49 163 916 2148, hasimanik@hotmail.com);

Jeremy Minsberg (an American expat here for 20 years, +49 176 7032 2854, www.theberlinexpert.com).

ON WHEELS

Fat Tire Bike Tours offers guided bike tours (from around €30, 3 hours, 5-10 miles, check website for schedule). Topics include a City Tour, a Berlin Wall Tour, an all-day Potsdam Gardens and Palaces Tour, and private tours for families and small groups. Meet at the TV Tower at Alexanderplatz (reservations required, +49 30 2404 7991, www.fattiretours.com/berlin).

Berlin on Bike offers a 3.5-hour daily introductory tour and several themed tours, including Alternative Berlin and Street Art Berlin (most around €30, 8-12 miles, private tours available, all tours leave from the Kulturbrauerei brewery in Prenzlauer Berg, see website for schedule, +49 30 4373 9999, https://berlinonbike.de).
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Exchange Rate: 1euro (€) = about $1.10

Germany Calling Code: 49

Official Tourism Website: VisitBerlin.de
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