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LONDON

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

You could roam this gargantuan ever-evolving metropolis for a century and not scratch the surface of what it has to offer. Beyond the countless iconic tourist sights, there’s always something new, plus charming everyday experiences: meeting locals by a fire in an old pub or picnicking on the canal. Londoners are immensely proud of the city’s diverse DNA, unwavering open-mindedness and adventurous spirit. It’s where you can hear more than 250 languages and taste more than 120 cuisines. Both traditional and boundary-pushing, it’s a place to watch the Changing of the Guards in the morning and dance with a drag queen at night. Embrace London and it will embrace you.
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Changing of the Guards, Buckingham Palace | SEANCOONEYFOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

[image: jpg]

Jade Bremner

Twitter @jadebremner; Instagram @jadeob

Born and bred in East London, Jade has lived in four different continents, but the endlessly captivating city she calls home always draws her back.

Jade wrote the Plan Your Trip, Kensington & Hyde Park, Hampstead & North London and Toolkit chapters, and the essays A History of London in 15 Places, Meet the Londoners, and The Rise of Women’s Football in London.

My favourite experience is floating on London’s century-old waterways, and stopping off at its bohemian neighbourhoods, during a slow narrowboat journey along the canals.

WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define London
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My favourite experience is heading to Borough Market . I enjoy seeing so many nationalities and cuisines under one roof.
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Vivienne Dovi

@travellingwithmelanin

Born and raised in London, Vivienne is a writer about travel, food and lifestyle.

Vivienne wrote the South Bank; Clerkenwell, Shoreditch & Spitalfields; South London; and Richmond, Kew & Hampton Court chapters.
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At once refined, raving and a barrel of laughs. I might not move there – not yet – but I do plan to spend more time in this part of West London.
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Steve Fallon

www.steveslondon.com

Steve is a qualified London Blue Badge Tourist Guide and has worked on almost every edition of this London guide.

Steve wrote the Notting Hill & West London chapter.
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Take a day trip to Woking, home to the stunning neo-Mughal Shah Jahan mosque, the serene Peace Garden and the country’s first Muslim cemetery.
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Tharik Hussain

Twitter @_tharikhussain Instagram @tharik_hussain

Tharik is a writer specialising in hidden heritage.

Tharik wrote the City of London, East Docklands and Day Trips chapters, and the essay London’s Other Religious Marvels.
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The West End is my daytime discovery. I’m at museums I never knew existed and falling in love with every chaotic street.
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James Wong

@boxojames

James is a travel writer born in Westminster and raised in East London.

James wrote the West End chapter.
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Tamsin Wressell

@tamsinwressell

Tamsin Wressell writes mostly about ethics and sustainability in travel, and LGBTQ+ issues.

Tamsin wrote the essay A Walk Through London’s Queer History.





SACRED COLLECTIONS

London’s supreme and varied museums are cavernous places containing unfathomable collections from around the world, covering all interests and persuasions and spanning more than two million years. Whether you’re travelling solo or have family in tow, there are numerous events, talks and interactive exhibitions to get involved with in these captivating spaces.
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Visit for Free

The finest of these cornucopias are utterly free for all. Smaller museums may require an entry fee, but students, children and older visitors usually get a discount.
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Look Up

London’s valuable treasures are often contained in the most striking buildings, with painstakingly created details and ornate features, so don’t forget to look beyond the display cabinets.

[image: jpg]

Giovanni G/Shutterstock ©

Child-Friendly Places

There are areas dedicated to families in almost all of the city’s museums, plus activities put on for kids. Check museum websites before your visit.


BEST MUSEUM EXPERIENCES
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Tour the permanent collection of works, including the Rosetta Stone and the Parthenon Marbles, at the 1 British Museum.

Go underground to the  2 Churchill War Rooms, occupied by Prime Minister Winston Churchill and his government during WWII.

Occupy the little ones for hours at the 3 Young V&A’s vast collection of childhood-related objects inside a multi-million pound refurbished museum.

See animatronic dinosaurs and millions of specimens from the natural world at the 4 Natural History Museum inside a striking cathedral-like Gothic building.

Be mesmerised by exhibitions that cover seven floors at the 5 Science Museum, with giant space rockets and interactive experiments for all ages.










PARK LIFE

Green spaces, where residents find respite from the chaotic traffic and fast pace, are fundamental to London life. The city’s 3000 green spaces, including eight Royal Parks, are places to picnic, lounge in a deckchair, listen to live music, spot wildlife and breathe in the scents of wildflowers. They’re also venues to play numerous sports, boat or swim in open water or catch an outdoor movie or theatre show, and they are open to all.

Royal Parks

These green areas were originally used by the royal family, mostly for hunting. Many of the sprawling well-kept areas contain historic buildings, notable art and are near palaces.
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Olympic Legacy

Built for London’s 2012 Games, the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park (pictured) has state-of-the-art sporting venues, plus the world’s longest tunnel slide inside an Anish Kapoor sculpture.
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Open Water Swimming

Chilly dips can be had in certain London parks, including Hampstead Heath’s natural bathing ponds and Hyde Park’s Serpentine. Book ahead to secure your spot.


BEST PARK EXPERIENCES
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Admire the colourful flora and birds at  1 St James’s, a 23-hectare urban park adjacent to Buckingham Palace.

Join the locals who pack out 2 Green Park’s little green oasis in Mayfair over lunchtimes in the summer months.

Explore 3 Victoria Park, aka the ‘people’s park’, which opened for the impoverished in 1845 and is now a hipster hangout, with two excellent cafes and stand-out kids’ playgrounds.

Walk the green hills of 4 Greenwich Park for gorgeous city views, and visit the Royal Observatory, the prime meridian line and longitude 0°.

Wander Europe’s largest urban parkland,  5 Richmond Park, with formal gardens and ancient oaks, plus running wild deer.








MARKET HOPPING

Nearly all of London’s patchwork of villages once had a market of some kind, and the city’s market scene remains strong today despite the introduction of high street shops and department stores. Many markets have retained their old-school cockney vibes (and barrow boy traders) while integrating London’s ethnically diverse population. They make for stellar places to people-watch and grab a bargain.

Traditional Markets

Chapel Market in Islington and Walthamstow Market (pictured) almost mile-long market have eclectic stalls selling anything from Caribbean foods and Asian-style fabrics to household items and handmade goods.
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Food Markets

The oldest and most famous is Borough Market (pictured), selling home-grown British produce and flavours from around the world. Camden and Broadway Market are also great for foodies.

[image: jpg]

Paolo Paradiso/Shutterstock ©

Vintage Markets

The best hipster haunts selling pre-loved and independent goods, plus antiques and unique trinkets, are Portobello Road, Brick Lane and Greenwich Market.


[image: jpg]

PERUSE LONDON’S CURIOUS STALLS

Roam around an eccentric collection of bric-a-brac and antiques at Covent Garden’s 1 Jubilee Market Hall, which you’d expect to see in a small English country fair, not the centre of London.

Bargain hunt at the  2 Bermondsey Antiques Market, with collector’s items galore and the chance to pick up a rare heirloom.

Breathe in the smells of  3 Columbia Road Flower Market, where dozens of traders tout seasonal flowers, shrubs and herbs. Carol singers serenade shoppers at Christmas.

For rare treasures head to  4 Alfies Antique Market, with nooks stuffed with vintage clothes, toys and furniture.

5 Spitalfields Market is the place for independent traders selling unique, often entirely hand-crafted, home and fashion items.








VISUAL WORLDS

Art and design has long been used as a tool to challenge social norms in London, from the reformist Pre-Raphaelites of Victorian times to the ironic pop art of the ‘50s. There are galleries and workshops for every style of design, and it’s easy to hop from old masters to the best of modern art and contemporary sculpture from around the world in one day. Many of the best galleries are completely free to visit (special exhibitions usually cost extra).
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Graffiti

London’s outdoor gallery is a vibrant one. The walls of Brick Lane, Shoreditch and Leake Street Tunnel are urban canvases for stencil and graffiti art.
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Sculpture

Making their mark on London for centuries, masterpieces include Edwin Landseer’s Trafalgar Square lions, Henry Moore’s Arch (pictured) in Kensington Gardens and Antony Gormley’s Quantum Cloud on the Thames.
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Art Workshops

These take place all over the city, run by local community groups and art galleries. Check social media and gallery websites for listings (many classes are free).


BEST ART VIEWING EXPERIENCES
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See some of Europe’s masterpieces including Van Gogh’s Sunflowers at the  1 National Gallery in Trafalgar Square.

Don’t miss the 2 Tate Modern, a global beacon for modern- and contemporary-art fans with an outstanding (and free collection) of greats in a former power station.

View hundreds of emotional and revealing portraits of royals, scientists, politicians and celebrities at the 3 National Portrait Gallery.

Gaze upon exceptional British artworks from across the centuries, showcased at  4 Tate Britain, which also hosts the esteemed Turner Prize exhibition every other year.

Catch exhibits of both up-and-coming and big-name artists at the intimate and always relevant 5 Serpentine Gallery in Hyde Park.








UNDER THE RADAR

Beyond the big popular attractions, there are wondrous discoveries to be made all over London. You could spend a lifetime living in the city and not realise these places are right under your nose. From speakeasies and peculiar museums to graveyards with celebrity residents, the city continues to amaze those that go off the beaten track.
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Speakeasies

Secret drinking dens are everywhere. Try Soho’s La Bodega Negra cocktail bar, behind a sex shop window, or King’s Cross’s Nola’s, through a secret door inside the Sweetwater Bar.

Adventurous London

London is filled with high-octane thrills, from walking the edge of Tottenham Hotspur Stadium to rafting in Lee Valley and wakeboarding in Royal Victoria Dock (pictured).


BEST UNDER THE RADAR EXPERIENCES
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See where Victorian operations were carried out without anaesthetic at the 1 Old Operating Theatre Museum in the tower of St Thomas Church.

Go on a Northeast London brewery crawl along 2 Blackhorse Beer Mile for some of the city’s finest hoppy drinks.

Step inside 3 Sir John Soane’s Museum, the former home to one of Britain’s greatest architects, kept as it was in 1837 and filled with treasures.

Hit some pins in  4 Rowans Tenpin Bowl’s retro alley, decorated with dated Americana. This cult-classic venue turns into a party on Fridays.

Sample independent street food, bars and sweet treats at Covent Garden’s 5 Seven Dials Market.








LONDON FOR FREE

While it may be considered one of the world’s most expensive cities, London has tonnes of attractions that don’t cost a penny to visit. It’s easy to hop from free museums to street performances and markets offering free samples. Keep an eye on museum websites for free talks and pop-up events.

Use Two Feet

London’s streets are made for walking. Get lost in Central London’s narrow twisting and turning streets to soak up vibrant city life.

[image: jpg]
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Park Events

Check park websites for everything from brass band concerts and screenings to free nature walks and sporting activities held by local groups.

[image: jpg]

Abdul_Shakoor/Shutterstock ©

Cross the River

Get the free midweek Woolwich Ferry to cruise across the Thames from north to south (or vice versa), or walk the 370m-long atmospheric Greenwich Foot Tunnel under the Thames.


BEST FREE EXPERIENCES
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See the changing of the guard for free four times a week at  1 Buckingham Palace, the world’s most famous royal residence.

View contemporary greats at the outstanding 2 Tate Modern art gallery, housed in the refurbished Bankside Power Station.

Peruse the Earth’s largest collection of decorative arts at the 3 Victoria & Albert Museum, filled with ornate ironwork, period dress, Middle Eastern rugs and Asian ceramics.

Watch as superb street performers entertain the crowds in 4 Covent Garden’s elegant cobbled Piazza with music, theatre and dance.

Browse the diverse antique, bric-a-brac and vintage clothes stalls that line the streets of  5 Portobello Road Market.








TIME TRAVEL

Remnants of London’s two centuries-long history can be seen all over the city, from chunks of the original London Wall that once protected it from attack to its cobbled lanes and Gothic gargoyles looming above. Numerous significant landmarks tell the story of how London came to be and its influence (good and bad) on the wider world. The landmarks, usually open to visitors for a fee, offer an evocative chance to peer into the past.

[image: jpg]
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Gruesome London

Visit creepy graveyards with celebrity residents, walk the same streets as Jack the Ripper and learn about the ‘ghosts’ of the supposedly haunted Kensington Palace (pictured).
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History Walks

Dozens of companies run tours all over the city, covering everything from Jewish London and Roman London to Black History in Soho, St Paul’s and Notting Hill.
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Pubs

Enjoy a pint in the characterful old rooms of historic city pubs, including The Spaniard’s Inn, Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese and The George Inn.


BEST HISTORIC EXPERIENCES
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Learn where London began at the 1 Tower of London, a giant castle with a huge moat on the Thames.

A cathedral has occupied the site of 2 St Paul’s since 604 CE, now a magnificent domed building with stellar views.

For centuries, the Gothic  3 Westminster Abbey has been the backdrop to royal occasions, from coronations to weddings.

Take pictures of the world’s most photographed clock on Elizabeth Tower, home to the bell known as 4 Big Ben.

Climb aboard the 5 Cutty Sark, the last of the great clipper ships to sail between China and England in the 19th century, now landlocked in Greenwich, and discover seafaring Britain at the National Maritime Museum.








ON THE WATER

If it weren’t for its waterways, London as we know it today wouldn’t exist. The illustrious 215-mile River Thames has long been a source of water and trade, and was also the city’s sewer. The city’s docks and skinny canals, meanwhile, brought in goods from far and wide and transported them around the country. Today these areas are buzzing spots to explore, with some of the best London has to offer, from fabled pubs to bohemian bookshops.
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Canals

Once the city’s main trade arteries, before highways and railways, these historic waterways are now bohemian hangouts with excellent cafes, pubs and parks dotted along them.
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River Thames

Cruise or wander down the city’s historic main tributary, crammed with iconic sights, including the Tower Of London, the Palace of Westminster and St Paul’s Cathedral.
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Docklands

Once the world’s largest port, ride the IFS Cloud Cable Car for a bird’s-eye view of the former industrial area and bulbous white O2 Arena.


BEST EXPERIENCES ON THE WATER
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Watch a Victorian lock in action on Camden’s canalside, before filling up at 1 Camden Market’s international food stalls nearby.

Learn what life was like for nomadic families living on narrow boats at the 2 London Canal Museum, then cruise through Islington Tunnel on a tour.

Read pages at the 3 Word on the Water floating bookshop, a 1920s Dutch barge stuffed with tomes on Regent’s Canal.

Grab a pint at the 4 Prospect of Whitby, opened in 1502, where sailors and smugglers, plus Charles Dickens and Samuel Pepys, once drank.

Join an adrenaline-pumping 5 Thames Rockets all-speed boat ride along London’s famous river, twisting and turning to the famous Thames Barrier.








LONDON WITH KIDS

London is a fantastic place to travel with children, with endless things to keep them entertained. Children are offered citywide discounts for the numerous attractions, and many museums are entirely free. Plus, kids can ride the Tube for a discounted fare (for free if under 5 and free with a photo card if aged between age 5–10).

Playgrounds

Parks usually have free playgrounds. Diana Memorial Playground (pictured) in Hyde Park, with its large pirate ship, is terrific. Victoria Park has enormous slides and an interactive splash zone.

[image: jpg]

cowardlion/Shutterstock ©

Eating Out

Most restaurants welcome children and have menus with discounted meals. Pubs are also family-friendly places during the day – especially on Sunday for roast dinner.
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Animal Fun

Meet farm animals at Mudchute, a working city farm near Canary Wharf, or visit the exotic creatures of Regent’s Park at London Zoo.


BEST CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES
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Bounce around on an inflatable aqua-play course in the former Olympic swimming venue at the 1 London Aquatics Centre.

See real space rockets and carry out live experiments in the interactive Wonderlab at the 2 Science Museum.

Play the immersive 3 Crystal Maze Live Experience, with different themed zones and rooms with challenges to complete before you get locked in.

Harry Potter fans love the magnificent 4 Harry Potter and the Cursed Child West End show, set 19 years after Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows.

Children can practise being what they want to be in the future, from TV presenters to firefighters, through dressing up and role-playing at  5 KidZania.








TASTE LONDON

With more than 120 cuisines represented in the capital, it’s not so much a case of eating out, but getting to know the vast and vibrant communities that live in the city while having a delightful meal. Find everything for every persuasion, from hole-in-the-wall noodle joints to haute cuisine dining experiences.

London Delicacies

Try local pie and mash at a traditional green-tiled shop that serves this East End delicacy, originating from the Docks, with green liquor (parsley sauce; pictured).
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Street Food

Most neighbourhoods have a food market, from farmers markets to permanent fixtures like Borough Market (pictured), the perfect places to try some delicious local food.
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Spicy Endeavours

Find fragrant bowls of London’s favourite dish (curry) all over the city. The most popular are anglicised versions of Bengali dishes, including chicken tikka masala.


BEST EATING EXPERIENCES
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Have an extravagant treat at elegant art deco British brasserie 1 The Wolseley, open all day in Mayfair.

Line up and wait your turn at 2 BAO in Soho for delicious steamed Taiwanese buns with a twist.

Try real Bangladeshi food at 3 Graam Bangla in Brick Lane, including spicy catfish on the bone and delicious curries.

Tuck into some of the most authentic Thai food served east of Bangkok in Hammersmith neighbourhood joint 4 101 Thai Kitchen.

Turn up the flavours on your taste buds at Islington’s  5 F.K.A.B.A.M. Formerly Known as Black Axe Mangal, serving unapologetically bold and inventive dishes with a side of heavy metal.








Perfect Days

Whether you’ve got one day in the city or more, make the most of your time in London with these itineraries and experiences that you shouldn’t miss.
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DAY 1

West End

Stroll through Leicester Square and Piccadilly Circus, London’s answer to Times Square and Hollywood Boulevard rolled into one, before wandering down elegant Regent Street, where Neo-Baroque Grade II-listed facades tower above shops.

Lunch Head to Chinatown, London’s hub of Far East culture, for restaurants dangling Peking duck or steaming dumplings. Kowloon Restaurant sells delightful egg custard buns.

Covent Garden

Head to the cobblestoned Covent Garden Piazza, home to craft vendors, antique traders and world-class street performers. Visit the London Transport Museum to learn about the oldest transit network on Earth.

Dinner Catch an early dinner seating at Berners Tavern, headed up by esteemed British chef Jason Atherton. It’s set in an Edwardian building behind Oxford Street, filled with paintings of all shapes and sizes, and serves excellently executed dishes.

West End

Catch a performance at one of the West End’s many evocative and historic playhouses. The Dominion Theatre shows big musical productions and the Royal Opera House is magnificent. Grab a nightcap in Soho, the heart of London’s LGBTIQ+ scene.

DAY 2

Kensington

Explore the endless curiosities of the Natural History Museum, housing 80 million specimens inside a spectacular Gothic structure with million-year-old dinosaur remains and endless curiosities. Visit the nearby Victoria & Albert Museum for an astounding collection of beautiful things, spanning 5,000 years of human creativity, from centuries-old garments to ornate furniture.

Lunch Take afternoon tea on palace grounds at the Kensington Palace Pavilion, serving three-tier trays of dainty sandwiches and sweet treats.

Hyde Park

Wander the glorious gardens of Hyde Park, before a pedalo ride around the Serpentine. Pop into the free Serpentine Gallery for a contemporary art fix, showing the likes of Andy Warhol and Anish Kapoor.

Dinner Dine out on haute cuisine at a choice of Michelin-starred places headed up by celebrity chefs, such as Restaurant Gordon Ramsay and Dinner by Heston Blumenthal.

Chelsea

Grab a nightcap at the legendary (and supposedly haunted) Grenadier pub, where money is stuck to the ceiling to pay the gambling debt of a soldier murdered outside two centuries ago. And wander the well-heeled King’s Road and catch a jazz night at The Pheasantry.

DAY 3

Westminster & the South Bank

Take a tour of Westminster Abbey, where every English sovereign has been crowned (bar Edward V and Edward VIII) since William the Conqueror in 1066. Take a walk over Westminster Bridge, snapping a photo of Big Ben on the way. Wander north, along the South Bank of the River Thames, to the iconic Tate Modern, a powerhouse in the contemporary art world.

Lunch London’s oldest food market, Borough Market, serves up an international smorgasbord of flavours from farm-fresh cheese and cured meats to fresh oysters at a fraction of restaurant prices.

The City of London

Cross the Millennium Bridge to St Paul’s Cathedral, and climb the 1161 steps to the top gallery for soaring views over the city. Step inside the imposing Tower of London, home of the Crown Jewels, and once the most notorious prison in the country, before snapping a pic of the Neo-Gothic Tower Bridge.

Dinner Dine at Spitalfields Market, in East London, with outlets serving up everything from Vietnamese noodles to Nigerian curries.

Spitalfields

Grab a nightcap at one of the area’s infamous boozers, such as The Ten Bells, supposedly where two of Jack the Ripper’s victims had their last drinks.





WHEN TO GO

London is a year-round destination, although most people visit in summer, when outdoor attractions come to life, or in winter for Christmas celebrations
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With almost 20 million visitors per year, London is the most-visited city in Europe. The city swells in British summertime, attracting people with its mild weather, park life, sporting tournaments and many festivals, but visiting in peak time means the attractions and transport are packed with people. Some are put off for much of the rest of the year by London’s grey skies and rain, but the city has evolved around the weather, with countless world-class museums, dining options, theatres and a vibrant pub scene. Visiting during the shoulder seasons of autumn and spring means discount prices, gorgeous autumnal colours (or bright new blooms), and fewer crowds. Early winter draws people to London’s superb shopping districts, lit by festive fairy-tale lights, and featuring pop-up ice rinks and Christmas markets.


I LIVE HERE

FOREST BATHING

Elin Morgan is an East Londoner, outdoor lover, writer and communications consultant @NileBackwards

When the summer ends in London, there’s nothing like heading out to the capital’s very own 5900-acre ancient hinterland Epping Forest to see the trees in their golden brown autumnal glory. Take the Overground to Chingford and walk up Pole Hill for panoramic views across the city – all the better if you go at dusk. Flask of hot tea recommended – and wellies if it’s been raining.



Accommodation Lowdown


The cheapest deals can be found in the coldest, wettest months: January, February and March. Hotel prices peak in the summer months and around Christmas.


RAIN

It rains around 145 days of the year in London. Londoners have numerous words for wet weather, it could be raining cats and dogs or bucketing down, a shower or spitting. Whatever the weather, pack a rain jacket or umbrella and go.



SNOW

It rarely snows – on average around 16 days per year – but when it does, London becomes eerily quiet – partly due to snow muffling the sound and partly due to people avoiding using their cars. Schools have snow days (a day off). Expect delays on public transport.

Festivals


Europe’s largest Pride parade paints the town in rainbow colours during this annual celebration of human rights. Along with a flotilla, there are numerous concerts, parties, talks and events. [image: ] July

Two million people attend Notting Hill Carnival, Europe’s largest street party, a vibrant three-day celebration of Afro-Caribbean culture, music and food. [image: ] August

Some 40,000 run the London Marathon, but more than 100,000 people turn up to cheer them on at one of the world’s biggest road races, going through the city from Blackheath to the Mall. [image: ] April

The city erupts with fireworks on Guy Fawkes Night, commemorating a failed plot to blow up Parliament in 1605. The best public displays happen in Primrose Hill, Highbury Fields, Alexandra Palace, Clapham Common and Blackheath. [image: ] November


I LIVE HERE

FESTIVE FUN AND FOOTBALL

Holly Farmer is a physiotherapist who loves London life, being outdoors and football @hollyrfarmer

Layer up for the delights of London in the winter. Hyde Park’s Winter Wonderland brings festive fun between November and January (book ahead), while Borough Market hosts amazing eats, drinks and Christmassy vibes. Wrapping up to cheer on Arsenal Women with an electric crowd is unbeatable in colder months. Top tip: take a hot drink into the stands to keep you warm throughout the game.



Sporting


Football season runs from the end of summer to early spring. Women’s games have seen record attendance at Arsenal and Chelsea football stadiums in recent years, and tickets are easier to come by than for men’s Premier League games, as are men’s Championship League and League One games. [image: ] August to May

For two weeks a year, the world’s best tennis players gather to battle for the championships in Wimbledon. It’s a time of quintessential English fun. [image: ] June/July

On a long summer’s day, cricket fans can watch international test matches at Lord’s and the Oval. Tickets sell via ballot for big matches; tickets for lower-stakes games are easier to come by. [image: ] July

Rugby test matches and England’s three home games are held at Twickenham Stadium in the annual Six Nations Championship. [image: ] January and March
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HEATWAVES

The city comes alive in the summer months, when days are long and temperatures average 23°C in the months of July and August. Occasionally temperatures reach 40°C. Public buildings have air-conditioning but many historic buildings and Tubes do not. Carry a bottle of water during a heatwave.

Weather Through the Year
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JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 9°C
Days of rainfall: 11
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FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 9°C
Days of rainfall: 9
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MARCH

Avg daytime max: 12°C
Days of rainfall: 8
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APRIL

Avg daytime max: 15°C
Days of rainfall: 8
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MAY

Avg daytime max: 18°C
Days of rainfall: 8
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JUNE

Avg daytime max: 22°C
Days of rainfall: 8
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JULY

Avg daytime max: 23°C
Days of rainfall: 7
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AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 23°C
Days of rainfall: 8
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SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 22°C
Days of rainfall: 7
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OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 15°C
Days of rainfall: 11
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NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 12°C
Days of rainfall: 11
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DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 9°C
Days of rainfall: 11




GET PREPARED
FOR LONDON

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.
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Clothes

Dress codes

London is a fashionable place and people dress to impress when going to the city’s higher-end venues, restaurants and events. However, there are also many casual eating and drinking options and attractions, including museums and parks. Check the venue ahead of time for and idea of dress code.

Layers

Weather is changeable, temperatures can rise and fall 20°C in the same week, and drop of an evening. Bring layers, including a light rain jacket or umbrella you can store in a bag in case of rain.

Shoes

Wear comfy shoes because getting around in London can require a lot of walking. Flat shoes or trainers are ideal, but if you’re heading to a specific upmarket event or restaurant, you may want to pack something more glamorous too.


Manners

Don’t skip queues, say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’, and say ‘sorry’ if you bump into someone. Londoners are in a perpetual rush so don’t be offended if someone says ‘excuse me’ on a Tube escalator (stand on the right) – it just means they would politely like you to move. If you complain in a restaurant, do it discreetly, and be polite to serving staff.




READ

[image: jpg]

Adventures of Sherlock Holmes (Arthur Conan Doyle, 1892) Follows a great detective as he attempts to correct social injustices in London.
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Oliver Twist (Charles Dickens, 1839) Beautifully written about an orphan boy who is taught the art of pickpocketing in the dirty back streets of the city.
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Bridget Jones’s Diary (Helen Fielding, 1996) Story of thirty-something Bridget on her side-splitting misfortunes in work and love while living in London.
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Brick Lane (Monica Ali, 2003) Follows Nazneen as she moves from the heart of London’s Bangladeshi community to Tower Hamlets to marry.




Words

Alright Not a question but a greeting – like ‘hello’ – you can say ‘alright’ back

Mate/honey/babe/love/poppet Said in an endearing way, as a term of affection, instead of someone’s name

Take away Asking for something to be boxed up to go in a restaurant or when ordering a meal to go

Quid Pound/pounds

Do Social gathering/event/party

Pub Public house that serves drinks, particularly alcoholic drinks

Cheers Said instead of ‘thank you’ or when celebrating during a toast

Bloke/geezer Man

Innit Said in East, North and South to mean ‘isn’t it’

Contactless Payment on phone, watch or card (debit, credit) for quick payments without signature or chip and pin

Minicab A taxi that cannot be hailed in the street, but booked on the phone or in a cab office

Oyster Smart-card for London’s transport network

Tube London’s underground metro system

Cuppa/brew Cup of tea

Bill Money owed in a restaurant or cafe

Spitting Light rain

Drizzle Misty rain

Chucking down/ bucketing down Raining heavily

Pissed/trollied/hammered Drunk

Skint No money

Bob Cash

Dodgy Not right

Daft Silly

Leg it Run

Bevvy Beverage

Chuffed/made up Happy

Loos Toilets

Crack on Get started

Grub Food




WATCH
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Skyfall (Sam Mendes, 2012) James Bond (pictured) movie set in London, featuring big action scenes and big sights like Whitehall, the National Gallery and Trinity Square.

Paddington (Paul King, 2014) Great introduction to the city for children, this metaphor for immigration is told through a bear found at a London station and adopted by a local family.

Love Actually (Richard Curtis, 2003) Much-loved romantic Christmas comedy, weaving together the stories of more than a dozen characters in London.




LISTEN

London Calling (The Clash, 1979) A punky rallying war cry, often played ahead of London football matches, detailing the many ways the world could end.

West End Girls (Pet Shop Boys, 1984) Catchy synth-pop, with a propulsive bass line, about escaping into the city at night.

London Is the Place for Me (Lord Kitchener, 1948) Upbeat calypso song about migration and the optimism of expats following WWII.

Streets of London (Ralph McTell, 1969) Inspired by the writer’s travels, it contrasts everyday problems with those of people forgotten by society.






DINING OUT

Food is a way to celebrate the multitude of communities living in London, and almost any cuisine imaginable can be found here.


[image: jpg]

Fish and chips | Jevgenija ZUK/Shutterstock ©

Abandon any preconceptions about bland beige British foods and bad produce, London is probably the most influential dining city on planet Earth right now, made up of eclectic culinary personalities and flavours from the farthest corners of the world. With more than 20,000 restaurants and pubs serving food, it pays to do your research before taking your taste buds for a ride. Areas have emerged as genre hot spots – West London’s Edgware Road is the spot for Lebanese food, Brixton for Caribbean flavours and Knightsbridge for fine dining – but it’s far more complicated than this; the best meal of your life could be in a lesser-known suburban neighbourhood. Competition is fierce, but mediocre restaurants do exist, many in highly touristy areas, and offer style over substance. Dining is a leisurely endeavour – expect to share a bottle of wine, chat for a couple of hours and savour the plates set in front of you. For quick bites, head for the counter joints and food markets.

Global Cuisines

First and foremost, London is a global dining destination. Most foodies don’t come here to eat British food but to try flavours from around the world in one city. London has changed in an entire generation and it’s now highly receptive to new experiences, tastes and dining experiences. With a multicultural population speaking more than 250 languages, food is a way to communicate and understand other cultures. Try unique regional flavours – from Uyghur cuisine from the Xinjiang sub-division of China to dishes from the island of Fiji. With a little research, it’s easy to go on a far-flung taste discovery.

Celebrity Chefs

Aside from dozens of Michelin-star restaurants (at the time of writing London had 74), the city is crawling with celebrity outposts, including restaurants by Gordon Ramsay, Marco Pierre White, Jason Atherton, Heston Blumenthal, Hélène Darroze, Marcus Wareing, Monica Galetti, Rick Stein, and many more TV chefs. Their restaurants tend to congregate around the West End and Kensington areas and are a sophisticated taste experience, using fine ingredients. Guests savour, rather than eat, food at these establishments.

Food Markets

Street food is big in London, and has long been an affordable way to taste the flavours of other continents. Tuck into the South American corn arepas patties in Camden’s canal-side East Yard and sample the heaped Gujarati curries at Broadway Market and the tangy Filipino BBQ at Hackney Bridge. Self-caterers will find organic and artisanal products in all the markets, sometimes served up by cockney barrow boys.
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FOOD FESTIVALS

Taste of London Festival, June Five-day feast, with the hottest chefs in London serving as a platform for what it calls ‘future food heroes’.

London Restaurant Festival, October Limited edition menus allow diners to sample the best of what London restaurants can offer, including Michelin-starred kitchens.

Taste of the Caribbean Food & Drink Festival, July Entertainment, performances and cooking demonstrations to show off the region’s distinctive flavours.

Hampton Court Palace Food Festival, August Henry VIII’s former palace opens its royal grounds so we can feast as hard as the Tudors, with artisan producers, street food and masterclasses.

Vegan Life, March Two-day event at Alexandra Palace with 200 stalls serving up meat- and dairy-free grub, plus recipes and nutrition advice.



Supper Clubs

One way to meet real Londoners is over a good meal. Supper clubs are usually overlooked by visitors, but offer intimate dinners, usually communal dining, in someone’s home or at a closed restaurant. It feels like a friend is cooking for you (but you pay them). Supper clubs suit various palettes, from the Khaadraas Supper Club serving fine Indian cuisine in East London to The Bridge Club in South London, serving stand-out British dishes.


Best London Dishes

Roast Dinner

A family classic, with the majority of pubs offering a full roast on a Sunday.

Fish and Chips

The first chippie opened its doors in London around the 1860s.

Pie and Mash

East End delicacy, order it with jellied eels if you dare.

English Breakfast

A dish Londoners love, especially after a heavy night.

Bourbon Biscuits

Chocolate crunchy outer, chocolate cream centre, invented in Bermondsey in the 1930s.

Scotch Egg

Whole egg wrapped in pork meat, created in 1738 at Fortnum & Mason in Piccadilly – not Scotland.

Chelsea Buns

A currant bun pastry first baked in the 18th century in Chelsea.

Afternoon Tea

Dainty sandwiches and cakes, washed down with Earl Grey – first sold in a London tea shop.






BAR OPEN

Londoners love a drink, and there are boozing establishments to suit every persuasion, from sophisticated cocktail lounges to drag bars.
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The public house is the most traditional of all the drinking dens and there are roughly 3500 of them in the capital. These open houses, typically decorated with dark wood fittings, carpets and vintage props (old photos or taxidermy), serve as communal living rooms where people can meet any day of the week in a climate that often prevents park or outdoor meet-ups. Pubs are always casual affairs, serving beer, basic wine and mixed spirits. They’re where families can get together at the weekend for a roast dinner (children are welcome during the day) or friends congregate to play a game or watch sports. Some of the city’s pubs are more than 500 years old (including the Ye Old Cheshire Cheese and The Spaniards Inn), and serve as a great cultural introduction to the city. In addition to pubs, there are around 1000 bars and clubs with a wider drinks selection, which generally stay open later, are more expensive and are centred around cocktails, music or a particular theme.

Cocktails

London’s craft cocktail scene has been catapulted forward on the coattails of the city’s dining scene, with countless mixologists, speakeasies and inventive menus popping up all over the city. At the time of writing, five of London’s drinking spots featured on The World’s 50 Best Bars list. Drinks are becoming ever more inventive, from test tube concoctions and insect-infused whiskey sours in The Langham’s Artesian to an absinthe parlour inside the peculiar Viktor Wynd Museum of Curiosities.

Clubbing

The city’s late-night scene has spawned various British versions of music genres, from punk and rock to garage and grime. It’s still home to some mega clubs, including the warehouse-sized Egg, Fabric or Ministry of Sound for euphoric electronic beats and the smaller XOYO, plus Heaven for queer pop fun. Tottenham is set to get one of the largest clubs in the city soon, with a 608,000 sq ft former Ikea building turning into a club named Drumsheds at the end of 2023, with space for 15,000 revellers. Smaller venues offer every genre of music imaginable into the wee hours.

Wine Bars

These are more sophisticated low-key affairs for grape connoisseurs, often with modern and intimate decor, and while European wines are most common, tipples from across the globe are available. More and more are stocking wines from organic, biodynamic and sustainable producers. Cheese and nibbles are standard accompaniments.

Gastro Pubs

A posher take on the traditional pub, serving high-quality food and independent beer (sometimes high-quality wine too) in a rustic setting. It’s more of a restaurant inside a pub, but drinkers wanting more than a basic lager are always welcome.

Cafes

With more than 3500 cafes in the city, there’s always somewhere nearby to get a caffeine fix in London. Chains are havens for thirsty commuters and travellers looking to use wifi and charge their devices, but the most inviting of them all are the independent coffee shops, serving invigorating single-origins. At night, many of these individually designed spaces serve craft beers and wines, and cocktails.
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NEED TO KNOW

Opening Hours

Pubs are open 11am or noon and typically close at 11pm (10.30pm on Sundays), although more are getting weekend late licences.

Clubs generally open at 10pm at the weekend and close between 3 and 7am.

Wine bars and cocktail bars usually open around 4pm, and typically close around midnight or 1am with some continuing into the wee hours.

Tipping

Tipping is not necessary for every drink. Some places add a discretionary 12.5% service charge onto the bill.

Door Policies

Late-night spots tend to have bouncers (security) who check ID. The legal drinking age is 18, but some clubs have a 21-and-over policy.

Listings

Time Out is a great source for what’s on (timeout.com/london), from pop-up bars to pub crawls, as is NME for live gigs (nme.com/gig-guide).




London's Top Drinking Venues

Spaniards Inn

Creaky evocative pub on the Heath.

The Hawley Arms

Amy Winehouse was a regular at this classic boozer.

Simmonds

Late-night lively cocktail bar serving drinks in teacups.

Electric Ballroom

Live venue turned raucous club at weekends playing electro and pop.

KOKO

Live bands and club nights. Both Charlie Chaplin and the Sex Pistols performed here.

The King’s Head

Islington’s stalwart theatre pub since pre-Shakespearean times.

Big Chill

Buzzy bar and soaring rooftop terrace views with chilled music and DJs.

The Gothic Bar

Plush spot in St Pancras Hotel serving Champagne and absinthe cocktails.






SHOWTIME

London knows how to put on a show, whether it be in an enormous sporting arena, intimate old theatre or a lively gig venue. The city leads the way when it comes to performance, creating mega stars and social change through art. Catch a show to understand what makes London tick.
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Theatre

London has around 250 theatres, and the West End’s ‘Theatreland’ has some of the oldest in existence, complete with plush, frivolous and ostentatious furnishings making for a grand night out. Some of the most famous theatres date back almost 400 years (including the Georgian Theatre Royal Drury Lane, existing in various incarnations in the same spot since 1663). Theatreland has around 50 playhouses showing excellent musicals, opera, comedy and modern and classic plays. ‘Off West End’ (theatres outside the West End) is where to catch something boundary pushing: expect performances to challenge your preconceptions of the world – after all, the medium of theatre is so influential it was previously banned, numerous times.

Music

Catch the biggest touring rock gods, international DJs and obscure folk bands in London, plus homegrown grime acts – everyone who is anyone plays in the big smoke. Much of London’s live music scene is congregated around Camden Market, but gig venues are dotted all over the city. Pubs and smaller venues also host musicians. In the summer months, the city’s parks have outdoor concerts and music festivals spanning all genres. Check listing sites to see what’s coming up, and be quick with your purchases as big acts can sell out moments after tickets are released.

Sport

Sporting rivalries run high in London, the most popular of them all is football, with the season running between August and June. Visitors can catch a game at one of the 17 professional team stadiums in the capital. Tickets to lower league games and women’s games are easier to come by, and if you miss out, join fans that gather at pubs near the grounds to watch the games. In the summer, sporting passions turn to cricket and tennis, at the famous 200-year-old Lord’s cricket ground and in Wimbledon, home to the oldest and most prestigious tennis tournament, played on grass. Tickets for both are sought after and best secured in advance, with some reserved for on-the-day purchases.


LONELY PLANET’S TOP PERFORMANCE SPACES

The Royal Opera House

Sat majestically at the edge of the Covent Garden Piazza since 1858.

Sadler’s Wells

One of the best places in Europe to see dance performances.

Royal Albert Hall

Home of The Proms, this vast red-bricked rotunda has a domed stained-glass skylight.

Union Chapel

Islington church moonlighting as a live venue with incredible acoustics.

Roundhouse

Former locomotive engine turntable turned gig venue in Camden.

The Electric Ballroom

Medium-sized live venue drawing big acts.

Dingwalls

Small Camden canal-side music venue with a sweaty mosh pit.

Cadogan Hall

Home of the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, who play in a high-domed, stained glass hall.
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	ENTERTAINMENT BY NEIGHBOURHOOD

	Camden	London’s capital of live music has venues of all shapes and sizes, from pubs hosting obscure black metal acts to large venues booking the world’s most sought-after bands and artists. Plus there are jazz clubs and venues hosting world-renowned DJs.

	West End	The place to visit an evocative old London theatre, in the very same spot folks did hundreds of years ago, where patrons can watch mesmerising musicals, stand-out comedy and classic plays.

	Soho	The city’s lively, rainbow-splashed ‘gaybourhood’ hosts drag acts and pop DJs almost every night of the week. Plus indie and jazz clubs scattered throughout.

	Hackney	Find local fringe theatre shows and quirky acts, plus rap, garage, grime and hip hop in its many bars, pubs, breweries and venues. Shows are ad hoc.

	King’s Cross	Home to some of London’s mega clubs and late-night haunts, hosting a wide roster of DJs playing electronic music.

	Knightsbridge	With a scattering of jazz clubs and bars with DJs, serving fancy cocktails in upmarket spaces.

	Islington	Comedians cut their teeth in north London’s many performance spaces including back rooms in pubs. It’s also home to some exceptionally good mid-sized live venues and an extraordinary dance theatre.

	Brixton	For reggae, acrobats, soca and venues offering up Caribbean flavour, plus the legendary music venue that is Brixton Academy.






TREASURE HUNT

London was a hotbed of goods in the 18th and 19th centuries, when it became the largest trading hub on Earth. The city soon developed a taste for fine and exotic things and has long remained a splurging paradise. Each and every neighbourhood has its own shopping personality: find glitzy designers on the King’s Road and diverse market traders in Camden selling vintage wears and hippy goods, before stumbling on dusty independent bookshops and dazzling department stores with many floors.
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Punters can get their hands on almost anything imaginable in this city and many come to town to do just that, especially at Christmas when major shopping streets – including legendary displays on Regent’s and Oxford Streets – are lit up like gaudy wonderlands of coloured lights. Even if you don’t spend a penny, London’s vibrant historic markets are worth perusing. These community meeting places are a hive of activity, with many offering free samples, live entertainment and plenty of people watching from the food and drink outlets dotted around the main shopping areas.

Markets

Many of London’s markets have existed for hundreds of years and it’s here that the city’s diverse cultures converge. Some of the best include the arty, craft and vintage havens of Spitalfields and Brick Lane near Liverpool Street Station, plus northwest London’s Portobello Road street market, packed with thousands of dealers selling every kind of antique possible. Historically, fruit and veg markets Broadway, Walthamstow and Chapel Market still have an authentic working-class feel about them, and offer the chance to see barrow boys touting their wears. Farmers markets happen in various neighbourhoods around the city, usually at weekends where stalls are stuffed with home-grown or homemade produce such as local urban honey. Borough Market is the most famous of them all, with more than 100 stalls selling fresh organic foods.

Department Stores

For decadence and designer wear, head to London’s cavernous department stores, with multiple floors dedicated to various kinds of upmarket goods. Harrods in Knightsbridge is the most famous. It holds the title of the largest shop in the UK and isn’t subtle – it’s lit up by some 12,000 bulbs of an evening and has corridors decorated with Egyptian-style bling (think pharaohs and carved columns). The ground floor food hall is a magnificent place to pick up fine foods. Liberty of London is a less garish affair, situated near Oxford St with a mock Tudor facade and six floors of designer gear, as is Selfridges nearby on Bond St, with imposing neo-classical architecture and grand columns. Department stores go big on Christmas displays and seasonal sales.
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Independent Shops

Some of the most peculiar and intriguing shops reside in London, from Get Stuffed – a taxidermy specialist selling wall-mounted animals – to a hand-crafted umbrella shop, and one selling steampunk-style gizmos. There’s undoubtedly a store to pique all interests and persuasions. Specialist shops are not congregated in any particular area, but dotted around the city. Plan ahead for opening times and distances.


LONELY PLANET’S TOP INDEPENDENT SHOPS

Housmans Bookshop Stocking activism and anarchist books, plus subcultures and eccentric subject matter.

Boutique by Shelter Vintage goods in King’s Cross with profits going to the homeless.

Vivienne Westwood Home of the punky new wave designer since the swinging sixties.

Church’s Shoes Brand dating to 1873, selling handmade quality shoes on the King’s Road.

Sounds of the Universe Soho store with a huge soul and jazz record collection.

Sherry’s One of the original ’60s Carnaby St boutiques selling all things mod.

Word on the Water Unique bookshop in a 1920s Dutch barge floating on Regent’s Canal.

Peter Harrington All kinds of first editions, from Harry Potter books to Andy Warhol prints.




	SHOPPING BY NEIGHBOURHOOD

	Greenwich	Independent boutiques, record stores and artisan stalls surround Greenwich Market.

	Oxford and Regent’s Streets	A range of high-street stores, with storefronts dressed up at Christmas.

	King’s Road, Chelsea	Expensive real estate and some of London’s best independent designers.

	Camden Market	A warren of hundreds of stalls selling bohemian threads and craft goods next to the canal.

	Covent Garden	Craft markets, boutique fashion outlets and vintage stalls in and around a central Piazza dating back to 1630.

	Broadway Market	The Saturday market is a hipster hangout with vinyl, vintage clothes and independent bicycle traders.

	London Bridge	Home to the famous Borough Market, a foodie paradise with flavoursome organic and sustainable produce.

	Portobello Road	Buy an original antique, bric-a-brac or vintage clothing at the mile-long Portobello Market.






LONDON

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.



The West End

City of London

South Bank

Kensington & Hyde Park

Clerkenwell, Shoreditch & Spitalfields

East London & Docklands

Hampstead & North London

Notting Hill & West London

South London

Richmond, Kew & Hampton Court

Day Trips from London
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NEIGHBOURHOODS AT A GLANCE

Find the neighbourhoods that tick all your boxes.
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The West End
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BIG LIGHTS SIGNAL ENDLESS POSSIBILITY

The West End was born to dazzle. For centuries it housed royals, government officials and the fabulously rich; today it’s a playground for all, though all can’t necessarily afford to reside. The 20th century saw buildings price oust most residents, cementing the West End as a district of culture and entertainment, dotted with the odd elite-inhabited townhouse – in other words, regular folk don’t swipe Oyster cards at Marylebone come bedtime.
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The wonderfully diverse genetics consist rather of people who commute in to live the West End dream: actors filing for auditions to the Strand’s prestigious stages; immigrant vendors rising with the sun to prepare their nation’s cuisine before lunch rush; public relations darlings networking at this week’s Time Out hotspot. Then there are the shopkeepers, gallery attendants, bartenders, drag queens, models, writers, maids, baristas and barristers who all have big-city attitude in common. Hustle. They come to write the story of success, never resting on their laurels, and that drive is what makes these streets come alive.

For visitors, the spirit is infectious, and no matter what tickles one’s fancy, tourist  foot traffic adds to the already heaving torrent. Step up for a show and witness spectaculars from the 40-or-so venues where stars are made and shine bright. Shoppers’ Fitbit numbers will hit highs thanks to street after street of retail emporiums, and there’s no need to idle when the plastic’s maxed out. The West End’s free museums, parks and world-recognised structures – from Big Ben to Buckingham Palace – can pack ambitious itineraries. Do fuel up and avoid exploring on empty – the West End’s vast and varied food scene will satisfy all manner of hunger pangs. You see, every morsel here is wildly addictive, and no matter how often you devour, there’s always a solid reason to return for another generous helping.
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DON’T MISS

BIG BEN

The Houses of Parliament clock tower is easily one of the world’s most famous landmarks.

BUCKINGHAM PALACE

The balcony of King Charles’ official London residence has staged unforgettable moments in royal history.

ROYAL AFTERNOON TEA

The most traditional afternoon teas are served within iconic hotels like The Ritz, The Dorchester and Claridge’s.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Big Ben

2Buckingham Palace

3Churchill War Rooms

4Royal Academy of Arts

5Selfridges

6Wallace Collection

7Westminster Abbey

SIGHTS

8Bloomsbury Square

9Bond Street

10Burlington Arcade

11Cartoon Museum

12Grant Museum of Zoology

13Green Park

14Guards Museum

15Madame Tussauds

16Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology

17Royal Courts of Justice

18Russell Square

19St James’s Park

20Tavistock Square Gardens

21Twist Museum

22UCL Art Museum

Sports & Activities

23AIRE

24All Star Lanes Holborn

Sleeping

2545 Park Lane

EATING

2634 Mayfair

27Amazonico

28Avocado Show

29Berners Tavern

30Hotel Chocolat

31Kapara

32Sketch

33St Christopher’s Place

34Sushi Kanesaka

35The Wolseley

36Yalla Yalla

Drinking & Nightlife

3710 Degrees Sky Bar

38Claridge’s

39Dorchester

40Gordon’s Wine Bar

41Ritz

42Walkmisù

43Ye Olde Cock Tavern

ENTERTAINMENT

44100 Club

45Dominion Theatre

46Monopoly Lifesized

Shopping

47Daunt Books

48Gay’s the Word

49Judd Books

50Twinings






TOP TIP

The West End is well serviced by London’s extensive Tube and bus system. But in a relatively compact area, with so many fascinating corners to explore (as well as excellent people-watching opportunities), you’d be smart to avoid the standstill traffic and station crowds and journey on two feet instead.




I LIVE HERE
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Adam Klein (@adamklein123), DJ and music manager, shares some of his favourite places to let loose on the West End.

Piano Works West End

Piano Works has an incredible roster of live bands that come every night to entertain. Best of all, they take requests and encourage the crowd to sing along.

Friendly Society

Hidden down a dingy Soho alley, Friendly Society is, as its name suggests, the friendliest place around. New friends are guaranteed alongside classic disco and killer cocktails.

Amazonico

I love Amazonico for its unique culinary and visual experience. It’s South American cuisine with a Japanese twist in an Amazon rainforest setting.



Piccadilly Circus

All eyes on the centre of the ring

While younger megacities have LED intersections far grander, Piccadilly Circus will always be a legend among them. Its lights have been switched on since 1908, dimming on just a handful of occasions, such as the funerals of Winston Churchill and Diana, Princess of Wales, and during WWII’s blackout period. In 2017, a renovation combined the separate billboards into a single, huge high-definition screen carrying multiple advertisers, or just the one advert for brands willing to shell out small fortunes to reach eyeballs. The site is, after all, observed by around 100 million pedestrians a year as they hurry to reach the famous intersections of Regent St, St James’ St, Shaftesbury Ave, Piccadilly and Coventry St. If you have time to stop, take a breather by the Eros statue. Officially known as Shaftesbury Memorial Fountain, it was built in 1893 to commemorate philanthropist Lord Shaftesbury. Today, it’s a landmark spot to meet friends, a centre of London’s traffic circle jammed with red buses and black cabs, and a viewpoint for all those flashy advertisements. A seat amid this chaos is just the introduction to the West End’s intoxicating around-the-clock electricity.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Chinatown

2Leicester Square

3National Gallery

4National Portrait Gallery

5Piccadilly Circus

6St Martin-in-the-Fields

7Trafalgar Square

SIGHTS

see 2Scenes in the Square

SLEEPING

8Londoner

EATING

9Bake

10Bunsik

11C&R Cafe

12Chinatown Bakery

13Chop Chop by Four Seasons

14Gerrard’s Corner

15Golden Phoenix

16Imperial China

17Japan Centre

18Kowloon Restaurant

19Lido

20Pho & Bun

21Wong Kei

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

22Cuppacha

23Experimental Cocktail Club

24Ku Bar

25Min Tea

26Opium

27Plum Valley

28Super Bubble

29Woo Tea

ENTERTAINMENT

30Criterion Theatre

31Crystal Maze Live Experience

32Empire
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THE CRITERION THEATRE

There’s space for just one theatre on the circus and only then because it’s built almost entirely underground. The Criterion Theatre is the West End’s only underground theatre, dug out in 1873 to host comic opera. Even its Upper Circle seats are under the street. During WWII, it was requisitioned by the BBC for entertainment programming as its positioning made it safe during the Blitz. Today you’ll find a perfectly preserved Victorian auditorium with original tiling and vibrant blue stained-glass, art deco signage.



The Hippodrome Casino

Try your luck at the legendary Hippodrome

London’s biggest and busiest casino, the Hippodrome has been making history since 1898. During its theatrical origins, it showcased Julie Andrews’ professional stage debut as well as the first live jazz performance in Britain. More recently, Channing Tatum’s Magic Mike Live opened here to record-breaking West End ticket sales. In 2012, the venue became a casino following a £40-million renovation. Five floors of gaming, multiple eateries (including a Heliot steakhouse and Chop Chop Chinese restaurant) and a fabulous terrace with West End views make this quite the shindig. No membership is required and entry is free. Over 18s only.

Prince Charles Cinema

Retro cult nights get merry

In Leicester Pl, just off Leicester Sq, you’ll find the West End’s only independent cinema. In the ‘70s, the Charles was a go-to for erotic pictures, but over time it’s become a cult-movie destination, with significantly cheaper ticket prices than its neighbours. The staple sing-along showings of The Sound of Music and The Rocky Horror Picture Show are always a scream, and look out for seasonal stints of vocal-flexing movies such as Spiceworld and The Greatest Showman.
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Shaftesbury Memorial Fountain | MARCIO JOSE BASTOS SILVA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Leicester Square

Where big screens meet

Surrounded by cinemas, Leicester Sq is most famous for red-carpet film premieres. It’s where every movie icon, from Audrey Hepburn to Daniel Craig, has been photographed in front of a step-and-repeat. Though tickets for premieres are reserved for industry members, celebrities and press, fans can join in behind the barriers (tip: arrive early and stand near the paparazzi). Outside special events, the square’s cinemas are open to the public, though prices are steeper than off-the-square venues. Catch a blockbuster at the flagship 1937 Odeon or its newer Odeon Luxe; The Vue, which was the first European cinema to show a 3D film; or The Empire, which opened in 1962 and was once the square’s largest cinema.
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Leicester Square | IR STONE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Japan Centre

Fill your belly with noodles

Leicester Sq isn’t exactly a first-choice dining destination, unless cravings for a fast-food chain call, but the relocation of the Japan Centre flagship has got tongues wagging over in Chinatown. In the basement, you’ll find a food hall peddling authentic hand-pulled udon, Japanese curries and gyozas. Shoppers are welcome to eat shelf goods here too since seating isn’t reserved exclusively for hot deli counters. For table service, next door’s Panton Yokocho offers a retro Tokyo backstreet eatery serving delicious slurps of ramen.
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M&Ms & LEGO Stores

Colourful coupling of photo opps

They may not be conceived in the UK, but the Leicester Sq outposts of kiddie faves M&Ms and LEGO are localised for tourist delight. Yes, it’s clever marketing, but where else can you climb over someone else’s Union Jack–painted Mini? M&M’s London, the world’s biggest sweet shop, is floor upon floor of British-themed decor, including its ‘Fab Four’ on a rainbow crossing. Opposite is the LEGO Store, the biggest LEGO store in the world. Here you’ll find a giant double-decker bus, Big Ben and James Bond’s Aston Martin made completely out of LEGO’s unmistakable bricks.
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Scenes in the Square

Movie trail sculpture garden

Opened in 2020, Scenes in the Square is an attraction that turns Leicester Sq Gardens into a (fairly easy) treasure hunt for film buffs. Bronze statues featuring the nation’s best-loved characters and iconic film scenes over the last century are dotted in and around the garden. A free Spotify audio walking tour is available to accompany visitors (type ‘Scenes in the Square’ in the search box), navigating them through all nine sculptures with a mix of trivia and interviews. You can sit on the beach next to Mr Bean and Paddington Bear, and look for evening light displays on a select few sculptures.
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Shaftesbury Avenue

The heart of Theatreland’s finest

If a Londoner states they’ve got tickets for the West End, it’s not that they’ve purchased entry into the district, but that they’ve snagged seats to a show. That’s because the West End is well regarded around the world as a theatre capital, and the precincts within it are famous enough to be pinpointed by individual name. The correct term to describe the West End’s distinguished cluster of live stages is Theatreland. Shaftesbury Ave wiggles through the heart of Theatreland, featuring the hottest bills in town from Piccadilly Circus right up to Bloomsbury. Theatregoers come here for the Sondheim Theatre, home to Les Misérables (which debuted on the West End in 1985); Shaftesbury Theatre, West End’s largest independent theatre, currently showing Mrs Doubtfire; and the Lyric Theatre, Apollo Theatre and Gielgud Theatre, which are all favourites for award-winning plays and musicals. Tucked behind them, on Denman St, is the Piccadilly Theatre, where the ever-so-outrageous Moulin Rouge! The Musical resides. It’s based on the hit 2001 Baz Luhrmann film rather than the burlesque venue in Paris.
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GIVING THEATRE THE SHAFT

Shaftesbury Ave might be tops for theatre, but Covent Garden and the Strand are just as heavyweight. Go off West End for under-the-radar shows and local talent at venues such as East London’s Hackney Empire and West London’s Lyric Hammersmith.




HOW TO GET TICKETS IN THEATRELAND

Going to more than one show can rack up a hefty debt, so make like a Londoner and purchase savvy. Booking shows far ahead is recommended for the best prices, and if your desired show has a weekday matinee, that will knock out much of the nine-to-five crowd competition. For those hunting last minute, download the TodayTix app for deals and on-the-day lotteries, or march up to the TKTS booth in Leicester Sq for discounts of up to half the price.



Soho’s Trend-setting Eats

Where it all takes off

If a restaurant can make it in Soho, it’ll do pretty well anywhere. The Soho crowd is discerning. It isn’t just after trendy, it’s after trend-setting: businesses that’ll make a mark. A solid armful of restaurants has not only stood the test of time, but is still hotshot years on. Take BAO, for instance, which put Taiwanese food on the map in London. Its Soho original saw queues hours long, and even after expanding across Central and East London, it’s still packed with patrons biting into fluffy confit pork buns. Hoppers started snagging awards on Frith St for its inventive Sri Lankan and South Indian street fare before also branching out to a trio of London outposts. Michelin Bib Gourmand Awards have cemented continued excellence among both affordable digs. In 1988, when being vegan was still an oddity in London, Mildreds brought colourful plant-based goodness to Greek St. Things skyrocketed, of course, and though you’ll find Mildreds across the city, Soho is the one that made the name. Lunchtimes are especially busy with the working scrum.
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Bob Bob Ricard

Press for champagne

Bob Bob Ricard tops any bubbles bucket list. The iconic British-French restaurant is famed for its ‘Push for Champagne’ buttons, positioned at every booth. Simply press and a handsomely dressed member of staff will be over with your selected pour. The interiors are opulent and art deco in style, with trims of gold to match the juice, and food is comfort-driven. It’s pies aplenty, but only after a round of Jersey rock oysters or sturgeon caviar. This ain’t the cheapest night out, but neither is it the most expensive. BBR caps its markup on fine wine, no matter the price of the bottle.

The Record Shops

More music in Soho

With a scene steeped in jazz and blues, plus a queer community always down for a good beat, vinyl fans will discover a range of quirky record outlets in Soho. Sounds of the Universe was once a Camden Market stall that’s now a bricks-and-mortar store with a huge soul and jazz collection. Phonica Records specialises in electronic and dance music over on Poland St, while the newer Rough Trade Soho stocks a comprehensive range of classic and contemporary sounds. Look out for in-store signings and performances.
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PizzaExpress Jazz Club

Music over a cheesy pizza

Dean St’s PizzaExpress Jazz Club is another highly regarded jazz venue in Soho. Since 1976, it’s been on the pulse for new talent: debut UK shows from Gregory Porter, Diana Krall and Norah Jones happened here, joining an impressive list of established gigs from Amy Winehouse, Sting and Charlie Watts. The classy basement setting is a world away from the busy chain restaurants PizzaExpress normally operates, and you still get to enjoy its big, juicy pizzas down below. Popularity of the pizza and live-music combo resulted in similar ventures within PizzaExpress’ Holborn and Chelsea outlets.

Ronnie Scott’s Jazz Club

Revered club for sultry sounds

Opened in 1959 by musicians, Ronnie Scott’s is one of the world’s oldest and most renowned jazz clubs. The star-studded house band included Ernest Ranglin and Stan Tracey, and through the decades the club has hosted Ella Fitzgerald, Nina Simone and Jamie Cullum, to name but a small handful of talent. Jimi Hendrix’s final public performance was even here in 1970, less than 48 hours before his death. Expect smooth sounds from new and popular names in modern jazz and jazz fusion, and melt away time in the company of cocktails in the sultry Main Club. Book tickets in advance, and note that no photos are allowed. Don’t miss Upstairs at Ronnie’s, its ‘50s speakeasy-style bar with intimate evening sets.

Robert Evans/Alamy Stock Photo ©
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Carnaby

Serving fashion with edge

Once a hell-raiser haven, Carnaby St put the swing into the ‘60s. This is where unheard music boomed from the alleys and trends were made. Style icons such as Elizabeth Taylor and Brigitte Bardot came to fish for finds among the extensive boutiques, mingling with The Beatles, The Rolling Stones and The Kinks. By the ‘80s, designers including Vivienne Westwood poured in, cementing the Carnaby area as the go-to fashion destination of the hippest of hip. Despite many a high-street chain setting up shop, the area never lost its edge. It has more than 100 international and British heritage labels, independent boutiques, one-off concepts and beauty parlours, so there’s certainly space for all. It’s where Sherry’s, the longest-serving independent retailer and specialist in all the Mod revival shops here, was born (it’s now moved steps away to neighbouring Poland St), and where hotshots such as Hayley Menzies, a British designer creating luxury for rebels, reside. Whilst exploring, look up at Carnaby St’s iconic arches and the sequinned installations along the main drag for a pop of colour during your retail therapy, and rest up on one of the 22 recently added Carnaby tables over the flagship Sweaty Betty.
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LIBERTY LONDON

The Carnaby area is speckled with smaller storefronts, but Liberty takes up the largest plot, stretching between Carnaby, Great Marlborough and Kingly Sts. It opened in 1852 and was then, and still is now, beloved for wild floral fabrics and patterned prints. The six-floor store encompasses fashion for all ages and genders, homeware and beauty, with a slant to British-born brands. A florist operates on the ground floor and, outside, a beautiful deep-blue and gold-faced 1925 timepiece protrudes from the mock-Tudor building’s archway.




IF YOU’VE GOT MORE CASH TO SPLASH

The shopping doesn’t end here – remember you’re within walking distance of Oxford, Bond and Regent Sts. Outside the West End, hit up Portobello Road Market, Camden Market and Old Spitalfields Market for the glad-rag race.
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Treats with a View

Bus tours with a bite

Putting a spin on the traditional London bus tour, two boutique providers deck their wheels out in tasty treats to make for an unforgettable tourist experience that even locals desire. Brigit’s Bakery, a Covent Garden–born cafe peddling fresh pastries, launched the Brigit’s Bakery Bus Tour in 2014, and its runaway success has spawned gin, kids and other themed routes. On the classic tour, start with finger sandwiches as the bus pulls out of Trafalgar Sq. Tuck into cupcakes and scones by Buckingham Palace, then admire the golden hues of Big Ben and the Houses of Parliament before getting a tea or coffee refill in front of Somerset House. In 90 minutes, you’ll tick off all the biggies aboard the vintage red routemaster.

How about some fine dining on a sleek double-decker with a glass upper deck? Bustronome brings 360-degree views of the sights with a four-course lunch or six-course dinner from an onboard chef (the kitchen is on the lower deck). Pick-up is at Victoria Embankment, with your starter landing around Trafalgar Sq and Charing Cross. Wind around Westminster Abbey and Hyde Park Corner, and by the time you reach the Royal Albert Hall, your scrumptious main should be ready. Tuck in with views of Piccadilly Circus and Shaftesbury Ave, then hit that sweet note around the Royal Courts of Justice. The tour even reaches Tower Bridge and the Shard before the 1¾ hours (lunch) or 2¾ hours (dinner) is up. Wine pairings are available, and a guided tour by way of a nine-language audio pen provides all the details.
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THE AVOCADO SHOW

The West End’s showstopper on a plate is The Avocado Show, a Princes St restaurant completely dedicated to the beloved fruit. We’re talking avocado fries, avocado burgers and avocado-based ice cream. It’s all sustainably sourced, using techniques such as drip irrigation, smart composting, reforestation and working with the natural climate instead of against it. This results in not only excellence in flavour, but also appearance. It’s so green, plump and wonderfully presented you’ll want to take a snap. Don’t worry, everyone else is doing the same.



The Nine Streets of Chinatown

A feast for the senses

You know you’re in Chinatown when you’re in Chinatown. No GPS alert required. Though a relatively compact area comprising just nine streets, Chinatown packs a mighty kung fu punch. It began in East End’s Limehouse, where the first Chinese migrants set up shop, but a relocation ensued, and by the 1950s the south of Soho had transformed into a hub of Far East culture. Take the time to wander the nine to soak it all in. Bilingual street signs, stone guardian lions and gates of welcome are sights worth a stop. There are four gates here, three of which are in classic style, but a fourth, on Wardour St, is the most striking of them all. Completed in 2016, it’s the largest Chinese gate in the UK. Notice its intricate green and blue patterning, designed in homage to the Qing dynasty. Around the corner, you’ll stumble on Gerrard St, the busiest Chinatown promenade, lined with restaurants dangling Peking duck or steaming fresh buns at the entrance. Olfactory receptors will work overtime. In recent years, fusion joints and copious Korean and Vietnamese fare have joined the scene to cater to diversifying palettes, but the noise is still overwhelmingly Chinese. These streets may have a W1D postcode but close your eyes and you’re very much in Hong Kong, with a British accent. Learn more with a guide – China Exchange (chinaexchange.uk) offers community-led walking tours with lunch.
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CHINESE NEW YEAR

Though red lanterns hang sky-high year-round in Chinatown, Chinese New Year sees ribbons of scarlet and gold turn any sign of winter grey into a fiesta of colour. Every January or February (lunar calendar dependant), parades, lion dancers, live music and street-food stalls galore descend on Chinatown turf. Bring cash and sample the huge spread of dumplings, rolls and longevity noodles on offer, then throw any spare change in a lucky red envelope to make a little one’s day.



Gerrard Street’s Drinking Dens

Fancy a secret lychee martini?

Chinatown may not be an obvious choice for a drink, but that’s a deliberate matter. A small but intriguing selection of cocktail dens are what entices the young’uns over from brunch. On Gerrard St, two speakeasy-style bars lie hidden behind unmarked doors, sandwiched between popular Chinese restaurants. Experimental Cocktail Club (ECC) is at door 13a, and Opium is at door 15–16, both packed with sultry creativity. Meanwhile, Plum Valley has private karaoke booths in which to let loose following a taster of its Asian-inspired cocktail menu.
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Wardour Street Gate, Chinatown | Oscar Wong/Getty Images ©

Dim Sum

Steamed parcels and crispy rolls

A traditional meal accompanied by tea is music to many a Londoner’s stomach, so it goes without saying that dim sum’s always a busy occasion, particularly at weekends after dizzy Soho heads surface. The tastiest is served at the classics: the old-timers that have been stuffing and steaming for decades. That’s Gerrard’s Corner and Golden Phoenix if you’re seeking authentic, though admittedly they’re not the sexiest of hangouts for the fashionable brunch crowd. It prefers its shumai social-media friendly and so ventures beyond the red gates at Yauatcha (Soho) or Din Tai Fung (Covent Garden), where the lighting’s just right.
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Asian Bakeries

All that’s light and fluffy

Influenced by the British who once colonised Hong Kong, Asian baking is noticeably lighter than its European originals. It’s easier on sugar and butter, resulting in softer buns, fluffier sponge cakes and sweet, but not sickly sticky, tarts. The dessert window at Kowloon Restaurant on Gerrard St has long been tempting passersby. Pick up an egg custard bun for your snap in front of the gates. Chinatown Bakery’s cakes are so irresistible that you’ll wish every day called for birthday cake. Meanwhile, Bake has adapted, like many local businesses, by diversifying into Japanese specialties.

Wong Kei

Treat them mean, keep them keen

Once touted as the rudest restaurant in London, Wong Kei earned cult status for verbal abuse. In fact, its notoriety for bad service only added to demand; diners came specifically to be yelled at or to witness a scuffle between staff and patrons with dietary requirements. Step in and you’re ordered “Upstairs!”, sit down and you’re sharing a table with strangers. Dare to pay by credit card and you found yourself washing the dishes (as rumour had it). But things have calmed down. New management vowed to shed Wong Kei’s old reputation, much to the dismay of Londoners, and though the yelling has indeed subsided, this ain’t an all-smiles experience. But that’s Wong Kei’s appeal – save the small talk for new friends at your shared table. As for the food, generously portioned wonton egg noodles, sweet char siu and stir-fries heaped with veg forever burst with flavour and, best of all, they’re cheap. Tea’s always free and, obviously, there’s no service charge or tipping.

Flavours Beyond China

Shouldn’t it be called Asiatown?

Chinatown’s landscape is continuously changing to reflect contemporary food trends, and you’ll find the scope of Asian delights goes far beyond kung pao chicken. Many newer establishments can be found round the edges. Charing Cross Road is where a high concentration of Korean businesses have popped up, including Bunsik to satisfy street food cravings of corn dogs and Korean fried chicken. On Shaftesbury Avenue, Pho & Bun is all the rage for Vietnamese comforts, and Bali babes head to Nusa Dua for Indonesian staples. But Tokyo Diner has been dishing Japanese way before things went mainstream, opening back in 1992.

Lincoln’s Inn Fields

Execution zone turned tranquil park

In front of Sloan’s Museum is the largest public square in London. It was originally used for public executions – Anthony Babington, convicted of plotting the assassination of Elizabeth I, was hung here. Similarly, Lord Russell was caught for the Rye House Plot, a plan to assassinate King Charles II and his heir, and was also executed near the current bandstand. The park is much less gruesome these days, comprising verdant lawns, trees and a public tennis court. Stroll the monuments scattered around the green, including ornate drinking fountains and a large sculpture dedicated to the wife of the first Labour Prime Minister.
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Sir John Soane’s Museum

An architect’s staggering collection

The extraordinary house of British architect Sir John Soane (1753–1837), the man responsible for the Bank of England building, is now a museum to London’s richest and most eccentric treasures. Soane was an unstoppable collector, amassing 40,000-plus objects near and far, including on his trips to ancient Rome, Paestum and Pompeii. The museum was established by Soane via parliament in 1833, stating that upon his death, trustees were required to preserve his house and collection precisely as he left it. To ensure accuracy, Soane had his pupils (he was also Professor of Architecture at the Royal Academy) sketch the property. It’s one of the most-documented interiors in the world. Though a small space, the works on display are vast, spanning antiquities, furniture, sculptures, architectural models and paintings. Look out for pieces by Turner, Canaletto and Piranesi, two sets of paintings by William Hogarth and the Egyptian Sarcophagus of Seti. A limited number of visitors are allowed in at a time, so arrive early to avoid long queues.
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Daunt Books

Keeping romance in today’s bookstores

An Edwardian bookstore with long oak galleries and twinkling skylights and decorated with prints by British artist William Morris, Daunt is an unforgettable browse. It’s said to be the world’s first custom-built bookstore. The focus is travel books, but other genres and gifts are also well covered. You might notice a large walk-in safe where, apparently, the shop’s most valuable volumes were stored. The romance of the Marylebone store is exactly the reason why bookworms shun online for a real-life shop.

Madame Tussauds

Museum of celebrity selfie opportunity

Before it was an international attraction, Madame Tussauds was a standalone wax museum in the West End. French sculptor Marie Tussaud was unable to return to her homeland due to the Napoleonic Wars, so she travelled through the UK exhibiting her then-unusual collection. She finally set up shop on Baker St in 1835. The current building has three floors of lifelike celebrity figures across different zones, plus interactive sets, a Marvel Universe 4D cinema and a Chamber of Horrors. Ideal for anyone wanting a selfie with Dua Lipa or David Beckham, without the effort.
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Wallace Collection

Mansion and showcase of fine art

A national museum within a former mansion, the Wallace Collection is a masterpiece. Hertford House was the home of the Seymour Conway family, Marquesses of Hertford. Together with Sir Richard Wallace, son of the fourth Marquess, the family acquired a vast collection of fine art, sculpture, furniture, porcelain and armour. In 1897, Sir Richard’s widow, Lady Wallace, gifted the collection to the British nation so it could be kept together and enjoyed by generations. It’s arranged over two floors, with additional exhibits held in the former cellars. The courtyard brasserie’s a scenic spot for a break.
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Wallace Collection | Alex Segre/Shutterstock ©

Aldwych Station

Tour a ‘ghost’ stop

Dozens of London Underground stations have been abandoned or relocated over the years, and the most famous of them is Aldwych Station, standing at Strand Aldwych. It opened in 1907 but was never used as heavily as intended and it closed in 1994. The odd TV or film appearance ensued (including Sherlock starring Benedict Cumberbatch, and Atonement starring Kiera Knightley) as well as a number of spooky sightings, but until the London Transport Museum started offering sporadic guided tours, the public seldom had access to this eerily abandoned tunnel. Check the ‘What’s On’ section of ltmuseum.co.uk for tickets.
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Aldwych Station | Wyco/Getty Images ©

Strand Aldwych

Scratch beneath the Strand’s surface

With heavy traffic weaving through, the Strand has always played strict destination rather than a combined journey. Visitors would taxi straight to one of its West End theatres without a thought rather than stroll up from the east side. But that’s all changed. The city council unveiled a reimagined destination in December 2022 that converted the area covering Aldwych next to Somerset House. The once-busy roads are now a tranquil public space dotted with mini gardens, shady trees, communal seating with picnic tables and plenty of open space for local performers to practise their routines. As a result, locals are finding a side to the Strand that has often been overlooked. St Mary le Strand, for example, nicknamed ‘St Mary’s-in-the-way’ by London cab drivers, is now a focal point. Stick around and enjoy her baroque exteriors from a garden bench, or purchase a candlelight concert ticket and marvel from within.

Theatres of the Strand

Strand’s elegant show row

The south end of theatreland, along the Strand, houses some of the West End’s most prestigious venues. Remember, this bank of the Thames had the most sought after living addresses for centuries – Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli even declared the Strand to be the finest street in all of Europe. Standouts include the Adelphi, an art deco darling that hosted Chicago, the longest-running American musical on the West End, and most recently, Back to the Future: The Musical; Vaudeville Theatre, an 1870 building revered for vaudeville shows; Aldwych Theatre, which premiered Tina Turner: The Musical; and the Novello Theatre, home to Mamma Mia!, one of West End’s longest-running musicals and most successful exports across the globe. Take a look at the Lyceum Theatre while show hopping. It’s a beautiful ancient-Greek-styled structure built in 1765 that’s hosted much more than today’s The Lion King. It also held London’s first Madame Tussauds waxwork exhibition, the English opera, a circus and even bare-knuckle boxing.

The Savoy

A legendary glamourpuss

Opened in 1889, the Strand’s Savoy Hotel was the first luxury hotel in Britain. Along with its adjoining theatre, it was the first building to be lit by electric lights and have electrical elevators. The thousands of celebrity guests have included Claude Monet, who famously painted views from his balcony suite; Marilyn Monroe, who caused a stir by baring her midriff here in a 1956 press conference; and rom-com fans, this is where Julia Roberts and Hugh Grant declared their mutual love at the end of Notting Hill. Don’t miss Gordon Ramsay’s Savoy Grill, where even more stories were, and continue to be, written.

Royal Courts of Justice

A cathedral-like courthouse

With its soaring arches and striking stained-glass windows, the Royal Courts of Justice echoes more cathedral than courthouse, so it’s a good thing the public can enter for admiration. Visitors can sit in on hearings, and though most cases are likely to bore one to sleep, there’s sometimes the chance of seeing a celebrity face. Hearings aside, come in to gaze at the Great Hall, the sculpture and costume exhibit, or join a guided tour. Note that photography is prohibited.
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Somerset House

A house for creative inspiration

Set around an 18th-century courtyard, Somerset House is a centre for arts hosting a variety of events and exhibitions all year round. Summers see respected musicians perform on the makeshift stage, while winters bring a blanket of ice to cover the cobblestone square for fairy-tale skating. Industry folk regularly descend here during design festivals and Fashion Week, but you can pop in any season for the Courtauld Gallery’s impressive art collection (for a fee) or one of the six restaurants and cafes, such as Spring, a romantic presentation of seasonal British ingredients, or Pennethorne’s for cocktails with a buzzing streetside view.
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Twinings 216 Strand

A temple for tea devotees

Steeped in more than 300 years of history, the flagship Twinings store/museum is a dream for brew addicts. This is the oldest tea shop in the city, opened in 1706 by Thomas Twining, and though narrow, it’s concentrated with points of interest. At the entrance, you’re welcomed by a golden lion and Chinese figures, representing trade with China. The Twinings logo they hover over is, remarkably, the longest continuously used logo on Earth. Inside, you’ll find a variety of tea for sale (tip: take home some Earl Grey – this is where it was invented). In addition, there are souvenirs emblazoned with the flagship store’s details, a pick-and-mix station, a sampling area and a swanky basement masterclass.
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Covent Garden Piazza

Browse the market treasures

Unlike other London shopping precincts, Covent Garden Piazza retains quintessential ole English charm. Designed and laid out in 1630, it was over time populated by fruit and veg stalls, craft markets and street performers. Many modern labels have taken over now, but they do it in boutique fashion, camouflaged behind Greco-Roman designs both original and new. There are no cookie-cutter department stores here, and even the gigantic Apple retailer is housed in a series of refurbished grade-II-listed buildings dating back to 1877. That ain’t the juiciest apple, though – it’s all about the Apple Market at the piazza’s centre. From Tuesday to Sunday, this square is alive with handmade crafts and goods you can’t get anywhere else, including striking jewellery pieces, antiques, paintings, soaps and knit apparel from passionate independent artisans. Just across the cobblestones lies Jubilee Market Hall, where Mondays are antiques and collectibles day, with professional dealers trading along eras from Georgian to fine art. The rest of the week, other knick-knacks come out to play, including varied and affordable souvenirs.

[image: jpg]

Covent Garden | blazg/Shutterstock ©

Boutiques at Covent Garden Piazza

More shopping piazza side

Markets aside, Covent Garden Piazza’s twinkling rows of boutiques are hard to resist for any souvenir shopper. Sass & Belle does homeware pieces, including vases and kitchen accessories in endearing designs; Happy Socks make snazzy Union Jack–print socks; British perfumer Miller Harris has incredibly swoonsome candles; and Benjamin Pollock’s Toyshop has been creating educational and theatrical toys since the 1880s – pick up a pop-up puppet theater for an easy-to-pack kids’ gift. Familiar luxury brands such as Dior, Ladurée and Tom Ford are all behind the pillars too.

CellarDoor

Drink in a (former) toilet

Located at Zero Aldwych, by Lyceum Theatre, CellarDoor is a unique drinking den that inhabits a former men’s public loo with a rather salacious reputation. Don’t worry, there are no urinals in sight these days (unless you count the customer toilets); this is now an intimate cocktail bar best described as a 1930s Berlin meets Manhattan basement dive. Live music, drag and burlesque set the mood, and there’s no cover charge to come and enjoy them with a tipple. Weekends are busy, so book ahead.

Punch & Judy Pub

A show birthplace immortalised

When the first Punch and Judy puppet show was performed right here in the heart of Covent Garden, it was documented by diarist Samuel Pepys on 9 May 1662. A pub was later built and named in its honour, even housing puppeteer workshops and storage space on its upper floors. Today, the historic pub overlooks the West Piazza market square, where the very show was conceived, and while puppets don’t quite draw crowds like they used to, the Punch and Judy lures them in with traditional British pub fare and fabulous rooftop views from where you can watch modern-day performers in action below.
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London Transport Museum

Under the transport system’s skin

With the Tube, taxis and buses such prominent fixtures of the big smoke, the London Transport Museum is a chance to uncover their evolution and impact on the city. What’s great about this place is the interactive nature of every exhibit, making it a solid day out for folks of any age or level of interest in automotives. Start at the beginning, when horse-drawn omnibuses shuffled Londoners from A to B, see how the underground tunnels were dug and hop on a vintage bus for a unique photo op. There are excellent galleries of transport-related art, a brilliant gift shop and a Tube-inspired canteen.
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Burlington Arcade

What a mall looked like

Built in 1819, Burlington Arcade is the world’s oldest shopping arcade and the precursor to modern shopping malls. It remains an arch-covered tunnel of small exclusive shops, many with their original signs. It’s all targeted to a luxury clientele, of course, but if you like your posh purchases bespoke, this’ll do nicely. Sermoneta specialises in haute couture gloves from Italy, Thomas Goode in fine china, and Globe Trotter handcrafts the most beautiful of suitcases, if you can be tempted. If not, have a macaron at Ladurée and replay 101 Dalmatians in your mind instead. The 1996 blockbuster was filmed here.

Royal Academy of Arts

Hosting a colossal summer exhibit

Founded by King George III and run independently by the royal academicians, artists and architects, the Royal Academy of Arts’ superb permanent collection is free to visit. It features 250 years of British art, including the works of John Constable and David Hockney, plus the only marble sculpture by Michelangelo in Britain, Taddei Tondo. Return in the summertime for the main event, when the largest open-submission art exhibition in the world takes place. The RA has hosted this Summer Exhibition every year since 1768.
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Bond Street

Dripping with designer labels

Think Bond St, think expensive shopping bags. Try on for size (or simply window shop with envy) British and international fashion brands such as Burberry, Alexander McQueen and Chanel, which make up the runway essentials. The flagship Asprey, Bond’s oldest store and purveyor of luxury goods, sits on Bruton St. Garrad on Albemarle St is where Princess Diana chose the most famous engagement ring in history, and the debut boutique of former Spice Girl Victoria Beckham is on Dover St. Other highlights include department store Fenwick, auction house Sotherby’s and sumptuous fashion boutiques from Stella McCartney and Vivienne Westwood. Ostentatious window displays all year round.

Park Row

DC Comics–inspired restaurant

Veer off Regent St into Soho for London’s first DC-inspired restaurant, a place for fans of Batman, Superman, Wonder Woman and the Flash to immerse themselves in an alternative comic world. This is by no means a kiddie affair, but rather a gastronomic experience. Guests descend via a secret ‘Wayne Manor’ door within a grand grade-II building touched by art deco, and partake in multisensory storytelling via taste, ceiling projections and live music. If dining in Gotham tickles your fancy, this is your happy ending.

Hamleys

The world’s finest toy store

The world’s oldest and largest toy store, Hamleys is an exciting jaunt for small and big kids alike. It was founded in 1760 by William Hamley and passed down for generations as fame heightened and it received two royal warrants. Not even the Blitz could stop Hamleys from bringing smiles: it was bombed five times during WWII but stayed open for business with staff in tin hats bringing toys to the door. Five million visitors a year now come to play and purchase from seven floors of goodies, including life-sized stuffed African animals and London-themed souvenirs.
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Regent Street

Elegant mid-range shopping

Built in 1819 and named after Prince Regent, the neo-baroque grade-II-listed facades of Regent St represent some of the most distinguished architecture in the city. On the whole, you’ll find that the stores here tier somewhere between neighbouring Bond St’s posh boutiques and Oxford St’s more accessible high-street chains. Think fashion brands All Saints, Barbour, Ted Baker and Mulberry, and goodies for gifts such as Moleskin and Aesop, with the odd fast-fashion giant thrown in for good measure. Regent St’s Christmas lights are switched on in November and rival the more famous Oxford St bulbs, solidifying the area as a must-tread during the holidays.
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Hotel Café Royal

Historic A-list congregation space

Before the ‘Hotel’ joined the party, Café Royal was the hangout of the rich and very famous. Virginia Woolf, Winston Churchill, Princess Diana and Arthur Conan Doyle frequented the restaurant, and Oscar Wilde was such a loyal patron that for a while it was named the Oscar Wilde Lounge. It’s now back to being The Grill Room and as glamorous a gilt-and-parquet jewellery box as ever. Champagne afternoon tea is your entry ticket. Pop icon David Bowie was also a regular here, and he retired his alias Ziggy Stardust with a memorable 1973 soiree at Café Royal. Ziggy’s Bar, on level one, pays homage to Bowie’s last years as Ziggy with a curated photography collection. Don’t miss Alex Dilling at Hotel Café Royal, the two-Michelin-starred French restaurant where modern VIPs wet their lips, and casual street-level cafe, Cake & Bubbles. Here, Albert Adrià, hailed as the ‘world’s best pastry chef’, presents the town’s most praised cheesecake, made with Baron Bigod cheese and a hazelnut and white-chocolate skin.

Berners Tavern

Dine among art-gallery decor

The West End’s a jackpot of dining rooms as tasty as the dishes which they serve, and Berners Tavern never fails to make a first-time jaw drop. Inside an Edwardian building behind Oxford St, the restaurant space is an art gallery through a kaleidoscope. Paintings of all shapes and sizes cover every inch of wall space as Grand Central Station–inspired chandeliers christen them gold. A zinc-topped bar with amber-backed display provides a focal point amid the drama, from which guests spread out comfortably on plush leather booths. A classic menu features sirloin steaks and British mac and cheese.

The Photographers’ Gallery

Art through a lens

Tucked off Oxford St is London’s largest public gallery devoted solely to photography. Here you’ll find five floors of exhibitions and an engaging community that routinely gathers around for talks, workshops and events. Over the years, The Photographers’ Gallery (TPG) has introduced international names such as Andreas Gursky and Juergen Teller. TPG was also responsible for, and continues to stage, the annual Deutsche Börse Photography Foundation Prize, the world’s most prestigious photography prize. A bookshop, cafe and print-sales gallery are also on site.
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Oxford Street

The capital’s busiest high street

Shopping malls and online retail stores will never stop Oxford St in its tracks. The world’s biggest high street offers a staggering 1.5 miles of shopping, with an energy unlike anywhere else. This is where flagships port, long-standing department stores go big and the switching on of Christmas lights has become family tradition. The reason for Oxford St’s success lies in its accessibility: there’s something for everyone, no matter what tax bracket or interest. High-street brands dance with designer labels, and just about everything else is sprinkled in between to get serious shoppers dizzy on merchandise.
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Selfridges

More than a department store

Selfridges may lose out to Harrods on size, but it always trumps it in trend. Younger, edgier, but still dripping in luxe, it’s home to impressive designer collections, toys, gifts, electronics and stacks of artfully presented food. A slew of drinking-dining hotspots such as art-deco British restaurant Brasserie of Light, Taiwanese dumpling house Din Tai Fung and honey-based bistronomique HIVE march foodies to the table, while comfort eateries, cafes and dessert bars keep shoppers powering through 540,000 sq ft of racks. Check out its lower-ground cinema – a date-night medley of film accompanied by cocktails and cushy red chairs – and seasonal events held on premises throughout the year.

Dominion Theatre

Catch seasonal musical specials

A little away from the theatre clusters, on Tottenham Court Rd, lies the Dominion. It opened in 1929 and has successfully flip-flopped between cinema and theatre over the last century. Notable moments include the premiere of Charlie Chaplin’s City Lights, attended by the man himself, and The Judy Garland Show residency. We Will Rock You had a long stint at the Dominion from 2002 to 2014, but today the stage is filled with shorter-term specials, including classic musicals Grease and Sister Act, and Christmas productions.
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100 Club

Underground club for alternative beats

Oxford St’s retail giants couldn’t nudge this bad boy out. The 100 Club, in the basement of 100 Oxford St, has been strumming live music since 1942 – built to be a safe underground space for performing jazz artists at a time when air raids were rife. In 1976, it hosted the first international punk festival with the Sex Pistols, The Clash and The Jam billed, and The Rolling Stones headlined on a number of occasions in the ‘80s. Feel the rock’n’roll with established and emerging acts, as well as the odd stand-up comedy set for company.

The London Palladium

A red-carpet evening out

The London Palladium is a historical legend, and the most famous of variety venues in the city. From 1955, it hosted British ITV show Sunday Night at the London Palladium for 12 years. The Beatles’ publicist stated that it was only after the band’s first appearance on that show that Beatlemania took off. More recently, it was the comeback stage for singer Adele’s 30 album in 2021. The Palladium also holds the record for the most Royal Variety Shows performed, and every year it brings festive cheer with a star-studded traditional pantomime show. Currently owned by Andrew Lloyd Webber, it now has hits like The Wizard of Oz, The Sound of Music and Sister Act the musical. Evenings here are always a special occasion.

Big Ben & the Houses of Parliament

Where the British govern

The Elizabeth Tower is one of the world’s most recognisable landmarks, but chances are you’ll know it simply as Big Ben, which is the name of its bell. Completed in 1859, it’s perched atop the Houses of Parliament, and since first chiming in 1859, it has rarely stopped. It functioned throughout WWII despite devastation down below. The longest that Big Ben was silenced was actually in recent times when, between 2017 and 2023, it was covered for an £80-million restoration. This was lengthed due to the pandemic, but finally visitors can see it in its original knockout gold and Prussian blue glory. Look closely to observe all four UK nations represented on shields (rose for England, thistle for Scotland, shamrock for Northern Ireland and leek for Wales). Public tours up the tower are extremely hard to come by and are reserved for UK citizens. The Houses of Parliament (aka the Palace of Westminster) are made up of the House of Commons, where Members of Parliament (MPs) meet to propose and discuss new legislation; the House of Lords, where such legislation is passed; and the grand Westminster Hall, used for ceremonial addresses and public exhibitions. Visitors are welcome – subject to stringent security checks – to take a guided tour, or to observe political debates. Note that tours do not include access to Big Ben.
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THE PERFECT BIG BEN SNAPSHOT

Millions of visitors get off the Tube at Westminster station for the perfect I’m-in-London selfie over a history lesson. For the best photos, try these spots:

• Beneath Westminster Bridge passageway, next to St Thomas’ Hospital, for views framed by the archway.

• On the Queen’s Walk in front of the Sea Life Centre – best when the clock is illuminated after sunset.

• The red phone box on the edge of Parliament Sq. Come off-peak to avoid queues as these are social-media famous.
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Tate Britain

The original Tate museum

Its sibling, the Tate Modern, gets all the attention, but the original Tate’s a gem for British works from 1500 to the present. This impressive Portland stone building along Millbank houses masterpieces, arranged by date, from David Hockney, Thomas Gainsborough, John Constable and Lucian Freud, to name but a few. Don’t miss the Clore Gallery, dedicated to JMW Turner. It’s the world’s largest free display of paintings by the legendary painter and namesake of the Turner Prize, Britain’s most prestigious contemporary-art award.

10 Downing Street’s Imposter

Prime Minister’s front-door lookalike

The office of British leaders since 1735, 10 Downing St is also the Prime Minister’s London residence. Robert Walpole, Winston Churchill, Margaret Thatcher and Boris Johnson have all addressed the nation from in front of the famous black door. There’s no public access to the residence, and the street is cordoned off by a steel gate, making it difficult to even get a clear view. How have tourists gotten around this? They’ve found a fake 10 Downing St – 10 Adam St, 15 minutes’ walk away, has become a hotspot for photo souvenirs. Try to tell the difference.
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Churchill War Rooms

The former PM’s underground bunker

The Churchill War Rooms were the underground headquarters that sheltered former Prime Minister Winston Churchill and his government during the Blitz. Here, the cabinet ate, slept and plotted Hitler’s downfall, believing they were safe from Luftwaffe bombs. The reality was that despite 3m-thick concrete slabs, a hit from anything larger than a 500lb bomb would have penetrated and destroyed the building. The war rooms have been left almost as they were in 1945. Stand in front of the cabinet war rooms where important decisions in history were made, the map room that acted as an operational centre, and even the bedroom of the wartime leader. A museum dedicated to Churchill’s life and legacy is included with your visit.
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TOP SIGHT
Buckingham Palace

The most recognisable palace on the planet, Buckingham Palace is a symbol of the United Kingdom. It’s been the official London royal residence since Queen Victoria ascended in 1837, and today, with King Charles at the helm, it remains a working institution. There are many jewels to explore, including the State Rooms, which open to the public each summer.
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Practicalities

Scan the QR code for details of upcoming Buckingham Palace tours and prices.
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Palace Exterior & The Mall

Originally a 1703 country house, the palace was reconstructed in time for the accession of Queen Victoria by architects John Nash and Edward Blore, who added three wings around a central courtyard. The Portland stone facade beautifully backdrops Victoria Memorial, erected outside the main gates following the Queen’s death in 1901. It’s the tallest and grandest of any monument dedicated to a British monarch, and you’ll notice the white Carrara marble sculpture is impressively topped by a gilded bronze Winged Victory and cornered with four bronze lions. The Mall, a short but significant road, is flanked by Victoria Memorial and the Admiralty Arch. The road was built as a ceremonial route, coloured red for a red-carpet effect leading to the palace. During royal jubilees, weddings and funerals, millions pack the route in an attempt to be a part of history, and diehard well-wishers aim to get as close to the palace balcony as possible for a glimpse of the royal wave.


DON’T MISS

Changing of the Guard

State Rooms

Royal Mews

Queen’s Gallery

Victoria Memorial

The Mall

Clarence House



Changing of the Guards

The time that Old Guards (soldiers currently on duty) exchange places with New Guards has been a routine ceremony since 1660. Hundreds of tourists gather outside Buckingham Palace to see soldiers in distinctive bearskin black hats and red tunic uniforms switch and step into position, accompanied by a military band for full flair. A must-see display of pageantry that’s free to all, the Changing of the Guard takes place every Monday, Wednesday, Friday and Sunday morning.


GUARDS MUSEUM

Separate from the palace, but very much a part of the experience, is the Guards Museum on Birdcage Walk. Originally a teaching centre for new guards to learn their regimental heritage, the museum is now a public space in which to discover the five regiments by way of uniforms, paintings, weapons, models and artefacts.



Summers in the State Rooms

Buckingham Palace is very much a working office as well as royal residence. Hundreds of employees shuffle in and out every day, and events and receptions are held throughout the palace, including in the 19 State Rooms. The public is offered a peek at these rooms each summer from mid-July to September, while His Majesty holidays. The State Rooms are where the royal family receives and entertains VIP guests on state, ceremonial and official occasions. They’re decked in grand style and filled with Royal Collection treasures such as paintings from Van Dyck and Canaletto, sculpture by Canova, Sèvres porcelain and fine English and French furniture. Tours stop inside the Throne Room (where the wedding photos of William and Kate were taken) and the monumental White Drawing Room. Book early; these tours are a hot ticket.

Museums on the Palace Grounds

Home to historic royal carriages and working stables, the Royal Mews is responsible for most royal travel arrangements. Visitors can get up close to the most elaborate of vehicles, including the Gold State Coach that has been used for the coronation of every monarch since 1831, including Queen Elizabeth II (1953) and King Charles III (2023). The Queen’s Gallery at the side of the palace puts on an extraordinary display from the Royal Collection, featuring old master paintings, rare furniture, decorative arts and images from the photograph collection. Clarence House, home to Queen Elizabeth The Queen Mother between 1953 and 2002, is also often open in summer for tours.


TOP TIPS

• The Changing of the Guard ceremony may be cancelled or delayed at short notice, particularly during rainy or windy days. The Household Division official website posts up-to-date information, but it’s best to pick a clear day to avoid disappointment.

• Loved the palace visit so much you want to come back? Be sure to buy your ticket directly from the Royal Collection Trust. When you leave, get it signed and validated for 12 months of complimentary readmission.

• Not all Buckingham Palace buildings permit photography so leave the tripod behind.







TOP SIGHT
Westminster Abbey

Westminster Abbey is one of history’s most important commemoration sites. With the exception of Edward V and Edward VIII, every English sovereign has been crowned here since William the Conqueror in 1066. Royal weddings, funerals and burials have all taken place at the historic church and UNESCO World Heritage Site.
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Practicalities

Scan the QR code for tickets, tours and times of services.
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Exterior: The Entrances

Shaped by a number of architects over its long lifespan, Westminster Abbey is a fairy-tale blend of Gothic and Romanesque styles inside and out. The two main entrances have particularly striking features. On the Great West Door, you’ll notice ‘Sancta Maria’ inscribed on either side, 10 statues of Modern Martyrs above and majestic Portland stone towers at the cap. This is the most used entry and exit route for royal ceremonies. Around the corner, the Great North Door shows Christ in Majesty blessing the church and the world, surrounded by angels. Seated figures of Apostles and figures in procession (representing music, painting, sculpture, law, history and engineering) are below, and a rose window circles above. Corbels of animals and gargoyles also feature.


DON’T MISS

Coronation Chair

Grave of the Unknown Warrior

Shrine of St Edward the Confessor

Tomb of Mary I and Elizabeth I

Tomb of Mary Queen of Scots

Lady Chapel

Poets’ Corner

Chapter House

Pyx Chamber



Westside: The Nave to the Quire

Through the Great West Door, you’ll enter the nave. Here is where a number of notable figures are buried, including Sir Isaac Newton, Charles Darwin and Stephen Hawking. On the ground, the Grave of the Unknown Warrior commemorates the contribution of British servicemen to WWI, honouring those with no other memorial or known grave. It’s made of Belgian marble and contains soil from France. To the right sits the Coronation Chair, a 700-year-old piece of furniture used in every coronation since 1308 (on Coronation Day, it’s placed at the sacrarium facing the altar). The quire is lined with choir stalls at either side, designed in 19th-century Victorian Gothic style to match the abbey’s architecture.


QUEEN’S DIAMOND JUBILEE GALLERIES

For 700 years, the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Galleries were concealed from public view, only opening in 2018. Almost 16m above the abbey floor, they contain 300 artefacts spanning 1000 years. Highlights include Queen Elizabeth I’s corset and the coronation chair of Queen Mary II (note: she didn’t use the original coronation chair since she was crowned the same time as William III).



Behind The Altar

The high altar is where crownings takes place. Observe the Cosmati Pavement, an intricate mosaic of marble, stone, glass and metal. Behind the altar are a slew of important tombs. The Shrine of St Edward the Confessor, who founded the abbey, sits at its heart. The Tomb of Mary I and Elizabeth I (holding both queens, it’s inscribed “Partners in throne and grave, here we sleep, sisters, in hope of the Resurrection”) and the marble Tomb of Mary Queen of Scots sit by the entrance of Lady Chapel, a masterpiece of medieval architecture. Inside, you’ll find the Tomb of Henry VII and his wife.

Southside & the Cloisters

Venture into the southern part of the abbey to find Poets’ Corner, where significant writers and poets are buried or commemorated. There are more than 100 memorials here, including Charles Dickens, Jane Austen and William Shakespeare, to name but a few, The cloisters adjoin the nave and overlook a grass quadrangle (garth). Each one is 30m in length and they were used by Benedictine monks for meditation, exercise and as walkways to the main buildings. Chapter House is where the monks came to pray, and you’ll enter the octagonal structure via the East Cloister, past the oldest door in Britain, constructed around 1050. Next door, Pyx Chamber is one of the few remaining relics of the original abbey, with treasures, liturgical objects and tiling that date back to the 11th century.


TOP TIPS

• As one of London’s most famous tourist attractions, Westminster Abbey queues can be extremely long. Peak time is in the morning, so come in the afternoon.

• A multimedia guide is included with the price of admission. It can be downloaded to your phone or tablet, or used on a provided device.

• Worshippers can visit free of charge by attending one of the daily church services. You’ll enter via the Great West Door, but won’t have access to the tombs and monuments.







TOP SIGHT
Trafalgar Square

Trafalgar Sq is the city’s most recognised public square and the true centre point from where all distances to London are measured. Managed by the Greater London Authority, it’s the scene of notable main-stage events, and it’s swarmed year-round with visitors looking to discover attractions modest to grand. You’ll find historic monuments, a church and respected galleries on the piazza.


[image: jpg]

Eddy Galeotti/Shutterstock ©


Practicalities

Scan this QR code for National Gallery opening times. Note that admission is free.
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The National Gallery

No Trafalgar Sq image can miss including the National Gallery, and neither can any London itinerary. One of the greatest art galleries in the world, it was founded by Parliament in 1824 and houses more than 2300 works of European art from the 13th to the early 20th century. These include seminal paintings from the likes of Da Vinci, Michelangelo, Titian and Renoir, as well as Van Gogh’s Sunflowers, which often draws crowds during peak times. Don’t miss the Sainsbury Wing (reopening 2025) on the western side for an outstanding collection of early Renaissance paintings, Rembrandt’s two self-portraits (at age 34 and 63) and the works of High Renaissance (1500–1600). Those strapped for time can join a free 60-minute guided tour of the highlights. Enquire at the information desk.


DON’T MISS

The National Gallery

National Portrait Gallery

Nelson’s Column

Trafalgar Sq Fountains

Trafalgar Sq Lions

Police Box

St Martin-in-the-Fields



National Portrait Gallery

The National Portrait Gallery finally reopened in 2023 after three years of major refurbishment, and it’s packed with a who’s who of British history and culture. In 1856, this was (allegedly) the first public gallery dedicated to portraits, and now it’s home to some 250,000 pieces, making it the most extensive collection on the globe. The portraits date from the 16th century to the present day, spanning paintings, photographs, drawings, sculptures and even caricatures. Look for the Chandos portrait, the most famous portrait believed to depict William Shakespeare, as well as the vast collection of royal subjects and modern-day celebrities such as Ed Sheeran and Anna Wintour.


CAFé IN THE CRYPT

Located in St Martin’s crypt is an underground cavern that’s been a secret local hangout for decades. Though there’s a sign above ground these days, it remains a peaceful retreat. Hot brews are poured under original brick-vaulted ceilings and historic tombstones line the floor, with the occasional church benefit concert adding enchantment. If peckish, pick up some cheap and cheerful comfort foods at the canteen.



The Square’s Monuments

Trafalgar Sq’s rich history is immortalised at numerous points of interest in the main piazza. Start with the towering, 52m-high Nelson’s Column, dedicated to Admiral Horatio Nelson, who died during the 1805 Battle of Trafalgar. During the column’s planning, it was decided that four large bronze lions would ring its base as a sign of Nelson’s heroism. Sculptor Edwin Landseer based the Trafalgar Sq lions on an animal that had earlier died at London Zoo. In an era when cameras weren’t yet widespread, he took so long to make sketches that the corpse decomposed and parts had to be improvised. You’ll notice the paws, for example, are based on cat paws. It’s hard to miss two rather spectacular fountains, installed in 1841 to counteract the effects of reflected heat and to reduce space for large public demonstrations. Should anything have gotten out of hand, however, the Police Box on the square’s southeast corner would have dealt with it. Large enough to fit one police officer, with a direct line to Scotland Yard, it was the smallest police station in Britain. Modern CCTV means the box is no longer used, and it’s now a broom cupboard for the cleaners.

St Martin-in-the-Fields

An architectural jewel, St Martin-in-the-Fields church dates back to the medieval period, when the area surrounding Trafalgar Sq was nothing but farm fields. In the 19th century, it hosted the first church service ever to be broadcast on radio. Admire the elegant interiors, aisles lined with galleries, brass chandeliers and plasterwork ceilings supported by classical columns.


TOP TIPS

• Trafalgar Sq hosts free public events year-round, including Chinese New Year, Pride and St Patrick’s Day. Norway has sent a Christmas tree annually since 1947.

• Respect the historical importance of the bronze lions and avoid climbing on them. For decades, tourists have jumped onto their backs, causing irreversible damage.

• The square used to be overrun with pigeons. In a bid to get rid of them and their waste, the mayor banned feeding of feral birds in the square. Don’t share your snacks; it could result in a fine.





MORE IN THE WEST END

West End for Wizards

Corners with magic for fantasy fans

Twenty-five years since the first Harry Potter novel hit shelves, saying it’s a phenomenon remains an understatement. The wizarding world is today an entire culture, so beloved through generations that the West End’s magic-focused addresses are seeing no signs of slowing down. The star is, of course, Harry Potter and the Cursed Child, a two-part play at the Palace Theatre based on an original story co-written by JK Rowling and set 19 years after the events of the books’ finale. Since opening in 2016, it’s won countless awards and received widespread acclaim for magic, illusions and stage wizardry. Let’s just say that it’s not only hardcore Potter fans queuing around the block. Throughout history, two seats at the Palace were permanently bolted open so resident ghosts had somewhere to sit, but due to demand even they’re now booked out for public consumption. In between the two shows, pop into the House of MinaLima, a gallery-like store founded by Miraphora Mina and Eduardo Lima. They’re the duo behind the graphic art of the Potter franchise and Fantastic Beasts series. Browse exclusive prints, illustrated books and even props from the movies in this enchanting boutique. There are queues during peak times, so visit on weekday mornings for the best experience, or do your shopping at House of Spells, a less famous fantasy store on Charing Cross Rd. To fuel up, book a session at Wands and Wizard Exploratorium on Greek St for immersive afternoon tea and cocktails at the helm of a magic wand.
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BLACK CAB TOURS FOR MUGGLES

To see the Harry Potter sights in style, book a themed black-cab tour. Up to five muggles can whiz around the city’s streets in iconic London taxis to sights that were either featured in or provided inspiration for the films. Notable spots include Great Scotland Yard, Leadenhall Market and Platform 9¾. A slew of providers offer tours, including Black Taxi Tour London, Black Cab Tours of London and GetYourGuide. Note that as this is a private experience, it’ll be a splurge (£175 to £400).




POTTERINGS

If the West End leaves muggles thirsty for Butterbeer, snap a pic at the original Platform 9¾ in Kings Cross Station, or even head out of town to Warner Bros Studio Tour London – The Making of Harry Potter.



ENTERTAINING THE LITTLE ONES IN THE WEST END

Twist Museum

Situated on Oxford St, Twist is a world of illusions designed to challenge the senses.

All Star Lanes Holborn

Spend an afternoon bowling with the clan, with the bonus of an hour in the karaoke booth. Pizza and milkshakes available.

Cartoon Museum

Discover editorial cartoons, comic strips and more, then let the kids get creative at a model-making or drawing workshop.

Soho’s Thriving Queer Community

A rainbow following a storm

For centuries, Soho has been London’s epicentre of queer culture. Between the 17th and 19th centuries, the district gained a sordid reputation for men soliciting sex with men, Oscar Wilde being the most famous of arrests for ‘gross indecency’. This was a time when consensual same-sex relations were illegal. (In 2017, Wilde was pardoned posthumously, his criminal record finally wiped clean by the UK Department of Justice.) Over time, Soho transformed into a vibrant zone of visible queer communities, booming as a gay tourism destination. Ups and downs inevitably ensued, but now the district is so all-inclusive that time in Soho is sought-after by all. Most LGBTIQ+ businesses can be found along Old Compton St, but know that nowhere in Soho will anyone bat an eye over a harness and a pair of kinky boots. The Admiral Duncan is a true testament to queer community resilience. After being horrifically bombed in 1999, it quickly bounced back, flags hoisted high. It’s the oldest gay pub in Soho and retains a relaxed neighbourly vibe. G-A-Y started out as a ‘70s Soho basement nightclub, but gained such international recognition that it’s now a brand. For decades it attracted the biggest pop names in the now-demolished London Astoria, but the G-A-Y Bar, a beloved watering hole for pre-Heaven dancing, is still standing and pumping hits to go Lady Gaga for. Ladies looking for ladies? She Soho is the only dedicated lesbian (and pals) bar around, with regular drag-king shows and burlesque for your pleasure.


THE BEST DATE-NIGHT RESTAURANTS IN SOHO
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Jessica Riso (@iamjessicariso) is a marketing executive who has been working and playing in the West End since 2013. She reveals the most swoonsome restaurants in Soho.

Kapara

This hidden-away spot in James’ Court is great for getting to know someone over al fresco dining. Inside, you’re in a Tel Aviv fantasy of Israeli dishes.

Soho House

I used to come to the original Soho House on Greek St for work meetings, but it’s definitely a sexy evening hangout for dinner. At least do drinks in the Courtyard Bar, which has a nice outdoor terrace.

Brasserie Zédel

For Parisian romance, I recommend this French restaurant. It’s by Piccadilly and I love its glamorous old-time brasserie feel.



BEST QUEER BARS FOR A PRE-DRINK IN SOHO

The Yard

The mixed-crowd queer bar’s fairy-lit courtyard gives guests space to talk before the debauchery.

Compton’s of Soho

Historic gay bar that’s a popular pre-gaming spot before the big dance-off, especially the upstairs lounge.

Rupert Street Bar

Happy-hour deals and big windows for scouting talent quickly pass the time building Dutch courage.

The Queens of Soho

Gals lip-synching in London town

London’s drag scene has been evolving for decades. Once underground, it has exploded onto the mainstream. There’s even a British version of RuPaul’s Drag Race that’s made headline names out of The Vivienne, Cheryl Hole and Scarlett Harlett, and now an annual DragCon at the ExCel centre. But London’s drag scene isn’t all about TV stars. East London and South London are hotbeds for local talent, while the West End sees the fierce ‘werk it’ in venues and at events such as Village Soho’s karaoke sessions, Duke of Wellington’s bingo and quiz games and CellarDoor’s nightly entertainment presented by a (tucked) hostess with the mostess. If you land during Pride in the summer, there’s absolutely no escaping these squirrels. Businesses will peddle rainbow floats through the West End, and every hotel rooftop will serve brunch with a heavy helping of lip-syncing. So you’d better practise your ‘yass queen’ chants now. Other places to soak up drag include Soho Theatre, which showcases the artform in a more formal fashion, by way of cabaret and comedy. Sink The Pink is a London drag collective that always puts on a mighty show – follow it on social media to catch a special pop-up appearance. It’s especially busy on the summer festival circuit and during Pride.


WHERE TO WATCH DRAG IN THE WEST END
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Glitzy von Jagger aka Darren James (@glitzyvonjagger) is a London drag queen. She offers tips on where to catch the best of West End’s drag scene.

Proud Embankment

The cabaret drag brunch on the river is hosted by my sister, Miss Demeanour. The shows are spectacular and afterwards, you can admire London’s skyline from Waterloo Bridge.

Halfway to Heaven

Monday nights are wonderful for seeing drag talent here. Tucked away in a basement right next to Trafalgar Sq is a cosy, sequinny delight of a space.

Phoenix Arts Club

I love this place for drag. Michael Twaits is the head girl. Check out her total eclipse of a heart routine; it’s camp as Christmas. Honestly, you’re spoilt for choice and diversity on London’s drag scene.



BEST QUEER BARS FOR DANCING IN SOHO

Ku Bar

Chinatown’s Ku Bar has a funky, low-lit basement club ready for the boogie.

Freedom

The swanky bar has a downstairs club with two poles for those who want to show off.

Village Soho

Sexy dancers and dance beats see the bar’s chill afternoon vibe morph into mayhem.

Soho Caffeinated

How Soho stays buzzed

Of all scenes in the West End, Soho’s tribe works and plays the hardest. That’s why there are so many coffee shops, ready to wake up tired heads or keep energy bunnies sharp. Professionals situated in Soho also fall more into the creative category, and these cool cats are all about an artisanal brew over a mediocre Starbucks any day. For a truly historic sip, you have a number of options. Bar Italia was opened in 1949 by the Polledri family, who still run it today. A hub for the Italian community, it’s a Soho fixture, brewing the finest espresso till 4am. Over on Old Compton St, Algerian Coffee Stores was first opened by – you’ve guessed it – an Algerian immigrant way back in 1887. Today it stands decked in original wooden decor, and is run by the same family three generations on. For more contemporary, Soho’s Grind is a laid-back, neon-lit coffee shop by day leading down to a cocktail bar by evening, if an espresso martini is your poison. And the almost-20-year-old dame, Flat White on Berwick St, is still a beloved Antipodean cafe and that’s all down to the quality of its Joe. Other standout brewers in Soho include Department of Coffee and Social Affairs and My Place.

Cocktails for Escape

Transport yourself far far away

From time to time, Londoners need an escape, without the long commute. The city’s speakeasies and themed bars rise to such an occasion, and pop-ups come and go as quickly as the whispers get around. Some stick it through, however, and have become fixtures on the scene for Londoners to show their out-of-town friends or just to switch off from 21st-century life. The trick is a blend of creative concoctions, quality production and the odd appearance from actors. Wander along a Kingly Court corridor and you’ll find Cahoots, a 1940s train station consisting of a Tube carriage, ticket hall and signal station. Guests sip spiffing cocktails in photo-friendly beverageware, as vintage live entertainment strums. When you’re done, Mr Fogg’s is just up the road on Dean St. This cocktail den immerses guests in a Victoria-era collection of global treasures, with drinks designed to reflect their stories. Sniff around the rooms, including one covered completely in vintage rugs. If you enjoyed that, there are more Mr Fogg’s outposts in the West End, including Mayfair and Covent Garden. Big kids will find the fun at Flight Club Bloomsbury, a fairground throwback where groups gather for games of darts in the company of pizza boards and throwback tunes. Digital recordings of your attempts, displayed on monitors, make darts playtime all the more fun.
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SOHO SQUARE

It’s hard to believe a district like Soho can have tranquil corners, but while Soho Sq isn’t exactly a secluded enclave, it offers much-needed respite from the hectic streets around it. The square is part paved, part lawn and shaded with trees. In summer, it’s packed with lunchtime workers taking a break from screens, and during Pride it’s a popular gathering zone. Otherwise, nab a bench with a cup from one of Soho’s artisan coffee houses and admire the 17th-century Tudor house built as a gardener’s shed slap-bang in the middle of the square. A statue of King Charles II, who the place was once named after, also stands here.




MORE QUEER STOPS

Swot up on London’s rich queer history with a visit to Gay’s the Word, the UK’s oldest LGBTIQ+ bookshop. Spend time with local rainbow crews at East London’s Dalston Superstore.



BEST HOTELS IN THE WEST END

Hotel AMANO

Boutique hotel in Covent Garden with a black-and-gold club feel. ££

Claridge’s

Mayfair’s A-List favourite, putting up the most fashionable Christmas tree every year. £££

Hoxton Holborn

Ultra-chic yet affordable, with hipster rooms and always-happening social spaces. ££

Hidden Spa

Soak with a sprinkle of fairy dust

Hard exploration calls for urban relaxation, and AIRE is one of the many London spas hidden below ground level, inducing tired bodies to rest and rejuvenate. Though ancient in aesthetic, the spa actually opened in 2021, offering a dip in baths of varying temperatures and the option to add treatments such as massages. Don’t miss the bubbly bath of 1000 jets, or the Floatarium, a unique bath with salt content so high you’ll automatically float. Both are included with spa entry. Wine lovers seeking a splurge can opt for a signature wine experience (£450 per person), where you’ll be submerged in Spanish tempranillo grapes followed by a selection of massages using nourishing grape-seed oil. At AIRE, guests are instructed to lock away mobile devices in order to fully immerse themselves in the experience. AIRE's Romanesque walls are preserved with original brickwork and topped with ceiling roses, all romantically illuminated by candlelight. And what’s the story of such an ancient cavern? It’s a fairy tale. Literally. AIRE is on the site of the 18th-century townhouse of JM Barrie, the author of Peter Pan. Following your soak, head up to reception where a rare first-edition copy of the book sits inside a glass cabinet, and old photos of Barrie’s home are displayed.
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BEST PARKS AROUND BLOOMSBURY
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Amie Kabia (@amiekabia) has grown up with pals studying at SOAS in Bloomsbury. Here are her favourite parks in which to catch up or catch some rays.

Tavistock Square Gardens

Peaceful and quiet most of the week. There’s a lovely memorial garden and statues of Mahatma Gandhi and Virginia Woolf.

Lincoln’s Inn Fields

Well looked after with lots of benches to rest on. I’ll come here after a visit to Sir John Soane’s Museum.

Bloomsbury Square

Bloomsbury is surrounded by inspiring architecture. It’s close to the London Review Bookshop, which stocks thought-provoking reads.

Russell Square

There’s lots of space and I recommend sandwiches from Cabmen’s Shelter.



BEST HOTELS IN THE WEST END

One Aldwych

An independent hotel in a historic building, One is recently renovated and has fabulous theatre views. £££

The Londoner

The sexy Leicester Sq newcomer has multiple trendy eateries and a wellness retreat. £££

45 Park Lane

An intimate boutique hotel that was once an opulent private residence. The 45 rooms boast Hyde Park views. £££

Chinatown Bubbling for the New Generation

Brew with a chew

Chinatown is one of the few districts in the West End that doesn’t have much of a coffee scene. Rather, it has a bubble tea scene. Bubble tea, a Taiwanese creation that took off across Asia in the 1980s, only really latched on to Londoners in the 2010s, but they’ve certainly made up for lost time – the area is crammed full of boba. This tea, mixed with milk or fruit and topped with chewy tapioca pearls, is commonly found in the hands of the Gen Z and millennial wanderers, but even if you don’t fall into either of those generations, the results could prove addictive. Competition is fierce in Chinatown, so vendors try to offer as many flavours or twists as possible. Head to Newport Ct for the biggest row of choice, including Lucky Tea, Min Tea and Cuppacha, and unique concoctions such as lychee and Yakult, or cream cheese green tea. Elsewhere in Chinatown, the likes of Woo Tea and Super Bubble will make sure you’re always topped up.


WHERE TO EAT FAMILY STYLE IN CHINATOWN
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Rosie Wong has been coming to Chinatown for four decades. Here’s where she takes her brood for authentic family-style feasting.

Golden Phoenix

My favourite place for dim sum and authentic dishes. When we have Chinese relatives in town, we come here. All the stir-fries are great, especially the chicken with cashew nuts.

Lido

One of the earliest Chinese restaurants in London. Dim sum here is casual and like back in Hong Kong.

Chop Chop by Four Seasons

Its roast duck is the absolute best in London because the skin is so golden and crispy. Inside the Hippodrome.

Imperial China

This opened in the ‘90s in an alleyway off Lisle St. It’s bigger and good for family occasions. I like the beef and black-bean sauce.



HISTORIC BARS AND PUBS ON THE STRAND

Lyceum Tavern

On the site of the original Lyceum Theatre; today it’s a traditional oak-panelled pub. ££

Ye Olde Cock Tavern

London’s narrowest pub was frequented by Charles Dickens and Alfred Tennyson. ££

Gordon’s Wine Bar

The city’s oldest wine bar is a gorgeous candlelit basement and a buzzing terrace. £££

A Regal Afternoon Tea

Feel fancy in Mayfair’s most expensive hotels

It was in 1840 that the Duchess of Bedford, a close friend of Queen Victoria, admitted to needing a mini meal to fill the long gap between lunch and dinner. What she didn’t realise then was that this concept of afternoon tea would one day become a British ritual. In Mayfair, it’s a particularly decadent affair. Postcode to some of the nation’s most lavish hotels, Mayfair’s elite lifestyle is best accessed through afternoon tea. The Ritz was opened in 1906 and widely considered the world’s greatest hotel, frequented by Hollywood stars and royalty. Its Palm Court is the tearoom to end all tearooms, and you’ll need an outfit to match, so read the dress code before the sitting. Tiers are joined by a choice of 18 loose-leaf teas, including the Ritz Royal Blend, and you might as well add some Ritz Reserve champagne. Claridge’s hosts a seasonal selection of sweet and savoury treats and also has its own exquisite tea blend. It’s served within the grand art-deco-inspired Foyer and Reading Room. On Park Lane, marvel at the renowned Dorchester. It practically played London home to Elizabeth Taylor, who had her favourite suite bathroom changed to pink marble (a photo of her in the suite can be found in the National Portrait Gallery). Do tea and cake in its art-lined Promenade, with treats designed by a multi-award-winning pastry chef. Your camera will need to eat first.

Historic Eats

Toilets as beautiful as dining rooms

Trendy restaurants in Mayfair come and go, but Sketch never stopped pulling the punters. The handsome 1779 grade-II-listed building on Conduit St has manifested over its lifetime. At two points it was the headquarters of the Royal Institute of British Architects and the suffragette movement, and at another it was the London Atelier of Christian Dior. In 2003, following restoration, it became the hottest West End hangout. VIPs happily joined lengthy waitlists. When things calmed down, the turn of the social-media era came and Sketch's toilets broke the internet. Retro-yet-futuristic egg-shaped pods designed by French architect Noé Duchaufour-Lawrance became an attraction in their own right and, more than a decade on, screen scrollers from far and wide come to get their turn at the loos. But even those without interest in filters are interested in Sketch. Five food and beverage outlets provide multiple reasons. Out front is the Parlour, a neon-lit eaterie with a ‘90s vibe. Behind it, the Gallery, a rich pink cloud of sunshine-yellow furnishing and contemporary art for sale, is where afternoon tea takes place, accompanied by a classical musician. The Glade, a mesh of velvet and verdant forest textures, offers an alternative ground-level hangout, while upstairs, the Lecture Room and Library is the pièce de résistance. It was awarded Michelin stars in 2005, 2012 and 2019, making it one of only a handful of London restaurants with the esteemed triple. Still need more time by the toilets? The East Bar caves beneath the pods like a spaceship.
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WHY I LOVE COVENT GARDEN
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James Wong, writer

My parents emigrated from Asia in the ‘80s and opened a tiny Chinese takeaway in Covent Garden that fed vendors, street performers and office workers, plus many of the Strand’s West End theatre cast and crew. My mum would deliver meals between her two jobs, and walk to the Savoy in awe. It fills me with joy to see many of the same independent businesses still residing and thriving here today, and that mum’s no longer a delivery girl – she’s a guest now. Covent Garden has such a strong, hard-working community that it’s beyond just a tourist attraction.



BEST ASIAN SUPERMARKETS FOR SNACKS AROUND CHINATOWN

Oseyo

The largest Korean supermarket in the UK has everything from kimchi to soju.

SeeWoo

Suppliers to local restaurants since 1975, SeeWoo’s snack aisle features many Chinese imports.

Japan Centre

Two minutes’ walk out of Chinatown leads you to the ultimate Japanese food and lifestyle emporium.

Parklife

Royal parks in the West End

The southwest corner of the West End can be an incredibly pricey day out, but that’s not to say common folk can’t enjoy the splendid sights it has to offer. There are two royal parks situated here that are free of charge and beautifully managed and maintained. St James’s Park has prime positioning in front of Buckingham Palace, with 57 acres of green dotted with fountains and memorials that make it a delightful stroll. Interestingly, the park also provides a habitat to a variety of bird species. These include free-roaming pelicans (a 1664 gift from the Russian ambassador), ducks and geese that you’ll often find nesting on the lake’s Duck Island. Robins, blackbirds and woodpeckers also thrive and breed in the park. Spring is especially a treat when you’ll watch hatchlings play and the flowerbeds dazzle, and the St James’s Cafe is always on hand in case of April showers. By contrast, there are no flowerbeds in Green Park. Legend has it that in the 17th century, Queen Catherine of Braganza, wife of King Charles II, had them banned after she caught her husband picking blooms for another woman. Pops of yellow daffodils do appear, though. Rent a deck chair during warm months, pedal along the cycle routes, or simply grab a sandwich from Green Park station’s Marks & Spencer for an easy dose of nature.


FORTNUM & MASON

Mayfair’s afternoon tea time also takes place at its upmarket stores. Fortnum and Mason’s connection with the royal family dates back to its 1707 opening, when the footman of Queen Anne began reselling unfinished royal candle wax. It’s since held warrants as official supplier to royal households, in particular for tea. To taste before buying a box, do afternoon tea at its spectacular Diamond Jubilee Tea Salon, and don’t pass over the Scotch egg, allegedly invented here in 1738.




HIGH-TEA ICONS

Though Mayfair is the place to get dressed up for high tea, you can do the same in gorgeous rooms in the Savoy. For sky-high afternoon tea with views from the clouds, try Shangri-La the Shard in London Bridge.



THE BEST BARS FOR VIEWS IN THE WEST END

Aqua Kyoto

Aqua Kyoto’s outdoor terrace is the place to sip in the sunshine in the company of Regent St views. £££

Radio Rooftop

On the ME hotel’s 10th floor, this smart-casual hangout basks in Strand-side scenes. £££

10 Degrees Sky Bar

A 28th-floor cocktail lounge atop the Hilton treats guests with vistas over Hyde Park and Mayfair. ££

Tasty Respites from Oxford Street

Beloved alleyways and food halls

In terms of culinary choice, the hectic shopping streets of the West End are dominated by fast-food chains and sandwich shops, but locals know better than to sit down at a McDonald’s. Dotted along the 1.5-mile stretch of Oxford St are bundles of quality eats, hidden from plain sight of the masses. Toward the west side, St Christopher’s Place is light at the end of a dark and narrow alleyway. The hidden piazza pops with al fresco terraces and the odd boutique. There’s Bone Daddies ramen, Euphorium bakery and a Workshop Coffee house. In the middle of Oxford St, concealed by Carnaby, is Kingly Court, another open-air dining destination but set on three stories – Caribbean-inspired The Rum Kitchen, Indian restaurant Darjeeling Express and Korean Dinner Party bring Soho’s after-work crowd to the yard. Raining cats and dogs out? Arcade Food Hall at the Tottenham Court end might be your food and shelter. Nine open kitchens represent cuisines spanning Thailand to the Middle East, while DJ sets and music-special screenings turn things up at dinner time.
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WHERE TO HAVE DESSERT IN THE WEST END
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Christopher Haul (@c_haul) is a songwriter with a sweet tooth. Here are his suggestions for a sugar high.

Maison Bertaux

The oldest patisserie in London and right off Old Compton St if you’re in the mood for drinks after. The cheesecake and fruit tarts are phenomenal and inside it feels like you’re in Paris.

Hotel Chocolat

I love its chocolate because it has more cacao and less sugar than other brands. The cafe in Covent Garden does a delicious dark hot chocolate. If it’s sunny, try the soft-serve ice cream or a milkshake drizzled with its chocolate sauces.

L’ETO

The first store was in Soho and from the moment I walked past its window display of cakes, I was hooked. My favourite is the tiramisu, but cakes change seasonally.



BEST FINE DINING RESTAURANTS IN MAYFAIR

The Wolseley

Elegant modern European fare and afternoon tea served in art deco glamour. £££

L’Atelier Robuchon

This tribute to the most-awarded Michelin chef has French haute cuisine and a great champagne trolley. £££

Sushi Kanesaka

Exclusive 13-seat Japanese omakase serving sushi Edomae style, its most traditional form. £££

Amazonico

Trendy rainforest vibes and Chilean bass transport guests to South America with hints of Japan. £££

34 Mayfair

A stylish brasserie that specialises in English game and world meats, with an excellent bar. £££

Benares

Another of Mayfair’s many Michelin spots, this is upscale Indian cuisine with British techniques. £££

Covent Garden Theatres

Musicals, opera and comedy nights all around

Sandwiched between the Strand and Shaftesbury Ave, Covent Garden’s theatres turn the vicinity into a trifecta of the heavyweight stage. Theatre Royal Drury Lane is the site of the oldest theatre in London still in use (there have been four theatres built here since 1663) and has hosted My Fair Lady starring Julie Andrews, and a decade-long run of Miss Saigon. As with many historic theatres, it’s notorious for hauntings, including the ghosts of two actors involved in a murder over a wig. Other notable venues include the cosy Duchess Theatre, home to The Play That Goes Wrong, and the Cambridge Theatre, where Matilda: The Musical has played since 2011. Covent Garden stage isn’t just razzle-dazzle. The Royal Opera House has sat majestically at the edge of the piazza since 1858 and is home to the Royal Opera, Royal Ballet and the Orchestra of the Royal Opera House. The main auditorium is one of the largest in London, holding more than 2000 spectators – unsurprisingly, the royal family can often be found among them, albeit in a private royal box rather than in the stalls. In the mood for something a little more casual? Laugh till your sides hurt at the Top Secret Comedy Club on Drury Lane, a top-rated stand-up spot.


WHERE TO SPOT A STAR IN THE WEST END
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Kiran Ranmal is a marketing professional who works in the West End. Over the years she’s seen countless A-Listers.

"Work has given me access to star-studded events, but even if it didn’t, there are many ways to see celebrities in town. Start in Leicester Sq, where European premieres happen. I’ve seen the cast of Star Wars and Rachel McAdams on the red carpet. Mayfair is where the rich and famous drink and dine, including at Annabel’s, Vesper Bar, Connaught Bar and The Wolseley. For a safe bet, get tickets to the West End theatre where actors like Ian McKellen, Judi Dench and Daniel Radcliffe have performed. Bond St is another place to wander. If a shop is closed during the day, that means it’s closed off for an A-List shopper."



Seven Dials Market

Centre of the West End’s modern foodie hangouts

Covent Garden is well known for its historic markets, including Apple and Jubilee Hall, but Seven Dials in the same precinct is aimed at a younger, more hipster crowd that isn’t on the hunt for souvenirs and royal fanfare. The market opened in 2019 at what was previously a banana warehouse. The vision: a street-food destination in a similar vein to Time Out Markets around the globe. Think rich Penang curries, stacked truffle burgers dripping with cheese, and massive pizzas from Bad Boy Pizza Society in the main ‘warehouse’, and then a separate Cucumber Alley with row after row of snack and dessert stations offering dumplings, soft-serve ice cream and matcha pancakes. There are also two bars, numerous pop-ups and a Market Bookshop carrying cookbooks, food biographies and sustainability titles on its shelves – browsers can eat while they shop. In a nod to Seven Dials Market’s banana origins, there’s a huge yellow banana sculpture there too, which you’re welcome to touch and sit on like all the other social-media reel creators. The hip spots don’t end inside the market. Mosey along surrounding Monmouth St, Mercer St and Neal St for boutiques, vintage kicks and coffee stops galore, and add a pin to Neal’s Yard, a colourful little enclave with more sweet digs for cool kids.

The Crystal Maze Live Experience

And other fun immersive games

Because stressed-out Londoners love an excuse to be silly and forget their woes, immersive gaming takes the humble escape room and gives it a blockbuster-style makeover. The Crystal Maze is a British game show from the ‘90s, in which contestants scale a range of challenges to win glass crystals. The more crystals they secure, the more time they get to catch foil tokens in a Crystal Dome. Watch a video on YouTube and you’ll quickly get the picture. The Crystal Maze Live Experience has been a runaway success since opening in 2015, with a London outpost on Shaftesbury Ave. Run through a fictional labyrinth with actors and teammates (bring pals, or join new ones) and you’ll feel quite the rush. Production levels are equivalent to a real television game show. The same company also opened the Tomb Raider Live Experience in Camden in 2022, where guests zip line and trapeze through makeshift jungles in a quest for video-game character Lara Croft. Meanwhile, Monopoly Lifesized puts players directly onto the board game, with room after room of problem-solving and physical tasks. For seasonal immersive games and pop-ups, check Time Out and Fever and get down with whatever’s the latest craze on arrival.
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WHERE TO RELAX & UNWIND NEAR THE STRAND
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Beatriz Welter (@riverrestaurantbygordonramsay), head sommelier at River Restaurant by Gordon Ramsay, reveals her favourite spots to relax and unwind.

The Black Book

The magic of the place is that the wine list is always changing. But there are so many incredible wine bars in the West End. You’ll find quality pours at Noble Rot, The 10 Cases and Gordon’s Wine Bar.

St James’s Park

For a stroll and maybe a sunset picnic, take a blanket to St James’s Park. It has a small lake that’s usually surrounded by different species of birds and lots of plant life.

Savoy Theatre

I’m lucky to work right by this beautiful and intimate theatre. There are so many theatres on and around the Strand and I find it a fun way to unwind.



BEST CHEAP EATS IN THE WEST END

C&R Cafe

Casual Chinatown eatery serving big-portioned Malaysian stir-fries, laksa and satay at a great price. £

Pizza Pilgrims

At this London-born pizzeria, you’ll get a quality pizza and drink for less than £15. £

Yalla Yalla

For the best price on its Beirut-style street food, come for the lunch specials. £

A Low-key Surprise

A Georgian stroll

The West End can be an overwhelming list of must-dos and world-famous attractions, but the Bloomsbury-Holborn area is a chance to slow down the pace. Independent stores, beautifully maintained gardens and rows of Georgian townhouses make it a delightful stroll any day of the week. The high concentrations of reputable campuses and legal firms also bring intellectual notes to the air, a stark contrast from mere steps away in Covent Garden where the Underground’s often closed for crowd control. Grab a cappuccino from  Walkmisù, a coffee counter concealed in red telephone boxes on the corner of Russell Sq, and park on a bench by the flower-beds to be soothed by the flow of the fountains. Peruse periodicals from Marchmont St’s bookstores such as Judd Books and Gay’s The Word, the oldest LGBTIQ+ bookshop in the UK. The British Museum is awash with tourists, so hit up an under-the-radar exhibition for a quiet afternoon of discovery. University College’s Grant Museum of Zoology, UCL Art Museum and Petrie Museum of Egyptian Archaeology are incredibly comprehensive and free of charge to enter. Finally, unwind and warm up with a fresh handmade pie at Holborn Dining Room, hidden under the elegant arches of the Rosewood London.


PRE-THEATRE DINNER & DRINKS AROUND COVENT GARDEN
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David Massey (@MrDavidMassey) is the company manager at Adelphi Theatre’s Back to the Future: The Musical. Here are his favourite spots for a pre-theatre dinner and drink.

For a Quick Bite: Chequers

A small, family-run sandwich shop. Between noon and 2pm, there’s usually a massive queue outside (sometimes more than 50 people waiting).

For a Drink: Lemon Tree Pub

The Back to the Future crew regularly go to the Lemon Tree on Bedfordbury. It’s a friendly local place with a relaxed vibe. I also like the Ivy Club on West St for cocktails.

For a Full Meal: Boulevard Brasserie

Introduced to me by the musical’s associate director, its beef bourguignon is fantastic. It’s a small restaurant with a hearty menu.




THEATRICAL IMMERSION

Fancy immersive theatrics? Cahoots is an underground cocktail lounge themed to a 1940s vintage Tube. Meanwhile, Mamma Mia! The Party at The O2 transports you to a Greek Island, complete with a Mediterranean feast and fiesta.



LAID-BACK BARS IN COVENT GARDEN

The 10 Cases

Endell St’s quaint wine bar only orders 10 cases of wine at a time, so you’ll always have something new to try.

Freud

Since 1986, this underground cellar has been pouring cocktails to laid-back sounds. Real local favourite.

Frenchie

Parisian style meets London edge at this bright daytime spot on Henrietta St. Summers are al fresco.




CITY OF LONDON
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THE ANCIENT AND ORIGINAL IMPERIAL LONDON

The original city of London is where its historic core is still to be found – ancient Roman ruins sit beneath state-of-the-art skyscrapers along narrow streets that all seem to boast a Sir Christopher Wren church.
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Dome, St Paul’s Cathedral | Fazlyeva Kamilla/Shutterstock ©

Sir Christopher Wren’s magnum opus, St Paul’s Cathedral, still sits in the centre, drawing the crowds, as does the other big historic hit, perched on its southeastern edge – the Tower of London, where stories of murder, treachery and treason haunt the historic hallways that are home to England’s greatest treasure, the Crown Jewels. Theses historic sites now vie for attention with a growing skyscape that boasts celebrities such as the Cheese-grater and the Walkie Talkie, each offering its own unique experience of London. With few residents, the City of London is home to workers throughout the day who have learned to live with the huge crowds of tourists poking around in every nook and cranny. This dynamic means it can feel eerily quiet at weekends, away from St Paul’s and the Tower at least.

Navigating the City is easy, with the Thames still lapping at its southern edge and acting as navigational barometer. A wander along the river makes a refreshing break from the claustrophobic feel of skyscrapers constantly looming overhead. Here, every inch of pathway has a story to tell, from the place where traitors were hung and the heads of criminals displayed on spikes, to the spots where ancient pagan temples dedicated to worshipping the Roman god Mithra once stood. The City is also home to a surprisingly decent number of museums and galleries. These will teach you of London’s rich history through artefacts and paintings, as well as that of the country’s most important bank and its greatest dictionary creator. It’s easily explored on foot, and look out for its little green spaces that offer moments of serenity in an otherwise chaotic square mile.
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DON’T MISS

TOWER OF LONDON

Step into a treasury of history, past the Beefeaters, Crown Jewels and soothsaying ravens.

SKY GARDEN

Marvel at London’s architecture from the penthouse urban jungle atop the ‘Walkie Talkie’ building.

ST PAUL’S CATHEDRAL

Walk in awe and reverence of the Wren masterpiece, an enduring symbol of London’s resilience.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Guildhall Art Gallery

2Monument

3Sky Garden

4St Paul’s Cathedral

5Tower Bridge

6Tower of London

Sights

722 Bishopsgate

8Bank of England Museum

9Barbican

10Bevis Marks Synagogue

11Central Criminal Court

12City Wall at Vine Street

13Cleary Gardens

14Distaff Lane Garden

15Dr Johnson’s House

16Garden at 120

17Gherkin

18Guildhall

19Leadenhall Building

20Leadenhall Market

21Lloyd’s Building

22London Bridge

23London Mithraeum

24London Wall

25Mansion House

26Postman’s Park

27Roman Amphitheatre

28Royal Exchange

29Smithfield Market

30St Andrew’s Church

31St Bride’s

32St Dunstan in the East

33St Ethelburga’s

34St Lawrence Jewry

35St Mary Aldermary

36St Mary-le-Bow

37St Nicholas Cole Abbey

38St Stephen Walbrook

39Victorian Bathhouse

see 3Walkie Talkie

Sleeping

40Cheval Three Quays

41CitizenM Tower of London

42Hotel Indigo London – Tower Hill

43Locke at Broken Wharf

44Ned London

45South Place Hotel

46Threadneedles, Autograph Collection

47YHA London St Paul’s

EATING

48Bangalore Express

49Bibimbap To Go

50Bread Street Kitchen & Bar The City

51Coppa Club

see 3Darwin Brasserie

52Dilchad Indian

53Duck and Waffle

see 28Fortnum & Mason Bar at The Royal Exchange

54Halal Restaurant

55Karamay Uyghur Kitchen

56Madison

57Oyster Shed

58Paternoster Chop House

59Solstice

60Thai Square Mansion House

Drinking & Nightlife

61Alchemy Café

see 41cloudM

62Counting House

63Grace

64Hoop and Grapes

see 35Host Café

65Jamaica Wine House

66Viaduct Tavern

67Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese

68Ye Olde Mitre

Entertainment

69Bridewell Theatre




TOP TIP

Designed by French architect Jean Nouvel, One New Change is a shopping centre housing mainly high-street brands and some decent restaurants, but take the lift to the 6th floor and an open viewing platform will reward you with up-close views of the St Paul’s Cathedral dome and out over London.




I LIVE HERE
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Imran Qureshi (@imranq1234), a banking risk manager working in the City of London, shares his recommendations for hidden green spaces.

St Dunstan in the East

This glorious gothic garden, where ruins of the original church have been beautifully reclaimed by nature, Angkor Wat–style, is truly a gem.

St Paul’s Cathedral Gardens

A bit of tranquillity and calm in the grounds of the city’s most enduring historical landmark.

Garden at 120

This beautiful garden in the sky, complete with water feature, gets you up close to London’s famous skyscrapers, with amazing views over the Thames and all the way to Crystal Palace.



Mansion House

The Lord Mayor’s house

Opposite the Bank of England stands porticoed Mansion House, the official residence of the Lord Mayor of London since 1752. Built by George Dance the Elder, its magnificent interiors include an impressive art collection and the awe-inspiring Egypt room, with its tall columns supporting a narrow attic area. The room isn’t ‘Egyptian’ at all and is only called this because it was inspired by Roman architecture in Egypt. Tours of Mansion House take place every Tuesday, leaving from the porch entrance on Walbrook.
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Mansion House | CHRISPICTURES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Monument

Wren’s fiery memorial

A Christopher Wren masterpiece, this immense Doric column of Portland stone is, as the names suggests, a monumental reminder of the 1666 Great Fire of London, which destroyed 80% of the city. It stands 62m high, which is exactly the distance along the ground to the bakery in Pudding Lane where the fire is thought to have started. Although dwarfed by London’s modern skyscrapers, the Monument towered over the city when first built. Climbing up the column’s 311 spiral steps to appreciate the golden ‘ball’ of fire at the apex still offers decent views thanks to its central location.

Central Criminal Court

All rise at the Old Bailey

Taking in a trial at the ‘Old Bailey’ is quite the thrill, even if you end up at a fairly run-of-the-mill case.

The daily register of cases is posted outside, right of the main doorway on Old Bailey; the public-gallery entrance is via Warwick Passage, a few steps to the south. Choose from 18 courts, of which the oldest – courts one to four – usually have the most interesting cases. If you’re interested in a high-profile trial, get here early and remember that cameras, video equipment, mobile phones, large bags, food and drink are all forbidden inside, and there are no cloakrooms or lockers for storage.
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Old Bailey | CHRISDORNEY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Victorian Bathhouse

Hidden Islamic-style gem

This stunning monument, inspired by Islamic design, complete with onion dome, crescent and star, was originally built as a Turkish bath in 1895, when they were all the rage in Victorian England.

Having survived the Blitz, it now sits dwarfed by office blocks near London’s Liverpool St Station and functions as an uber-exclusive bar. In spite of its obvious allusions to Islamic design, the architect G Harold Elphick reportedly modelled it on the shrine at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem.
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Victorian Bathhouse | CKTRAVELS.COM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Guildhall

Grand Gothic hall

Grade-I-listed Guildhall has been the City’s seat of government for more than 800 years. The Great Hall dates from the early 15th century and is positively Hogwartsian in its Gothic grandeur, with pointy arched windows and 27m-high ceilings. Meanwhile, the grade-II-listed Old Library, built in 1872 by Sir Horace Jones of Tower Bridge fame, houses 126,000 books and stained-glass windows that illustrate the introduction of printing to England.

It’s the only remaining secular structure to have survived the Great Fire of 1666, although it was severely damaged both then and during the Blitz of 1940.
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Guildhall | I WEI HUANG/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

St Ethelburga’s

Interfaith, culture and music

Built in the 13th-century, St Ethelburga’s survived the Great Fire and WWII only to succumb to an Irish Republican Army (IRA) bomb in 1993. It’s been partly restored and turned into a centre for reconciliation and peace, hosting amazing concerts and arts and culture nights almost every week, with the likes of award-winning South Asian singer Gouri Choudhury and Armenian duduk player Tigran Aleksanyan taking the stage.

There is also a peaceful little garden in the shade of the surrounding skyscrapers, where, in response to 9/11, a yurt fitted with faux stained glass was built for interfaith meetings. Here, local faith leaders regularly come together to discuss contemporary challenges.

Royal Exchange

No longer trading

Founded by 16th-century merchant Sir Thomas Gresham as a centre to trade stocks, today’s colonnaded neoclassical building is the third on the site. It was built in 1844 and has a fascinating series of sculptures in the pediment atop the Corinthian pillars – the central allegorical figure represents commerce and to her right are a number of turbaned figures depicting Britain’s historic trade links with Muslim nations. No longer a financial institution, it now houses upmarket retailers and a plush bar-restaurant by Fortnum & Mason.
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Royal Exchange | BasPhoto/Shutterstock ©

Smithfield Market

Midnight meat market

Smithfield is central London’s last surviving meat market, and though most of the transactions today are wholesale, anyone can shop here. The night market goes from midnight to 7am, with some trade continuing up to midday. Visitors are advised to arrive before 7am to see it in full swing, shop around, ask the friendly sellers questions and enquire about prices, which, as a wholesale market, may not always be displayed. The market has been here since the 12th century, with the colourful building it now sits in designed by Sir Horace Jones, who also designed Tower Bridge in 1868.

Leadenhall Market

The movie’s market

The ancient Romans had their forum on this site, whilst the market dates from the 14th century. The spectacular covered shopping arcade it now sits inside dates to the Victorian era, with cobblestones underfoot and 19th-century ironwork linking its shops, restaurants and pubs. This impressive aesthetic has made the market quite the celebrity, appearing in a host of blockbuster movies; it was Diagon Alley in Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, and the optician’s shop with a blue door was used as the entrance to the Leaky Cauldron in Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire. It’s even appeared in a Bollywood movie and the popular Mario Kart gaming series.
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Leadenhall Market | Daniel Vine Photography/Shutterstock ©

Sky Garden

Skyscraping green oasis

The ferns, fig trees and purple African lilies that clamber up the top three storeys of the ‘Walkie Talkie’ skyscraper are mere wallflowers at this 155m-high rooftop garden – it’s the extraordinary 360-degree views of London that make the vast, airport-terminal-like space so popular. The Sky Garden has front-row seats overlooking the Shard, and vistas that gallop for miles east and west. Visits must be booked online at least three weeks in advance, as tickets run out very quickly. A few limited tickets are released early on Monday mornings if you’re the type willing to turn up and queue.

If all else fails, book a table at either Darwin Brasserie, Fenchurch or Larch restaurants, or the Sky Pod and City Garden bar. This comes with access to the gardens but you will of course have to order something – with few locations able to compare with this for romantic drinks or a dinner, especially at sunset, that shouldn’t be a problem.

The building the Sky Garden sits atop didn’t get off to a good start when it opened in 2014, with its highly reflective windows melting the plastic bodywork of several cars parked below, and in the 2015 Carbuncle Cup, it was named ‘the worst new building in the UK’. Quite why is no longer debated, with the building now comfortably celebrated as part of the City’s famous skyline.
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Sky Garden | Ron Ellis/Shutterstock ©


BEST RIVERSIDE DINING

Coppa Club

With enviable Tower Bridge views and an Italian-ish menu, this all-day restaurant is the spot to nab, especially the outdoor tables encased in geodesic dome igloos. ££

Oyster Shed

Floor to ceiling windows and a decent ‘British’ menu, especially the seafood, but it can get noisy in the week when city drinkers pour out of their offices. ££

Solstice

Light, contemporary decor, a solid Mediterranean-inspired menu and an extensive wine list, all with a view of the Millenium Bridge. £



Guildhall Art Gallery

The City’s art gallery

The City of London has had centuries to acquire an impressive art collection and has been showing it off since 1885. The original gallery was destroyed in the Blitz, along with 164 pieces of art. During its redevelopment in 1985, the remains of a Roman amphitheatre (c 70 CE) were discovered, which can be seen in situ in the gallery’s basement.

The 4500-piece collection is particularly strong on London scenes and Victorian art, including significant pre-Raphaelite works by John Everett Millais and Dante Gabriel Rossetti. The centrepiece that greets visitors in the entrance hall – American artist John Singleton Copley’s Defeat of the Floating Batteries at Gibraltar (1791), which depicts a 1782 British victory – narrowly survived the German bombing in WWII. The immense oil painting was removed to safety just three weeks before the gallery was hit.

The gallery is also home to pieces by the great Venetian painter Canaletto, including The Monument from Gracechurch St, and 1960s visions of Smithfield Market and Leadenhall Market by Jacqueline Stanley.
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Dr Johnson’s House

The English doctor

This 17th-century Georgian pile is one of the few surviving examples of this kind of building in the City and one of the only homes of the celebrated poet, playwright and essayist Samuel Johnson still standing. The man who famously proclaimed, ‘When a man is tired of London, he is tired of life’, is best known for authoring the first serious English dictionary. The preserved interior contains antique furniture and artefacts from Johnson’s life, including a copy of the first edition of the dictionary from 1755 and the 18th-century front door with a spiked iron bar to deter child thieves.

Bridewell Theatre

The lunch-hour theatre

This unique little theatre, started in 1994 in an old Victorian swimming pool, is run by the St Bride Foundation, which was established in 1891 to promote the then-vibrant printing culture of nearby Fleet St, and also houses a fascinating library. The theatre functions primarily as a receiving house where professionals, amateurs, schools and colleges get to stage their own productions and performances. Since 2005, the innovative Lunchbox Theatre program has been offering bite-sized, 45-minute performances where local office workers can come along with their food and drink in hand for the most interesting lunch hour in the whole City.

Bank of England Museum

Money museum and enslavement

This surprisingly interesting museum explores the evolution of money and the history of the Bank of England, founded in 1694, in a small building attached to the bank’s main offices.

Visitors wander through five galleries that take them from the bank’s earliest years, when it was founded to raise money during a war with France, through the 1800s and right up to its modern role as the nation’s central bank. Interactive highlights include the chance to hold an actual solid-gold bar, which weighs a hefty 13kg and is worth more than £570,000.

The most powerful section is the Bank’s new Slavery and the Bank exhibition, which has begun exploring the Bank of England’s links to the trade of enslaved people. One of the most chilling displays in this gallery is the ‘inventory’ from one of the two sugar plantations the bank owned in the late 1700s, listing the monetary value of each enslaved man, woman and child. Another describes the bank’s more famous customers’ involvement in the human trade, including George Washington, who personally enslaved people.
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Tower Bridge

London’s towering Thames monument

With its neo-Gothic towers and sky-blue suspension struts, Tower Bridge is one of London’s most recognisable sights. The city was a thriving port in 1894 when the bridge was built as a much-needed crossing point in the east, equipped with a then-revolutionary steam-driven bascule (counterbalance) mechanism that could raise the roadway to make way for oncoming ships in just three minutes.

The story of building the structure is recounted in the  Tower Bridge Exhibition, a geeky display that tries to bridge the gap between the outer magnificence and the dull interior with details of the construction and access to the Victorian steam-powered machinery that once raised the bascules. There’s also archive footage at the start of the exhibition showing the bridge lifting for the very first time, and girders in the South Tower show the bridge’s original drab, chocolate-brown paint job. The most exciting part – and not for the faint-hearted – has to be walking on the glass floors 42m above the River Thames.

The bridge heaves with selfie-taking tourists rain or shine and remains fully operational, though these days it’s electrically powered and raises mainly for pleasure craft. Tower Bridge is in action around 1000 times a year and as often as 10 times a day in summer – check the bridge’s website for lift times if you want to witness the impressive lifting of the roadway.
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AMERICAN BRIDGE BLUNDER

Did an American purchase the boring old London Bridge thinking he was buying Tower Bridge? The answer to this longstanding rumour mocking Americans is a categorical ‘no’. Missouri-born Millionaire Robert McCulloch knew exactly which bridge he was buying when he parted with nearly $2.5 million in April 1968 to transport London Bridge brick by brick – over the course of three years – to Arizona where he rebuilt it across Lake Havasu at an eventual cost of $7m.



Barbican

City’s Brutalist beauty

Built on a huge post-WWII bomb site, the Barbican gets its name from the Latin ‘Barbecana’, which were the Roman fortifications that once stood here protecting ancient Londinium. Some remains of that defence system can still be seen in the estate’s southwest section.

The architectural value of this sprawling, brutalist housing estate divides Londoners, but it is now grade II listed and remains a sought-after living space, as well as the City’s preeminent cultural centre. Public spaces include a tropical conservatory, two theatres, three cinemas, a concert hall and two art galleries: Barbican Art Gallery and the Curve.

Navigating the Barbican can be tricky as it requires reliance on a network of elevated paths that didn’t quite come to fruition. You can always try to find your bearings on a 90-minute architecture tour, or go for a stroll by yourself – the area around the fountain-studded central lake is definitely the highlight.
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Barbican | Sebastian Gora Photo/Shutterstock ©

Bevis Marks Synagogue

The church-like synagogue

Completed in 1701, this grade-I-listed Sephardic synagogue was the first to be built in Britain after Oliver Cromwell allowed Jews to return in 1657, and it’s the only synagogue in Europe that has had regular uninterrupted services for more than 300 years.

Its resemblance to a Protestant church is no coincidence. The architect, Joseph Avis, was a Quaker and took his cue from Wren’s City churches and, according to legend, refused full payment on the grounds that it was wrong to profit from the construction of a house dedicated to God. The synagogue’s star attraction is the Renaissance-style ark.



TOP SIGHT
Tower of London

With a history as bloody as it is fascinating, the Tower is London’s most absorbing sight. Begun during the 11th-century reign of William the Conqueror, this royal fortress is essentially a castle containing 22 towers, and has served as a palace, observatory, armoury, mint, zoo, prison and execution site. It’s also home to England’s greatest treasure, the Crown Jewels.
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Practicalities

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Tower Green

The buildings to the west and south have always accommodated Tower officials. The current constable’s flat in Queen’s House was built in 1540. But what looks a peaceful, village-like slice of the Tower’s inner ward is actually one of its bloodiest. First there’s Scaffold Site; those who met their fate here included two of Henry VIII’s wives, Anne Boleyn and Catherine Howard, and Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex, once a favourite of Elizabeth I. Just west of this is 13th-century Beauchamp Tower (pronounced ‘beach-em’), where high-ranking prisoner graffiti can be seen. In total, 22 people have been executed in the Tower grounds, including 11 WWI and WWII German spies. On the northern edge of the Green is the 16th-century Chapel Royal of St Peter ad Vincula (St Peter in Chains), a rare example of ecclesiastical Tudor architecture, where three queens (Anne Boleyn, Catherine Howard and Lady Jane Grey) and two saints (Thomas More and John Fisher) are buried.


DON’T MISS

A Yeoman Warder Tour

Crown Jewels

Henry VIII’s Armour

Torture Devices

Chapel of St John the Evangelist

Ceremony of the Keys

The Ravens



Crown Jewels

North of the White Tower is Waterloo Barracks, home of the priceless Crown Jewels. Visitors file past film clips of the jewels and their role through history before reaching the vault itself. Once inside, you’ll be dazzled by lavishly bejewelled sceptres, orbs and crowns. Two travelators take you past all the other coronation regalia, including the platinum crown of the late Queen Mother, Elizabeth, which is set with the 106-carat Koh-i-Nûr or ‘Mountain of Light’ diamond, and the Sovereign’s Sceptre with Cross, topped with the droplet-shaped, 530-carat Great Star of Africa diamond (also known as Cullinan I). Photography is prohibited here. Further on, exhibited together, are the centrepieces: St Edward’s Crown (1661) and the Imperial State Crown (1937), the former named after Edward the Confessor, with a solid gold frame weighing 2.23kg, and the latter boasting 2868 diamonds (including the 317-carat Second Star of Africa, also known as Cullinan II), sapphires, emeralds, rubies and pearls. Both were worn by King Charles III at his coronation.

When you step into the vault, the first display case on your right holds what is left of the original Crown Jewels: a golden anointing spoon used at King John’s coronation in 1199, an eagle-shaped ampulla from the 14th century, and three ceremonial swords from around 1626. Following the beheading of Charles I in 1649, Oliver Cromwell ordered the original jewels to be destroyed. Everything else here was crafted after the restoration of the monarchy in 1661. Cromwell wasn’t the only non-royal to get his hands on the Crown Jewels. When they were in the Martin Tower in 1669, Keeper of the Jewels Talbot Edwards had a little side hustle, allowing tourists to pay to touch the regalia. This backfired badly in 1671 when he was overpowered by ‘Colonel’ Thomas Blood and three companions, who made off with what they could of the collection. They were caught before they could escape and Blood was inexplicably pardoned by Charles II.
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The Ceremony of the Keys

Said to be the world’s oldest military ceremony, the elaborate locking of the Tower’s main gates has been performed nightly for more than 700 years. The Ceremony of the Keys begins at exactly 9.53pm, and is all over by 10.05pm. The ceremony is ticketed and must be booked online.




TOP TIPS

• Make sure your visit isn’t too late in the day, as ideally you should set aside three to four hours to see everything.

• Don’t feel obliged to pay the additional Gift Aid price on top of the hefty admission fee, and avoid the queues by grabbing your ticket online for a 30-minute arrival slot.

• A great way to familiarise yourself with the Tower’s large grounds is by taking the free Yeoman Warder tour; these guys also tell the best stories.

• When you’re done at the Tower, head for nearby Cloud M bar, inside hotel Citizen M, which has a great views of the Tower from its terrace.



White Tower

The oldest building in the whole of London, the White Tower was constructed from stone by William the Conqueror in the 1070s and was the original Tower of London – the current name arose after Henry III whitewashed it in the 13th century. At just 27m high, the fortress was a veritable skyscraper in the Middle Ages, dwarfing and intimidating the residents of the wooden huts that would have surrounded the castle walls. It took 20 years to build by masons from Normandy using stone from Caen, France. Most of its interior now houses the Royal Armouries collection of cannons, guns and armour. One of the most remarkable exhibits is Henry VIII’s suits of armour, which include one made for him when he was aged 24 and another when he was 50 with a 129cm waist. On the top floor, you’ll find the axe used to execute Scot Simon Fraser for treason at the last public beheading on Tower Hill in 1747, and the Windsor back chair where German spy Josef Jakobs was shot by firing squad in 1941, the Tower’s last execution. In the next room, you can try your hand at archery and swordsmanship.

[image: jpg]

Chapel of St John the Evangelist | Gaid Kornsilapa/Shutterstock ©


The Beefeaters

The iconic Yeomen Warders (Beefeaters), dressed in their signature red-trimmed navy uniform, have been guarding the Tower of London since the 15th century. Though their roles today are mostly ceremonial, they still have to have served at least 22 years in the British Armed Forces to qualify for the job.



Chapel of St John the Evangelist

This unadorned 11th-century chapel is the oldest part of the White Tower; its vaulted ceiling, rounded archways and 14 stone pillars are a fine example of Norman architecture. It was used as a national record office and was where Elizabeth of York, wife of grief-stricken Henry VII, lay in state for 12 days, having died during childbirth in 1503.

Bloody Tower

Directly opposite Traitors’ Gate is the Bloody Tower (1225), so named because 12-year-old Edward V and his younger brother Richard were imprisoned and probably murdered here, annulling their claims to the throne. The blame is directed (most notably by Shakespeare) towards their uncle, Richard III. A small exhibition re-creates the study of explorer Sir Walter Raleigh – a repeat prisoner here – and looks at torture in the Tower, with gruesome replica devices such as the rack and the Scavenger’s daughter.

Medieval Palace

The Medieval Palace complex has three towers. The entrance is via St Thomas’s Tower (built 1275–79), where there’s a reconstructed hall and bedchamber from Edward I’s time. Adjoining Wakefield Tower (1220–40) was built by his father, Henry III, and furnished with a replica throne and other adornments. During the 15th-century Wars of the Roses, Henry VI is said to have been murdered as he knelt in prayer in this tower; a memorial plaque on the chapel floor commemorates him. There’s a display on torture in the basement, but it’s accessed through another entrance. The main route continues through Lanthorn Tower (1220–38), residence of medieval queens.


THE LEGENDARY RAVENS

According to legend, if the Tower of London’s six resident ravens leave, the kingdom will fall. Call it silly, but the rumour – said to have persisted since the 17th century reign of Charles II, who survived the plague and the Great Fire – means the Tower’s guardians are still not taking any chances, with the ravens kept in an on-site aviary and dutifully cared for.



Wall Walk

The Tower’s immense inner wall was added by Henry III in 1220 to improve the castle’s defences and the Wall Walk allows you to tour its eastern and northern edges. Start at the southeastern Salt Tower, probably built to store saltpetre for gunpowder and, as the historic graffiti suggests, prisoners such as St Henry Walpole. The walk continues into Broad Arrow and Constable Towers, containing small displays on weapons and the Peasants’ Revolt. Martin Tower, which once housed the Crown Jewels, contains an exhibition about the original coronation regalia, with some older crowns on show. Along the north wall, Brick Tower has a fascinating display on the royal menagerie, including the story of a captive polar bear that swam and fished in the Thames. Bowyer Tower has exhibits about the Duke of Wellington, while Flint Tower is about the castle’s role in WWI.





TOP SIGHT
St Paul’s Cathedral

Sir Christopher Wren’s grey-domed masterpiece is the City of London’s most magnificent building. Built between 1675 and 1710 after the Great Fire destroyed its predecessor, St Paul’s was the world’s first triple-domed cathedral. Its vast, climbable cupolas still soar triumphantly over Ludgate Hill, offering sublime London panoramas, and some of the country’s most celebrated are interred in its crypt.
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Practicalities

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Chapel Interior

In the north aisle is the grand Duke of Wellington Memorial, which took 54 years to build and had to have the horse turned shortly after its unveiling because its rear was facing the altar. Beneath the dome is the Latin epitaph written for Wren by his son, which translates to ‘Reader, if you seek his monument, look around you’. In the north transept chapel is William Holman Hunt’s celebrated 19th-century painting The Light of the World, which depicts Christ knocking at a vine-covered door that can only be opened from within. In the heart of the cathedral is the high altar and spectacular quire (or chancel) with its dazzling ceilings, arches and colourful mosaics, flanked by the ornately carved choir stalls. Near the altar, with its massive gilded oak baldacchino (canopy), is the American Memorial Chapel, commemorating the 28,000 British-based Americans who died in WWII. In the north quire aisle, Henry Moore’s abstract Mother and Child: Hood sculpture stands next to Bill Viola’s Mary, a video companion to his poignant installation in the south quire called Martyrs (Earth, Air, Fire, Water), which depicts four figures being overwhelmed by natural forces. Back toward the central dome is an effigy of 17th-century metaphysical poet and one-time cathedral dean John Donne, the only effigy to survive the Great Fire of London.


DON’T MISS

Climbing the Dome

Quire Ceiling Mosaics

Golden Gallery

Duke of Wellington Memorial

American Memorial Chapel

John Donne Effigy

The Whispering Gallery



Dome

Inspired by the Vatican’s St Peter’s Basilica, Wren wanted to construct a dome that was imposing on the outside but not disproportionately large inside and so he built it in three parts: a plastered brick inner dome, a non-structural lead outer dome and a brick cone between to hold it all together, one inside the other. He originally wanted mosaics to decorate the interior of the dome, but the sober grey monochrome tones of Sir James Thornhill’s scenes from the life of St Paul were deemed more appropriately Protestant. Victorian-era mosaics were added in between the arches and the dome, depicting the four evangelists, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, and the four major prophets, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Daniel and Joshua. There are 528 stairs, split in three, leading up to the cathedral’s galleries; the Whispering Gallery, 30m above, where whispers travel by clinging to the wall’s edges; the 53m-high Stone Gallery, an obscured outdoor viewing platform; and at the top, the Golden Gallery, offering superb 360-degree views of London.


ST PAUL’S SURVIVES

St Paul’s Cathedral became a symbol of British resilience during WWII after the iconic picture ‘St Paul’s Survives’ appeared in the Daily Mail in December 1940, showing the Cathedral’s dome standing defiant amid a bombed-out London. Recognising the symbolic power of the cathedral’s survival and the impact on public morale should it fall, Prime Minister Winston Churchill sent all the City’s firefighters to protect it.



Crypt

Beneath the cathedral is the OBE Chapel – for members of the Order of the British Empire services – and the famous crypt with memorials to nearly 300 famous Brits, including Florence Nightingale and Winston Churchill. Those actually buried here include the Duke of Wellington, Christopher Wren and painter JMW Turner. On the walls are Commonwealth memorial plaques and this is where the cathedral’s cafe, gift shop and toilets are found.


TOP TIPS

• There’s no charge to attend a service, but not all areas of the cathedral are accessible.

• To hear the Cathedral’s famous choir, attend Sunday Eucharist or Evensong (5pm Mon-Sat, 3pm Sunday).

• Multimedia guides are included in the price of admission.

• Free guided tours depart several times a day, but reserve a place at the tour desk.

• Try to catch a Summer Lates to experience the cathedral at night for a reduced entry fee.



Churchyard & Surrounds

An impressive 1886 statue of the ruling monarch when St Paul’s was built, Queen Anne, adorns the cathedral steps. Outside the north transept entrance, now ramped for equal access, is the People of London Memorial to those killed or injured during WWII.



MORE IN THE CITY OF LONDON

Roman London’s Walls

Explore the remnants of Londinium

Although there’s scattered evidence of earlier settlements in the area, it was the Romans who founded the first major town on the River Thames in 47 CE, just four years after invading the country, and it is from that settlement, Londinium, that we get the modern name of England’s capital. At its height, during the 2nd century, Roman London had a population of 60,000. The Romans abandoned Londinium in the 5th century with the collapse of their rule of Britain, but evidence of the founders of this great city is still visible across the City of London.

The clearest examples of this are the various lumps of the original Roman city wall, which encased the ancient city, horseshoe-like, around the Thames. The most impressive segments are the London Wall near Tower Hill station, the  Roman Wall of Londinium inside the Tower of London and a large segment of the wall, along with the foundations of a bastion, that were discovered in 1979 at the newly opened  The City Wall at Vine Street, where the wall is tastefully displayed with artefacts found nearby beneath the office blocks. Another section of the wall, though largely made up of later Tudor bricks, can be found at the northern edge of the Barbican estate), along with a medieval tower.

The Romans were originally pagans and many worshipped the all-male cult of Mithras. Evidence of a temple dedicated to the god, along with the head of a sculpture of Mithras and a white marble relief depicting him in his iconic bull-killing pose, were famously found at Walbrook, close to the banks of the River Thames in 1954. At the time it was decided to move the ruins and re-create the temple in what became an unpopular outdoor site at Temple Court. Thankfully, the remains have been returned to their original site, now beneath the Bloomberg building, where visitors can enjoy an immersive experience and see the reassembled ruins at the  London Mithraeum. Using a little stagecraft and theatre – low lighting and Latin chanting – to bring them to life, the centre puts on a mock ceremony at the sympathetically reconstructed Mithraic temple ruins.

London Bridge was also originally Roman, but the Roman version was a timber bridge, with the stone bridges coming much later. What does remain, and is synonymous with almost every major Roman settlement across the globe, are the ruins of London’s very own Roman amphitheatre, now beneath the Guildhall Art Gallery. They were discovered in the 1980s when the gallery was being rebuilt after it was bombed to smithereens by the Germans in the Blitz. The remains of the 6000-seat stadium have been imaginatively fleshed out with a black-and-fluorescent-green outline of the missing seating, and computer-meshed images of spectators and gladiators. Black markings on the square outside Guildhall indicate the extent and scale of the original amphitheatre. Another recent discovery was beneath the picturesque Cleary Gardens, where excavations in the 1960s revealed that it was once the site of ancient Roman baths built on terraces cut deep into the hillside to overlook the River Thames.
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THE QUEEN WHO BURNED DOWN LONDON

Soon after Londinium was founded, the king of the British Celtic Iceni tribe died, leaving his kingdom to his two daughters and the Roman Emperor. However, the Romans decided to take the whole kingdom for themselves, flogging his wife and raping his daughters. The wife’s name was Queen Boudica and she became so enraged, she led her tribe and several others in a violent revolt against the Romans, burning to the ground the provincial capital Camulodunum (Colchester), Londinium and Veralumium (St Albans), killing around 80,000 Romans and Britons in the process. Her brief blaze of glory even made Nero consider pulling his troops out of Britain, but the Romans soon defeated the Iceni, and Boudica died shortly after, around 61 CE, from either illness or suicide.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN THE CITY OF LONDON

YHA London St Paul’s

Housed in a pretty former boarding school, there’s a comfortable lounge and cafe but no kitchen or lift. £

South Place Hotel

A hip, design-led five-star hotel with all the trimmings of luxury, including a Michelin-starred seafood restaurant. £££

The Ned London

Some 250 rooms over nine floors, with seven restaurants in the hotel’s grand banking hall. ££

Threadneedles, Autograph Collection

A grand lobby with a hand-painted glass dome greets you at this boutique hotel. £££

Hotel Indigo London – Tower Hill

This InterContinental group’s boutique-hotel chain offers 49 differently styled rooms, all with four-poster beds. ££

Cheval Three Quays

Right next to the Tower of London, these 97 spacious, modern apartments have all the comforts of home. £££


THE ROMAN CULT OF MITHRA

Inspired by Iranian worship of the Zoroastrian divinity Mithra, the Roman cult was a mystery religion that allowed only initiates to take part in ceremonies in its underground temples, and had its own distinct imagery, with Mithra shown as being born from a rock, slaughtering a bull and banqueting with the sun god, Sol. Although hugely popular across the western Roman empire – some estimates claim nearly 700 Mithraic temples existed in Rome alone – no actual theology or written narratives about the religion have been found, so almost nothing is known about its actual practices, and scholars continue to dispute over interpretations of the paraphernalia that has been excavated. The cult eventually died out to be replaced by Christianity across the Roman empire.



The City’s Little Green Spaces

Finding calm amidst the chaos

Postman’s Park is a lovely, serene patch of green, home to the quirky Memorial to Heroic Self-Sacrifice, a loggia of ceramic plaques honouring ordinary folk who died saving others. It was unveiled in 1900 by artist George Frederic Watts, who died four years later, and only one other plaque has been added since, dedicated to Leigh Pitt, who died saving a nine-year-old boy from drowning in a canal in southeast London in 2007. The garden at grade-I-listed St Dunstan in the East is easily the most photogenic in the City, with climbing ivy and blooming floral vines reclaiming the ruins of the church, which still boasts a tower and steeple by Christopher Wren. Bombed to bits in the Blitz, the atmospheric ruins of the 12th-century church – picture-perfect gothic windows and beautiful arches – now sit amid leafy trees, blossoming bushes and even the odd palm, creating the kind of unique space that attracts social-media influencers desperate to unveil a ‘hidden gem’. Tiny, paved Distaff Lane Garden is a green oasis in the shade of towering glass offices. There are lots of nice little benches on which to sit, read or enjoy lunch, and an impressive sculpture of Icarus surrounded by young silver birch sets it off nicely. Cleary Gardens is set across several levels, with benches and vine-covered pagodas on a site that once had terraced Roman baths looking out to the Thames. These days, visitors come to take time out, find a quiet corner, or wander around looking for the Japanese tree peony beneath the Loire Valley vines brought over from France.
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BEST BRITISH RESTAURANTS

Bread Street Kitchen & Bar The City

Bringing hipster East London to the City, Gordon Ramsay’s warehouse-like space does cooked breakfasts and British favourites like roasted cod. £££

Fortnum & Mason Bar at The Royal Exchange

London’s posh department store’s bar-restaurant has suited staff serving calves’ liver and bacon, savoury pies and catch of the day. ££

Paternoster Chop House

Classic British chophouse serving up prime meat dishes in a contemporary restaurant metres from St Paul’s Cathedral. ££



WHERE TO EAT DESI FOOD NEAR BISHOPSGATE

Halal Restaurant

Claims to be the City’s oldest Indian restaurant still standing; serves a mean curry too. £

Bangalore Express

Authentic Bangalore-inspired dishes, including excellent thalis served in a small, contemporary setting. ££

Dilchad Indian

Sleek, stylish restaurant serving traditional ‘Indian’ tikka masalas as well as more authentic korais and machar jhol dishes. £££

A Meal with a View

Drinking and dining in the sky

Duck and Waffle is a great spot for a late-night or early feed. You can survey the kingdom at twilight from one of the highest restaurants in London (on the 40th floor) or, better still, arrive before sunrise and watch the city wake as you tuck into the signature dish: a fluffy waffle topped with a crispy leg of duck confit and a fried duck egg, drenched in mustard-seed maple syrup. It’s open 24 hours over the weekend. London’s highest rooftop brasserie, Darwin Brasserie, serves up a choice array of all-day dining dishes inspired by British cuisines. Dine on tender steaks, light gnocchi or gourmet burgers before wandering around the stunning Sky Garden, entry to which is part of your reservation. There’s airport-style security to enter the building, so factor that in when planning. For the finest up-close-and-personal view of Sir Christopher Wren’s magnum opus, head for Madison, which is a sleek, Manhattan-style cocktail bar-cum-restaurant perched at One New Change’s penthouse spot. Enjoy the weekend New York brunch, with mains such as fried chicken on pancakes, atop the rooftop terrace, with St Paul’s Cathedral staring right at you. Nestle into sleek, comfy armchairs and sofas at cloudM, surrounded by floor-to-ceiling bookcases and pop-art portraits of Queen Elizabeth II as you toast margaritas with an enviable vista of one of the departed monarch’s most famous homes, the Tower of London, backed by the equally spectacular Tower Bridge. CloudM is part of the hotel CitizenM, and bookings are advised.


EUROPE’S GREENEST CITY

In 2022, a study confirmed London as the greenest city in Europe, boasting 3000 parks and green spaces. With the nearest competitor, Berlin, 500 spaces behind, London is unlikely to be knocked off its oasis-like perch anytime soon. In fact, London had more green spaces than the combined total of every other city in the top 10, barring Berlin and Vienna. Whilst much of the credit for the growth of all that greenery must go to the famous London weather, we should also take our top hats off to the city’s Victorian custodians who opened many of its most famous public parks, including Regents Park, Hampstead Heath and Victoria Park, along with a host of smaller parks. They are spaces of which most capital cities can only dream.




OLYMPIC GREENERY

London’s latest large green space, the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park, is a wonderful post-Olympics legacy in the east of the city.



WHERE TO EAT SOUTH-EAST ASIAN FOOD IN THE CITY

Karamay Uyghur Kitchen

Delicious food at this sino-turkic restaurant serving delicately spiced kebabs with fragrant rice and noodle dishes. ££

Bibimbap To Go

Chilli chicken and tofu bibimbap as well as other delicious Korean options like kimchi soup and beef booi-go-gi bento boxes. £

Thai Square Mansion House

Deliciously authentic Thai dishes like massaman curry and pad thai in an elegant and ambient setting. £££

Wren’s Sacred Spaces

England’s greatest architect’s city churches

Sir Christopher Wren oversaw the rebuilding of 52 churches following the Great Fire of London in 1666, and many of them still stand within the City of London. Wren rebuilt St Andrew’s Church in Holborn 20 years after the Great Fire and it was his largest parish church. Dating back to the 10th century, St Andrew’s spacious interior includes tall, clear, arched windows, a vaulted roof with gilded stucco and a mezzanine. Even though the Germans bombed it into oblivion during WWII, much of what you see today is 17th century as it was brought across from other churches.

You’ll find yourself staring aghast at the ceiling of the columned nave, covered in gleaming white plaster fan vaulting that’s offset by the polished wood pews and medieval-style blood-red floor tiles inside St Mary Aldermary, which Wren built in 1682. The only surviving church of its type in the City of London, St Mary Aldermary is unusual for the architect as it was built in Gothic style. The church is a wonderful setting in which to enjoy a coffee at the Host Café, where the comfy sofas are ideal for leaning back and gawping at that stupendous ceiling.

Had it not been for Wren rebuilding St Mary-le-Bow by 1673, local Cockneys might have been scrabbling around for another yardstick to determine their ‘Eastendness’, but they don’t, and it remains that those born within earshot of the bells that ring out from the delicate steeple he designed are true Cockneys. The church was badly damaged during WWII and wasn’t re-consecrated until 1964, when the beautiful stained-glass windows were added. You can also grab a cuppa at the rather special Café Below in the crypt.

St Bride’s is still referred to as the ‘journalists’ church’ and has a moving memorial in the north aisle honouring journalists who died in the line of duty. Designed by Christopher Wren in 1672, St Bride’s boasts his tallest steeple, at 71m. Its distinctive layers allegedly inspiring the tiered wedding cake. The 11th-century crypt is home to a section of Roman pavement from 180 CE. The Corporation of London’s official church was built by Wren in 1677, but St Lawrence Jewry was almost completely destroyed during WWII. Its immaculate alabaster walls and gilt trimmings do its restorers proud. The first part of the church’s name refers to a 3rd-century Christian martyr and the second part tells us that this was once inside the city’s Jewish quarter.

St Nicholas Cole Abbey was the first of Wren’s churches to be rebuilt after the Great Fire; sadly, it was bombed down to its skeleton in the Blitz. The interior is relatively unadorned, with brass chandeliers, half-height wood panelling and a few stained-glass windows, but the brilliant Wren Coffee that’s taken over the church floor makes it worth a midday coffee stop. St Stephen Walbrook was Wren’s first experiment with a dome and is considered his finest parish church. A forerunner to St Paul’s Cathedral, the coffered dome is held up by 16 Corinthian pillars, while the modern travertine marble altar is by sculptor Henry Moore.
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WHY SIR CHRISTOPHER WREN?

Christopher Wren didn’t actually study architecture until he was in his 30s. At Oxford, he studied Latin, science and mathematics, though he was asked to design several buildings at the university to effectively cut his architectural teeth.

It was during a 1665 trip to Paris that he formally studied architecture and began drawing up plans, influenced by the likes of Italian sculptor and architect Bernini, to rebuild the dire-looking St Paul’s Cathedral. A year later, the Great Fire of London destroyed two-thirds of the city and when Wren was appointed King’s Surveyor of Works in 1669, he more or less oversaw the rebuild of London including Hampton Court Palace, the Royal Hospital at Chelsea and the Old Royal Naval College, among others.



WHERE TO GET INDEPENDENT COFFEE NEAR ST PAUL’S

The Wren Coffee

Coffee with delicious cakes as well as breakfast and lunch options in a striking church.

Café Below

In the Norman crypt of St Mary-le-Bow; great coffee and seasonal breakfast and lunch.

Carter Lane Coffee House

Spot your favourite place on the postcards behind the counter of this pretty little cafe.

Host Café

Grab a coffee, soup or cake, and enjoy it beneath the roof of another Wren masterpiece.

Alchemy Café

Small artisan coffee shop with delicious pastries on the corner of Blackfriars and Carter Lane.

Grace

As well as excellent coffee, Grace’s makes the best sausage rolls in the City.


THE GREAT REBUILD OF LONDON

The Great Fire of London is the reason almost none of medieval London remains and so much of it dates from the late 17th century, yet there’s little popular lamentation of this ‘wiping out’ of the ‘old London’. This is because, though London at the time was the third-largest city in the Western world, it wasn’t famous for its beauty, architecture or urban design. Writer John Evelyn felt it paled in comparison to the baroque magnificence of Paris and described London as an unplanned, wooden mess. The latter was the main reason the fire spread so quickly and devastatingly, with most properties made of timber and covered in thatched roofing. What was built in their place is the magnificence we still see.



London’s Ancient Pubs

Grab a pint of history

Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese, as the name suggests, is quite old. Rebuilt in 1667 after the Great Fire, this is one of London’s most famous – and most crowded – boozers, with strong literary connections: Mark Twain, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Charles Dickens were regulars. The low-lit, Victorian interior makes you wonder if some are still here. Reportedly one of London’s most haunted pubs, the Viaduct Tavern opened in 1869 and is one of the only remaining Victorian gin palaces in the City. Etched-glass panes and the old cashier’s booth add to the heritage status of the tavern still specialising in gin, including house-made infusions. There’s also the (unverified) claim that the cellar is home to jail cells because it used to be the site of a debtor’s prison.

With its grand wooden staircase and painted ceilings edged with gold-coloured crown moulding, Counting House remains as dignified and elegant as the day it opened as Prescott’s Bank in 1893. It’s mostly office workers that crowd around the elegantly curved central bar, under the domed skylight, for the range of traditional cask ales and speciality pies. The grade-II-listed Jamaica Wine House, or the ‘Jampot’, doubles as a historic wood-lined pub and a wine bar (in the basement). It stands on the very site Samuel Pepys popped into in 1660, probably for a coffee, in what was then London’s first coffeehouse. In the heart of London’s financial district, it’s reached by a narrow alley off Cornhill and the art-nouveau red-sandstone building, dating from 1869, still has a number of classic features, such as the glowing streetlamp sign and a 19th-century coffee-bean roaster.

Fifty metres. That’s all that saved The Hoop and Grapes pub from the all-consuming flames of the Great Fire. Reportedly dating back to the 13th century, the small pub is now surrounded by high-rise glass buildings on Aldgate High St and can be easily missed, which might explain the lack of atmosphere. The current structure probably dates from the 17th century and has tilted sideways by at least 18in. There’s also the claim that the belly of the pub hides a tunnel that once led to the Tower of London. Rebuilt by Sir Christopher Wren in 1668 so his workers would have somewhere to live, Ye Olde Watling sits on the ancient Roman Road, but its greatest claim to fame is that Wren drew up the plans for the nearby St Paul’s Cathedral sat in what is now the dining room. This means a host of tourists frequent the pub, giving it a diverse atmosphere.

Impossible to find (look for the sign above a narrow alley), Ye Olde Mitre is reportedly where Queen Elizabeth I danced with her rumoured lover, Sir Christopher Hatton, around a cherry tree, the stump of which can still be seen in a small enclave inside. Built in 1546 for the servants of the Cambridge-based Bishop of Ely, these days the alleyway is lit up with twinkling fairy lights and the grub and the draughts are excellent.
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BEST MICHELINS IN THE CITY

City Social

Art-deco-inspired, low-lit interior with sublime views from the 24th floor and a delicate modern-British cuisine. £££

Angler

Chef Gary Foulkes offers an ever-changing menu of seasonal and sustainable seafood from British waters. £££

Bob Bob Ricard City

Sitting on the 3rd floor of the Cheesegrater, with ostentatious brasserie-deluxe decor and the infamous champagne button. £££

Brigadiers

Loud and lively; street-food and barbecue Michelin menu and a setting inspired by the mess clubs of India. £££



WHERE TO GET A GLASS OF WINE IN THE CITY

El Vino Fleet Street

This venerable institution is where legal types come to let their hair (wigs?) down.

Humble Grape Fleet Street

Informed staff help navigate the wall of imported wines lining this bar’s bare brick walls.

Willy’s Wine Bar

Low-lit wine bar with barrel-like wooden roof, an English menu and sharing plates in the evening.

Wine Library

This distinguished cellar has a self-serve buffet on a par with its storied wine selection.

Artigiano Espresso and Wine Bar

When you need something to counter the wine, there are also espressos in this brick-walled bar.

Bottles Wine Bar

A bustling, vibrant wine bar with live DJs on some weekends and great food.


BEST BREAKFAST SPOTS

Polo Bar

Laid-back British cafe open 24 hours for breakfast, brunch, lunch and dinner, plus desserts. £

Byward Kitchen and Bar

An adventurous menu that includes chorizo hash and Indian-style menemen as well as the usual English offerings right next to the Tower. ££

Café Rouge St Paul’s

You’ll love the array of English breakfasts, including excellent vegan options, in this retro Parisian setting. ££

The Ivy City Garden

Go on, treat yourself to the divine weekly breakfast, the Ivy Full English, or the seasonal brunches in this as-to-be-expected exquisite setting. £££




Tower Bridge to Millennium Bridge
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This walk follows the Thames Path between two of the city’s most iconic bridges, offering spectacular views and unveiling hidden riverside heritage. Start beneath 1 Tower Bridge, admiring the unusual perspective of London’s most famous bridge. Then walk the cobbled stretch that passes the Tower of London, stopping at 2 Traitor’s Gate, where those who betrayed the Crown used to enter to have their heads removed. After leaving the Tower Hill complex, the path opens up at the wooden-decked 3 Sugar Quay Jetty for the best views of South Bank and its towering Shard. The next stop is easily missed; just after Old Watermen’s Walk, a sign on winding concrete stairs points up to 4 St Magnus Roof Garden, a little-known green roof terrace with elevated views over the Thames. Return to the path and, before passing under London Bridge, walk halfway up the silver 5 London Bridge stairs for the interesting plaque that shows the bridge in antiquity, when the heads of criminals and traitors were displayed on spikes on the bridge. Just past the busy Oyster Shed, you’ll come to 6 Walbrook Wharf, where a plaque reveals that the remains of a temple to Mithra and an impressive sculpted head of the pagan god were discovered here. Passing through the quaint, Victorian-style 7 Fruiterers Passage, note the print on the wall showing St Paul’s before the Wren rebuild. A bit further on, the  8 Queenhithe Mosaic maps the history of the City right up to 2014 in a mosaic. Your penultimate stop is the 9 Trig Lane Stairs where, at low tide, a small pebble beach appears. From here it’s just a few yards to the finish at the 10 Millennium Bridge.



Glass & Steel Architecture

The City’s skyscraping marvels

The youngest building to ever be grade I listed, the Lloyd’s Building kicked off the innovative skyscraper phase now synonymous with the City of London. The stainless-steel, inside-out design still marvels 40 years on. Completed in 2003, the Gherkin, formally 30 St Mary Axe, was initially mocked for its phallic shape, yet the tower, built by celebrated architect Sir Norman Foster’s firm, won the Stirling Prize, in part due to its innovative energy-saving methods that see it use only half the energy of other similar-sized buildings. Joining London’s famous skyline in 2014 was 20 Fenchurch St, better known as the Walkie Talkie for its top-heavy design resembling a two-way radio. Designed by Rafael Vinoly of Tokyo International Forum fame, it cost £200 million and within a year won the Carbuncle Cup for worst new building. That was in part because it was reflecting the sun onto cars parked below and causing their bodywork to melt, leading the press to dub it the ‘Fryscraper’.

The distinctive wedge shape of the Leadenhall Building has seen it nicknamed the Cheesegrater. The 50-storey skyscraper also opened in 2014, but had to be angled at 10 degrees to protect views of the City’s most iconic historic monument, St Paul’s Cathedral. Designed by Lord Rogers of Riverside, who also worked on the Millennium Dome, it sits adjacent to the Lloyd’s Building, dwarfing it in comparison. The least ‘exciting’ in design, but the City’s tallest, is 22 Bishopsgate, which was completed in 2020 and stands at an imposing 278m, making it the second tallest in all of London.


ACCESS TO THE SKIES

The best way to admire the City of London’s quirky skyscrapers up close is from atop the Garden at 120, which is on Fenchurch St, surrounded by several of the big hitters and free to enter. With every single City building privately owned, getting inside can be tricky. The Lloyd’s Building and 22 Bishopsgate aren’t open to the public at all; the Gherkin and the Cheesegrater both have bookable restaurants, as does the Walkie Talkie, which is the most accessible of all because of its stunning Sky Garden on floors 34 to 37. The other option is to wait for the annual Open House Festival, when several of the skyscrapers open their doors to the public for visits.



WHERE TO SLEEP WITH A VIEW

citizenM Tower of London

If you don’t get the room with windows framing Tower Bridge, there’s always the roof terrace. ££

Cheval Three Quays

Intelligently designed studios, open-plan apartments and penthouses directly overlooking the Thames. £££

Locke at Broken Wharf

Stylish, affordable apartments with views of the South Bank, next to Millennium Bridge. £




South Bank
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RIVERSIDE CULTURE AND ENTERTAINMENT

Spanning from Lambeth Bridge to London Bridge and following the southern bank of the River Thames, South Bank and is a must-visit neighbourhood for tourists in London. It has been a place for entertainment since the Middle Ages and, after reaching the masses in 1951 during the Festival of Britain, it has continued to grow as a destination packed with arts and cultural venues that sit alongside restaurants and family-friendly attractions.
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Take a riverside stroll along the promenade and enjoy the atmosphere. On any day of the week, you could be entertained by street performing acrobats, hear live music at a busking pitch and watch skateboarders do tricks surrounded by street art.

Start near the iconic London Eye to the west for great views of Westminster, then follow the traffic-free Queen’s Walk east, passing world-class cultural powerhouses: Royal Festival Hall is home to the London Philharmonic Orchestra, Tate Modern is filled with big-name contemporary art, and the landmark Globe theatre, reconstructed in Tudor style, pays homage to Shakespeare. Puncturing the skies above you is the triangular Shard, one of the tallest buildings in Europe, with the historic Borough Market near its base.

Every corner echoes with art, theatre, music and the ethereal energy of the crowds themselves. Make time for theatre here: the Southbank Centre is the UK’s largest arts venue, but it’s just one of the myriad performance spaces and stages found in the area.

On the weekends and weekday evenings, it can get busy, and booking a table in advance at high-end bars and restaurants (especially those with celebrated river or skyline views) is recommended. For more casual dining, breathe in the delightful scents that waft through the air and follow your nose to the various street food markets that serve dishes from around the world.
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DON’T MISS

LONDON EYE

Iconic giant Ferris wheel. A must for views over the Palace of Westminster and Big Ben across the river.

SHAKESPEARE’S GLOBE

A Tudor-style reconstruction of Shakespeare’s original 16th-century open-air theatre.

SOUTHBANK CENTRE

A complex with three venues offering countless concerts, exhibitions, talks and year-round festivals.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Borough Market

2London Eye

3Shakespeare’s Globe

4Southbank Centre

5Tate Modern

Sights

6Bankside Gallery

7gallery@oxo

8Golden Jubilee Bridges

9Hayward Gallery

10Leake Street Arches

11London Bridge Experience

12London Dungeon

13Millennium Bridge

14Sea Life London Aquarium

15Shard

16Southbank Skatepark

17Southwark Cathedral

18Windrush Monument

Sleeping

19Park Plaza

20Sea Containers

EATING

21Anchor & Hope

22Chocofruit

23Duke of Sussex

24Ethiopiques

25Founder’s Arms

26Humble Crumble

27Library at County Hall

28Limin South Bank

29Okan

30Oxo Tower

31Ping Pong

32Santa Nata

see 48Skylon

33Snog Frozen Yoghurt

see 3Swan at the Globe

34Wahaca

Drinking & Nightlife

35Anchor Bankside

36Beany Green

37Lyaness

38Monmouth Coffee Company

39Riverside Terrace Café

40Seabird

41Understudy

42Vaulty Towers

Entertainment

43Between the Bridges

44BFI Southbank

45National Theatre

46Old Vic

47Queen Elizabeth Hall

48Royal Festival Hall

49Vaults

SHOPPING

50Gabriel’s Wharf

51Lower Marsh Market

52South Bank Food Market

53Southbank Centre Book Market




TOP TIP

The linear layout of the South Bank means it’s a breeze to navigate on foot. Allocate at least half a day for a leisurely wander, but you’ll need a lot longer if you plan to browse the collection at the Tate Modern, ride the London Eye or tour Shakespeare’s Globe.




I LIVE HERE
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Sham Mahabir, chef and owner at Limin South Bank (@southbank.limin), tells us about his favourite places on the South Bank.

Sea Containers Restaurant

Perfect for people watching and the sea bass is incredible. From here you can marvel at St Paul’s Cathedral.

Ernie’s Beach

Sit on the sand in front of Gabriel’s Wharf and listen to the waves lapping the shore.

Roupell Street Conservation Area

Step into this historic knot of streets to get a glimpse of 19th-century London home life. Chances are you have seen it in films and TV shows like Dr Who and Call the Midwife.



Tate Modern

Power station turned art gallery

Tate is an art powerhouse with four galleries across the UK. London is home to two of those galleries, with Tate Modern standing proud on the South Bank as a tribute to modern and contemporary art on an international scale. It’s located within the decommissioned and repurposed Bankside Power Station, and is home to over 800 inventive pieces from established and emerging artists hailing from over 50 countries.

Amidst this artistic gold mine, be wowed by the permanent iconic works from the greats such as Pablo Picasso and Andy Warhol. Tate Modern continually refreshes its allure with temporary exhibitions that will grab art enthusiasts’ attention – check the website to see what’s on before visiting.

Enter through the Turbine Hall, a vast space that retains its post-industrial look, hosting large sculptures, experiential art and installations. What was once a boiler room is now a gallery space; marvel at the works as you stroll through the Natalie Bell Building, then make your way to the newer purpose-built Blavatnik Building where you can witness visual art through video or performance.

Before you leave, ascend to the rooftop terrace for an unforgettable panorama of London’s skyline and the River Thames.
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LEVEL 10 VIEWING PLATFORM

Tate Modern’s Level 10 viewing platform may offer lovely panoramas of the South Bank, but it is a controversial part of the neighborhood. Concerns were raised from local residents about privacy because it’s possible to look from the platform directly into the adjacent apartments.

Following a court case, the platform has reopened sporting “no photography” signs with restricted access on the side facing the residential zones. The platform welcomes visitors daily from 10am to 5pm (and the best views are towards St Paul’s to the north).
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London Eye

Giant Ferris wheel with panoramic views

This famous London Eye Ferris wheel is impossible to miss – the 32 transparent capsules, which mirror London’s 32 boroughs, on the western stretch of the South Bank are an integral part of London’s skyline.

Since its inaugural spin in 2000, visitors can enjoy an unrivalled 360-degree view, showcasing other city landmarks like Buckingham Palace, the Shard and Big Ben. As Europe’s tallest Ferris wheel, it sets the stage for celebratory events in London, particularly on New Year’s Eve where it hosts the famed festivities, with fireworks that paint the night sky with bursts of vibrant colours.

Sunset visits are our top pick for a golden hue over the city, but whether day or night, weather permitting, the view stretches beyond 25 miles and is guaranteed to still be incredible. Each 30-minute ride accommodates up to 25 visitors, and it can be busy, so be prepared to share the space when attempting to capture your best pictures. Booking in advance gets you the best price.
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Leake Street Arches

Tunnel of street art and graffiti

The Leake Street Arches are dubbed the Banksy Tunnel as a nod to the street artist’s 2008 guerrilla art Cans Festival in the same area. Directly beneath Waterloo’s rail tracks and stretching 300m, this stands as London’s lengthiest legal graffiti canvas. The arches are essentially a living gallery, with established and emerging artists coming from around the globe to paint over each other’s murals. This means that no two visits will be the same.

This pedestrian walkway also hosts independent restaurants, bars and entertainment spots, which add to the allure of this cool hangout.

The Shard

Skyscraper with breathtaking views

Dominating London’s panorama, the Shard soars 72 stories above London Bridge as the UK’s tallest building. Ascend via the high-speed lift to the 68th floor, where an observation deck beckons on the 69th, and an open-air sky deck awaits on the 72nd. Each offers 360-degree vistas stretching up to 40 miles. Booking ahead ensures seamless access and once aloft, there is no time restriction. Elevate your experience with fine dining or a stay at the Shangri La Hotel from level 34 upwards.
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Millennium Bridge

Linking landmarks across the Thames

The Millennium Bridge earned the moniker “Wobbly Bridge” due to crossers experiencing an unexpected sway when it first opened in 2000. It was closed just two days later and after some improvements, the pedestrian-only bridge was reopened to the public. It serves as a great scenic route between two cultural landmarks: Tate Modern on the South Bank and St Paul’s Cathedral in the City of London. The walk can be completed in a few minutes, but stop to enjoy the river views. By night, the walkway is illuminated by blue panels, creating a beautiful visual that guides towards St Paul’s.
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Millennium Bridge and St Paul’s Cathedral | MarkLG/Shutterstock ©

Shakespeare’s Globe

Recreated Elizabethan playhouse

The reconstructed Globe is a living homage to William Shakespeare’s legacy. With no roof, events go ahead in all weather conditions so dress accordingly. Some plays take place in the Sam Wanamaker Playhouse during the winter, where the room is illuminated by over 100 beeswax candles.

To secure optimal views, target tickets at the centre of the lower and middle galleries. Budget-conscious attendees can take advantage of standing yard tickets. If you’re time strapped, you can opt for a 40-minute guided tour.
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Southbank Centre

Cultural hub with diverse art events

This entertainment complex has been at the heart of the capital’s cultural and arts scene since 1951. Now, the Southbank Centre orchestrates over 5000 events annually, bringing an array of global talent to London’s community. From rhapsodic concerts to visual art and theatrical productions, literary debates and workshops, the limitless offerings can resonate with people of all ages, including children.

Other prominent premises making up the Southbank Centre are Royal Festival Hall, the Hayward Gallery, Queen Elizabeth Hall and the Purcell Room.

Queen Elizabeth Hall

Prominent concert hall

The second-largest hall within the Southbank Centre complex is a mere 5-minute walk from Waterloo station and has been bringing in lovers of classical, jazz and avant-garde symphonies for over four decades. Acclaimed musicians, including Radiohead’s Jonny Greenwood, have graced the hall’s stage and world-class talks have been held in the intimate Purcell Room.

Unmissable with its iconic yellow exterior staircase, the hall pulses with life during festivals, such as the London Literature Festival. Visit Southbank Centre’s event schedule because Queen Elizabeth Hall only opens when an event is happening. From May to September, you can enjoy a drink with views across the rooftop garden.

Royal Festival Hall

Arts venue at Southbank Centre

The Royal Festival Hall reigns supreme as the largest venue of the Southbank Centre complex. Its expansive red and gold auditorium, graced with a magnificent 7866-pipe organ, can accommodate over 2700 guests. Since its inception at the 1951 Festival of Britain, this imposing brutalist building has been at the heart of London’s culture scene, offering an array of events including orchestra performances, jazz concerts, spoken-word performances and dance recitals. It also hosts free events such as a monthly reggae party and storytelling workshops for young children. Approach from Waterloo station and ascend the stairs, keeping an eye out for the sculptures and large-scale installation artworks that dot the area.
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South Bank Food Market

Global street food cuisine

Around 15 to 20 street food stalls congregate in the Royal Festival Hall’s piazza on Belvedere Road to cater to hungry foodies. Since 2016, visitors can indulge in anything from Venezuelan arepas to Ethiopian injera and Polish sausages, just a 5-minute walk from Waterloo station. A selection of smaller delights like Indian samosas are available and for a sweet finish, succumb to the sugary goodness of pastries, crepes or doughnuts.

Meals are affordable compared with restaurants in the area and there’s plenty of choice for meat enthusiasts, vegetarians and vegans, making it a popular place for groups of friends to meet up to satisfy their palates. Since the traders periodically rotate, each visit can mean a distinctive encounter with a new dish or flavour.

Take a break from your South Bank explorations and tuck in amidst the lively atmosphere. South Bank Food Market is open on Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays between 12–9pm, with a 6pm close on Sundays.
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NAVIGATING SOUTH BANK FOOD MARKET

Before choosing your meal, wander around the market and try whatever samples are on offer – it might just change your mind. The market is likely to be crowded during the entire time that it is open, but look to visit on Fridays outside of lunchtime hours for a slightly quieter experience. Seating can be scarce; you’ll be very lucky to grab a table. In January, the market takes a break, so don’t go hoping for street food during that time.



Gabriel’s Wharf

Dining and design-led shopping

A brief stroll from Oxo Tower, you’ll find an enclave born from repurposed garages sporting an eclectic mix of handcrafted jewellery, fashion and artisanal crafts. Businesses here design and sell their own products, making Gabriel’s Wharf a great location to buy souvenirs at affordable prices. Independent cafes, bars and restaurants converge so you can dine with a more relaxing atmosphere as you look out to the Thames – it can be a peaceful alternative to the rest of the busy South Bank. Come summer, Gabriel’s Wharf transforms into a hub of activity, hosting live music and entertainment by the river.
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Southwark Cathedral

Historic Anglican cathedral with Gothic architecture

While officially crowned a cathedral in 1905, Southwark Cathedral’s origins meander back over a millennium, cementing its status as one of the city’s oldest landmarks. Many pivotal moments have occurred on the Anglican cathedral’s grounds, from royal weddings to state occasions, mainly due to Southwark Cathedral being the nearest religious building to London Bridge, one of the oldest crossing points on the River Thames.

Centuries unfold through its Gothic and Romanesque architecture, with a soaring arched nave, intricate carvings and stained glass windows. The church was frequented by many poets and artists, possibly including William Shakespeare who lived in nearby Southwark. Today, sunlight shines through a window named after Shakespeare onto a 1912 monument to the playwright in the south aisle of the cathedral. You’ll also witness the tombs of John Gower – poet to Richard II and Henry IV – and Bishop Andrews, a famous scholar who worked on the King James version of the bible, a 16th-century Nonsuch Chest and the High Altar Screen.
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Borough Market

Unmissable food market

Borough Market was initially a wholesale market to greengrocers a millennium ago, but has since transformed into the most renowned food market in London. Today, the market’s 100+ high-quality food and drink vendors pull in massive crowds. Tradition endures – you’ll notice that locals still shop here, buying the freshest produce from butchers, fishmongers and cheesemakers. There are two main areas: Three Crown Square for larger merchants and Green Market for smaller ones. In the third area of the market, Borough Market Kitchen, you’ll find street food traders serving up anything from Asian baos to Spanish paella. The culinary delights extend beyond the stalls, with a complementary blend of brick-and-mortar eateries, bars and restaurants nearby.

As one of London’s largest food markets and a historic site, crowds of tourists, locals and food connoisseurs are present day in, day out. Queuing is the norm, especially at lunch, but it’s part of the experience for your edible reward. Find it sprawling under railway bridges near Southwark Cathedral and London Bridge station.
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ENJOYING BOROUGH MARKET

Whether your goal is to enjoy a meal or browse for produce, set aside an hour or two and enjoy the market at a leisurely pace. Many traders offer samples so take a lap before making your choice.

To outsmart the crowds and avoid the workers lining up to grab their meals (as much as you can), opt for a weekday before or after lunchtime. The market rests on Mondays and only some stalls open on Tuesdays; Wednesdays to Sundays promise the full experience.
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Golden Jubilee Bridges

Cross the River Thames

Flanking either side of Hungerford rail bridge are the pedestrian-only Golden Jubilee Bridges. Find the walkways between Waterloo and Westminster Bridges: the north end graces Charing Cross while the south end meets the South Bank. Ascend the steps for pretty views of landmarks like the London Eye to the west and watch the crowds rush along either side of the river. Named after the historic Hungerford Market, the walkways were later added and named to commemorate Queen Elizabeth II’s Golden Jubilee.
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The Vaults Theatre

Underground immersive theatre

Within the Leake Street graffiti tunnel below Waterloo Station lie the Vaults. Opened in 2014, the entrance to this immersive theatre venue is slightly camouflaged within the tunnel’s graffiti-laden decor.

It’s quickly noticeable that the Vaults prides itself on inclusivity, from ensuring accessibility for wheelchair users to hosting a diverse range of family-friendly and queer productions. Beware though, the space is dimly lit in order to create a sense of ambiance. Have your imagination sparked by the fresh and creative productions, each one transporting you to uncharted realms with its unique set. Some of the more eccentric props from previous performances can be seen at the nearby bar Vaulty Towers, a spot on Lower Marsh that’s unmissable thanks to its street-art-covered facade.
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BFI Southbank

Four-cinema film centre

A quintessential part of the entertainment and culture scene, the BFI Southbank sits right underneath Waterloo Bridge. Film lovers escape here to watch new releases, classics and family-friendly shows, but the British Film Institute’s significance extends beyond the screen, embracing film education and preservation, opening its doors to film archives, with talks and workshops allowing visitors to engage with the history of cinema.

Film seasons and exclusive screenings often feature Q&A sessions with directors and actors. Under-25s can pick up affordable tickets for £3. Stop in the laid-back BFI bar for pre- or post-film cocktails.

National Theatre

The UK’s flagship theatre

Discussion about establishing a National Theatre had been rumbling on for over 100 years before actor Laurence Olivier was appointed as director in 1962. It has since evolved into a dynamic showcase of productions spanning epochs and global cultures.

Across its three distinct auditoriums – the grand Olivier, the versatile Lyttelton and the intimate Dorfman – the venue puts on over 20 productions a year. Expect anything from contemporary dramas challenging social norms to Shakespearean masterpieces, comedies, musicals and family-friendly entertainment.

Even if you’re not here for a show, you can explore the foyers, which contain a bookshop, restaurants, bars and exhibition spaces. A 75-minute guided tour goes behind the scenes of the creative process. Delve into stage secrets, witness the meticulous art of prop- and set-making, and explore the building’s storied history. Tours are held on weekdays at 5pm and Saturdays at noon and can be booked in advance. There are also tours of the Archives for those that wish to dig deeper into theatre history, with props, photographs and scripts.

Anchor Bankside

Historic riverside pub

The Anchor Bankside is a charming historic pub that proudly upholds its legacy as the sole survivor of the riverside taverns from Shakespeare’s era. This 17th-century building was reconstructed in 1676 following the ravages of the Great Fire of London.

Its distinctive firetruck-red windows make it hard to miss as you stroll along the South Bank, and the pull of the riverside terrace on a sunny afternoon is strong. On a cooler day, head indoors to the cosy bar with dark wooden floors, royal blue walls and gold accent details. It serves a wide selection of cask ales, craft beers and spirits.
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The Old Vic

Revered playhouse

Princess Victoria only visited once in 1833, but this visit led to the transformative moment of the Royal Coburg Theatre rebranding as ‘The Old Vic’. Away from the riverside near Waterloo Station, the theatre is one of the oldest and most revered cultural venues in London. The Old Vic also served as the former home of the National Theatre until 1976 when the latter moved to the South Bank.

Throughout its history, the 1000-seat playhouse has welcomed some of the finest and most influential directors, actors and productions in British theatre history. Guided by the artistic vision of Laurence Olivier, who helmed the theater as its director in the 1940s, the Old Vic ascended to unparalleled heights and crafted an enduring legacy of brilliance.

The stage at the three-tiered theatre, adorned in regal red and gold, has been graced by legends such as Judi Dench and Peggy Ashcroft, whose commanding presence wowed audiences. To bask in the full production with unimpeded views, secure front-row seats in the stalls.

Windrush Monument

Honouring the Windrush generation

Near the South Bank exit of Waterloo rail station is a permanent monument that stands as a profound testament to the legacy of the Windrush generation and their pivotal role in shaping British society. Unveiled in 2022, Jamaican sculptor Basil Watson’s artistry comes to life in three bronze figures – a man, woman and child – symbolising unity and the everlasting bond connecting the Windrush generation with their descendants. The Windrush legacy, which commenced with the arrival of HMT Empire Windrush in 1948, resonates with the contributions of those from Jamaica and elsewhere in the Caribbean. For many, the monument serves as a place of reflection.
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MORE IN SOUTH BANK

Be Haunted by the London Bridge Experience

Fusing history with horror

If the thought of a pig-masked figure wielding a chainsaw and chasing you sends shivers down your spine, the enigmatic depth of the London Bridge Experience will leave you with a thrilling chill. Located below London Bridge, you will learn the dark history of London by exploring the city’s deep vaults.

If you still want more after traversing the eerie spaces that once held untold stories, venture into the London Tombs experience for part two: an immersive scare maze. Your heart will race in seemingly blood-splattered rooms where you’ll encounter clowns, doctors, zombies and butchers – aka talented live guides in character – and add an informative and entertaining spin to any day out in London.

The London Bridge experience takes around 50 minutes, but if you dare to enter the London Tombs maze, prepare to double your time at the venue. Plan your visit wisely to avoid the largest crowds between noon and 3pm. If travelling with kids, opt for the ‘Guardian Angel’ tour to save them from being too spooked.
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BEST COFFEE ON THE SOUTH BANK

Riverside Terrace Café

Healthy dishes with a relaxed atmosphere and a stunning view of the Thames sets the scene. £

Monmouth Coffee Company

You’ll eat amazing croissants and enjoy even better coffee because this cafe imports single origin coffee beans. £

Beany Green

A shipping container just under Hungerford Bridge. Grab an artisan coffee and pastry to go. £



WHERE TO STAY

Sea Containers

Luxury hotel with the best views of the skyline as well as a spa, a cinema and an award-winning cocktail bar. £££

Park Plaza

4-star hotel in a central location with views to die for. You can see the London Eye right from your window. £££

Bankside Hotel

Boutique Autograph Collection hotel adorned with contemporary art and featuring an in-house gallery. £££

Meet Local Villains at the London Dungeon

Immersive frights and scares

This interactive adventure will plunge you into the dark underbelly of London’s gruesome history. London Dungeon envelops you in meticulously crafted sets and skilled actors who breathe life into harrowing stories, starting with your descent into the dungeon in a lift reminiscent of medieval times, setting the tone for the immersive experience ahead.

Experience King Henry VIII’s wrath as you face a death sentence for treason and navigate the tumultuous waters of the Boat Ride to Hell before encountering infamous characters like Jack the Ripper and Sweeney Todd. Before you leave, brace yourself for a heart-pounding long-drop ride that will leave you with an adrenaline rush.

Amid periods of intense darkness, you’ll engage your senses – seeing, hearing, feeling and even smelling the essence (or stench) of historical London’s darkest hours. Unpredictable encounters might even prompt you to jump during the 90-minute adventure.

If you plan to visit other nearby attractions such as the London Eye or Sea Life London Aquarium, opt for a multi-attraction ticket, which is better value.


BRITAIN’S BIGGEST SCREEN

Right in the heart of this cultural hub and film-loving neighbourhood is the iconic British Film Institute (BFI) IMAX, located in the middle of a massive roundabout between the Southbank Centre and Waterloo Station. It proudly holds the title of being the largest cinematic screen in the country, measuring an impressive 26m by 20m coupled with a 500-capacity auditorium. Throughout the year, BFI IMAX offers an extensive programme of films and alternative content for an unforgettable cinematic experience.



BEST PUBS

The Understudy

A friendly hangout for theatre lovers and beyond with riverside seating. £

The Hole in The Wall

Soak in laid-back pub vibes with 25 different beers at affordable London prices. £

Beer Hawk

Around 120 beers at your fingertips at the first craft beer pub in South Bank. £

Go Underwater at the Sea Life London Aquarium

Aquatic family-friendly adventure

Adjacent to the London Eye lies a world-class aquarium where you will journey through tanks and along walkways that are teeming with over 500 different marine life species. Whether you’re an underwater enthusiast or seeking family fun, you will marvel at sea turtles, octopuses, tiger sharks, crabs and eels as you wander through the various themed aquarium zones, including the Coral Kingdom and Rainforest Adventure. Don’t miss the mesmerising jellyfish display or the lively penguin feedings. Hands-on experiences, led by experts in the Rockpool Explorer zone, are particularly popular with kids. Take your time strolling the Shark Walk, where you’ll follow a transparent glass platform as sharks pass by just inches beneath you. If you’re daring, book a 15-minute snorkel encounter in a see-through cage among the sharks. Expect to spend around two hours at the aquarium and check the programme when you arrive as feeds and talks are scheduled throughout the day.

Watch Skaters in the Undercroft

Historic skateboarding spot

Whether you’re a skateboarder or not, the Southbank Skatepark on Queen’s Walk will draw your attention as you make your way along beside the river. Listen out for the rhythmic clatter of skateboard wheels and then let your eyes adjust to the darkness of the undercroft below the Southbank Centre, where you’ll spot skateboarders riding the concrete blocks, stairs and railings among a kaleidoscope of graffiti art that adorns the walls and pillars of the brutalist building above.

This spot has been a symbol of community and artistic expression for five decades. BMX riders and skaters show off their craft and master tricks on ramps, banks and a dynamic quarter pipe as onlookers gaze on. Photographers with a taste for street photography will find this scene particularly captivating.

The undercroft isn’t necessarily the best place to try and get on a skateboard for the first time, but the environment has been crafted where any seasoned practitioner or novice can come to test their skills on their terms, regardless of where they are from. Non-skating locals and tourists tend to spectate from the sidelines. The skatepark is open year-round and sheltered from changing weather conditions so wheel enthusiasts can ride freely at any time.
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BEST THINGS TO DO ON A BUDGET

Garden Museum

Dabble in art, gardening, design and other activities for free on Thursdays, close to Lambeth Bridge.

BFI Mediatheque

A diverse collection of film and television providing a unique cinematic experience.

Florence Nightingale Museum

Celebrate the pioneering work of this British nurse. Find it around the corner from St Thomas’ Hospital.



BEST BARS

Lyaness

Award-winning bar at Sea Containers Hotel with creative cocktails and innovative ingredients. ££

Call Me Mr Lucky

Hidden inside the Breakfast Club. Tell staff ‘I’m here to get lucky’ for access to the secret underground bar. ££

Swift Borough

Taste the monthly special cocktails just a short walk away from Borough Market. ££

Browse at Southbank Centre Book Market

Secondhand books, comics and maps

Literary enthusiasts should make their way to the riverside under Waterloo Bridge, just outside BFI Southbank’s bar. With a history spanning 40 years, the Southbank Centre Book Market gathers over ten dedicated booksellers who brave most weather conditions between 10am and 7pm to bring an eclectic array of thousands of secondhand books. Keep in mind that not all stalls operate daily.

Browse through the selection displayed on tables, assess the book’s condition and have a quick read of a few pages (it’s allowed) before deciding on your purchase. Typically priced at around half of their original sale price, these books offer both value and variety. From classic masterpieces to contemporary paperbacks, and even rare comics and maps, the market caters to every taste. Stopping to peruse is a perfect way to break up the activities as you walk along the South Bank. Occasionally, the market may remain closed during major events at the BFI, intense weather conditions or travel disruptions.


BEST BLACK-OWNED FOOD SPOTS

Limin South Bank

Trinidadian food is not that easy to find, but Limin serves it up at its beach bar and restaurant in Gabriel’s Wharf. ££

Chocofruit

Fruits + Chocolate = heaven. Under Hungerford Bridge during the week and the Southbank Centre Food Market at the weekend. £

Ethiopiques

Vegan Ethiopian food stall at Southbank Food Market. Even meat lovers fall in love with the flavours. £



FAMILY-FRIENDLY PLACES TO EAT

Nando’s

A London favourite serving Portuguese-style chicken. Kids under 10 can get a meal for under £6. £

Giraffe

Broad menu of world foods with many kid-friendly options at this riverside restaurant. £

Mamuśka

A Polish bar and restaurant with British options too. Kids eat for free during the summer. £

Enjoy Street Food at Lower Marsh Market

Independent food and craft stalls

Large street food markets get all the praise, but they also come with crowds, which means dreaded queuing times. Cue Lower Marsh Market, a culinary oasis operating since the 1800s. Your foodie cravings can be satisfied just three minutes from Waterloo station; unlike the jam-packed large food markets, this one delivers delectable meals swiftly. A stop here is the perfect lunchtime pairing ahead of a matinee at the nearby Old Vic, just across the road.

Nearly 30 street food traders and artisans sell their affordable creations on this traffic-free street. Take a diverse culinary journey through global foods, trying Cuban flavours before sampling Nigerian delicacies and aromatic Indian dishes. Before you settle down to enjoy your meal at one of the outdoor tables, check out the handcrafted jewellery and vintage finds.

The market comes alive during the summer with free movie screenings during Marsh Lates, an event that celebrates cult classics on the last Thursday evening of the month. If you’re seeking a more hands-on experience, you can get involved with monthly afternoon Edible Marsh events, where flower arranging and gardening activities abound.

Another great time to visit the area is on Friday and Saturday nights, as the renowned restaurant, Cubana, seamlessly transitions into a salsa club with a live Cuban band. Entry is free until 11pm, after which a modest £7 cover charge applies, which is worth it for an unforgettable night of music and dance.
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CHRONICLE BLACK HISTORY ON A WALKING TOUR

Unearth London’s African and Caribbean history around the South Bank with Black History Walks (blackhistorywalks.co.uk), a two-hour walking tour that takes place monthly from February to November. It will educate you on the remarkable contribution of Black heroes from WWII, delve into what Africa was like before it was colonised, and trace the journey of the Windrush generation as you walk around the area’s landmarks.

These tours have been running for over 16 years so your guide has a breadth of knowledge and, with 12 distinctive themed routes elsewhere in the capital, the team can also help you with recommendations beyond the South Bank.



BEST STREET FOOD

Pabellon

Indulge in black beans, plaintains and traditional Venezuelan arepas at South Bank Food Market. ££

Joli

Singaporean meals and Malaysian dishes cooked in a traditional clay pot in Borough Market. ££

The Polish Deli

Barbequed Polish sausages are served with pickles and beer in the South Bank Food Market. ££

Dine With a View at Oxo Tower

Panoramas and European dishes

Any trip along Queen’s Walk towards Blackfriars station will have the iconic red ‘OXO’ emblem catching your eye. Venture skyward through eight floors to the pinnacle of Oxo Tower, which houses a Green Michelin Star contemporary European restaurant, brasserie, bar, art gallery and design studio. This architectural landmark, originally a power station providing electricity to the Royal Mail, found a new purpose when Liebig, renowned for Oxo stock cubes, bought the building to make them – leading to the name the building still has today. A sweeping panorama of the South Bank and beyond unfolds at the top through floor-to-ceiling glass panes that frame the city’s architectural treasures. The views are more impressive from the terrace, so request a table there when making your booking.

For a laid-back vibe, our top pick is to go for lunch or dinner at the brasserie, where live jazz music might be playing in the evenings. If you are looking for a more refined ambience, the restaurant is the better choice.

The Oxo Tower isn’t just limited to those who dine; anyone is allowed to take a trip up in the lift and have a quick look for themselves at no extra charge.


BEST ART GALLERIES

Hayward Gallery

Contemporary art exhibitions are held year-round at this gallery, which is part of the Southbank Centre.

gallery@oxo

See photography and design exhibitions at this gallery tucked into the walkway at the bottom of the Oxo Tower.

Bankside Gallery

Displays of watercolours, prints and engravings – many of which are for sale – right near Tate Modern.



DINE AT LUXURY RESTAURANTS

Hutong

Serving northern Chinese dishes and dim sum with low-lit ambiance from the Shard’s 33rd floor. £££

Hannah Restaurant

Seasonal omakase tasting menu at this luxurious Japanese restaurant on the riverside. £££

Skylon

Third-floor modern European restaurant at the top of Royal Festival Hall. £££

Attend the BFI London Film Festival

Cinematic showcase of global stories

For nearly seven decades, the British Film Institute has put together the biggest film events to draw in film lovers, creatives and industry insiders alike. For two weeks in October, the annual BFI London Film Festival invites viewers to explore the world through the lens of cinema, with the finest in new films and TV series. Over 300 curated screenings from international features to cutting-edge independent gems occur during that time with most taking place at BFI Southbank and the Royal Festival Hall, while others are scattered throughout London and beyond.

You can tailor your experience by following one of the festival’s thematic categorisations (which they call strands) in their festival programme to guide you to films of interest.

In addition to screenings, the festival sets the stage for enlightening discussions and talks, as well as Screen Talks Q&A sessions with those who work in the film industry. This will give you the unique opportunity to delve deeper into the world of cinema by learning from the people who bring stories to life on screen. Film premieres are very popular during this time so time your attendance with one to catch sight of some stars.

As anticipation builds each year, tickets become highly sought-after commodities because some of the films and series screened at the festival might be the only time they are shown in the UK. Prices start at around £10 and tickets go on sale to the public in September.

Sing Along at Between the Bridges Drag Brunch

Fabulous drinks and entertainment

For £35.60, you can enter the world of drag and enjoy brunch just between London Eye and Hungerford Bridge at the cool hangout spot Between the Bridges. Performers change, but you can expect to see acclaimed stars of UK & US Drag Race creating an intimate vibe that gets everyone in the mood for fun (the hour of bottomless Prosecco beforehand doesn’t hurt either).

Make new friends as a DJ plays all the songs you know and love, and join in with games, including the ultimate lip sync battle, with the chance to win exciting prizes. The ticket price doesn’t include food, but fret not, Between The Bridges has a vibrant street food court and outdoor space where you can pick from a selection of vendors serving burgers, Mexican food and pizzas.

Hosted at The End of the Pier, this drag brunch is just one of the many events on in this versatile space. Stay in the loop by keeping an eye on the website’s calendar of events.


THE FESTIVAL THAT SHAPED THE SOUTHBANK CENTRE

The genesis of Europe’s largest cultural and artistic hub traces back to the Festival of Britain held between the May and September of 1951. It was the brainchild of Labour cabinet minister Herbert Morrison to celebrate recovery from WWII by shining a spotlight on the best in science, industrial design, architecture and the arts. Amidst nationwide festivities, South Bank emerged as a thriving focal point, amplifying the festival’s resonance. Today, the site of the festival now houses the iconic Southbank Centre.



WHERE TO HAVE AFTERNOON TEA

Lyaness

Reimagined Sri Lankan flavours paired with award-winning cocktails. ££

The Library at County Hall

Take a quintessential high tea in the Marriot’s library with views of Big Ben. £££

Swan at the Globe

Add a theatrical twist to your day with afternoon teas inspired by Shakespeare’s plays. ££

Watch Performances at South Bank Busking Pitch

Showcasing raw talent and artistry

Nurturing emerging artists for over three decades, the South Bank Busking Pitch stands as one of the capital’s popular spots for street performers. It’s not legal to busk in many spaces in the UK but the Southbank Centre has curated a few pitches along Queen’s Walk for visitors to watch performers showcase their talents. These performers actually have to audition for the Southbank Centre to earn a licence to perform at these pitches for 12 months, so expect each performer to put on a good show for around an hour. Stick around to see multiple performances through the day, and you might catch a melody, a comedic act or a magic show. Interactive dancing displays and acrobats aren’t uncommon either. Find busking pitches near the London Eye and Hungerford Bridge.
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BEST VEGAN SPOTS

Wahaca

Mexican-style UK chain with a dedicated vegan menu, including tacos, large plates and hefty desserts. ££

Okan

Unfussy canteen-style restaurant with traditional Japanese meals and small bites. ££

Ping Pong

Handmade Chinese dim sum that you tick off on a sheet and is delivered to your table. Also has a vegan set menu. ££



BEST SUNDAY ROASTS

The Anchor & Hope

Cosy British gastropub near Southwark station serving up massive portions that are worth sharing. ££

The Duke of Sussex

Pork, beef, chicken roasts as well as a vegan option at this Waterloo location. ££

The Founder’s Arms

Beautiful views while you tuck into goose-fat potatoes and rump of beef. ££

Enjoy Happy Hour at Seabird

Mediterranean delights

Perched 14 floors above the streets of Southwark, Seabird’s happy hour within the Hoxton Hotel gives you more than spectacular city views – from the moment you arrive, you’ll enter what feels like a Mediterranean escape. The neutral-coloured decor and lush palm leaves are reminiscent of Southern European beach clubs, the only difference is that the Shard is serving as a backdrop.

You’ll find the longest oyster list available in London here, with over 10 varieties sourced daily from the UK and France. You can devour these for just £2 each during happy hour on weekdays from 3–6pm. Alongside this offer, Martinis are a tempting £7.

Seabird is not only just about oysters; the restaurant prides itself on providing a sea-to-table culinary experience that pays homage to Portuguese and Spanish influences. From classic seabass to grilled tiger prawns, each dish on the menu tells a story of coastal flavours. Ask for a table on the rooftop for the ultimate alfresco dining experience, especially during sunset.
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WHY I LOVE THE SOUTH BANK
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Vivienne Dovi, writer

Some of London’s greatest attractions – the London Eye, the Shard and Borough Market – define the South Bank. I have cherished early memories etched here, like celebrating Mother’s Day at the top of the London Eye with champagne with my mum, or cruising down the River Thames with my dad and learning more about the city.

Whether I’m walking along Queen’s Walk to catch up with friends, rotating through the global flavours at Southbank Food Market or checking out an engaging talk at the Southbank Centre, there’s always something happening to entice me here. As someone who loves to have new experiences, I’m drawn to the ever-evolving cultural scene that the South Bank has.



WHERE TO GRAB DESSERT

Humble Crumble

Choose from apple or seasonal fillings before loading with shortbread crumble and custard. £

Snog Frozen Yoghurt

Great treat for on the go from a colourful double decker bus near Hungerford Bridge. £

Santa Nata

Handmade Portuguese treats by artisan pastry chefs not too far from Borough Market. £

Cruise the Thames

Sail along the iconic river

No journey to the South Bank is truly complete without experiencing the sights and sounds from the River Thames. A number of different operators offer tours and commuter services. Choose your vessel wisely and you could be gently cruising by Tate Modern on a sightseeing tour with insightful narratives into London's past and present, or racing along on a high-speed thrill ride under Tower Bridge in a Thames Rocket.

Thames Clippers (or Uber Boat) is the commuter service that runs every 20 minutes. The main piers serving the South Bank are London Eye, Bankside and London Bridge. Check on the Uber app to see when the next departure is, book your seat and pay for it through the app, or pay with contactless when you board. Buying a ticket at the pier is possible too, but it's the more expensive option. City Cruises offers various themed boat trips such as dinner with live jazz and an Elvis Tribute cruise. The 24-hour pass grants you the freedom to hop-on hop-off its regular services.
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Kensington & Hyde Park
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LONDON’S SMALLEST BUT RITZIEST BOROUGH

If you want a postcard of gentrified London, this is it. Defined as the ‘Royal Borough’ in 1901, this is home to the United Kingdom’s (UK’s) most expensive road, Kensington Palace Gardens, where properties are bought up by royalty, tycoons, oligarchs and ambassadors for as much as £400 million.
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Surrounding streets are filled with handsome column-fronted Edwardian and Victorian terraced houses and pristine gardens. The area grew in popularity when King William III bought Kensington Palace (formerly Nottingham House) in the 1680s so he could avoid the smoggy air around Whitehall Palace. Back then, this was merely a village with a nearby royal hunting ground (Hyde Park), three miles west of London. The arrival of royalty gave the place prestige and attracted wealthy Jacobean families to the area. Fine restaurants and expensive shops, including Harvey Nichols and Harrods, popped up over the decades (and centuries), capitalising on residents’ very deep pockets and penchant for luxury goods.

Michelin opened its London headquarters here in 1911, and the borough has become a culinary hotbed, dotted with houses of haute cuisine headed up by lauded chefs in establishments so charming you won’t care they’ve cost you a fortune. Alongside them are numerous glitzy places for a nightcap or an evening of jazz.

The hoi polloi come to this part of London to get a peek at how the other half live, to visit Kensington Palace and to explore South Kensington’s world-renowned free museums. Mind-boggling artefacts line every cabinet of the staggeringly wonderful Victoria & Albert Museum (V&A), Natural History Museum and Science Museum.

During spring and summer, horticultural fans from far and wide arrive in droves to enjoy the 142 hectares of Hyde Park, with its painstakingly maintained gardens and wild nature expanses, plus to attend the floral spectacular that is the Chelsea Flower Show.
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DON’T MISS

NATURAL HISTORY MUSEUM

A cathedral to nature, housing 80 million specimens.

VICTORIA & ALBERT MUSEUM

An unfathomable collection of beautiful things, spanning 5000 years.

SCIENCE MUSEUM

Enthralling museum with 300,000 artefacts and hands-on science fun.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Harrods

2Hyde Park

3Kensington Palace

4King’s Road

5Natural History Museum

6Royal Albert Hall

7Royal Court Theatre

8Saatchi Gallery

9Science Museum

10Victoria & Albert Museum

SIGHTS

11Apsley House

12Chelsea Physic Garden

13Italian Gardens

14Kensington Gardens

15Marble Arch

16National Army Museum

17Princess Diana Memorial Garden

18Rose Garden

19Royal College of Music Museum

20Serpentine Gallery

21Serpentine Lake

22Speakers’ Corner

23Tyburn Convent

24Tyburn Tree Memorial Plaque

25Wellington Arch

ACTIVITIES, courses & Tours

26Chelsea Flower Show

27Hyde Park Winter Wonderland

28Serpentine Boathouse

29Serpentine Lido

Sleeping

30Aster House

31Astor Hyde Park Hostel

32Knightsbridge Hotel

33Lime Tree Hotel

34Number Sixteen

35Windermere Hotel

EATING

36Dinner by Heston Blumenthal

37Five Fields

38Kensington Palace Pavilion

39Launceston Place

40Ognisko

41Restaurant Gordon Ramsay

42Zuma

ENTERTAINMENT

43Cadogan Hall

44Ciné Lumière

45Pheasantry

shopping

46Church’s

47Harvey Nichols

48Jo Loves

49John Sandoe Books

50Peter Harrington

51Peter Jones




TOP TIP

Pace yourself. The Kensington and Hyde Park area is home to some of the planet’s most cavernous museums. Plan to spend a few hours at the huge attractions in order to navigate their cornucopias of captivating treasures.




I LIVE HERE
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David Tucker, tour guide at London Walks (@londonwalksofficial; walks.com), shares some of his favourite boozers in Kensington and Hyde Park.

The Scarsdale

The hidden class act of Kensington pubs. Built as living quarters for Napoleon’s officers when they conquered England, or so he thought.

Grenadier

Supposedly the most haunted pub in London. Money is stuck to the ceiling to pay the gambling debt of a soldier beaten to death outside in 1818.

The Star

Where the Great Train Robbery was planned, before being carried out in 1963.



Hyde Park

Central London’s largest royal green space

Central London’s largest park, known as a ‘lung’ in the city and home to an abundance of wildlife, is a place for people to simply get away from the chaotic surrounding streets, go for a walk or read a book in a deckchair. Aside from the current tranquility, a lot has happened in this significant spot. It was a hunting place for Henry VIII in Tudor times, the site of thousands of hangings between the 16th and 17th centuries, and it became a battleground for duels in the 18th century. In the late 19th century it was the stunning setting of the first world’s fair, the Great Exhibition, when it was gifted the imposing Marble Arch in its northeast corner, which also became synonymous with free speech – Speakers’ Corner is still used today and is protected by law. Countless significant protests, held by everyone from the suffragettes to anti-war demonstrators, have taken place in the park. In the swinging ‘60s, the park hosted concerts from Pink Floyd and Eric Clapton to the Rolling Stones’ legendary free gig with 250,000 to 500,000 people. In 1981, after marrying Prince Charles (now King Charles), Princess Diana moved into Kensington Palace inside Hyde Park. Today, visitors can swim in the Serpentine, view ground-breaking art inside two dedicated galleries, visit notable sculptures around the park, and breathe in the scents of the immaculately cultivated gardens.
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CHELSEA FLOWER SHOW

This floral extravaganza has been hosted in Chelsea since 1912, when it was called the Great Spring Show. Attracting green-fingered folks from all around the world, this five-day-long spectacular takes place in the grounds of the Royal Hospital Chelsea. Displays on show change every year but are always sure to delight and amaze any visitor. This is also the place to take home the latest fashionable items for your garden, from tools to flowers.



Royal Albert Hall

Britain’s most famous concert venue

This vast red-bricked rotunda was built as a tribute to Queen Victoria’s husband in 1871, containing an amphitheatre, domed stained-glass skylight and deep red and gold interior. It has hosted everything from a memorial for Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and Ford Motor Shows to Women’s Institute and Stonewall Equality meetings, plus Star Wars conventions and Second World War concerts (with John Gielgud, Vera Lynn, George Formby and Laurence Olivier). More recently, the venue has been known for hosting classical concerts including the BBC-broadcasted Promenade Concerts (the Proms) – a series of daily concerts held for weeks between July and September. Despite its grand appearance, musicians have historically complained about the venue’s poor acoustics (and the echo caused by the cove of its ceiling). In 1969, 85 huge fibreglass acoustic reflectors, known as mushrooms, were dangled from the auditorium ceiling in a bid to solve the sound problem. Behind-the-scenes tours take place a couple of times a year and open up usually hidden parts of the cavernous building, allowing a peek into stars’ dressing rooms and taking guests underground into the loading bay.
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CADOGAN HALL

The evocative high-domed ceiling, excellent acoustics and atmospheric stained glass at Cadogan Hall are the home of the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra. The symphony orchestra plays everything from Sibelius’ Violin Concerto to Ravel’s Mother Goose in the 950-seat space. The venue also hosts various classical musical performances plus jazz, brass bands, folk musicians, choir and other genres. The BBC Proms has also been hosted at Cadogan Hall, as a supplementary venue to the Royal Albert Hall.



Saatchi Gallery

Home of system-challenging emerging artists

Opened as an independent charity by controversial Iraqi-British advertising mogul Charles Saatchi, who championed British Artists such as Damien Hirst, Tracey Emin, Sarah Lucas and Gavin Turk, this contemporary art gallery off the King’s Road remains a notable place to celebrate young modern artists. It showcases experimental and topical works in all mediums. Previous exhibits include the Beyond the Streets graffiti show featuring 100 international artists, the America in Crisis show featuring poignant photographs from the 1960s to now, and the Want the World to Know exhibition by Michael Forbes, with punch-packing sculptures covering issues such as racial politics and migration. Exhibitions rotate regularly over three floors in the 70,000 sq ft space occupying the Duke of York’s Headquarters. Repeat events include London’s Rare Book Fair, which occupies the whole gallery for a week in spring. While there are no longer permanent shows, the terrific shop is a mainstay, and a chance to get an original piece or print. It also stocks a variety of art and design books and gifts.

Royal Court Theatre

Rebellious playhouse

The Royal Court Theatre started its trajectory as a rebellious theatre soon after it opened in 1870 as the New Chelsea Theatre. Many of WS Gilbert’s early plays were shown here, including an adaptation of Dickens’ Great Expectations and the Happy Land, which caused huge controversy in 1873 – breaking the rules of the time about no portrayals of public characters, in this case the Prime Minister, Chancellor of the Exchequer, and First Commissioner of Works. It’s become known for thought-provoking performance and powerful scriptwriting; the Rocky Horror Show, for example, was created in the aftermath of the Stonewall riots and performed at the Royal Court in June 1973.

[image: jpg]

Royal Court Theatre | Andrew Harker/Shutterstock ©

King’s Road

Swinging sixties to luxury boutiques

From Led Zeppelin and Henry VIII to Mary Quant and Margaret Thatcher (who lived here on her final ascent to power), the King’s Road in Chelsea has played a huge role in London’s history. Named for King Charles II, this two-mile street through Chelsea was initially a private farmer’s track for the monarch so he could get between the palaces in St James and Hampton Court. For a hundred years, only royalty, their guests and those serving them had access to it. The place developed a prestige due to its royal roots, and then became a bohemian hangout in the ‘60s, a home for boundary-pushing fashion and anarchist music. British fashion designer Mary Quant opened a store here in 1955 and mini-skirts were everywhere. Independent boutiques opened all over the King’s Road in the ‘60s, Led Zeppelin started a record label here, and it became a hangout spot for artists from the Beatles to David Bowie. Ian Fleming’s fictional James Bond character even had a flat off the King’s Road. Then the punks moved in, and outlandish designer Vivienne Westwood ran a boutique named ‘Sex’ between 1974 and 1976 at 430 King’s Road; her designs are still sold at the same location today. Although many of London’s trendsetters have moved east, the King’s Road is still a captivating place for a walk, with gorgeous historic side streets, designer boutiques and specialist shops for the well-heeled.
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CHELSEA IN BLOOM

In spring the shop fronts, restaurants and hotels of the King’s Road, Sloane Square and Duke of York Square are decorated in a riot of colourful flowers as part of the free annual Chelsea in Bloom festival. Each year is a different theme, and each property to showcase a display has a chance to win in the categories of Best Floral Display, People’s Champion, Innovation, and Highly Commended. See all the displays via a self-guided walking tour (maps available at chelseainbloom.co.uk) or book a rickshaw ride.



Harrods

Department store that set the bar

Gargantuan and garish, Harrods is like no other department store, managing to tread a fine line between a few things – a tourist destination, a bling Dubai-style mall and an elegant (if not exorbitantly priced) food hall. Its 330 departments, covering more than a million sq ft, were sold for a reported £1.5 billion to the Qatar royal family in 2010, who removed the Diana and Dodi Fayed statue, commissioned after the couple was killed in a Paris car crash, but kept the almost fantasy-like ‘Egyptian Escalator’ in the core of the building, with depictions of warriors and pharaoh figures at each floor. Incredibly, the seven-storey copper-clad monolith – stocking everything from niche perfumes and designer bags to extravagant shoes and clothing by every designer who’s anybody – started as a single room in 1849 with two clerks. Charles Henry Harrod took a punt on this location to capitalise on the Great Exhibition, held in nearby Hyde Park in 1851. The entrepreneur purchased nearby buildings, and by 1881 the store had 100 staff on its books. It’s perennially packed with visitors, who may be forgiven for thinking Christmas has come early as 12,000 bulbs light up the building’s exterior. During the festive period, inventive displays are the cherry on top of an already gaudy cake.
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HARVEY NICHOLS

‘Harvey Nicks’, as it is known in London, is a glamorous temple to stylish luxury brands, drawing Knightsbridge customers in with its legendary window displays. The decadent 220,000 sq ft building has seven floors. Situated only a block away from Harrods, the store came almost two decades before its rival, when Benjamin Harvey opened a humble linen shop in a terraced house on the corner of Sloane Street in 1831, before expanding to properties next door and employing James Nichols in 1841 (who married Harvey’s niece several years later).



MORE IN KENSINGTON & HYDE PARK

Budget-Blowing Meals

If you eat one dinner…

Some of the best chefs on the planet have outposts on Kensington and Hyde Park’s hallowed foodie turf. Numerous high-end restaurants serve magnificent creations in luxurious settings. Stand-out choices among them include the three-Michelin-starred Restaurant Gordon Ramsay (a status the celebrity chef has held since 2001), serving stunning creative dishes as part of a ‘Prestige’ tasting menu (plus a vegetarian menu; a rarity in Michelin-starred places). Dinner by Heston Blumenthal is another gastronomic Goliath in the area. His two-Michelin-starred restaurant is set inside the Mandarin Oriental Hyde Park, in a dining room with a glass-walled kitchen and large windows looking onto the park. Just off the King’s Road, tucked away on Chelsea Terrace, Five Fields (with one Michelin star) is a triumph on London’s culinary scene, with an enticingly light dining room decorated with crisp creams. The kitchen is run by Londoner Taylor Bonnyman, who uses fresh ingredients from his garden in Sussex. For a superchic modern European dining experience inside a handsome Edwardian house, head to Michelin-starred Launceston Place (once Princess Diana’s local), manned by innovative tattoo-clad chef Ben Murphy, who serves seasonally inspired playful and dignified tasting menus. For high-end Japanese-style eats, stylish Zuma is the go-to staple for exceptional sushi, under the guidance of chef Rainer Becker (who worked for the Hyatt for years and lived in Tokyo). For something unexpected, eat Polish food at the beautiful Ognisko, inside a Victorian townhouse-turned-private member’s club, opened after the onset of World War II and a meeting place for diplomats. It serves unpretentious dishes in very pretentious surroundings.
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DINE IN MICHELIN’S LONDON HEADQUARTERS

It’s fitting that the London head office of Michelin, the tyre company that gives out all those prestigious awards to restaurants, would be housed in a stupendously beautiful chunk of architecture. Built by François Espinasse between 1905 and 1911, this building is a fine example of British Art Nouveau, and probably the most spectacular former garage ever built, with curved roof details, grand white and green columns, and a striking stained-glass window depicting the omnipresent bulbous Michelin Man (Bibendum). The on-site Claude Bosi restaurant is the epitome of the Michelin-star brand, with its elegant decor and small plates of food presented like mini artworks. The Bibendum Oyster Bar, meanwhile, is a crustacean extravaganza set in the building’s former tyre bay, with alfresco dining in the summer.



Art Deco Cinema

Watch an independent movie

Part of the French Institute, the 300-seat Art Deco Ciné Lumière mainly shows French films, plus foreign and independent movies, nightly. Cinephiles can book into regular filmmaker events such as on-stage Q&As with tastemaker directors, and actors.

[image: jpg]

Ciné Lumière | AC MANLEY/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


BEST PLACES FOR LIVE JAZZ

The Pheasantry

Nightly live cabaret and jazz nights run by PizzaExpress in a historic building on the King’s Road.

606 Club

Live jazz is played in this intimate basement club, as guests enjoy a sit-down dinner on white-clothed tables. Book ahead.

The Elgar Room Brasserie

On the third floor of the Royal Albert Hall, the Elgar hosts regular late-night jazz on Thursdays, showcasing up-and-coming talent in the genre.



FAVOURITE PERIOD LODGINGS

Lime Tree Hotel

Family-run converted Georgian townhouse boutique hotel. £££

Windermere Hotel

Tasteful townhouse boutique hotel inside a white mid-Victorian townhouse. Excellent service. £££

Number Sixteen

Sophisticated colourful rooms, a tree-filled private garden and a cosy drawing room. Good choice for families. £££

Aster House

Friendly B&B inside a charming Victorian townhouse. Breakfast is served in a plant-filled conservatory. £££

Astor Hyde Park Hostel

A posh setting, warm welcome and social atmosphere among elegant, but not overbearing decor. £

Knightsbridge Hotel

Six-floor Victorian townhouse turned boutique hotel on a quiet tree-lined street. £££

Army Museum

Learn how British forces shaped society

With four galleries – Formation, Soldier, Global Role and Conflict in Europe – the National Army Museum tells the story of the ever-evolving British Army, from the perspective of those who serve in it. There are vehicles, weapons, gear, historic paintings and lots of interactive displays that children will love (they can take orders from a virtual drill sergeant, climb under a Dingo Scout Car, and do an assault course). There are 20-minute character actor performances, telling real and imagined stories of war, and visitors can view a range of incredibly personal objects, some of which were collected during service – an example of the global interactions the armed forces have with local people. Free talks take place on everything from Prisoners of War to trench art. Tours and workshops are hosted regularly; previous ones include learning how to treat battle wounds, and how Florence Nightingale and Mary Seacole pioneered a hygiene revolution (check the website for details of upcoming special events).



TOP SIGHT
Kensington Palace

One side of this mercilessly resplendent royal residence, and former home of various monarchs, is open to visitors. Roam around lavish rooms in the public and private palace, including the grand King’s State Apartments. The off-limit bits are currently the official living quarters of the Prince and Princess of Wales (William and Kate) and their children.
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Practicalities

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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The King’s Staircase

Walking up the King’s Staircase is a dizzying feast of life-sized painted characters from George I’s court, who appear through realistic arches under a gilded ceiling. These iron-flanked stairs have made a lasting impression on meticulously dressed visitors for hundreds of years. The 45 intriguing characters standing on balconies were painted by William Kent, who drew inspiration from the palaces of Rome, where he trained as an artist. Kent has placed a selfie on the ceiling; spot him holding an artist’s palette and wearing a brown turban. A painting of George II by John Shackleton hangs at the entrance to the King’s Apartments at the top of the stairs.


DON’T MISS

The King’s Staircase

The King’s State Apartments

The Queen’s State Apartments

The Jewel Room

Victoria’s Former Home



King’s State Apartments

The most lavish rooms guests can visit were the home of George II and Queen Caroline from June 1927, when Kensington Palace once again became the centre of court life. Portraits of important Georgian figures line the red fabric walls of the King’s Gallery while the ceiling is filled with canvases depicting scenes from the life of Ulysses. A dial with compass directions sits on a gold-adorned painting of the British Isles over the fireplace. This was connected to a wind vane on the roof and allowed the King to know what direction the wind was blowing without going outside. The adjacent King’s Drawing Room was one of the King’s main places to entertain his courtiers, with wine, card games and networking (or gossiping). It has a huge oval painting on the ceiling, chandeliers and gold-bordered paintings of Saint Agnes, plus architects and scholars on the walls. Things get more impressive yet in the beautiful Cupola Room adorned with gilded statues and topped with a striking detailed painted ceiling. This was where court balls were held, and dancing was meticulously scrutinised. Queen Victoria was baptised in this room many years later. The Temple of the Four Grand Monarchies is home to the palace’s most magnificent clock, decorated with silvers and bronzes – it once played music by Handel, Geminiani and Corelli. The Privy Chamber is where Queen Caroline and George II covered the walls with family portraits (they were born in Germany, so this was a lesson to those who doubted their right to rule). The oval ceiling painting depicts Mars, the Roman God of War. King George II was the last British King to lead troops into battle.
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Queen’s State Apartments

The oldest part of the palace was the domain of the Stuarts, King William III and Queen Mary II, who chose this to be their country retreat in 1689. The rooms here are far more intimate and less showy. The Drawing Room is where Queen Mary did her entertaining, with exotic Japanese and Chinese porcelain collections, wall tapestries and a kneehole desk decorated with floral marquetry (where the Queen would do her royal correspondence). The King and Queen would enjoy a private meal in the beautifully panelled Queen’s Dining Room, away from the watchful eyes of the court. Fish and beer were reportedly their favourites – a tradition that has lasted in Britain today. The Queen’s Gallery is where the most significant paintings hung, plus where she would display her collections from China, Japan and India. Ladies in waiting would often read or work on embroidery in this room, and the Queen’s pugs would lounge around on scatter cushions. The Queen’s Stairs, meanwhile, are deliberately in stark contrast to the King’s, with simple oak panelling instead of giant frescos. But, the location of them was hugely practical, allowing her and her ladies easy access to the garden.


LUNA CINEMA

Enjoy a movie on palace grounds after dark for five nights during the summer with this travelling outdoor cinema. Book tickets in advance, and bring a blanket (or book to rent one in advance). Movies range from Oscar winners to cult classics. You can also bring a picnic or buy snacks at the show. Prosecco, wines, spirits and cocktails are sold at the Luna Bar.




TOP TIPS

• Pre-book your ticket to avoid disappointment.

• Visit later in the day for fewer crowds. Last entry is 5pm.

• Plan for extra time in Queen Victoria’s residence to study her personal items.

• Keep an eye on touring exhibitions; previous ones include Crown to Couture with high-end outfits worn by everyone from Oscar to Met Gala attendees.

• Purchase a year-long admission ticket for £55, which will allow you free entry to the Tower of London, Hampton Court Palace, Kew Palace and Banqueting House.

• Don’t miss Kensington Gardens and the Sunken Garden nearby.



Jewel Room

Containing specially commissioned jewels for Queen Victoria by her husband Albert, this room includes a glistening Fife Diamond Tiara, given to the Queen on her wedding day by Albert, the Duke of Fife, with pear-shaped diamonds. Victoria would frequently wear a tiara instead of a crown when she was with her husband at events. She would also intentionally wear Albert’s designs as a nod to him, and to reassure him that she was his wife, and so as not to appear overtly superior (even though in actuality she most definitely was). There is also an emerald necklace, brooch and earrings, which dazzled guests and highlighted the Queen’s power at a Trinity College Cambridge banquet. Albert’s keen interest in jewellery design merged his interests in science and art.
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PRIVATE TOURS

Book a private tour for £1000 for up to 10 people and visit Kensington Palace sans crowds, before the gates open to the masses in the morning. Private evening tours are also possible at three times the cost; £3000 for up to 10 guests. Private tours must be booked at least two weeks in advance.
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Victoria’s Former Home

In the comparatively modest and calm, lightly painted rooms in the Victoria: A Royal Childhood exhibition, visitors can see a recreation of the environment Victoria grew up in during the first 18 years of her life, including the bed she was born in on 24 May 1819, the doll’s house and wooden peg dolls she played with, and her travel bed, plus many more family heirlooms. It was here where Victoria followed the strict rules, which became known as the Kensington System, that would prepare her to be Queen. In 1837 she learned of the King’s passing and was told she now ruled Great Britain. Shortly afterwards, in the Red Saloon, she had her first privy court session with 97 men. On loan in Kensington Palace is the first proclamation signed by Queen Victoria. Also on display are portraits of significant figures, a painting of Victoria’s coronation in 1838, plus a bust of the 1st Duke of Wellington, displayed by the Duchess of Kent following his defeat of Napoleon Bonaparte. Other interesting family items include little mittens that belonged to Princess Charlotte, the daughter of George VI and Queen Caroline, who died leaving no heir.


Royal Goodies

Gift Shop

Load up on kitsch Rule Britannia gear at the Kensington Palace shop. Get Union Jack pin badges and pens, coronation tankards and all manner of chintzy homewares (from tea towels to china) or jewels in the image of royal designs (for a fraction of the price), and Sunken Garden-inspired watercolour prints, floral motif cups, bags, aprons and diaries.

Palace Café

Try Grand Couture cake and coronation ice cream, plus a number of dainty sweet creations at the palace exit. A small selection of sandwiches (with crisps and salad), plus hot and cold drinks are also served.





Apothecary Garden

Home of medicinal plants

Chelsea Physic Garden’s four-acre walled enclave of botanical enchantment near the River Thames was established by the Worshipful Society of Apothecaries in 1673 as a place to discover how plants could heal or be used for medicinal purposes. The selection of around 5000 edible, useful and medicinal plants here is quite remarkable, including those from the furthest corners of the world, and they are used by many indigenous people in North America, Australia, China, India and New Zealand among others. Various workshops cover subjects such as art, carnivorous plants and tropical plant identification. It’s also a wonderful place to simply relax, read a book, or join a yoga or summer sound bath session (check the website for up-to-date listings). Every Wednesday in August the garden is open late; pre-book tickets in advance. The Physic Garden Café serves afternoon tea, lunch plates, cakes and pastries.
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SUITABLY ROYAL ICE CREAM

Hyde Park-goers can buy a sweet cold treat from a vehicle that smashes two iconic British cars together – the ice cream van and the Rolls Royce. Rolls Royce ice cream ‘vans’ operate during the summer months in the Italian Gardens and on the Broad Walk in front of Kensington Palace, serving creamy single or double 99 cones (soft Wall’s ice cream with a chocolate flake in it) through a modified window hatch. The classic vehicles are the first battery-powered ice cream vans in the world.



BEST SHOPS

Peter Harrington

Showcasing a huge collection of rotating firsts prints, from Andy Warhol to Ian Fleming.

Church’s

Church’s crafts quality current and classic shoes, which most places have long given up on making.

Jo Loves

Take home Jo Malone’s exquisitely wrapped signature candles and fragrances.

Peter Jones

This classic department store occupying a block on King’s Road is a wonderful place for unique gifts and 1930s charm.

John Sandoe Books

Like something out of Diagon Alley, this charming three-storey bookshop is the place for literary bargains and classics.

Limelight Movie Art

A shrine for movie fanatics, with rare posters of hit movies for those with deep pockets.

Rare Ancient Instruments

500 years of music history

The Royal College of Music Museum, on the university’s campus, is a chance to delve into music history spanning more than five centuries, displaying items like historic manuscripts (written by Brahms, Sullivan, Vaughan Williams, Purcell and more), unusual musical instruments from around the world, and the earliest known guitar. Three permanent galleries include one dedicated to strings, one to pianos and one to rotating exhibitions made up of the 14,000 items in the collection (ranging from beautiful objects to stories of female music makers and hidden treasures). Book a guided tour (for up to 12 people) in advance to get behind-the-scenes details on more than 50 items on display.

Modern Art Leader

One of London’s important galleries

Spread over two sites, Serpentine North and Serpentine South, on either side of Hyde Park’s lake of the same name, the  Serpentine Gallery is an important free contemporary art space that has showcased some of the greats, including Henry Moore, Andy Warhol, Jeff Koons, Andreas Gursky, Damien Hirst, Louise Bourgeois, Gabriel Orozco and Tomoko Takahashi. The South building occupies a former 1930s tea pavilion, while the North building occupies a 200-year-old former gunpowder store, previously known as the Magazine, which is now the name of the striking extension and cafe designed by Iraqi-British architect Zaha Hadid. Hadid was the first of many architects to build the annual ‘Summer Pavilion’ nearby, showcasing architectural talent and open to the public from June to October. The gallery runs regular artists talks, poetry readings and workshops, plus thought-provoking rotating exhibitions.


AFTERNOON TEA ON ROYAL GROUNDS

There’s no shortage of afternoon teas in London, but this one has an edge – it’s the only one you can enjoy on actual palace grounds. Kensington Palace Pavilion serves three tiers suitable for high society. Work your way up from the bottom, where fillings between crustless bread include English cucumber, mint cream cheese and black pepper, Coronation chicken and Scottish smoked salmon. The middle tier is classic scones (served with Cornish clotted cream and strawberry jam), and the top tier is for extravagant desserts such as vanilla and passionfruit cheesecake or strawberry choux au craquelin. Eat it on the terrace opposite the Princess Diana Memorial Garden.



Outdoor Swimming in a Royal Park

Dive into lido life

Don’t be put off by the name of iconic cold-water swimming spot Serpentine Lido – there are no reptiles in this historic lake built between 1730–1733, but you might end up paddling with a few wildfowl. The Serpentine Lido has been open since the 1930s, with a 100m space divided off from the main lake. It’s popular in summer’s mild weather, but it is also open in winter for members of the Serpentine Swimming Club, who do a chilly annual Christmas swim to win the Peter Pan Cup (spectators welcome). The lake was originally formed by damming the River Westbourne, which flowed via a small tributary to the River Thames, and today it stays clean thanks to a flow of water running through it.
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HYDE PARK BIRD LIFE

Mute Swan

The royal birds are large white waterbirds, with long s-shaped necks and orange bills.

Mandarin Duck

Males have elaborate and ornate plumage, with long orange feathers and orange ‘sails’ on their back.

Grey Heron

Long-legged wading birds, with a long beak and grey, black and white plumage.

Egyptian Goose

Introduced to England in the 17th century. Not actually geese, but they have creamy brown bodies and silvery-brown heads.

Great Crested Grebe

Elegant waterbird once hunted for its handsome plume. It’s identified by the orange ruff around its neck.



BLOW THE BUDGET STAYS

The Gore

Ultra-grand hotel with chandeliers, impeccable service (staff in tails) and buckets of old English charm. £££

The Lanesborough

The ultimate high-end stay with gold-leaf decor and butlers for each lavish room. £££

Mandarin Oriental

Uber-chic Grand Dame on Hanover Square, adorned with coloured marble and Art Deco flair. £££

Christmas Land

Festive fun in Hyde Park

Attracting thousands of people between November and January, Hyde Park Winter Wonderland is Christmas overload-of-the-senses festive fun, with more than 100 rides (including a G-force pendulum-style ride, 80m-high Starflyer and a 370m-long rollercoaster), the UK’s largest ice rink, festive street food stalls and a circus. Some 500 tonnes of ice and snow is shipped in for the Magical Ice Kingdom, which has an ice palace you can walk inside, and an ice crystal carriage for Instagram photos, drawn by a unicorn made out of ice (sign up for an ice-sculpting workshop and get entry to the kingdom for free). The Bavarian Village is the centre of adult fun, with German-style food and beer in an Oktoberfest-like tent. Each year has new attractions, such as tubing on the Real Ice Slide. Entry is free, but it can get uncomfortably busy at peak times. Attractions cost extra (book in advance for the bigger experiences).
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TOP SIGHT
Victoria & Albert Museum

The V&A features an unfathomable collection of beautiful things, spanning 5000 years of human creativity and bursting at the seams with more than two million objects (60,000 objects on display) from ancient Middle Eastern carpets and centuries-old garments to ornate furniture and musical instruments. It’s almost impossible to digest the V&A’s seven miles of galleries in one visit – but it’s free to visit, so come back as many times as you like.
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Practicalities

Scan this QR code for opening hours and information to plan your visit.
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British Galleries (Level 1)

Dive into the history of British design, spanning 400 years from Tudor to Victorian times, with 3000 pieces on display, such as wallpaper and ceramics. Particular highlights include Britain’s most famous bed – the Great Bed of Ware, the first super king four-poster bed, which was made to promote a Hertfordshire inn in the 1590s. It measures more than 11 ft long and 10 ft wide, and was mentioned in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night. Also on display is the oldest desk in the building, a 1525 leather-lined writing box owned by Henry VIII and decorated with miniature gold paintings.


DON’T MISS

British Galleries

Europe 1600 – 1815

Cast Courts Gallery

The Photography Centre

South Asia Gallery

Islamic Middle East Gallery

The Fashion Collection



Europe 1600 – 1815 (Level -1)

Seven galleries on this level display 1100 objects depicting a time when France had taken over as the leader in art and design. On display is a silver victory service set given to the Duke of Wellington by Portugal after he defeated Napoleon Bonaparte and liberated the occupied country, plus French-designed clocks, chairs and wallpaper from the early 1800s, and a formal men’s suit from 1780. There are luxury tea sets and a lavishly decorated bed, plus a harpsichord from 1786, painted with chinoiserie scenes and Asian-style lacquer – thought to be extremely exotic at the time.
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BOOK A TOUR

Rotating free tours run through the V&A galleries and are a great way to get a more in-depth perspective on the items on show. Subjects range from the popular V&A Highlights Tour, Fashion Tour and LGBTQIA+ Tour, to the more specialist Remarkable Women Tour, and Historical and Hidden Caribbean Tours. Check the V&A website for dates and times.



The Jewellery Gallery (Level 2)

This gallery showcases 3500 jewels spanning 3000 years of history, including brooches, hair ornaments, collars, pendants and crowns. There’s a gold plaque dating to 220–420 CE from the Wei-Jin period in China, Queen Victoria’s sapphire and diamond coronet, a wearable piece of art made from cowrie shells by Lafalaise Dion, and Beyoncé’s giant green butterfly ring edged with diamonds, designed by British jeweller Glenn Spiro.


TOP TIPS

• Give yourself at least a couple of hours to explore the huge museum.

• Enter via the side door in the tunnel by South Kensington Tube, which can be far less busy than the grand entrance on Cromwell Road.

• Pick up a map to help you navigate the labyrinthine exhibition rooms.

• Visit on Friday nights, when selected galleries are open until 10pm.

• Don’t miss the V&A Shop – for a beautiful selection of gifts, books, fabrics and prints.

• Visit the National Art Library, an evocative reading room with a wealth of books on art and design.



Cast Courts Gallery (Level 0)

When the museum was founded, it showed casts (created using plaster moulds), electrotypes and other copies of notable national monuments, so they could be studied in Britain. There’s the western Portal from Aix Cathedral in France, a cast of the Tabernacle in Belgium, and a cast of the Pórtico de la Gloria in Spain, but Trajan’s Column (35.6m high) from Rome is one of the most striking pieces in the museum. The latter had to be cut into two halves to fit it into the gallery. The nude plaster cast of David by Michelangelo, meanwhile, supposedly caused much controversy when it was first shown in modest Victorian Britain in the late 19th century. A suitably proportioned fig was hooked over his private area when dignitaries visited.

The Photography Centre (Level 2)

Home to the largest permanent collection of photography in the UK, seven galleries at the time of research displayed varied photographs capturing diverse kinds of energy. Images range from striking portraits of Queen Elizabeth II by Cecil Beaton taken in London in 1953 on the day of her coronation as three million people lined the streets outside, to an image titled Street Demonstration in Calcutta, photographed in 1942 by Sunil Janah and capturing a burning vehicle during the Quit India Movement, which demanded independence from Britain. The Kusuma Gallery has hundreds of photography books visitors can peruse; you can pull up a chair and browse for as long as you wish (while the museum is open).


CONTINUE LEARNING

The V&A Academy has courses and workshops on everything from virtual reality and illustration to photography. Check online to see what is available during your London stay. Lectures and talks take place weekly. Many are free and cover subjects spanning Medieval Treasures talks with a curator to lectures about esteemed designers like Coco Chanel.



South Asia Gallery (Level 0)

From Himalayan art to Burmese gilded, lacquer-tiered headdresses, the South East Asia collection has 60,000 objects, including some 10,000 textiles and 6000 paintings. Tippoo’s Tiger is one of the most popular items on show, made for Tipu Sultan, ruler of Mysore in South India from 1782 to 1799. It depicts a man believed to be a European soldier who is being savagely attacked by a tiger. Inside the tiger is an organ, played via a handle, and when cranked the man moans and flails his arm in agonising motion, depicting the sentiments at the time regarding the British East India Company army, who Tipu Sultan held back before a final siege on the capital of Seringapatam in 1799. This wooden semi-automaton was found in Tipu’s palace and was sent to London.
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Islamic Middle East Gallery (Level 0)

On display in this gallery is the Ardabil Carpet, thought to be the world’s oldest carpet, made between 1539 and 1540 in Iran, plus a range of Mamluk secular art, enamelled and gilded glass, woodwork, inlaid brass, and textiles that date to the 1st century. There’s also a detailed carved wood and ivory pulpit used for sermons, likely in Cairo between 1468–96. Egyptian Sultan Qa’itbay, who ruled Egypt and Syria during this time, is named in several of the pulpit’s inscriptions. Don’t miss the impressive carved turquoise pieces of Buyanquli Khan’s tomb (a descendant of Genghis Khan).

The Fashion Collection (Level 0)

An absolute must for clothes fans, this is the largest collection of fashion items in the world with shoes, hats, bags, suits, dresses and accessories spanning five centuries, from rare 17th-century gowns to 1930s eveningwear, and from ‘60s daywear to modern Dr Martens. Spy hip-hugging 1937 bathing costumes, plus ball gowns and evening dresses, including a black velvet one worn by Jane Johnstone (1803–1847), niece of William Jardine, of the hugely successful Hong Kong company Jardine, Matheson & Co. There’s also a 1790 narrowly striped silk women’s waistcoat with gold and blue silk thread embroidery. Big designers range from Prada to Yves Saint Laurent.


Take a Break

The landscaped John Madejski Garden is a lovely place to get some fresh air around a central oval pool. Fuel up with cakes and sandwiches at the Garden Café or in the museum’s opulent refreshment rooms, the Morris, Gamble and Poynter Rooms, opened in 1868 as the first public restaurant inside a museum. Each room is dazzling in its own right – the Gamble room is a dramatic space, with high, gold-painted ceilings and intricately decorated columns. The Poynter room has painted tiled and stained-glass windows, and the Morris room is filled with the designer’s distinctive arts and craft wallpaper.



Ironwork (Level 2)

Many skip the museum’s ironwork for the more popular displays, but descriptive metalwork is strangely captivating. There are more than 45,000 examples of finely shaped metals dating from the Bronze Age to today. Check out the impressive collection of cast iron patterned fireback and stove places, some of which have entire scenes depicted on them, plus learn about ancient keys dating to the 13th century. The most impressive of all on display is the iron screen from Hereford Cathedral, which was painstakingly reassembled by 38 people with 14,000 pieces; it took a year to complete.

Medieval & Renaissance Galleries (Level 1)

From the fall of the Roman Empire to the end of the Renaissance, this is the place to see statues and religious depictions, plus early English stained glass made for Winchester College, and Italian Renaissance works by Della Robbia, Donatello and Michelangelo. A highlight is Leonardo Da Vinci’s original notebooks.



Home of Free Speech

Art of public speaking in full force

Speakers’ Corner is a historic place to see and fully exercise a pillar of Western civilisation – free speech. Anyone can turn up unannounced at Speakers’ Corner in the northeast of Hyde Park and wax lyrical on any subject (it’s usually politics or religion), as long as their speech is lawful. The tradition in this spot dates back to 1872 when an act of parliament dedicated this part of the park for public speaking. Nearby was the Tyburn Gallows, where some 50,000 people were executed between 1196 and 1783, and each one of the condemned was entitled to make a speech. When the hangings were moved, the tradition of public speeches continued. This very spot was frequented by famous communists and socialists including Vladimir Lenin, George Orwell, William Morris and Karl Marx who proclaimed ‘the English Revolution began yesterday in Hyde Park’, referring to the Sunday Trading Bill protests. Between 1906 and 1914 the suffragettes held gatherings in Hyde Park to campaign for votes for women, one of which attracted 250,000 people. Speakers honed their craft over the years, sometimes to crowds from the top of a stepladder, and sometimes conversing intimately with a small group. Heckling is all part of the culture here; the dynamic of it is to invite debate and conversation. Described as ‘discussants’, ‘destabilisers’ or ‘snipers’, some hecklers have been known to interrupt so frequently that the speaker gives up. The best speakers are those who can give a quick retort to hecklers. There’s a real art to taking the limelight at Speakers’ Corner, and many budding speakers start as hecklers.
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HYDE PARK’S SORDID SIDE

A plaque in the northeast of Hyde Park marks the approximate location of the Tyburn Tree, not an actual tree but the location of a huge wooden gallows. This was the sordid site of around 50,000 brutal hangings for crimes such as treason, murder and petty theft. The largest of the gallows here could execute 24 criminals at a time, and drew quite a crowd. Sometimes thousands of people would come to see the condemned as they met their end, with wealthy people watching from viewing platforms. Public hangings were thought to deter people from criminal activities, but these rowdy events attracted insalubrious types and were hotbeds for pickpocketing. Tyburn is immortalised in Shakespeare’s play Love’s Labour’s Lost.



BEST ART IN HYDE PARK

7 July Memorial

52 stainless steel columns honour the 52 victims of the 2005 London Bombings.

Serenity by Simon Gudgeon

A green bronze sculpture of an ibis bird on the south side of the Serpentine lake.

New Zealand War Memorial by Paul Dibble

Sixteen bronze X beams are arranged in the shape of the Southern Cross constellation.

The Arch by Henry Moore

Six-metre-high sculpture on the north bank of the Long Water, with a window onto Kensington Palace.

Peter Pan Statue by Sir George Frampton

Author JM Barrie’s Peter Pan character stands 14m high on top of a tree stump.

Diana Memorial Fountain by Gustafson Porter

Built with 545 pieces of Cornish granite into a long stream bed.

Giant Marble Monolith

Gateway to Hyde Park

The colossal grey and white Carrara Marble Arch sits at the northeast corner of Hyde Park, near Speakers’ Corner. At 14m tall, and 19m wide, it stood as the formal gateway to Buckingham Palace for 17 years. Queen Victoria’s royal gold-leaf-covered coach procession passed through it in 1838 during her Coronation, before the arch was moved to its current location in 1851. Here, it served as an elaborate entrance to Prince Albert’s Great Exhibition, the first in a series of grand world’s fairs. The arch was the main entrance to Hyde Park for some 50 years before the road layout around the park changed. Designed by John Nash in 1828, the north side of the arch features panels by prominent English sculptor Richard Westmacott, with three women representing England with a Britannia’s helmet, Ireland with a Celtic harp, and Scotland with the shield of St Andrew. At the arch’s centre is a lion’s head carving, and on the south are panels designed by another prolific British sculptor named Edward Hodges Baily, representing peace and plenty and virtue and valour. In this important location, the arch was also occasionally used by police, with rooms inside it that around six officers could occupy in times of turmoil. Walking through the gated arch is supposedly reserved for members of the Royal Family, the Royal Horse Artillery and the King’s Troop, but visitors can wander alongside the arch and examine its craftsmanship all year-round.


MARTYRS OF TYBURN

Tyburn Convent, just beyond the northern boundaries of Hyde Park, was established in 1903 near the Tyburn Gallows, where some 50,000 people were executed. In the crypt lay more than 100 Catholics who were martyred during the Reformation. Tours run by sisters at the church visit the shrine of the condemned, who met their ends at the wooden gallows nearby. Stained-glass windows and pictures depict the lives of the martyrs. Book in advance for tours. The slender house next door to the convent is considered the smallest house in London; it’s just a few bricks wider than the front door, only 3 feet 6 inches wide.





TOP SIGHT
Natural History Museum

About five million people per year visit this cathedral to nature, where 80 million specimens are housed in a spectacular Gothic structure. The Natural History Museum’s dinosaur collection is one of its biggest draws, featuring the remains of hundreds of species that are millions of years old, including full skeletons, plus crowd-wowing animatronic recreations of these majestic beasts. Best of all, it’s free to visit.
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Practicalities

Scan this QR code for opening hours and information to plan your visit.
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The Building

It could be a scene from a Dracula film, with its lavish fantasy-like Gothic appearance, two towers and fortress-like entrance with stone-carved gargoyles looming over those who pass. The museum in its current form, sitting on a vast 5.7-hectare plot, dates back to 1881, but the concept of a Natural History Museum dates back another century to 1753 with ardent collector Sir Hans Sloane, who travelled the world as a doctor, picking up various items on his voyages. When he died, his lifelong 71,000-strong specimen collection was bought by the state, which agreed to build a museum (the British Museum) to display it. Curator Sir Richard Owen, who coined the word ‘dinosaur’, was in charge of the ever-growing collection in 1856 and campaigned for a bigger building to house it. An architect named Alfred Waterhouse came up with a Romanesque-style structure, which was entirely made of terracotta so it would last in the polluted and sooty Victorian London environment. Owen’s original plan even included spaces large enough to display enormous creatures.


DON’T MISS

Hintze Hall

The Dinosaurs Gallery

The Cadogan Gallery

The Darwin Centre

Dino Snores
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Hintze Hall

Named after a very generous donor, the grand National History Museum entrance hall is an evocative gateway to everything on offer, with a central tiled floor, rounded arches, ornate columns, groin vaults and a grand staircase at its centre, backed by huge stained-glass windows. Its intricate gilded ceiling, with 162 individual hand-painted panels, depicts plant species from across the globe, as a tribute to the vast tapestry of life on Earth. The first species to admire in the hall is the largest one that has ever existed – the blue whale. A 25-metre, 4.5-tonne blue whale skeleton is suspended in the air, in a diving position with its mouth open like it’s feeding. This creature nearly went extinct in the 1960s, and it hangs here as a reminder that we have a responsibility to protect species from eradication. Other exhibits around the hall include an American mastodon, a rock as old as the solar system, and an Atlantic blue marlin – all a mere taste of the wide-ranging exhibits in the museum. A fascinating free Women in Science tour takes place on the first-floor balconies, following the endeavours of pioneering females, including giraffe expert Anne Innis Dagg, and Kathleen Lonsdale who helped establish the science of crystals (crystallography).


WILDLIFE PHOTOGRAPHER OF THE YEAR

The annual showcase of stunning imagery captured in the wild is staged at the Natural History Museum in October. Winning photos are selected in 15 categories from some 50,000 images.




TOP TIPS

• Plan on spending around four or more hours here as there is so much to see. Take rest stops at the café and in the garden.

• Visit in the morning, usually the quietest time of day, and avoid summer holidays.

• Book a timed entry ticket; available on the Natural History Museum website for free.

• Come back again; only a proportion of the 80 million specimens are on display at any one time and are rotated.

• Look out for talks and special exhibitions on subjects from the world’s biggest dinosaur to guest talks from experts.



The Dinosaurs Gallery

Hear the squeals of excited children from outside the door of this area (located in the Blue Zone), home to animatronic dinosaurs, including a lifelike roaring Tyrannosaurs rex. Things get more impressive still in the gallery where there’s a whole Triceratops skull, part of the first-ever Tyrannosaurus rex skeleton ever discovered, and a Scolosaurus that is complete with an armour-like shell and bommy knocker–style tail. Also in the Blue Zone are fish, amphibians and reptiles, as well as huge mammals, from a model blue whale swimming with dolphins and porpoises to big cats, a taxidermy kangaroo (with a joey in its pouch), plus polar bears and pygmy shrews. Extinct species include a sabre-toothed cat and a duck-billed platypus.

The Cadogan Gallery

Featuring 22 unrelated but remarkable objects dating back as far as 4.6 billion years ago, the Cadogan Gallery (in the Green Zone) has some of the most significant and rarest items ever on display. Items range from an extinct dodo bird and the skull of a Barbary lion (which performed as part of the zoo in the Tower of London 700 years ago) to a meteorite and moon rock, and a rare first edition of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species. The Green Zone features minerals, birds, sections of a 1300-year-old giant sequoia tree and creepy crawlies. This leads to the Mineral Gallery, home of the Aurora Collection – with almost 300 coloured diamonds.
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Meet the Species

Children will love the chance to meet living animals, including tarantulas, snakes and lizards, some of which they can handle as part of the Jurassic Encounters: Animal Show. Learn all sorts of interesting facts about these creatures, whose ancestors roamed with pre-historic dinosaurs.



The Darwin Centre

The newest area, completed in 2009, is where many of the museum’s 300 scientists and research staff study the specimens (in the Orange Zone), and visitors can watch them working in labs through big glass windows. The main attraction, however, is some 20 million pickled specimens, including an octopus collected by Charles Darwin in Cape Verde in 1832, and a scarlet honeycreeper collected in Hawaii between 1778 and 1779 on one of Captain Cook’s voyages. Behind the Scenes tours take visitors to see the Spirit Collections (specimens preserved in alcohol) in the tank room – home to countless jars of reptiles, fish and mammal specimens, including an 8m-long squid named Archie, a platypus, and a peculiar-looking deep-sea football fish. The yellow-marked specimens are the crown jewels of the museum and will be the first saved in the event of an evacuation.
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Sleepover at the Museum

On select nights, the museum holds Dino Snores events (an event for parents and children, and an adults-only event), which allows guests to roam around the museum at night without the crowds, literally having the exhibitions all to themselves. Bed down in the Hintze Hall, in one of the cubbyhole arches, or under the 25m-long skeleton of a female blue whale. The museum provides mats, and guests can bring a sleeping bag, toothbrush, pillow, torch (flashlight), toothbrush and pyjamas (plus a hot water bottle in the winter months). At adult sleepovers, there’s a bar and a three-course meal, plus activities ranging from animal encounters (with snakes, frogs, scorpions and lizards) and stand-up comedy, to a science show and a monster movie marathon. Kids’ sleepover activities feature a dinosaur T-shirt workshop, a torch-lit trail and a science show. The evening reaches peak atmosphere during an evocative rendition of the Jurassic Park theme tune, which echoes around the halls.


Unusual Events

The museum is also the magnificent setting of a number of non-natural history-related events, from Tai chi classes to murder mystery challenges and crochet workshops. There’s also few such evocative places for a silent disco, when a sea of late-night revellers descend on a rainbow-illuminated Hintze Hall dressed in glittery clubbing gear and tune in to three music channels, each controlled by a DJ. Find people listening to the same channel by the blue, red or green lights on their headphones.





Glorious Gardens

Manicured flower beds and ornate fountains

Fill your nose with spring blossoms at Hyde Park’s Rose Garden in the south-east corner of the park, which is landscaped like a horn with seasonal flower beds in the shape of notes coming out of the bell flare. Two historic fountains feature here, including the Boy and Dolphin Fountain (1862) by Alexander Munro, and Diana the Huntress Fountain (1899) by Lady Feodora Gleichen, the first woman to be allowed into the Royal British Society of Sculptors.

Kensington Gardens are separated from Hyde Park by the 40-acre Serpentine Lake, commissioned by Queen Caroline in 1730, and together they act as a ‘lung’ in central London with a valuable habitat that stores carbon and filters pollution. Protected woodlands include English oak, hawthorn and hazel trees, and wych elms. They are home to many species, including little owls, purple hairstreak butterflies, 156 species of birds and some 300 insect species.

The Italian Gardens on the north side of Hyde Park are home to an elegant ornamental water garden, created in the 1860s as a gift from Prince Albert to Queen Victoria. In spring, see a fabulous collection of tulips and yellow flag iris among the fountains, plus lily pads year-round. A bronze statue created in 1858 of Edward Jenner, inventor of the smallpox vaccine, stands next to the fountains.

The Princess Diana Memorial Garden, formerly the Sunken Garden, opened on the 20th anniversary of her death to honour her life. The simple and elegant ‘white garden’ changes throughout the season. The lower level has a carpet of white forget-me-nots, one of Diana’s favourite flowers, plus tulips and lilies.
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PADDLE ON THE SERPENTINE

One of the most iconic activities in Hyde Park is renting a pedalo (paddle boat) or rowing boat from the Serpentine Boathouse. Cruise around London’s oldest boating lake, which became the focal point of the Great Exhibition of 1851, and more recently the 1977 Silver Jubilee celebrations and a triathlon venue for the 2012 Olympics. Boaters can row or pedal to encounter a variety of birdlife on the water and tree-flanked shores, from common buzzards and Egyptian geese to Eurasian kestrels, rose-ringed parakeets, mute swans, song thrushes and grey herons.



BEST HYDE PARK LUNCH SPOTS

Serpentine Bar and Kitchen

Set in an iconic 1964 Patrick Gwynne–designed building, serving wood-fired pizzas, fish and chips, and salads. £

Serpentine Lido Café

Sophisticated meals, such as Spatchcock Poussin with lemon and herb-marinated chicken served on broccoli. ££

Kensington Palace Café

Counter service joint next to the palace entrance, serving paninis, big slices of cake and hot drinks. £

Park Sports Café

Adjacent to the tennis courts, serving takeaway sandwiches and excellent Union coffee. £

The Lodge Café

Soups, salads and sandwiches at Hyde Park Corner inside a former Grade II–listed tourist office, with a park view. £

Italian Gardens Cafe

With a terrace overlooking the fountains and serving Italian deli-style eats, such as cured meats and cheese boards. ££

Palatial Home of the Duke of Wellington

Lavishly decorated Regency-era house

Apsley House, the former home of the Duke of Wellington, who defeated Napoleon Bonaparte in Waterloo in 1815, humorously greets guests in the entrance hall with a nearly naked, fig-leafed statue of the defeated French commander. Rooms around the 18th-century house designed by Robert Adam are dripping in finery, from the china and silver in the basement gallery to the crystal chandeliers and paintings by Velasquez, Rubens, Van Dyck, Brueghel, Murillo and Goya. Gifts, from a silver gilt shield and service set to delicately painted urns, are positioned throughout the house, given to the Duke by a most appreciative Europe following the battle. A new display to mark the coronation of King Charles III shows the detailed robes made for the Duke of Wellington and his sons for the coronation of George IV in 1821. Special tours include one that goes behind the scenes (or below the stairs!), in which you can learn from service staff what it takes to maintain the house. Apsley House is also the setting of the most atmospheric murder mystery evenings, in which teams work together to interrogate the suspects and solve the puzzle before the time is up.


WELLINGTON ARCH

Once the entrance to Buckingham Palace before becoming a victory arch in Hyde Park Corner celebrating the Duke of Wellington defeating Napoleon in 1815, Wellington Arch originally had a huge statue of the Duke atop it, but it is now crowned by the Angel of Peace on a four-horse chariot. Visitors can enter the arch and visit three floors of exhibitions, including one on the history of the arch and one on the Battle of Waterloo. Visitors can also climb up to the open-air balcony for panoramic views of Hyde Park. Time it right to spot the King’s Guards’ procession as they pass through the arch on the way to Buckingham Palace for the Changing of the Guard.





TOP SIGHT
Science Museum

The Science Museum showcases enthralling interactive and educational exhibits over five floors, covering everything from old clocks to an actual piece of the moon collected on the Apollo 15 mission. Fun for all ages, the Wonderlab is the place to interact with 50 hands-on science experiences, from discovering the power of electricity and super magnets to sound waves.
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Practicalities

Scan this QR code for opening hours and information to plan your visit.
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Exploring Space (Level 0)

For everything out of this world, head to this thrilling exhibit near the museum entrance to peek inside the chamber of a Soyuz TMA-19M, a Russian-made spacecraft that Tim Peake, Yuri Malenchenko and Tim Kopra travelled in when going to and from the International Space Station in 2015. Plus, get up close to the Apollo 11 Lunar Module Eagle, the lander that travelled to the moon in 1969 carrying astronauts Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin. Also on display are several early rockets, which were instrumental in space travel – the 1957 Black Knight Rocket climbed above Earth’s atmosphere before falling back to the ground. View the small but mighty astrolabe astronomical device from 1221, and Galileo Galilei’s 1610 refracting telescope – used in early observations of the moon.

Science fantasy fans should seek out the first edition 1865 book From the Earth to the Moon by Jules Verne, which told the story of a lightweight spacecraft launched from the eastern coast of Florida that travelled to the moon and then returned to Earth and landed in the Pacific Ocean – just like the Apollo moon missions around a century later.

On the far side of the Exploring Space gallery find the Making of the Modern World exhibition, which showcases all manners of early machines, from a 1845 Grand Junction Railway locomotive named Columbine, to one of the first X-ray photographs taken on a machine that Russell John Reynolds built when he was still at school in 1896. There’s also a Lockheed 10A Electra aircraft, which launched the modern age of air travel in the mid-1930s.


DON’T MISS

Wonderlab

Lunar Module Eagle

Jules Verne’s From the Earth to the Moon

Wall of Medicine

Pong Video Game

Science Museum Shop

Age of Enlightenment Exhibition
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SCIENCE MUSEUM LATES

Science Museum Lates are adult-only events that take place after dark with themed talks, music, activities and entertainment – ranging from a silent disco, gaming and science experiments, to stargazing, pub quizzes and stand-up comedy shows. Entry is free with a pre-booked ticket, or go VIP for a small fee to queue jump and get a welcome drink.



Medicine: The Wellcome Galleries (Level 1)

These galleries contain 3000 remarkable objects from the world of medicine that have saved countless lives. Fascinating items on display include early dissecting tools and an operation table, used between 1750 to 1870, with holes for blood to drain and places to tie bodies with cords. Visitors can learn how pacemakers were discovered, and see how life-saving heart machines have evolved from 1975 to 2016. There are prosthetic legs, exhibits on life-saving penicillin, and items like a bottle of quinine, which was carried across the Atlantic, to the Amazon and Antarctica to treat fevers, before it was discovered to cure malaria in the mid-1800s. Don’t miss Theodore Roosevelt’s Medicine Chest, which the 26th president took on a safari in 1909, filled with more than two dozen potion and lotion bottles. There’s also aviators John Alcock and Arthur Brown’s first aid kit, used during the first transatlantic non-stop flight. Around midway through the gallery is a recreation of Gibson & Son’s pharmacy from 140 years ago. Step inside it for formulas for ailments, and interactive countertop touch screens with historic cures for things like anaemia, plus information on why powerful substances like arsenic and morphine prompted the control of sales – pharmacies were eventually forced to register with the Royal Pharmaceutical Society. Continue through the exhibition hall to see how faith has played a huge part in medicine and objects through healing rituals, including ancient Sri Lankan masks, amulets and charms throughout the ages.
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Go Virtual

Typhoon Force

is a British-style Top Gun adventure with an RAF Typhoon jet flight simulator, allowing riders into the cockpit with flight lieutenant Jamie Norris, as it descends 40,000 feet over North Wales and the Lake District.Red Arrows 3D, meanwhile, is a taste of what it feels like to fly with the RoyalAir Force’s aerobatic team, by taking the controls in a 360° simulator and flying in synchronicity with other aircraft. Meanwhile, the IMAX Theatre has heart-pounding audio and realistic 3D imagery. Films rotate frequently, but can be booked in advance on the Science Museum’s website.



Science City and Mathematics (Level 2)

Taking a look at how science has shaped the City of London, Science City takes an important reflective look at this body of knowledge and how it was used as power, as well as the shameful ways that funded many of our scientific theories, from colonisation to the trade of enslaved people. In the Mathematics gallery, learn how mathematical knowledge allowed for the discovery of new continents, and telling the time was fundamental to this (exhibits showcase a variety of early sundials, time pieces and navigation tools from the 16th century).

The Royal Society, the oldest continuously existing scientific academy, was founded in 1660 by scientists Christopher Wren, Robert Boyle and John Wilkins, among others. Mathematician and physicist Isaac Newton became president of the Society in 1703. Items including ‘the Monument’, a Wren-designed instrument for astronomical observations, are on display, plus the minute books of the Royal Society, which reveal that the organisation invested £200 in the Royal African Company that trafficked thousands of Africans.

Various noteworthy items are also on display in the galleries, from a 1733 Grand Orrery owned by Queen Caroline (wife of King George II) showing the movement of the planets, to Captain Cook’s three-inch pocket globe (marking the route of his three voyages between 1799–1802).
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TOP TIPS

• Visit mid-week outside school holidays for fewer crowds.

• Pre-book for the interactive exhibitions – the Garden, Wonderlab and Pattern Pod.

• Book a pre-timed slot before your visit to avoid disappointment at the gate.

• If visiting with children, pick up an activity trail book with challenges.

• Check the timings of the free talk and tour when you arrive.

• Take a break at one of the many cafés – there’s one on every floor; some serve hot food, others serve take-away sandwiches and drinks. Level 3 has a milkshake and ice-cream bar.



Wonderlab (Level 3)

It costs extra, but those with children above the age of five should not pass up the opportunity to visit the Wonderlab and physically interact with 50 science experiments. Watch water freeze in front of your eyes, form magnetic liquid into different shapes, create cloud rings, blow mist around, stick your head in a giant ball and mix colours, peek inside an optical illusions box, create shadows, use a heat camera, experience gravity in full force on a speedy slide, observe physics in action on a rotation station and watch lightning strike. These are just some of the many fascinating interactive demonstrations taking place throughout the day.


The Garden

Next door to the Secret Life of the Home gallery, the Garden (not a real garden) is an interactive space for those under six years old, with tonnes of sensory activities from water obstacle courses to giant building blocks.



The Secret Life of the Home (Level -1)

Often missed on a trip to the museum, the Secret Life of the Home is the place to avoid the crowds and see vintage household equipment from the not-too-distant past, mostly the late 19th to the 20th century. Cabinets are stuffed with early 1900s vacuum cleaners and retro computers from the ‘80s, including Atari and Commodore consoles. Have a go at the first-ever video game, Pong. Or, view the first CD player, find out what pre-war radio sounded like, pull the flush on a toilet to watch how it actually works, or turn the handle to make a washing machine spin.






Clerkenwell, Shoreditch & Spitalfields
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ARTSY DISTRICT FUSING CREATIVITY AND HERITAGE

This is the area where you come to play, eat and explore. Located on the edge of the East End of London, Clerkenwell, Shoreditch and Spitalfields intertwine history with a contemporary artsy and hipster spirit.
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This area is very busy during the evenings as both Londoners and visitors come to enjoy the nightlife at places like BOXPARK Shoreditch and warehouse clubs like XOYO and Village Underground, or to enjoy brunch over the weekend at popular foodie spots.

These London areas might not have massive sights like Buckingham Palace, but there is still a lot of history to learn. Clerkenwell has converted warehouses into modern offices, design studies and eateries, but you can still spot historical architecture at St John’s Gate. Shoreditch was formerly a working-class district but has now morphed into one of the best creative areas in London, with places to go thrifting at vintage markets, try an authentic South Asian curry or Jewish bagel, or simply walk around to marvel at the street art murals and graffiti works. The single street of Brick Lane is the most popular attraction in this area, and you can easily spend your whole day exploring different locations on that street. Shoreditch has certainly developed a vibe for itself as the place to hang out – everyone should go there at least once!

Adjacent to Shoreditch is Spitalfields, home to the famous 17th-century Old Spitalfields Market. Here you’ll find everything from antiques to artisanal crafts to global delicacies. Exploring Shoreditch and Spitalfields are best done on foot and when you don’t have a tight schedule, you’ll discover the best finds when you’re taking in the area slowly. Always book activities though as these areas are very popular and things can book up quickly.
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DON’T MISS

OLD SPITALFIELDS MARKET

Over 100 independent antique, vintage and food traders housed under a 17th-century Victorian roof.

COLUMBIA ROAD FLOWER MARKET

A busy market where you can buy colourful flowers, plants and bulbs every Sunday.

BRICK LANE

Vintage markets, global cuisine, street art and enduring history spanning nearly a mile.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Brick Lane

2Christ Church Spitalfields

3Columbia Road Flower Market

4Dennis Severs’ House

5Museum of the Home

6Old Spitalfields Market

7Postal Museum

8Rough Trade East

9Sadler’s Wells

10St John’s Gate

11St Mary’s Secret Garden

12Truman Brewery

Sports & Activities

13Ballie Ballerson

EATING

14Beigel Bake

15Cây Tre

16Eataly

Drinking & Nightlife

17Lady Dinah’s Cat Emporium

18Queen of Hoxton

19Troy Bar

20XOYO

Entertainment

21City Comedy Club

22Close-Up

23Hijingo

24Nightjar

25NQ64

26Rich Mix

shopping

27BOXPARK Shoreditch

28Brick Lane Vintage Market

29Tea Rooms




TOP TIP

Make your starting point Old Street station on the Northern Line or Liverpool Street station on the Central Line. Starting at Old Street will ensure you see all the cool bars and clubs on the way to Shoreditch, and Liverpool Street Station will set you quite close to Old Spitalfields Market. Avoid the crowds on a weekday afternoon.




I LIVE HERE
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Katharine Sohn (@k__sohn), travel writer, photographer and trip curator, shares her favourite spots in the neighbourhood.

Potter and Reid

One of the newer all-day cafes to plant roots and tucked away from busy Spitalfields Market madness. The menu changes daily. When the bacon bap is up on the blackboard, don’t think twice about ordering.

Discount Suit Company

Blink and you’ll miss the unmarked black door leading to this underground speakeasy housed in an old-school suit tailor’s store room. Cocktails are exceptional.

Mercantile

The smartest curation of independent brands, Mercantile rotates hundreds of loved brands from newcomers to well-known ones.
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Old Spitalfields Market

Independent traders under one roof

With a history spanning over 350 years, Old Spitalfields Market holds a legacy as a trading hub. Created in 1876, the space once served as a wholesale market before relocating to New Spitalfields in Leyton in 1991 – christening the original as Old Spitalfields Market. Today, the space has evolved and you can buy from independent traders, along with a few established brands, as they congregate under one grand Victorian roof. Situated a mere five-minute stroll from Liverpool Street and Shoreditch High Street stations, you can shop here seven days a week.

There’s something for everyone at this iconic market, but the day you choose to visit will influence your experience. Thursdays are for the Antiques and Vintage Market, where you can search through vintage clothing, jewellery and art that have endured through the ages. You’ll likely secure some bargains on high-end items too. Fridays resonate with music lovers as they hunt for rare collectables during the Vinyl Market. However, any day bears its charm and is still worth a visit.

When you’re feeling hungry, venture towards the heart of the market where you’ll come across the Kitchens, featuring street food from all over the world. There are a number of different restaurants dotted along the periphery of the market as well, providing you with over 40 food choices. While the market has general opening hours, individual traders follow their own schedules, so it’s best practice to check the website for their hours.
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OLD SPITALFIELDS’ ORIGIN

With a history dating back to 1638, Old Spitalfields Market holds a royal licence from King Charles for trading ‘flesh, fowl and roots’ in the rural outskirts of London. Today, it thrives as an eclectic marketplace offering an array of goods, from fresh produce and furniture to pastries and collectibles.
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Columbia Road Flower Market

Market offering diverse flowers and plants

Every Sunday from 8am to around 3pm, Columbia Road transforms into a marketplace with a burst of floral colours and generations of flower sellers. This foliage and flower market is very popular with tourists, and they can either spruce up their accommodation in London with freshly cut flowers or buy some bulbs to take home. Beyond these blooms, you can also buy cheeses, soaps, garden accessories and more from the various stalls. The narrow street gets very busy, so either arrive at opening or near closing for potential bargains as vendors aim to clear their remaining stock.
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Museum of the Home

Exploring home life over the centuries

Opposite Hoxton station, the Museum of the Home welcomes visitors to reimagine how society has historically lived as a foundation for crafting more meaningful contemporary lives. The museum was formerly known as the Geffrye Museum, from 1914 to 2019, before the museum’s recent renovation built upon this to look at the constantly evolving nature of domestic interiors, familial dynamics and British innovations from 1600 to the present day.

Set within 18th-century almshouses, the museum provokes you to question the essence of ‘home’ through immersive living room recreations spanning four centuries in the Home and Rooms Through Time galleries. Equipped with audio clips and interactive displays, the galleries make a great place to explore with the whole family.

Beyond the interiors, venture into the Gardens Through Time to see how outdoor spaces have changed over time. The gardens bloom merrily in summer, but regardless of the season, you’ll be leaving with food for thought about the past, present and future. Admission is free and no prior booking is required.

Dennis Severs’ House

Time travelling into 18th-century London life

American artist Dennis Severs breathed life into an abandoned 18th-century house in Spitalfields, living within its walls by candlelight as it lacked electricity. Crafting the home from scratch, he furnished it with pieces to reimagine the family life of Huguenot silk weavers. The building is the same as it was in the 18th century, so you’ll feel like you’re stepping back in time. Once he completed his project, Dennis preserved the house as a time capsule and hosted tours of his home for two decades before he passed away in 1999. On a guided tour, you’ll move through the rooms, each carefully curated to represent a distinct period.

Sadler’s Wells

Performing arts venue for diverse dance forms

Sadler’s Wells theatre has been celebrating the arts for over 300 years in Clerkenwell. The theatre you see today stands as its sixth iteration, which was established in 1998. The year-round programme is exciting for any dance enthusiast, embracing dance in a multitude of forms from ballet to contemporary, Bollywood to tango. Performances unfold within two distinct spaces – the grand eponymous theatre auditorium, and the more intimate Lilian Baylis Studio. To witness a performance with the best view, grab a ticket for a seat in the central section.
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The Truman Brewery

Hosting markets, events and creative businesses

The Truman Brewery was once the largest brewery in London (and at one point, Europe) before it ceased operations in 1989. Since then, the location has transformed into a space to host independent galleries, bars, cafes, clubs and stores. A variety of events brings the brewery to life, including pop-up stalls and recurring markets like the Backyard Market at weekends, and the buzzing diverse Upmarket on Sundays, which offers an array of cuisines. The brewery’s location within a street art hub provides a canvas for stunning artwork both inside and around the premises.
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Postal Museum

Preserving postal history and communication

Tucked away in the Clerkenwell area, the Postal Museum provides insight into the impact of postal communication on society. Along with the Mail Rail, linked to the museum by a zebra crossing, you’ll engage with interactive permanent and temporary exhibitions that highlight the historical significance of postal communication. Your ticket will grant you unlimited access for a year and it includes a one-off ride on the Mail Rail, an underground railway that operates 22 hours daily, connecting Whitechapel to Paddington. As you journey through the tunnel on a miniature train, an immersive presentation unveils the 100-year history of the railway and its significance.

Rough Trade East

Independent record store with live gigs

Located in the courtyard of the Truman Brewery, just off Brick Lane, Rough Trade East is named after the independent music label Rough Trade, owned by Geoff Travis. Despite the rise of internet streaming and industry changes, this record store has defied expectations since its establishment in the 1970s. Here, you can embrace the lost art of scouring for vinyl and CDs across genres from punk to indie to classic. There are also a number of listening posts to help with your selection process.

Beyond the retail space, Rough Trade East doubles as a venue for live music performances, featuring renowned acts like rock band Queens of the Stone Age and hip-hop group Public Enemy. Performances usually start at around 7pm, as the store opens from 10am to 7pm Monday to Saturday and until 5pm on Sundays. Most live gigs are free if you buy the performers’ new album, but arrive early to avoid the queues.
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Brick Lane

Popular street with culture, art, food and history

Brick Lane’s rich cultural narrative began with 18th-century Huguenot refugees, skilled silk weavers who sought refuge in the area. History continued with Irish communities fleeing the Great Famine and Jewish families escaping persecution. It has also blossomed into the vibrant heart of London’s Bangladeshi culture. A leisurely stroll along Brick Lane – especially on a Sunday – will open up an array of opportunities to explore. Ely’s Yard hosts a daily street food market, while the indoor Upmarket at the Truman Brewery thrives at weekends. You’ll also be welcomed into any of the curry houses lined along Brick Lane, often with hospitable hosts at the entrance – these are known to be some of the best you’ll find in the capital. Your days will be well spent in trendy cafés, and as night falls, bars light up and add a burst of energy into Shoreditch’s nightlife scene. If that all fails, Brick Lane is an art lovers dream – visit a gallery or the surrounding lanes that are adorned with expressive street art murals. You can also find treasures at the Brick Lane Vintage Market or explore antiques at the Tea Rooms. Brick Lane is incredibly popular because there is so much to see and do on one street and its side roads; from dining to shopping, there are an impressive number of activities to fill your entire day.

[image: jpg]

Brick Lane | Paolo Paradiso/Shutterstock ©


WHERE SHOREDITCH GOT ITS NAME

The name ‘Shoreditch’ has intriguing historical origins. It is thought to have stemmed from the Old English word ‘Soersditch’, which means ‘Sewer’s Ditch’, reflecting its earlier function. Another fascinating theory connects it to Jane Shore, the mistress of King Edward IV, who is said to have found her final resting place in a humble ditch in the area, leaving an enduring mark on its history. The area was seen to be desolate and rough for decades, but is now one of the coolest places to hang out in London.



St Mary’s Secret Garden

Community garden with horticultural therapy programmes

St Mary’s Secret Garden, just a three-minute walk from Hoxton station, was once a hidden treasure. This 0.7-acre garden still offers horticultural therapy and ecotherapy for individuals with support needs, but it’s open to all seeking solace. Visitors can embrace serene views of a pond, wildflower meadow and woodland, along with several active beehives. On Fridays the garden is closed to the public, but on other weekdays from 9am to 5pm, everyone is welcome to reset and rejuvenate in this peaceful location.

St John’s Gate

Museum and remnants of a medieval priory

Constructed in 1504 as an entrance to Clerkenwell Priory, St John’s Gate served as the base for the Knights Hospitaller, who cared for the sick. Despite Henry VIII’s dissolution of many monasteries throughout England from 1536–40, the gate survived. After being restored in the 19th century, much of what stands today isn’t original stonework.

You can visit a small museum on site in order to learn more about the history that precedes the gate, but an 80-minute guided tour will be your best bet as it reveals more about the gate’s history and includes access to the church, crypt, 1902 chapter hall and council chamber, which are usually inaccessible. Tours occur at 11am and 2.30pm on Tuesdays, Fridays and Saturdays. The tours are complimentary, but donations are appreciated.
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Christ Church Spitalfields

Historic church that promotes community events

Supported by Queen Anne, Christ Church Spitalfields was opened in 1729 as part of the Fifty New Churches Act of 1711. This initiative aimed to erect 50 churches for London’s burgeoning population; however, Christ Church was only one of 12 that were completed. With striking spires, English architect Nicholas Hawksmoor incorporated these lofty elements to symbolise the Anglican church’s authority.

The church finished a major restoration in 2004, and inside the baroque interior shines against pristine white walls and a grand restored organ. Beyond its religious role, the church thrives as a venue for many local events, including the Spitalfields Music Festival.
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MORE IN CLERKENWELL, SHOREDITCH & SPITALFIELDS

Grab a Bagel at Beigel Bake

Legendary bakery with fresh bagels

The bagel shops on Brick Lane are giving Montréal and New York a real run for their money. Back in the 19th century, the Jewish community settled in Spitalfields and called the area home. Now, there are two bagel spots just a stone’s throw apart – Beigel Bake, also known as ‘the white one’, and Beigel Shop, or ‘the yellow one’. People still question which is better and it’s hard to decide, but if you’re after the oldest, Beigel Bake was the original bagel stop. Initially, being at 155 Brick Lane as a wholesale bakery, they moved to number 159 and opened up shop in 1978. Number 155 stayed in the bagel business and became Beigel Shop. It’s a friendly feud and you’re getting the same delicious treats either way. Don’t miss their salt beef bagel with hot mustard and a pickle, or the classic smoked salmon with cream cheese – those options alone keep people lining up all day. Sweet treats and pastries are also on the menu, but if you only get one thing, let it be the bagel. Both shops are open around the clock, all year round. Swing by for a late-night snack after a night out in Shoreditch or a pit stop as you explore the area.
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BEST BLACK-OWNED BUSINESSES TO VISIT

Merkamo Ethiopian

Vegan food with loads of flavour in the middle of Old Spitalfields Market. A must-visit even for meat lovers. £

Dark Sugars

Artisan chocolates from Ghanaian cocoa seeds, and famous for its decadent white, milk and dark hot chocolate. £

Rudie’s Jerk Shack

Bringing Jamaican food to London by way of BOXPARK Shoreditch. ££



WHERE TO STAY IN SHOREDITCH

One Hundred Shoreditch

Boutique hotel with a buzzing lobby full of working creatives and a swanky rooftop. £££

The Hoxton

The original Hoxton hotel, close to Old St station. £££

Point A London, Shoreditch

Affordable stay between Old St and Spitalfields, and conveniently near the popular side of town. £££

Visit the World’s First Pop-up Mall

Shop, eat, drink and play

In 2011 a unique shopping mall was built next to Shoreditch High Street station and became a massive stomping ground for visitors and locals alike. BOXPARK Shoreditch is made from shipping containers, spread across two levels and featuring over 50 vendors, and is a dynamic space for creativity and commerce.

The upper level is purely for food and drink, which makes it an ideal spot for pre-drinks – when the lights dim, the music volume rises. The lower level is a fusion of food, accessories, apparel and skincare, although the roster of pop-ups tends to rotate frequently. There are also a variety of independent brands, and the common thread among them is that they are high quality and trendy.

The marketplace always has a buzzing atmosphere too; whether you’re swinging by during the day or hanging out at night, you’ll almost feel like you are at a laidback house party. Among the highlights are seasonal entertainment and events like football viewings, brunches and parties – always be sure to check the website for what events will be running during a particular month. If you’re planning to start your evening here, arrive early to secure seating, but due to the casual ambiance you’ll also see many people milling about. On Fridays and Saturdays, BOXPARK closes its doors at 11.45 pm, with last entry around an hour before. After 8pm, entry is restricted to individuals aged 18 and above.


BEST QUEER-FRIENDLY SPOTS
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Aisha Shaibu-Lenoir, Manager at The Common Press Bookshop (@thecommonpress), an intersectional queer bookshop and cafe, shares her best places for the queer community in Shoreditch.

Looking Glass Cocktail Club

This spot blends Victorian charm with experimental mixology. Go behind the Alice In Wonderland-style mirror facade to find a speakeasy bar with weekly cabaret, LGBTQI+ events, live music and parties.

Mayor of Scaredy Cat Town

To enter, find the hidden entrance inside a vintage refrigerator within The Breakfast Club. Announce that you are there to see The Mayor and you’ll be escorted into a speakeasy with a retro vibe and eclectic decor.



CLERKENWELL, SHOREDITCH & SPITALFIELDS FESTIVALS

Fashion District Festival

A six-day event to celebrate and explore how fashion can be more sustainable, inclusive and innovative.

Clerkenwell Festival

This one-day festival is packed with live performances, a dog show and food stalls.

Festival of Highlife

Celebration of highlife music, a genre originating from Ghana but spread to other parts of West Africa.

Walk the Notorious Streets of Jack the Ripper

Uncover the story of history’s murder mystery

The unsolved mystery of Jack the Ripper remains a significant chapter in British history. While there are ongoing efforts to unmask the true identity of the elusive killer, the crime scenes are eerily recognisable. People involved in this research have created the immersive Jack the Ripper Tour to take visitors through the very streets where the infamous murders of at least five women occurred during the Autumn of Terror in 1888. Your guide will explore the alleyways and streets of Whitechapel and Spitalfields to unravel the stories and facts, along with the conspiracies and mysteries that still linger.

Starting outside Aldgate East station’s Exit 3, you will retrace the footsteps of 19th-century police investigators, seeing the chilling crime scenes in under two hours. Your guide will also introduce you to clues that brought the authorities closer to the killer but ultimately fell short. There are a number of Jack the Ripper walking tours out there but this particular experience sets itself apart with its unique Ripper Vision technology, which projects videos directly onto the walls, bringing your imagination to life. The tour includes actual pictures of the victims, but your guide will let you know in advance so you can choose to pass on the material if you wish.

Unlike many other tours that focus on Jack the Ripper, the goal of this tour isn’t to be frightening. You won’t encounter actors jumping out to scare you or any other theatrical elements. Instead, the atmosphere, researched stories and overall experience contributes to the goosebumps you may experience. Check the website (thejacktherippertour.com/the-tour) for details.


BEST STREET FOOD MARKETS

Lala Land

15 street food vendors and four bars in a covered market. There’s also an outdoor seated area with palm trees. £

Urban Food Fest

Held on Saturdays on Shoreditch High Street. The vendors there are brilliant. £

Ely’s Yard

Food trucks in the popular Truman Brewery on Brick Lane. Open every day until 11pm. £



WHERE TO EAT BRUNCH

Dishoom

Indian restaurant that is quite literally a national treasure to locals. Our best advice is to try their naan rolls. ££

Andina

Peruvian spot with tamales and corn cake dishes on weekends, and pisco sours galore. ££

Cocotte

French restaurant and rotisserie specialist serving up croissant waffles and more fresh dishes at the weekend. ££

The Multifaceted Queen of Hoxton

Themed multi-use venue

Spread across three floors, the Queen of Hoxton is a rooftop bar, nightclub, performance space and art gallery rolled into one. The venue is easily reachable from both Liverpool Street and Shoreditch stations. It has had a consistent eclectic mix of brunches, music events, karaoke, cinema and more since they opened in 2009. The favourite is the rooftop where you can take in panoramic views over the City of London while sipping on cocktails. The rooftop is regularly changed and styled as a theme; whether it’s Las Vegas, Little Barcelona or ‘Alice in Winterland’ – a highlight is coming back and having a different experience each time. The rooftop is also open all year-round, so you can enjoy the summer vibes in the warmth or sip on a mulled wine by the fire in the winter months. Always check the Queen of Hoxton website for whatever DJ night or special event will be on during your time in London. Alternatively, you can enjoy the venue vibes over their two-course Drag & Waffle bottomless brunch on Saturdays. Reservations aren’t necessary for the rooftop, and it’s open until 9.30pm every day (opening hours are weather dependent).
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WHAT MAKES THE AREA SPECIAL

Clerkenwell, Shoreditch and Spitalfields compensate for their lack of prominent landmarks with a lively atmosphere and rich history. These neighbourhoods have some of London’s most ancient structures, such as St John’s Gate, but beyond their historical significance, these areas are also home to some of the most creative minds. Many in the creative industry choose these neighbourhoods to bring their ideas to life, and they have actively contributed to the evolution of the narrative here as it stands today.



VINTAGE MARKET SHOPPING

Brick Lane Vintage Market

Open every day of the week, and covering every decade from the 20s to the 90s.

Hunky Dory Vintage

Affordable and unique European fashion items for both men and women that remain timeless.

House of Vintage

Find cool fashion pieces from mainly the 50s and 60s, but search around for other great items from other decades.

Experience the Epic Nightlife of Shoreditch

Where London comes alive after dark

With so many entertaining events happening during the day, it’s no surprise that Shoreditch and its surrounding areas also come alive at night. From warehouse raves to rooftop dancing, people here know how to have a good time. The nightlife scene spans from Old Street to Shoreditch High Street station, including Brick Lane and parts of Spitalfields.

Start your evening with pre-drinks at places like the lively and pink-themed Simmons Bar near Old Street, or enjoy a flaming cocktail in the high-coloured interior of Barrio. You can easily transition from pre-drinks to an exciting night out by staying at the same spot as the crowds gather, or head to bars like the Queen of Hoxton.

For a quintessential East London nightlife experience, head to XOYO. The warehouse-style club hosts live bands and impressive DJs throughout the week, covering a wide range of music genres. Another hotspot is Village Underground, known for its club nights and gigs in a converted warehouse. If you’re into techno and house music, check out the DJ nights at Book Club or 93 Feet East, both located in the Truman Brewery on Brick Lane.

Dress codes usually exclude caps, tracksuits and hoodies, but formal wear is unnecessary. The UK’s nightlife tends to close relatively early compared with other European countries, with bars typically shutting down at around 1 or 2am, though some events may go longer.

With so much happening after dark, exploring Shoreditch’s nightlife will undoubtedly be a memorable part of your London experience.
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BEST ART GALLERIES

Iniva

The Institute of International Visual Arts (Iniva) opened a permanent location in Shoreditch dedicated to diversity.

Hoxton Gallery

Exhibiting urban contemporary art since 2009. Check the website to see what artist or theme is being featured.

The Old Street Gallery

Boutique gallery created for independent artists to pitch their work, leaving an opportunity for plenty of creativity.



FUN FAMILY-FRIENDLY ACTIVITIES

All Star Lanes Brick Lane

Bowling alley in the heart of Brick Lane’s attractions with retro American decor.

London Shuffle Club

Choose between lane or table shuffleboard while chowing down on sourdough pizza or nibbles.

Spitalfields City Farm

Experience a bit of the countryside with sheep, pigs and donkeys in the middle of the bustling city. Free for all ages.

Open Mic Night at Troy Bar

A community bar with Caribbean food

Located just off Old Street, Troy Bar has carved a reputation for itself over the years. Operating daily except Sundays, the bar maintains a consistent weekly theme and ambiance – from jam nights where you can join in with your instrument, to reggae, jazz and soul evenings. But, it’s Tuesday’s open mic night that truly shines and draws in crowds. Each week, various musical talent takes the stage, and you can even put yourself forward if you’re up for it! Doors for open mic open at 8pm so arriving before 9pm helps you secure a seat. While performances can extend until around 2am, staying until the end is optional – Troy Bar draws a mature crowd, so people tend to leave as they please, without detracting from the quality of the music and performances. Even though their nights are consistent, it’s best to keep updated with their Instagram page in case of any short notice announcements.

As a Caribbean venue, traditional Jamaican dishes like goat curry and jerk chicken fill the menu, along with vegetarian options. If you can’t make it for their evening performances but are still craving Caribbean food, you can stop by during lunchtime for a takeaway deal.


CLERKENWELL’S CRAFTSMANSHIP

Clerkenwell was once the British watchmaking epicentre. Dating back to the 1600s, when the United Kingdom reigned supreme in the watchmaking realm, Clerkenwell stood as the revered home of horology.

Following the Great Fire of London in 1666, the watchmaking industry shifted its focus away from the City of London, leading to the flourishing of Clerkenwell as a hub for skilled artisans in this trade.

At one point during the 18th century, Britain commanded the production of over half of the world’s timepieces, with a significant portion emerging from the workshops of Clerkenwell.



BEST PUBS

The Old Blue Last

This pub has been serving patrons since the 1700s and is known for live music and hosting artists and musicians. ££

Pride of Spitalfields

Old school pub with reasonable prices in what looks like a living room, and there’s an extensive list of craft and cask beers. £

Howl at the Moon

Stays open until 2am and just a 5 minute walk from Hoxton station. Visit on a Sunday for live Irish music. £££


Street Art Walking Tour
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This artsy walking route starts just outside Old Spitalfields Market on Commercial St. From here, begin by strolling south and turn left onto 1 Fashion St. Continue to walk down the path and turn left, before taking another left into what might appear to be a mere car park. However, 2 Seven Stars Yard is actually an alley bursting with colourful street art.

Deviate from the one-way passage, now heading north and turning left onto Brick Lane. A right turn onto Princelet St leads you to the popular 3 Hanbury St, where you can find impressive street art murals to admire. Retrace your steps to 4 Brick Lane where artworks embellish every corner and crevice – take a moment to pause at the 5 Truman Brewery and gaze upward at the street graffiti overhead. Continue walking up Brick Lane until you arrive at Sclater St. Walk along this street before crossing over, making a pit stop at 6 Whitby St before taking a left turn and venturing down 7 Redchurch St. Turn once more, this time onto 8 Chance St, and wind your way into the path of 9 Ebor St. A final right turn leads you straight to 10 Holywell La. Take another right, advancing to 11 King John Crt before concluding your street art walking tour at 12 New Inn Yard.



Get Lost in Ballie Ballerson

Ball pits and party fun

The purpose of visiting Shoreditch is to have fun, and spending time at Ballie Ballerson certainly ticks the box. Despite its childlike appearance, this venue – exclusively for those aged 18 and older – gives you the chance to relive your childhood nostalgia by diving into massive ball pits filled with over a million plastic white balls. The balls are illuminated with colour from the vibrant, and sometimes flashing, coloured lights that reflect off a huge mirrored cage. The ball pit has easily become a recognisable photo opportunity for visitors, but since many people can be in the pit at the same time, opt for the very handy photo booth to secure your memories.

While nighttime is definitely a vibe, stop by on a Saturday for their 90-minute bottomless brunch – you can buy a seated or standing ticket to enjoy bottomless Prosecco, pornstar martinis and pizza, while chilling to house, hip hop and R&B music, and your ticket includes enjoying the ball pit for two hours.

In case you’re wondering, the balls aren’t sticky! Ballie Ballerson are serious about providing a clean environment. They give the balls a deep clean every week and keep cool air flowing through the ball pits when they’re in action. Pre-booking isn’t necessary unless you’re going to the bottomless brunch, so walk in with your group whenever you need a dose of fun. Make sure you have your valid photo ID with you as it’s necessary to get in.
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BEST CURRY HOUSES IN BRICK LANE

Aladin

You’ll find Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi dishes on the menu. Alcohol isn’t available, so BYOB. ££

Sheba

A family-run restaurant that’s been operating since 1974. The quality and flavours of their curries are exceptional. ££

Graam Bangla

Home-style Bangla food with plenty of vegetarian options to choose from. £



GROUP OUTING EXPERIENCES

Bounce

Enjoy ping-pong over drinks and pizza. This location is very popular for after-work drinks.

Flight Club

Play six social darts games with your group to see who has the ultimate throwing skills.

Junkyard Golf Club

Choose one of four courses before golfing through nine holes in neon lights and well… junk!

The Art of Cinema

Intimate cinema with rare and independent films

Just off Brick Lane lies a small independent cinema called Close-Up, seating just 40 people (it’s also accessible for wheelchair users), that will likely be playing something you’ve never heard of. Their focus is on making film culture and history easily accessible by screening influential movies that have shaped modern cinema as we know it. Sometimes, Close-Up also hosts press screenings for films. Get there early to take advantage of the Café & Bar, and you can take your drink of choice with you into the cinema.
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SHOREDITCH ON A BUDGET

As the general ambiance is the main draw to the area, Shoreditch and Brick Lane are easily enjoyed when travelling on a budget. For the maximum experience, join one of the several walking tours available – there are free street art tours, food tours or city tours. Also, take advantage of any food samples available to try and save some money that way. With street food around this area as well, you can easily take in the atmosphere of places like BOXPARK Shoreditch or Spitalfields for less than a tenner.



BEST LATE-NIGHT BITES

Duck & Waffle

24-hour restaurant with the most gorgeous views from the 40th floor. Booking is recommended. £££

Beigel Bake

Casual Jewish deli on Brick Lane that always draws a crowd. £

Polo Bar

British cafe with a 24-hour bar, breakfast and brunch menu. You can pre-book their bottomless brunch. ££

Play Bingo in the Future

Bingo reimagined with live entertainment

This is likely going to be the most entertaining game of bingo you’ve ever played in your life. Hijingo is the world’s first cinematic bingo experience with futuristic vibes, flashing lights, floor-to-ceiling LED graphics and a hyped soundtrack to create an immersive spectacle and keep the fun going.

Once you sign in, you’ll make your way through a tunnel before entering the Hijingo Room, which feels like something out of the future. Once you sit down and order drinks, you’ll be entertained for over 90 minutes as dancers put on performances. The walls showcase incredible motion graphics, and grand voices call out the bingo numbers. If you win, you get one of six prizes throughout the session. The energy from the bingo players adds to the atmosphere, and during your one hour and 45-minute experience, you’ll have a 30-minute break in between your two games. If you’re lucky, your visit might be during a limited-time themed season; previous themes include Squid Games for Halloween and the ‘80s.


BEST VEGAN SPOTS TO TRY

Vegan Yes Shoreditch

Italian and Korean fusion food that is hearty and healthy (yes, there’s kimchi pasta!). ££

Bubula Spitalfields

Vegetarian Middle Eastern dishes primarily served as sharing plates to replicate cafe culture in Tel Aviv. ££

The Vurger Co Shoreditch

Meat-free burgers, fries and shakes made to order. You can also get ‘chicken’ and waffles. ££



TOP SPOTS FOR DESSERT

Humble Crumble

Mix and match fruit fillings with a shortbread crumble and your choice of topping. £

Soft Serve Society

Fun ice cream with jazzy premium toppings, or you can order bubble tea or Freakshakes. £

Wheelcake Island

Bringing childhood Taiwanese fluffy pancakes with a creamy filling to Old Spitalfields Market. £

Relive Your Childhood Through Video Games

Retro arcade bar

With 11 locations in the UK and a few locations in London, the NQ64 retro arcade right outside Old Street station is the only one that serves proper food while you enjoy an array of old school games like Pac Man, Dance Revolution and Mario Kart. You can even bring out your inner rockstar in a Guitar Hero booth.

Once you walk in – there is no entry fee – you’ll notice that the lights are dim and neon paint is splattered throughout the venue. There’s no need to make a booking, and you’re free to take up any booth or table you find available. Grab your first cocktail from the bar – you can’t leave without trying their Aku Aku fruit punch cocktail, named after the Crash Bandicoot legend – and buy your 15 game tokens at the same time. Each game takes around one to two tokens, so you’ll have the chance to try a number of their games. If you run out of tokens, you can buy more until you’re all gamed out. The atmosphere at NQ64 is very chill, and everyone seems to be in a good mood from playing their childhood games, like pinball and Mortal Kombat. You don’t have to be good at any of the games on offer, and you’ll still have a great time relearning how to play the classics. At the weekends, you’ll likely hear a live DJ playing until close. Make sure to bring your valid photo ID because only over 18s can enter.
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THE ART OF THE BOTTOMLESS BRUNCH

Bottomless brunch is a trend that has taken Shoreditch by storm. While not uncommon globally, the UK tends to centre on alcohol-based events, which has led to the rise of bottomless gatherings. These events often have a fun, party-like atmosphere and range from between one to two hours. Even if you’re a teetotaler, many options still cater to your preferences, so it makes sense to attend at least one bottomless brunch while you’re in London – just to see what all the fuss is about. It’s always advisable to book your brunch well in advance.



BEST SHOPPING BOUTIQUES

Aida

Family-owned boutique selling stylish apparel and footwear, along with homeware and artwork.

Modern Society

The headquarters of a former pop-up shop, selling clothing and jewellery made in Aspen, Colorado.

Sessùn Shoreditch

Trendy apparel store with both men and women’s clothing, in addition to handbags and crafts.

Culture and Creativity at Rich Mix

Shoreditch’s cultural hub

Rich Mix has a programme with everything you can imagine in it, and it’s all centred around community. Every year, the hub holds over 300 live and diverse events from festivals, panels, spoken word, theatre and dance productions, to art exhibitions and even pop-up markets. On top of that, they have three screens in their cinema that feature the latest films, as well as independent masterpieces and directorial debuts. You can be sure that something exciting from multiple genres will be showing in any given week. There’s also the cinema bar, open daily from the first screening up to the last, where you can eat, drink and chat before or after your film.

Although many events are for adults, the hub also hosts events specifically for families, making it a great location to begin the day. Parents can take their children to tailored kids’ cinema screenings or play sessions, and Rich Mix provides a discount on tickets to make the space more affordable for families, as well as students and senior citizens. Opening hours are daily from 9am to 11pm, but always check the website to see what time the event or film you’re interested in is running at.

Old School Glamour and Music at Nightjar

Speakeasy with live jazz and blues

Nightjar is one of those anomalies that have live music every single night, while also being a bona fide speakeasy bar. Just one minute away from Old Street station, visit any day of the week to be transported to a bar decked out to make you feel like you’re in the Prohibition era of the 1920s, with jazz, swing or blues bands filling the air with melodies from 9pm onwards.

Nightjar’s award-winning cocktails are funky and theatrical, but well-designed for your palette and the flavours pack a punch. The drinks on the menu are split into Pre-Prohibition drinks like Young Man’s Delight with mezcal, tonka bean and jasmine flower, to Prohibition drinks like the Yokohama with vodka, almond matcha, sake and apricot brandy, and Post-War drinks including a London Mule with dry gin, bitters, lime, apple and rhubarb.

To support the band’s main set, you’ll need to pay a cover charge that varies day to day, but it’ll usually be between £5 and £10. There are two 45-minute sets every night, and a final one hour set from midnight on Saturdays and Sundays. The event sounds fancy, but smart casual clothing is what you’ll find the other patrons in.

Our top tip is to get a seat at the bar to watch the bartenders in action, or near the main stage. Nightjar can be booked up four to six weeks in advance, so we highly recommended making a booking.


WHERE TO GET ACTIVE

Britannia Leisure Centre

A sports centre offering group fitness sessions, squash, climbing and a versatile sports hall.

St Botolph’s Tennis Court

Available for tennis and netball whenever a member of staff is present on weekdays.

Powerleague Shoreditch

A network of football pitches for five- or seven-a-side matches.



FAVOURITE SUNDAY ROASTS

The Owl & Pussycat

Traditional pub with a heated beer garden. You’ll get bottomless Yorkshire puddings and gravy with your roast. ££

The Princess of Shoreditch

Gastropub with a seasonal menu just minutes away from Old Street station. ££

The Gun

Right next to Old Spitalfields Market, you can get an à la carte Sunday roast with all the trimmings. ££

Have a Laugh in Shoreditch

Stand up comedy club

With non-stop laughs throughout a two-hour set, City Comedy Club is guaranteed to be a good time. You can find the venue in the basement of Trapeze Bar, a short walk from Old Street station. The club isn’t too large in size, so you’ll always have a great view of the stage. You’ll get to see a line-up of up-and-coming comedians from Wednesday to Saturday from 7.30 to 9.30pm, but arrive early on a Thursday or Friday evening (it varies) and you can enjoy an hour and a half of bottomless beer, Prosecco and cocktails while chowing down on buffalo wings. If you visit on a Wednesday, you’ll still land a free drink with your comedy ticket.

City Comedy Club has had many mystery celebrity guests stop by to deliver some jokes, who have appeared on epic shows like 8 Out of 10 Cats, Live at the Apollo and Comedy Central’s Roast Battle. As with most comedy shows, if you are sitting in the front row, you are more likely to be the subject of a lighthearted joke or engage in some banter with the comedians on stage. However, your seating at the club is pre-allocated and you’ll be shown to your spot on arrival. Along with some belly laughs, a visit to this comedy club will leave you with a number of new comedians to look out for in the future.
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FIND THE BEST READS

Brick Lane Bookshop

A diverse selection of literary genres for both adults and children.

Hoxton Books

Independent bookshop with a great selection of books and regular exhibitions.

Liberia Bookshop

A space designed by Spanish architects to help you discover new books.



BEST PLACES TO GRAB A COFFEE

Ozone Coffee Roasters

Award-winning coffee brand just steps away from Old Street station.

Shoreditch Grind

Diner-style restaurant, coffee, cocktail and bar that is popular for co-working during the day.

Alchemy

Serves speciality coffee in their Spitalfields and Shoreditch locations.

Learn to Cook Like an Italian

Cooking class with authentic cooking skills

Directly outside Liverpool Street station, you’ll find the largest Italian food market in the world. With more than 2,000 wine labels under its belt, Eataly has quickly become a main attraction since it was launched in 2007. Stop by during the week to enjoy an Aperol spritz in one of Eataly’s two bars, restaurants or takeaway spots, or watch the pros make mozarella on a Saturday morning. Another great thing about Eataly is you can eat delicious food and then go and shop for the exact high-quality ingredients in the same location.

The star attraction here is learning all about Italian cuisine and how to cook like a local in Eataly’s cooking school, La Scuola, where you’ll make dishes like ravioli, pasta alla Norma or fresh handmade pizza while expanding your cooking arsenal and skillset. The expert chef will walk you through the recipes while cooking their own dish so you can compare visuals. You’ll also get to sample a glass of Italian wine while you’re cooking. At the end of the class, you can enjoy your culinary creation and wine over a good conversation with new friends, before getting a detailed recipe card to recreate the dish at home.

La Scuola is known to do limited-edition classes too, so depending on the time and season there might be other dishes and desserts on the menu, or a food-pairing class. The dishes during the cooking class cannot be switched, so if you have any dietary requirements, ensure you book the right class that aligns with your food preferences.

FAVOURITE ITALIAN FOOD

Gloria

‘70s Capri-style trattoria with a marbled floor and mirrored ceiling. ££

Cecconi’s Shoreditch

Northern Italian restaurant serving cicchetti (snacks or small plates), pasta and pizza all day. ££

Popolo Shoreditch

Italian restaurant serving sharing plates and raw wines that are great for groups. ££


FAVOURITE GREEN SPACES

St Luke’s Garden

A peaceful park just a few minutes from Old Street and located outside St Luke’s Church.

Hoxton Square Park

A pretty garden square not too far from many of the popular bars and restaurants on Old Street.

Shoreditch Park

A large park that’s great for taking a stroll or a run. There’s an outdoor gym here too.



Have Afternoon Tea with Cats

Cafe with tea, coffee and rehoused cats

Since 2014 Lady Dinah’s Cat Emporium, just off Brick Lane, has been the conduit to helping cats flourish by rehousing them and becoming a foster home in their time of need. For this reason, you’ll mainly see adult cats rather than kittens, but they occasionally have a few in the clowder.

The cafe’s mission is to nurture the cats and ensure that they are happy during their time at the cafe. This will be noticeable from the interactions you may (or may not) have with the cats. The cafe doesn’t allow the cats to be restrained in any way because they might grow to dislike people, but you’ll be able to engage in play with them using one of the Cat Emporium’s toys. Since the dining area isn’t separated, you’ll also have the unique experience of being able to dine while the cats roam around freely.

Closing time is normally 5 or 6pm, but the cafe hosts several themed events for furry fans to take part in at all times of the day. Book a spot at their late-night events on Thursdays for some drinks while nurturing the cats, or you can head to their cat-themed painting session, aptly called Pinot and Pawtraits.

The cats cannot be woken up once they settle down to sleep, and they can often sleep up to 18 hours a day, so it’s best to get there early before they are fed during the early afternoon.
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SUPER MARKET SUNDAY

Brick Lane and its surrounding areas have embraced a trend known as ‘Super Sunday’ – every week the streets come alive with different events, from vintage markets, pop-up stalls and street food, to live music performances for visitors and locals alike. If you can only spend one day in the area, and you can handle the busy streets, Sunday would be best to see all that the area has to offer.



BEST AFTERNOON TEA

The Zetter

Luxury townhouse that only serves afternoon tea at weekends in their Clerkenwell location

Lantana

Australian cafe near Old Street station. You can enjoy afternoon tea any day of the week.

The Montcalm Hotel

Afternoon tea with a twist – choose between the classic, chocolate or Indian editions.

Pho Mile

A taste of Vietnam

The numerous curry houses lined up on Brick Lane get a lot of love from tourists and Londoners alike, but there’s another street in the area that is also popular with locals and visitors called ‘Pho Mile’. Once you exit Hoxton station and reach the main street of Kingsland Rd, you’ll quickly notice how more than 10 small and unassuming Vietnamese restaurants are in walkable distance from each other. These popular restaurants use fresh ingredients to make classic dishes, like pho (the well-known soup made with beef stock, spices and thinly sliced beef), fresh summer rolls and vermicelli salad bowls.

Along Pho Mile, you’ll also see students sharing barbecue plates, groups slurping flat rice noodles before a night out, or the local Vietnamese community eating traditional dishes – a nod of approval to many of these family-run businesses and their authentic dishes that make so many remain loyal to the area.

Some fan favourites include one of the oldest restaurants on the street, Sông Quê Café, an emerald-green store with yellow writing, which you won’t miss because they regularly have queues out the door. Or try Cây Tre, which hosts an extensive menu of Vietnamese dishes. Try BunBunBun for a taste of the Vietnamese street food baguette, banh mi, where you can choose between pork, chicken, fish or tofu seasoned with lemongrass. If you don’t know what to try, pho is the one meal you should order while you’re here.


WHY I LOVE SHOREDITCH
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Vivienne Dovi, writer

The energy in Shoreditch is second to none. It’s a hub of culture and creativity, and when I have no plans or something falls through, I can head to Shoreditch and I’m guaranteed to have fun. Shoreditch reflects the core of what London is and portrays it beautifully to those who love to travel – you can explore aimlessly, connect with friendly people along the way, see how multicultural the area is and, most importantly, how communities can thrive together.

I’ve made a lot of memories in the area over street food or a drink (or two), connecting with an old friend while checking out art murals, or partying the night away with strangers that turned into friends.



WHERE TO DRINK COCKTAILS

Swift

Uniquely crafted cocktails and nibbles. Tell the bartender your preferences and they can match a cocktail to your tastes. ££

Silverleaf

Upscale cocktail bar in the Pan Pacific Hotel. Check out the limited-edition cocktail menus for something innovative. ££

Callooh Callay

Low-lit cocktail bar with a bunch of mismatched furniture, but the drinks make up for it. ££




East London & Docklands
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LONDON’S EDGY, ETHNIC NEIGHBOURHOOD

Once the abode of mostly immigrants and the poorest of London, East London is now the hippest neighbourhood in the capital and one of the most desirable places to live among wealthy 20- and 30-somethings.
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Ridley Road Market | G Torres/Shutterstock ©

This is down to the area’s growing reputation as the home of edgy art galleries, a premier place for vintage shopping, its vibrant ethnic communities, the exciting club and bar scenes and the new cultural hubs constantly appearing. East London does not have the traditional blockbuster sights, but it makes up for this in soul, character and culture. Still very residential, this is where you will meet real modern Londoners.

The neighbourhood includes the heart of the ol’ East End (Whitechapel, Bethnal Green, Stepney, Mile End, Bow), where the best markets are to be found as well as some of the most delicious ethnic food and vibrant arts hubs. Most visitors make for popular Brick Lane and its surrounding Victorian-era alleyways and streets, which are a hive of activity every Sunday.

The neighbourhood also includes most of London’s historic Docklands (Wapping, Limehouse, the Isle of Dogs, Royal Victoria Docks), where the relatively soulless Canary Wharf complex is surrounded by interesting historic monuments and museums that teach you the importance of the city’s maritime history, including its darker associations with colonialism and the transatlantic trade of enslaved people.

To the north, there’s gritty, hip Hackney and Dalston with its popular bars and alternative nightlife, as well as a wealth of Turkish and Afro-Caribbean food spots. Stratford, further east, is increasingly dominated by the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park and the emerging cultural hub of the East Bank.

The best way to enjoy East London is to head to a sight of interest while ensuring you leave plenty of time to explore its surrounding neighbourhood afterwards.

[image: jpg]

ArcelorMittal Orbit, Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park | BBA Photography/Shutterstock ©


DON’T MISS

WHITECHAPEL GALLERY

Edgy exhibitions and emerging talent at a gallery that loves to champion the lesser known.

COLUMBIA ROAD FLOWER MARKET

Grab a bargain amid the hustle, bustle and cockney banter of London’s most fragrant market.

BROADWAY MARKET

Feast from mouthwatering food stalls and peruse boutique stores before grabbing a gourmet pint.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1ArcelorMittal Orbit

2Museum of London Docklands

3Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park

4Trinity Buoy Lighthouse

Sights

5Cable Street Mural

6Dalston Eastern Curve Garden

7IFS Cloud Cable Car

8London Stadium

9Mile End Park

10Mudchute Farm

11Ragged School Museum

12St Katharine Docks

13VeloPark

Sports & Activities

14Discover Children’s Story Centre

15Mile End Park Skatepark

16Moo Canoes

17Revolution Karting

18Soft Play at Tiller Leisure Centre

Sleeping

19Crown Pub and Guesthouse

20Park Villa Boutique Hostel

21Wombat’s City Hostel London

EATING

22All Nation’s Vegan

23Casa Fofó

24House of MoMo

25Umut 2000

Drinking & Nightlife

26Captain Kidd

27Dalston Superstore

28Loading

29Prospect of Whitby

30Ridley Road Market Bar

31Ruby’s

ENTERTAINMENT

32Arcola Theatre

33Café Oto

34Dalston Jazz Bar

35Dalston Roofpark

36Mix Dalston

37Number 90

38Rio Cinema

39Studio 9294

Shopping

40Chrisp Street Market

41Ridley Road Market

42Roman Road Market

43Traid

44Watney Market




TOP TIP

Forget the Tube, bus or taxis; the best way to explore East London is along its beautiful waterways. Broadway Market, Victoria Park, Hackney Wick, the Olympic Park through to the Limehouse Basin and St Katharine Docks can all be reached by bike or foot along the neighbourhood’s hidden towpaths.




I LIVE HERE
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Robert Scott, manager of Shantir Boi, a Christian charitable bookshop specialising in Sylheti-language books, shares his recommendations for the best outdoor swims in East London.

London Fields Lido

Heated pool, lanes and nice changing facilities, and right next to a lovely park.

Love Open Water Royal Docks

Swim beneath the roar of City Airport planes taking off, with no chlorine or salt in sight. It’s bracing in winter and warm-ish in summer.

Love Open Water Canary Wharf

The clearest and coldest waters due to a lack of sunlight, but you do get to swim smugly past those chained to their desks.



Cable Street Mural

Hate expelled by East Enders

Cable St was where hemp rope used to be twisted into ships’ cables, but these days it’s best known for the Battle of Cable St in 1936, when British fascist Oswald Mosley tried to march his Blackshirts into the area to intimidate the local Jewish community. He was violently repelled by Eastenders, including more than 100,000 Jews, communists, dockers and trade unionists. The vibrant and vivid mural, painted on the side of the former St George’s Town Hall, recalls the famous clash.

St Katharine Docks

Luxury yacht spotting

St Katharine Docks sits in the shade of Tower Bridge, and is a charming, hidden spot that makes an ideal coffee stop before tackling the chaos of the City of London. Built in 1828 by engineer-extraordinaire Thomas Telford, the docks were badly bombed during WWII and completely abandoned in 1968. Now a mooring for luxury yachts and several lucky houseboats, they are surrounded by excellent watering holes, including the Dickens Inn, which was opened by the grandson of Charles Dickens and designed to resemble a three-storey 18th-century balconied inn, and a host of fine dining options.

[image: jpg]

St Katharine Docks | EDUARDO DREIZZEN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Gilbert & George Centre

Art is for all

Opened in April 2023, this delightful little gallery is a ‘gift to the community’ from local residents and celebrated British artists Gilbert and George. Made of glass, wood and bricks, it is tucked away on a cobbled street off Brick Lane and is free to visit so as to embody the always smartly dressed duo’s motto: ‘art is for all’.

Housed in a former industrial building, the centre is made up of three state-of-the-art exhibition spaces, built sympathetically and with a number of sustainable features. Two of the galleries will become permanent homes for Gilbert and George’s work and the other will be used to showcase up-and-coming artists as part of the gallery’s commitment to engage with a broad demographic.
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Gilbert & George Centre | NATHANIEL NOIR/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

ArcelorMittal Orbit

Winding wonder of the East

Turner Prize–winning Anish Kapoor’s 115m-high, red twisted-steel sculpture looms over Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park. Though it’s really a piece of art, it’s also home to two impressive panoramic viewing platforms, a concave mirror experience, an immersive soundscape walk and a thrilling ride on the world’s highest and longest tunnel slide, which winds you down to the ground from 178m in an exhilarating 40 seconds. The Orbit is also increasingly hosting live events throughout the year.

London Stadium

Premier football ground

Now home to Premier League football side West Ham United, the spectacular bowl-shaped London Stadium began life as centrepiece of the London 2012 Olympic Games. As well as hosting recent European Champions’ football matches, the stadium is also home to other major sporting events and music concerts by the likes of Beyonce, the Foo Fighters and Red Hot Chilli Peppers. Visitors can go behind the scenes on stadium tours to follow in the footsteps of Premier League players by visiting the changing rooms and warm-up areas and stepping on to the hallowed turf inside the famous ground.
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London Stadium | AERIAL-MOTION/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Trinity Buoy Lighthouse

The 1000-year song

This is London’s only lighthouse, its smallest museum and a bustling centre for arts and culture. Built in 1864 as a training venue for lighthouse keepers, the iconic, red structure, dwarfed by the skyscrapers of London’s Dockland’s, is also where Michael Faraday conducted several experiments, which is why a replica of his workshop makes up the tiny on-site museum in a shed.

These days, as well as being a fabulous community art space, it is also home to the world’s longest song – played on 234 Tibetan singing bowls, Longplayer, by composer Jem Finer, is a haunting harmony that began playing on 31st December 1999 and will finish on 31 December 2999 – making it a 1000-year song.
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Trinity Buoy Lighthouse | CKTRAVELS.COM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Museum of London Docklands

Unpacking London’s historic docks

Among the first London museums to engage with the city’s rarely mentioned links to the trade of enslaved people, the Museum of London Docklands has an entire gallery dedicated to this called ‘London, Sugar & Slavery’, where one of the most haunting images is a diagram showing how enslaved inhabitants were chained inside the transatlantic ship, Brookes. The museum also has pioneering exhibits on women in London and the capital’s Black community, including one on the Windrush arrivals and their legacy.

Aptly set in an early-19th-century dockside warehouse, the museum combines artefacts with clever multimedia displays to map the city’s history through its river and docks. Most people start on the 3rd floor, in the No 1 Warehouse section, before making their way down through the centuries. The Trade Expansion gallery includes a reconstructed late-18th-century Legal Quay and an iron gibbet that once displayed the gory bodies of executed pirates.

The 2nd floor includes a re-creation of a 19th-century dock, complete with cobbled streets, bars and lodging houses in Sailortown. There’s also a great section discussing the docks during the World Wars and their controversial transformation into London’s second financial district during the 1980s. Parents will love the special school holiday events and the fact it’s filled with year-round activities for kids that include a hands-on Mudlarking gallery and dressing-up corners. There are also regular exhibitions with a special focus on championing London’s diverse communities.
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Museum of London Docklands | CHRISPICTURES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE DOCKS & ENSLAVEMENT

The warehouse in which the Museum of London Docklands now sits was actually built to store sugar coming from West Indian plantations, where enslaved children, men and women were forced to work. Ships that arrived at the London docks laden with this sugar were partaking in what came to be known as the ‘Triangular Trade’, because of the way they travelled in a triangle across the Atlantic between Britain, West Africa and the sugar plantations in the Americas.




BRINGING THE PAST TO LIGHT

Also embracing its darker heritage is the Bank of England Museum, which has an eye-opening exhibition on the bank’s links to the trade of enslaved people.



Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park

The Olympic legacy

This huge 225-hectare park is one of the most popular leisure spaces in East London.

On any given day, you’ll find groups of friends and families walking through the shaded woodland, picnicking in the open meadows and exploring the muddy wetlands. There are wide cycle lanes and serene towpaths for those who want to explore on two wheels, and a number of excellent state-of-the-art children’s play parks. If you just want to relax, seek out the numerous hidden spots high up on the park’s gentle hills, tucked away in little green gardens or overlooking the waterways.

The legacy of the 2012 Olympic Games can also be enjoyed across the park, with people able to visit the London Stadium for numerous sporting events, concerts and tours; take part in tournaments at the Copper Box Arena; dive in at the London Aquatics Centre; or test their cycling credentials at the Lee Valley VeloPark. Those who love a view can scale the iconic, red ArcelorMittal Orbit, where the world’s longest tunnel slide will get pulses racing.

And there’s more to come – the continued development of the exciting new East Bank will see the park become part of East London’s biggest arts-and-culture hub as the V&A, BBC Symphony Orchestra, Sadler’s Wells, UAL’s London College of Fashion and University College London all open centres here to host performances, exhibitions and regular community events.
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Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park | ABDUL_SHAKOOR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST CRAFT BEER BARS IN HACKNEY WICK

Crate Brewery and Pizzeria

Great-tasting craft beer and scrumptious pizza by the waterfront, anyone?

Howling Hops

The country’s first dedicated tap bar, serving craft beer straight from tanks in a vibrant bar.

Beer Merchants Tap

One of the widest selections of craft beer in Hackney and a nice beer garden too.

All My Friends

Serving iconic local brands such as True Craft and boasting an amazing terrace with stunning views.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Whitechapel Gallery

Sights

2East London Mosque

3Gilbert & George Centre

4Hackney City Farm

5London Buddhist Centre

6Ninety One Living Room

7Spitalfields City Farm

8Stepney City Farm

9Victoria Park

10Viktor Wynd Museum

11Young V&A

Sleeping

12Hostelle

13Hub by Premier Inn Spitalfields

14Mama Shelter

EATING

15Al Kahf

16Behind

17Da Terra

18Graam Bangla

19Green Papaya

20Hai Ha

21Mien Tay

22Pho Pho

23Sazzy and Fran

24Shalamar Kebab House

25Vegan Yes

Drinking & Nightlife

2693 Feet East

27Allotment Kitchen

28Blind Beggar

29Café Columbia

30Carpenter’s Arms

31Cat & Mutton

32Chaiwalla

33Charista

34Dove

35L’eau á La Bouche

36Mackbear Coffee

37Naan Staap

38Oat Coffee

39Pavilion Cafe Victoria Park

SHOPPING

40Ayoka

41Bethnal Green Market

42Beyond Retro

43Brick Lane Market

44Broadway Market

45Columbia Road Flower Market

46Islamic Relief Whitechapel

47Petticoat Lane Market

48Retrouvé Vintage

49Rokit

50Shop from Crisis, Brick Lane

51Somewhere in Hackney Vintage

52Spitalfields Crypt Trust

53Spitalfields Crypt Trust

54Spitalfields Market

55Vintage Basement

56Vintage Paradise

57Whitechapel Market
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Whitechapel Gallery

The original East End art gallery

Pablo Picasso, Jackson Pollock, Mark Rothko, Frida Kahlo and Nan Goldin all made their UK debuts here. Founded by Victorian philanthropist Canon Samuel Barnett, who wanted to bring art to the East End, the Whitechapel Gallery has made its name hosting exhibitions by established and emerging artists and is now a firm favourite of art students and avant-garde connoisseurs.

There is no permanent collection as the pioneering gallery is devoted to hosting cutting-edge contemporary-art exhibitions, most of which are free. Celebrated British artists David Hockney and locals Gilbert and George also debuted here.

Even the original building is a work of art. Built in art nouveau style, it first opened its doors in 1901 and it has since also taken over the library next door to effectively double its exhibition space to 10 galleries. Exhibitions are always ambitiously themed and change every couple of months; there’s often live music, poetry readings, talks and films on Thursday evenings. The gallery is also home to an excellent bookshop and cafe.

East London Mosque

The synagogue in the mosque

East London Mosque is home to the country’s only professional mosque archives, complete with reading rooms (booked by appointment) and a climate-controlled strongroom, where fascinating documents include the personal correspondence of feted English Qur’an translator Marmaduke Pickthall. There is also a visitor centre and a viewing gallery from which to watch live congregational prayers. But the most tantalising feature is at the rear where the perfectly preserved 19th-century Fieldgate St Great Synagogue remains, seemingly built into the huge modern mosque structure.

Time your visit right and you’ll be treated to the melodious call to prayer cascading through the surrounding streets.

[image: jpg]

East London Mosque | KAM HUS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

IFS Cloud Cable Car

Purple cable sunsets

Capable of ferrying 2400 people an hour across the Thames between the Greenwich Peninsula and the Royal Docks, these purple cable cars are the perfect way to turn a commute into an experience. Try to arrive at sunset for stunning views upriver towards the glittering cityscape, but be prepared for queues in the high season as it is popular with tourists. Fortunately, it’s part of the city’s transport network, which means you can pay at a discounted price with an Oyster Card.
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IFS Cloud Cable Car | Abdul_Shakoor/Shutterstock ©

Victoria Park

The people’s park

Opened in 1845 after a 30,000-strong petition was presented to Queen Victoria, East London’s first public park was eventually named after the Empress of India, and now attracts nine million visitors a year.

There’s a fabulous kid’s adventure play park, skatepark, splash pool and cafe surrounded by wide pathways ideal for cycling and jogging. This, combined with a diverse Sunday foodie market that pops up near Bonner Gate, is probably the reasons it’s East London’s most popular green space. It’s also home to a piece of the original London Bridge and an ornate grade-II drinking fountain.
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Victoria Park | CKTRAVELS.COM/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Ragged School Museum

Back to school Victorian style

Although the real school, founded by local philanthropist Dr Thomas Barnardo, closed in 1908, visitors can still step into East End Victoriana by sitting on hard wooden benches at a wooden desk with a slate, chalk, inkwells and abacuses, to be taught reading, writing and arithmetic by a strict school ma’am in full Victorian attire. As well as the mock 19th-century schoolroom, there is a reconstructed East End kitchen and a social-history museum.

The immersive lesson, held on the first Sunday of the month at 11.30am and 12.45pm, offers a taste of what it was like during the school’s Sunday openings, when students – all destitute East End children (hence the name ‘ragged’) – came to school here.

Stepney City Farm

Community urban oasis

This 1.2-hectare working farm is a real urban and community oasis. As you wander the small plot, sidestepping clucking hens, quacking ducks and bleating goats, you’ll encounter lovingly tended community gardens where local British-Bangladeshis have taken particular pride in growing their famous green gourd called kudu, which hangs like a large, green, elongated marrow from the long vines.

The farm also has a dedicated studio where resident artists teach woodwork, pottery and mixed-media art, and every Saturday a great farmers market offers locally produced vegetables, fruit, bread, cheese, fish and meat. There’s also an excellent cafe on site.
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Stepney City Farm | Monica Wells/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Mudchute Farm

Llamas near the docks

It’s quite the shock when you enter Mudchute Park on East Ferry Rd, from beneath the skyscrapers that dominate the Isle of Dogs skyline, to be greeted by alpacas and llamas roaming its 13 hectares of grassy parkland. There are also cows, sheep, pigs, goats, horses, donkeys, ducks, turkeys and chickens. It’s the kind of place that offers the perfect retreat from all the glass and steel that surrounds you in this financial zone. There’s also a great cafe and farm shop.
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Mudchute Farm | Lorraine Mitchell/Shutterstock ©

Hackney City Farm

Lessons in nature

A fabulous city farm where you can wander freely, petting goats, donkeys, sheep, chickens and even ducks if you can catch them. The farm shop sells an array of local produce from eggs and seasonal vegetables to plant saplings, as well as grains that you have to take away in your own container to reduce waste.

The friendly cafe is large and loud – the food and coffee is good, and so is the ice cream. There’s a host of lessons for all ages in horticulture, woodwork and pottery, as well as a farmers club and a secret garden maintained by locals. This community charity really is a very pleasant place to take the family, and its free.

Dalston Eastern Curve Garden

Urban green spot

This delightful social enterprise has a weekly older-people group and volunteer gardening sessions for those wanting to help tend its little oasis garden right in the middle of Dalston. Once a railway line, it now has a lovely wooden pavilion where regular musical events and children’s theatrical gigs are held. Entry is free to the garden, but the enterprise welcomes donations and is primarily supported by income from the delicious on-site cafe serving homemade bread, cakes and locally sourced craft beer.
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Dalston Eastern Curve Garden | Kathy deWitt/Alamy Stock Photo ©

London Buddhist Centre

Calm amid the chaos

This spot of serenity in the heart of buzzing Bethnal Green is housed in a beautiful Victorian fire station along a street filled with spiritual initiatives. A truly inclusive and open space run by adherents of the Triratna Buddhist Order, which aims to integrate Buddhism into modern life, the centre has regular drop-in meditation sessions. These are held inside two ornate shrine rooms, each presided over by a sculpture of Buddha. The centre also offers courses and retreats on Buddhism and mindfulness, with fees based on affordability, and there is a calming little garden, bookshop and library on site.

[image: jpg]

London Buddhist Centre | Kam Hus/Shutterstock ©

Viktor Wynd Museum

Weird and wonderful

Dubbed the ‘UK’s strangest new museum’ upon opening, this bar and museum is filled with the weird and wonderful across human history. Parts of extinct birds jostle for space with occult art and curious celebrity relics at the light-hearted little Hackney spot, which isn’t for the squeamish or those easily offended.

After grabbing an absinthe-infused cocktail – the house speciality – at the Victorian-style bar, while sat next to a stuffed lioness beneath the watchful eye of the Fiji mermaid pinned to the ceiling, wander over to the Wunderkabinett, guarded by a herd of animal heads, before descending into the basement to say hello to the two-headed lamb and mummified fairies.



CYCLING TOUR
Rural to Nautical East London

Starting in rural East London where cows graze in public fields beside canals lined with moored houseboats, this cycle route sticks mainly to towpaths as it passes through vibrant Hackney Wick, where it’s all craft beers and sourdough pizzas, before exploring an oft-overlooked tidal relic. It ends like the waters it has been following – at the Thames, near picturesque Limehouse Basin and a little-known celebrity pocket of nautical East London.
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High Bridge, River Lea | High Bridge, River Lea (or Lee) by David Kemp, CC BY-SA 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©
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1 Walthamstow Marshes

Begin at the end of Spring Hill by wheeling your cycle over the River Lea at High Bridge. Cycle past the community of colourful narrow boats onto Coppermill Lane, ducking beneath the super-low railway bridge and heading up into the small car park and onto the walking and cycling track on the other side. Use this to head southeast through the green Walthamstow Marshes, looking out for the resident grazing cattle, before looping around to the canal.

The Ride: Cross back onto the western towpath near Dockside Court and cycle south past North Millfields Recreation Ground, crossing back after the Princess of Wales pub and continuing for 1.5 miles.

2 Here East

The towpath gets busy near the Here East collection of brunch spots and coffee shops. It is best to wheel your bike along, or lock it up somewhere as you explore the array of eateries, waterside bars, coffee shops and microbreweries hidden away in this exciting little hub. Consider grabbing a bite atop the Barge East Restaurant or just chill on the slopes beside it with a drink in hand.

The Ride: Admire the views of London Stadium as you head for Old Ford Lock, where the towpath switches sides. Switch over again under the Bow flyover to Three Mill Lane.

3 House Mill Gallery

The 18th-century, grade-I-listed tidal mills are impressive. Wander around the Victorian-era cobbled pathways admiring the various historic buildings before stepping into the House Mill Gallery to catch the latest exhibition. If you want to go inside the mill buildings, you’ll have to be riding on a Sunday, when there are guided tours. Flanked by mature weeping willows and nice grassy spaces, this is a lovely place to sit and picnic beside a little-known East End relic.

The Ride: Continue south, stopping at the industrial-era Bow Locks to admire the views of the confluence before saying goodbye to the River Lea and continuing the journey along the Limehouse Cut.

4 Limehouse Basin

Built in 1820, pretty Limehouse Basin is now home to small yachts mooring alongside painted houseboats. An impressive series of locks links it to the River Thames, where spectacular views east to the glassy skyscape of the Isle of Dogs await. The road over the locks is Narrow St, which is the oldest part of Limehouse and home to stunning Georgian terraces rescued by writer Andrew Sinclair and The Grapes pub, opened in 1720 and now part owned by Sir Ian McKellen.




Exploring Jewish-Bangladeshi Brick Lane
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This walk explores the shared Jewish-Bangladeshi heritage in and around Brick Lane. Start behind the 1 East London Mosque on Fieldgate St and admire the now-defunct 2 Fieldgate St Great Synagogue, which sits dwarfed and encompassed by the modern mosque. Come out onto Whitechapel Rd near the Whitechapel Bell Foundry and turn left, stopping at 3 Nanna’s Biryani to taste delicious Bangladeshi food Old Dhaka style. Continue to 4 Altab Ali Park to learn about the great local Bangladeshi martyr killed near here. Exit beneath the iconic northwest gate and cross over to Osborn St. When this becomes Brick Lane, you’ll see the 5 Gate of Bangla Town, painted the colours of the Bangladeshi flag. Next to the gate is the  6 Matir Taahn Mural, unveiled on Bangladesh’s 50th anniversary. It reflects the local community’s yearning for their motherland. Continuing along the lane, you’ll soon spot the silver minaret of 7 Brick Lane Jamme Masjid in a building that used to be a synagogue before local Bangladeshis bought it from the Jewish community in the 1970s. The road immediately after is Princelet St – 8 19 Princelet St is a forgotten synagogue that was rediscovered in the 1980s and is now a private museum. Continuing north on Brick Lane, the next road is Hanbury Street, where at number 30 the 9 Kobi Nazrul Centre, named after the national poet of Bangladesh, hosts cultural events celebrating local Bangladeshi culture. Now stay on Brick Lane all the way to the end where the famous 10 Beigel Bake Brick Lane Bakery, still owned by a Jewish family, remains as popular as ever, serving up the best salt-beef bagels in London.




Crawling Through Hackney’s Microbreweries
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This grand crawl of Hackney’s finest microbreweries starts at the ‘horseshoe’ of breweries and bars around Hackney Wick station. Near the entrance to Queen’s Yard from White Post Lane is 1 Old St Brewery and Taproom on your right, and the country’s first Tank Bar, 2 Howling Hops, to the left. Next to them, overlooking the canal, is the very popular 3 Crate. Returning to Hackney Wick station, jump on the Overground and travel two stops west to Hackney Central. Leave the station via the narrow alley that comes out beside Oslo Hackney bar and cross the road to enter the pedestrianised section of Mare St. Look up and you’ll see Hackney’s oldest building, St Augustine’s tower; now look down and in front of it is 4 Hackney Tap. Come back to the railway arch and turn left, walking with the arches on your right. Once you enter Bohemia Pl near the end, follow it round and under the railway. On the other side, hidden inside the archways to the right, are the 5 Hackney Church Brew Co and  6 Deviant and Dandy Brewery.

Now make your way back onto Mare St and head south, past the town hall and Hackney Museum, walking 20 minutes until you come to the glass facade of Mare Street Market on the corner of Westgate St. Turn right into Westgate St and walk towards the railway bridge, looking out for the small alley on the left just before it. This is where you’ll find 7 Forest Road Brewery Taproom. Finally, return to Mare St and continue south for two more minutes until 8 The Five Points Brewery proudly announces itself on the corner of Bush Rd.



MORE IN EAST LONDON & DOCKLANDS

East London Markets

Truly the ol’ East End

Near the edge of the City is Petticoat Lane Market, which, although started by French Huguenots fleeing persecution in the 1750s, sets up on a Sunday. This is a legacy of the large historic Jewish community that inherited the market from the Huguenots and couldn’t trade on Saturdays. The other change, thanks to the prudish Victorians, is the name of the lane, which was switched to Middlesex St because ‘petticoat’ was considered too racy. The market is now all about fashionable clothing sold at knockdown prices, including the odd high-street brand and designer label that has somehow found its way here ‘direct’ from the factory.

Once the ultimate flea market, but now arguably East London’s most famous Sunday market, Brick Lane Market was established in 1888 and now offers the hipster cliches of vintage clothes, boutique items, gourmet food stalls and artisan coffee. Look carefully though and you’ll find a sliver of the original flea market along Sclater St, on a small car park where no doubt luxury flats will soon be built – hurry along if you want a final glimpse of a market where anyone can unload the bric-a-brac contents of their car boot onto a stall selling an intriguing collection of defunct ‘90s technology.

Walk 10 minutes north and you’ll come upon Columbia Road Flower Market, a wonderful explosion of horticultural colour and life. Though it too has developed a penchant for artisan coffee shops, which increasingly run along its edges, the market retains a large does of the no-nonsense ol’ East End market vibe, which sees beautiful flowers, potted plants, bulbs and seeds being sold at exceedingly fair prices by loud, cocky cockneys, who’ll remind you to ‘av a look, ’av a look’ because they’ve ‘got flowers cheap enough for ya muvver-in-law’s grave!’ It’s popular, so go as early as you can to avoid the crowds, or as late as you can to grab a bargain when the vendors just want to get rid of fresh stock before it starts to wilt.

For much more traditional ‘stack ’em high and sell ’em cheap’ East End markets, head for either the daily Watney Market or Chrisp Street Market, both of which are held on paved plots overlooked by council houses, the residents of which tend to be the main clientele. These are ‘propa’ modern East End markets and a lifeline for many locals struggling to make ends meet. You’ll see old nanas stopping to chat, mums with babies in prams asking about the local soft play and teenagers grabbing multipacks of cheap confectionery to clandestinely distribute later in school. If it’s something more in the middle you’re after, make for Roman Road Market, another daily East End market that runs along a small section of the original Roman road to the City of London. Pick up cheap branded clothing, department-store seconds and knockdown domestic products, with a growing number of foodie stalls hinting at the market’s gradual gentrification.
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EAST END’S EVOLVING MARKETS

Spitalfields Market and the Broadway Market are historic East End markets that have traded for generations – Spitalfields started in 1666 and Broadway in the 1890s. These days, both are firm favourites for tourists and those looking for artisanal food, handmade gifts, vintage clothes, antiques and unique textiles, with boutique shops and an array of gourmet coffeeshops surrounding the central stalls. Open seven days a week, Spitalfields is close to Petticoat Lane Market and Brick Lane Market, and can easily be combined with a visit to these on a Sunday. The same can be done on a Saturday with the Broadway Market, which overlooks the charming Regents Canal, connecting it nicely to Victoria Park and much of Hackney.



WHERE TO EAT ETHNIC FOOD IN BETHNAL GREEN AND DALSTON

Graam Bangla

Maasor jool, khala bhuna. Sound familiar? No? That’s how authentic the Bangladeshi food is here. ££

Al Kahf

Authentic Somali food, such as mouthwatering lamb shank on fragrant pilau, is why there are queues. £

Shalamar Kebab House

Home to probably the most reasonably priced Pakistani curries in all of east London. £

Mien Tay

The service is quick, the atmosphere is vibrant and the pho and dumplings are quite special. ££

Umut 2000

This ocakbasi’s open grill, slowly roasting adana and spiced meat skewers, is classic Anatolia. ££

House of MoMo

You’ll struggle to get a table at this popular Nepalese spot with delicious dumplings. £££

Ethnic East End

The ‘bazaars’ of East London

The East End has always been a refuge of immigrant communities, and one of the most beautiful legacies of these communities are their markets.

Whether it is Bangladeshi river maas (fish), the iconic green kudu (gourd), or a wrapped-up sweet paan (betel nut and sweetmeats), you’ll find it in Whitechapel Market, where stalls of exotic veg, Bangladeshi clothing and street food manned by Bangladeshis, or those who have learned to speak Bengali, line up every day (except Sunday). They are flanked by a growing number of convenience stores, Asia stores and eateries serving authentic Bangladeshi food straight from the villages of Sylhet, to where most of the local population can trace their roots.

Less than 10 minutes’ walk north is the Bethnal Green Market, which buzzes with a cacophony of Asian, European and African languages. The subcontinental identity of this market is again strong, as is the growing Afghan presence in the busy shops and market stalls, which sell everything from Arab snacks to North African textiles and Indian-style jewellery.

Much further north, in Dalston, and resembling a market strip somewhere in Lagos or Kingston, is the famous Ridley Road Market, where the kudus and maas of Whitechapel are replaced by an abundance of yam, scotch bonnet peppers and salt fish. If you want to taste these cooked in either African or West Indian cuisines, from Nigerian to Jamaican, step into one of the delicious eateries jostling for space with the hair-extension shops and hidden bars that flank the stalls.


OL’ TOURISM KRAY-ZE

Two – well, technically three – personalities used to dominate the East End tourist scene: Jack the Ripper and the Krays. The former was a murderous Victorian serial killer whose identity became a national obsession and the source of hundreds of books, films and documentaries; the latter were two murderous identical-twin brothers who ran the East End underworld during the 1950s and ‘60s. Ronnie and Reggie Kray, though widely feared during their terrifying reign, became Robin Hood–like figures in the memories of ol’ Eastenders with the passage of time. While interest in bloodthirsty Jack hasn’t waned, with tour groups still regularly seeking out the sites of his infamous murders, few tourists seem as interested in the Krays these days.
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THE ‘INDIANS’ WHO RECOLONISED BRITAIN

The first Indian restaurant set up in Britain was the Hindoostane Coffee House, opened in Westminster by pioneering Bengali Sake Dean Mahomed in 1810. However, the culinary revolution that colonised British tongues to such an extent that ‘Indian’ food was declared Britain’s most popular cuisine was started in the middle of the 20th century by Mahomed’s ethnic brethren – Bengalis – from a tiny corner of modern-day northeast Bangladesh called Sylhet. By ‘anglicising’ their native foods and, in some cases, innovating to create dishes such as chicken tikka masala – now a British national dish – they effectively took over the nation’s commercial culinary scene. It is their Indian restaurants you will now find in almost every village, town and city from Land’s End to John O’ Groats.



WHERE TO DRINK CHAI AROUND BRICK LANE

Charista

Sip aromatic chai on elegant seats to a soundtrack of classical Bangla music.

Chaiwalla

This is the place to grab your karak chai and desi street food on the go.

Naan Staap

Sweet, spicy or savoury, these guys do naans in every incarnation to complement their chai.

Vintage Shopping Spree

Where the cool kids shop

East London is easily the capital’s hottest vintage spot, boasting some of the best and most refined stores, as well as a host of hidden spots to which only the locals generally venture. Whether you’re visiting for a week or a weekend, give yourself at least a day to wander in search of some of these retro gems, grabbing yourself that leather jacket you saw Depp wear in Donnie Brasco, or that tracky top Run DMC made cool back in the 1980s. The best vintage markets are Brick Lane Market on Sundays, Spitalfields Market on most weekdays and Broadway Market on Saturdays. Here you’ll find a number of stalls with excellent bargains on worn leather jackets, vintage jeans and old school trainers. Close to the markets, a host of vintage stores can be found. Around Brick Lane, these include big hitters such as Beyond Retro (which also has a Dalston branch), Rokit and Vintage Paradise, though many are increasingly becoming more ‘refined’ and, as a result, prices have been steadily increasing over the years. That said, some stores, such as Vintage Basement, still have a literal bargain basement and deals are to be had. Around Broadway, you have the refined Retrouvé Vintage and archway store Somewhere in Hackney Vintage or, a tad further afield, there’s Traid. Big and bright, it’s less a vintage store and more a contemporary secondhand clothes store.


TRULY ‘ETHICAL’ VINTAGE

Maybe it’s the fact that the price of vintage seems to be going up and up in East London, or maybe you just want to buy your ‘vintage’ from a place where you know your money will also go to a good cause. Either way, vintage seekers should definitely consider stepping into some of East London’s excellent charity shops, such as the little-known Ayoka, a boutique charity shop supporting a local charity, or Shop from Crisis, Brick Lane, which has displays so refined you could mistake it for one of the lane’s vintage stores. Then there’s Islamic Relief Whitechapel, with more ethnic stock (donors are largely Muslim) or, if you like a good old rummage, try either of the Spitalfields Crypt Trust stores.



HOSTEL STAYS NEAR BETHNAL GREEN

Hostelle

Bright, fun, female-only hostel in a great location between Hackney and Bethnal Green. £

Park Villa Boutique Hostel

A lovely period house backing onto the green, Mile End Park and Regents Canal. ££

Wombat’s City Hostel London

Clean chain with contemporary industry-chic design on the edge of the City of London. ££

Children’s East End

Down with the kids

East London may be popular with the cool kids these days, but it has always been a place for families, and some can still just about afford to live here. Those that do have an array of things to do and places to visit.

For younger ones, the recently reopened Young V&A (formerly the V&A Museum of Childhood) is right up there. Housed in a purpose-built Victorian-era building, it is free to enter, with fantastic new interactive zones and immersive spaces that combine with nostalgic historic displays aimed at parents. The museum is close to the excellent Victoria Park, which has the East End’s best play parks, a splashpool in summer and a great cafe offering an excellent selection for little ones. A short walk from there is Mile End Park, which has hectares of open grassland and water features and a number of play parks and sports fields, as well as a climbing wall for the more active.

Dalston Eastern Curve Garden has turned a disused railway track into an exploratory haven with a community garden that teaches kids all about horticulture and regularly hosts kids’ and adult workshops. Let older, more active kids loose on electric karts at the very reasonably priced Revolution Karting, next to which is the popular Mile End Park Skatepark. If bikes are more their thing, head to the Velopark inside Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park, where they can try cycling almost horizontally at speed, or perform stunts at the attached BMX Park. Alternatively, they can hire a canoe – or share one with a parent – at nearby Moo Canoes to explore the pleasant waterways around Hackney Wick. Nearby, in Stratford, there’s the magical wonderland that is Discover Children’s Story Centre, an indoor and outdoor fantasy world that younger children will love exploring for hours. It also has changing immersive experiences and storytelling sessions.

For a more genteel way to entertain children, there are the amazing urban farms scattered across the East End, from llama-loving Mudchute Farm near the Docklands to the more community-centred Stepney City Farm and Hackney City Farm, as well as the often-overlooked Spitalfields City Farm, which makes an excellent child-friendly detour for parents exploring the markets of Brick Lane or Spitalfields.

In fact, whatever East London neighbourhood you find yourself in, there will be at least one decent play park in which to wear out the little ones somewhere nearby, and if the weather isn’t on your side, look out for indoor play spaces such as the Soft Play at Tiller Leisure Centre on the Isle of Dogs, which will provide a few hours respite for weary parents.
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BEST AFRICAN RESTAURANTS IN DALSTON

Banke’s Kitchen

When everyone eating in a place is Nigerian, you know the jollof rice, pounded yam and amala is gonna be good. £

D’Taste African Cuisine

Sitting right in the heart of the hustle and bustle of Ridley Road Market, serving excellent West African street food such as chofi. £

Afrikana Dalston

Stylish, chic restaurant getting heads turning for its more refined version of fusion African dishes. ££



WHERE TO GET COFFEE IN EAST LONDON

Pavilion Cafe Victoria Park

The ideal spot to sit and sip your coffee overlooking the lake and fountains.

Oat Coffee

Great, strong coffee, served by friendly staff right in the middle of Brick Lane.

The Allotment Kitchen

Not only is this social enterprise’s coffee excellent, but it also has great cakes and pastries.

Mackbear Coffee

Ideal as a spot to work unpressured while sustaining yourself on coffee alone.

Café Columbia

A lovely garden area, great coffee and bagels in the heart of the flower market.

L’eau á La Bouche

Large windows and outdoor seating make this the perfect spot to people watch in Broadway Market.

East London’s Pubs

The finest East End locals

Few spaces are considered more of an East End institution than the ‘local’ – the pub. Once upon a time, they were the literal hub of each community, and this often meant each had its own particular character. While many disappeared when the historic East End communities moved further afield, several have survived, largely because they have a story to tell, or are serving something special. Whitechapel’s Blind Beggar and Carpenter’s Arms remain popular, in part due to their connections to the areas’ infamous gangster brothers, the Kray Twins – they killed someone in the former and bought the latter for their ‘ma’. Along the river, the Prospect of Whitby is one of the oldest pubs in the whole city – opened in 1502 – and was reportedly a watering hole for Charles Dickens and Samuel Pepys, while the Captain Kidd is named after the notorious pirate who was hung nearby in 1701. Both boast marvellous views over the Thames. In Hackney, the Cat & Mutton and nearby Dove have reinvented themselves as specialty beer spots. Various gourmet beers can be supped at the Cat & Mutton, while it’s Belgian Trappist, wheat and fruit-flavoured beers that are the Dove’s speciality.


WHERE TO DRINK OUTDOORS IN HACKNEY WICK
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Katrin Schubert, a German teacher of modern and foreign languages, shares her recommendations for the best places to meet friends for a drink outdoors in Hackney Wick. @schubs_kaddie

The Lord Napier Star

Boasts a rooftop bar where you’ll get the sun all day; super-friendly staff, consistently great music and the best margarita cocktails in the Wick.

Hackney Bridge

Hackney Wick’s very own version of Mercato Metropolitano, with food stalls to suit every taste and a huge outdoor area, so there’s always space. Oh, and it serves great wine.

Grow

A gorgeous place for an outdoor drink and sustainable food on the cosiest canal-side terrace; Thursday is jazz night, and there’s live music at weekends.



Partying in the East

Diverse drinking spots

Drinking and dancing the night away is increasingly the reason youngsters head for East London. Dalston and the area around Brick Lane and Shoreditch have the liveliest strips, while it’s more bars and live-DJ territory in Hackney Wick. In truth, there are great venues scattered all over this neighbourhood offering a diverse range of late-night experiences.

For an old-school club night, longstanding Brick Lane venue 93 Feet East, inside the Old Truman Brewery, remains super popular. There are nights of underground sounds, classic hip-hop and reggae beats as well as several aimed at the LGBTIQ+ community. If live performances are more your thing, try the uber-cool Ninety One Living Room opposite. Its iconic Jazz Lates nights have platformed artists such as Camilla George and Jasmine Myra long before they were household names.

Over in Hackney Wick, the most popular spot has to be Crate Brewery, where the atmosphere is lively most nights as it serves excellent beer (many brewed on site) and delicious pizza, but things get really packed at weekends when live DJs attract huge crowds that spill out on to the waterside heated terrace. For cocktail connoisseurs, there’s also Number 90, which has a great canal-side terrace and excellent DJs playing at the weekends, while Studio 9294 next door is particularly popular with lovers of underground music.

In Dalston, the iconic The Mix Dalston still attracts some of the best DJs around, spinning lots of club classics in its basement venue. For daytime partying, the Dalston Roofpark continues to go strong, with great DJs throughout the early part of the evening and a covered area that allows you to dance come rain or shine. Ruby’s sits in the bowels of a five-storey townhouse where the popular drinking den’s shabby-chic, mishmash furniture is complemented by a disco lounge where you can get your groove on late into the night. The Dalston Superstore used to be the party place in East London and, though no longer top of every list, it has plenty of great themed nights where the DJs are all locals, thereby supporting local talent, and is very popular with the LGBTIQ+ crowd. For something a little different, make for Loading, a game-themed cocktail bar split over two levels where you can down a Pokemon Let’s Sloe while playing one of the numerous board games, or killing it on Donkey Kong in the basement. For a more laid-back, tropically themed evening – maybe to slowly start a night of partying – Ridley Road Market Bar is a warm and friendly spot. The deliberately ramshackle look is part of the Caribbean-bar vibe. There’s cheap beer, frozen cocktails and pizza, and if you decide to hang about, you’ll be slow jamming to jazz and soul most of the evening.
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BEST FOR OL’ EAST END GRUB

Beigel Bake Brick Lane Bakery

A nod to the historic Jewish East End community, serving bagels so good there’s always a queue. £

G Kelly

Proper cockney pie and mash with parsley sauce has been served here for decades. ££

E Pellici

An East End institution since 1900 ,serving fry-ups, pasta, sandwiches and other cafe fare. £££

Greedy Fish and Chips

One of the best places serving the East End staple of fish in crunchy batter with crispy chips. £



WHERE TO EAT VEGAN NEAR HACKNEY

Sazzy and Fran

Vegan delights from zalmon and cream-cheese bagels to homemade red-lentil dahl soup. ££

Vegan Yes

If you love Italian and you love Korean, you’ll probably love this vegan fusion of the two. ££

All Nation’s Vegan

Tucked away off a residential Dalston street, this is vegan food done Caribbean style. £

Alternative Dalston

How to avoid the mainstream

Tucked away from the chaos of Kingsland High St, Dalston Jazz Bar is where you’ll find north London’s jazz connoisseurs from Thursday to Saturday, sitting around tapping their feet – maybe eating delicious seafood – beneath vintage transport signs and listening to yet another under-the-radar jazz band. Around the corner is Dalston’s neighbourhood arthouse Rio Cinema. The capital’s oldest community-run cinema, it’s best known for the excellent non-mainstream festivals it has hosted, including the London Kurdish Film Festival, the Bicycle Film Festival, the Fringe! Queer Film & Arts Fest and the East End Film Festival, where Q&A sessions with film directors are often part of the programming. Those who love experimental and alternative music such as Japanese psychedelica or avant-folk should make for Café Oto. This converted print warehouse is cafe by day and eccentric live-music venue by night – a place where aficionados who admire those pushing the boundaries of music like to congregate. Meanwhile, fringe-theatre fans will love the Arcola Theatre, which puts on the kind of offbeat, thought-provoking performances that really engage with contemporary social issues. The theatre also has a number of brilliant initiatives, such as the Arcola Ala-Turka, which works with local Turks and Kurds to develop community-led performances, and every year hosts the Grimeborn, an opera festival focusing on the traditional and the radical.


BEST FOR A ROAST

The Hemingway

Get here early if you want the deliciously tender Scottish beef fillet on a Sunday as it can run out. ££

Royal Inn on the Park

A stunning beer garden overlooking Victoria Park and an excellent vegetarian option. £££

Star of the East

The Yorkshire puddings are divine and there’s even a roast to share between two. ££

Docklands Diner

Family run with a family feel, serving a very reasonable ‘homely’ roast with all the trimmings. £




TO MARKET

Make your way to the Ridley Road Market Bar during the day and experience the actual market it’s named after, the vibrant Afro-Caribbean Ridley Road Market.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN EAST LONDON

Hub by Premier Inn Spitalfields

It’s a Premier Inn, so you know what to expect, but it’ll put you literally on Brick Lane. £

Mama Shelter

Uber-cool boutique hotel in the heart of uber-cool Hackney, with a great bar and restaurant. £££

The Crown Pub and Guesthouse

A lovely, quaint guesthouse above a friendly pub close to Hackney Central station. ££


Social History to Edgy Graffiti
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Start at 90 Mile End Rd (All in One store), to the right of which is a grey plaque where the house in which 1 Captain James Cook lived once stood. Head west by crossing at the pedestrian crossing, and look for the 2 Mychael Barratt Mural painted on the side of TV Edwards Solicitors. This has Cook alongside Lenin, Gandhi and the Krays, along with the founder of the Salvation Army, who is honoured with the  3 William Booth Statue, next to his wife, just a few yards away on the green.

Heading north on Whitechapel Rd for five minutes, you’ll soon see the former Royal London Hospital building, where one of the old Georgian buildings holds the 4 Edith Cavell Blue Plaque honouring the pioneer of modern nursing. Walk for 10 more minutes until you see the Mehmet Efendi coffee shop; cross the main road to enter Osborne St, which becomes Brick Lane. You are now in a street-art haven – every alley and street coming off Brick Lane boasts incredible graffiti and murals. Start by turning into Chicksand St and look for what locals call the 5 Gaath (Bengali for ‘hole’), a sunken sports pitch where the walls are an ever-changing canvas of literary graffiti. The next road to go down is 6 Fashion St where, at the end, you’ll find stunning portrait murals. Then there is 7 Hanbury St (eastern stretch), with its iconic, giant black-and-white stork and a host of other pieces on the surrounding walls. Continue north, being sure to poke around in every nook and cranny, especially around the 8 Truman Brewery, where you can easily spend an hour seeking out the latest street-art ‘installations’.



Fine East End Dining

Michelin in the East

As the East End has become more gentrified, so too it seems have the restaurants. Traditionally the abode of good, hearty meals at affordable prices, it now has a growing number of fine-dining spots popping up across the neighbourhood, and one or two even have a Michelin star to boot.

Housed in the former Edwardian Bethnal Green town hall, and one of the first Michelin-starred restaurants to open in East London, Da Terra – now boasting two stars – is run by the dream team of Italian chef Rafael Cagali and general manager Charlie Lee. It delights diners with a blind tasting menu in an understated, modern setting, made up of such dishes as moqueca, Romeo and Juliette and baba. North from there is Behind, the Michelin-starred fish restaurant everyone in London Fields is talking about. There is only one sitting for lunch and another for dinner, where the tasting menu is eight courses of pescatarian heaven served to every diner at exactly the same time at the intimate but stylish U-shaped table that looks straight into the open kitchen. Not far from there is Casa Fofó, named after founder Alfred De Cecco’s grandfather. Two cosy indoor spaces and one outdoor covered space of mostly brick and wood are the setting for the inventive tasting menu prepared daily and personally by Cecco, which might include such twists as pink fir potatoes and pine with sour cherry and popcorn. Casa Fofó is also the most reasonably priced of the three.


BEST PIZZA JOINTS IN HACKNEY

Hoxton Barrel Pizza

Halal, pescetarian, vegan or vegetarian stone-baked options that taste great and cost very little. ££

US Way Pizzas

Thick, doughy, American-style pizzas with ample toppings served up by super-friendly staff. £

Yard Sale Pizza

Thin, Italian-style dough offering split combos that mean you can have half guindilla chillies and half aubergine. ££

Sodo Pizza Bethnal Green

Delicious sourdough pizzas served in a trendy archway venue alongside locally crafted brews. £££



WHERE TO EAT VIETNAMESE FOOD IN HACKNEY

Pho Pho

Huge, delicious bowls of pho in a great traditional-style restaurant at reasonable prices. £

Green Papaya

You’ll love the atmosphere, fresh spring rolls and north Vietnamese cuisine. ££

Hai Ha

More like the sort of relaxed cafe you’d walk into somewhere in Hanoi, serving food just as authentic. £




Hampstead & North London
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LIVE MUSIC AND BOHEMIAN BASECAMP

North London is vast and diverse, and the place to get away from the touristy sights to see all facets of London life collide.
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It’s here that working-class markets sit a stone’s throw from handsome Georgian townhouses. It’s where restaurants serve spices from the world’s furthest corners, and where mosques and ultra-orthodox communities share a postcode with London’s rebels and risk takers – those who have altered the course of history through their daring endeavours. Previous residents range from literary great Mary Shelley to master of behaviour Sigmund Freud and primatologist Jane Goodall, plus a host of punk anarchists who shook up the status quo.

London’s northerly quarter is where residents and visitors can breathe fresh air in expansive, manicured parks and wild heathlands and view rare birdlife in Europe’s most expansive wetlands. It’s where sporting passions and rivalries run high, from the gentleman’s game played in the 200-year-old Lord’s cricket ground, to the Beautiful Game followed by the red and blue armies of world-renowned Premier League teams Arsenal and Tottenham Hotspur.

Big-name attractions may be fewer and further between, but North London’s smaller museums and theatres pack a punch – this is where artists, from painters to comedians, show their work in trendsetting spaces before the West End even knows what’s relevant. These postcodes offer the chance to see raw talent on the way up, and let’s not forget live-music fans, who can do no better than a trip to Camden, which has long been London’s bohemian epicentre. Performances spanning jazz, black metal and folk to weird experimental sounds can be heard every night of the week in venues around its fabled market.

This is the chance to go off the beaten track in a world-famous city – North London will expand your mind and challenge your preconceptions.

[image: jpg]

St Pancras Station | Alexey Fedorenko/Shutterstock ©


DON’T MISS

REGENT’S CANAL

Historic waterways that were once the trade arteries through London, and now hip hangouts.

CAMDEN MARKET

Hundreds of vendors selling bohemian threads in the live-music capital of London.

HAMPSTEAD HEATH

Huge, wild expanse of rugged and untamed woodlands, hilly meadows and wild bathing ponds.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Camden Market

2Emirates Stadium

3Hampstead Heath

4Highgate Cemetery

5Regent’s Park

SIGHTS

6Abbey Road Studios

7Abney Park Cemetery

8Clissold Park

9Finsbury Park

10Freud Museum

Sports & Activities

11Castle Climbing Centre

12Lord’s

13Rowans Tenpin Bowl

14Turkish Bath Hamam

15West Reservoir Centre

EATING

16Baba Dhaba

17Dishoom

18F.K.A.B.A.M. (Formerly Known as Black Axe Mangal)

19Jai Krishna

20Kimchee

21Nook

22Pizzeria Pappagone

23Sambal Shiok

24Three Crowns

25Top Cuvée

26Trullo

27Westerns Laundry

Drinking & Nightlife

28Auld Shillelagh

29BlackStock

30BookBar

31Doña

32Faltering Fullback

33Highness Cafe & Tea Room

34Twelve Pins

35Vagabond

36World’s End

37Yellow Warbler

Shopping

38New Beacon Books




TOP TIP

Plan ahead. Attractions are far apart and it takes time to travel between Walthamstow in the northeast to the furthest corners of Hampstead Heath in the northwest. Tubes frustratingly tend to take passengers into central London and then out again. Bus routes can often be quicker if going on a short east–west (or vice versa) journey.




I LIVE HERE
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Anushka Engineer (@nush89), a London-based doctor, shares her favourite North London eateries.

Kimchee

Korean Restaurant with gorgeous aesthetics – neat wooden panels softened by leafy plants and delicate blossoms. The king prawn chilli and the chicken bulgogi are mouthwatering.

Roti King

Hidden away on a Euston side street, this Malaysian and Singaporean restaurant has a concise, budget-friendly menu. The chicken roti canai and mee goreng are exceptional. No reservations, so prepare to queue.

Baba Dhaba

Small but punchy Camden outfit with sizeable portions of Pakistani street food. The samosas are delicious.



Temple of Neon Lights

Step into an electric nirvana

Set inside an unsuspecting Walthamstow salvage unit, God’s Own Junkyard is a Blade Runner fan’s dreamscape, stuffed with thousands of neon signs and sculptures from throughout the decades. Perusing this kaleidoscopic Narnia has become so popular that the owner has opened a little cafe on site so visitors can sit and rubberneck with a cuppa. The magnificent off-beat collection of eclectic electric signage belonged to the late ‘Godfather of Neon’, Chris Bracey, who made signs for Soho’s strip joints before Hollywood knocked on his door. His mega-hoard, which now belongs to his son Marcus, includes everything from poppy art deco lido signs and neon used for ‘60s sex clubs, to those depicting cocktails, crucifixes, rock’n’roll emblems, dollar signs, pinball and disco motifs and countless others. Signage from big movies includes neon from Eyes Wide Shut and Captain America, plus a homage to the dragon from Blade Runner. More recently, Bracey’s collection has been used in a Vogue fashion shoot and has featured as props in the Judge Dredd, Superman and Batman flicks.
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DINNER IN A TUBE CARRIAGE

Join supperclub.tube for a dinner party inside an actual 1960s Underground carriage at the Walthamstow Pumphouse Museum. Chef Beatriz Maldonado Carreño prepares a six-course Latin American menu (think enchiladas with blue corn tortillas and Mayan pork loin) for gourmands sitting in original Tube seats three times a week. Unlike a real Tube ride where people avoid eye contact at all costs, it’s a convivial atmosphere, featuring a communal dining table for more than a dozen diners. Those who want a more romantic experience can book a booth for two.




LOCAL KNOWLEDGE

Head to Vestry House Museum to learn about local history from the Victorian era to today, taking in local barrow boys to the oldest British-built petrol-driven car, made in Walthamstow.



London’s Floating Highways

Stream of life

Many among London’s artistic and bohemian community continue to live on narrowboats on Regent’s Canal, which runs through the centre of London and was once, before highways and railways, one of the city’s main arteries. Exhibitions at the London Canal Museum offer the chance to learn what life was like in the pre-railway days, when nomadic families made a meagre living transporting goods such as timber and gunpowder in horse-drawn boats around the country. Squeeze inside a narrowboat cabin, and see where the self-sufficient families slept, cooked and worked – the community developed its own Roses and Castles style to decorate the vessels (similar to the designs on vardo carriages used by Romani people). Learn how to operate a lock – which allow narrowboats to ascend slopes – and how these green corridors attract an abundance of wildlife to the city. For an extra charge, visitors can climb aboard a narrowboat and take a trip down the canal and through the eerie, dark, damp and almost-mile-long Islington Tunnel.
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CLIMB ABOARD A MUSIC PUNT

Get up close to a working lock in Camden, float under canal bridges and meet the diverse wildlife on Regent’s Canal by climbing aboard a traditional British punt – a long, narrow, flat-bottomed boat, propelled with a long pole. These unusual vessels were once used by fishermen on the River Thames, and now the Music Boat transports passengers around Camden’s canals while rotating musicians play a variety of tunes on board – perfectly pairing the area’s live credentials with its bohemian canal history.



Gothic Graveyard of Legends

Wander Victorian and Egyptian-style tombs

Just east of Hampstead Heath is Highgate Cemetery, London’s most enchanting resting place for the dead. There are a staggering 50,000 graves and more than 170,000 people buried here, including influential names that are in turns infamous, ordinary and legendary, such as philosopher Karl Marx, pop icon George Michael, novelist George Eliot and bare-knuckle boxer Tom Sayers. This wonderland of crumbling glory has countless Victorian Gothic-style tombs and buildings, constructed during the mid- to late 1800s. They fell into disrepair after WWII, until the Friends of Highgate Cemetery took over the running of the place in 1975 and protected the old catacombs. Much of it remains overgrown, which only adds to the atmosphere. Pay the admission fee then roam to your heart’s (or stomach’s) content through the macabre gravestones with sleeping angels, sleeping dogs, Egyptian-style tombs and moss-festooned urns. Marx is buried in the more modern and tidy East Cemetery, but the West Cemetery is the more creepy and atmospheric of the two plots.
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A RIOT FOR YOUR TASTEBUDS

F.K.A.B.A.M. (Formerly Known as Black Axe Mangal) is the most unapologetically bold restaurant in London. Run by chef Lee Tiernan, former head chef of St John Bread and Wine, this black-fronted, unsigned, cubbyhole, 20-seat Highbury and Islington dining room (decorated with penis murals) serves an outlandish daily prix fixe menu filled with flavours as loud as the music (usually heavy metal). Daring eaters can try original flavour combinations they’ve never had, and will never forget, from squid-ink flatbread cooked in a giant Turkish pizza oven to flame-grilled lamb heart and prune doughnuts or piña colada puddings.



Arts & Crafts Celebrity Home

House of timeless wallpaper design

Arts and Crafts celebrity William Morris lived with his family in this stunning Walthamstow Georgian mansion house, now the William Morris Gallery, between 1848 and 1856. Recognisable by its two huge semicircle bay windows and expansive gardens, the building stands out on Walthamstow’s busy Forest Rd. Design fans can step inside its free museum and gallery, wander original rooms and learn about Morris’ design processes through early sketches, textiles and furniture. Exhibits also account his activism, with the artist an ardent socialist who despised industrialisation and capitalism – Morris was better known for his political views than his prints when he was alive. The museum runs a full calendar of events, including workshops, talks and tours throughout the year. Take away an iconic Morris-splashed trinket, from tea cups and plates to bags and umbrellas at the gift shop and enjoy a drink at Deeney’s Cafe on the ground floor, with views over neighbouring Lloyd Park.
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BLACKHORSE BEER MILE

Embark on a brewery crawl through northeast London’s hoppy heaven. Wild Card Brewery is a microbrewery in a warehouse, with cask and bottled beers, from sours to New England–style IPAs, plus food trucks on weekends. Exale Brewing is set in an old furniture factory with a taproom decorated with neon and plants. Beers are brewed on site, and it also sells organic wine and cocktails. Pretty Decent Beer Co pours superb seasonal beers, as well as beer slushies and micheladas. Big Penny Social turns into what they call Walthamstow-on-Sea during the summer, with deckchairs, sand and beach games. Try 19th-century beer recipes at Beerblefish Brewing Company, plus killer stouts and porters.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1British Library

2King’s Cross Station

SIGHTS

3Camden Passage

4Camley Street Natural Park

5Coal Drops Yard

6Gasholder Park

7Granary Square

8Lightroom

9London Canal Museum

10Queer Britain

11St Pancras Station

12Wellcome Collection

Sleeping

13Great Northern Hotel

14Kabannas St Pancras

15Megaro Hotel

16St Pancras Renaissance Hotel London

17The Standard

EATING

1812:51

19Addis

20Afghan Kitchen

21Booking Office 1869

22Brother Marcus Angel

23Caravan

24Diwana Bhel Poori House

25Ekachai

26Hoppers

27Iberia

28Indian Veg

29Jam Delish

30Kimchee

31MEATliquor Restaurant N1

32Ottolenghi Islington Deli

33Roti King

34Yipin China

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

35Appestat

36Black Sheep Coffee

37Frederick’s

38Gothic Bar

39Keystone Coffee

40Redemption Roasters

41Simmons

42Supermax

see 17Sweeties

ENTERTAINMENT

43King’s Head Theatre

44Sadler’s Wells

45Screen on the Green

46The Bill Murray

Shopping

47Annie’s Vintage Costume & Textiles

see 2Harry Potter Shop

48Housmans Bookshop

49Pistachio & Pickle Dairy

50Word on the Water
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Ancient Book Collection

One of the world’s largest libraries

Home to some of the greatest literary works on the planet, including Leonardo da Vinci’s notebooks and the first complete copy of the New Testament, plus two copies of the Magna Carta and the world’s first block-printed book, The Diamond Sutra, dating to 868, the British Library is a wondrous time capsule of text. One-hour tours take visitors behind the scenes to learn about the building’s most significant books, manuscripts, stamps, prints and drawings, while building tours focus on the construction of this architectural wonder – it’s one of the two largest libraries on Earth (along with the Library of Congress in Washington DC), completed in 1998 and housing 14 million books. Only people with a permanent London address can apply for a Reader Pass and to use the reading rooms, but there are plenty of exhibition spaces, including the free Sir John Ritblat Gallery, containing original legendary works such as Charles Dickens’ Nicholas Nickleby, Shakespeare’s First Folio (1623), Jane Austen’s History of England, Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures Under Ground and Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, among others.
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FLOATING BOOKSHOP

Word on the Water is a bookshop like no other – tomes are stuffed into every nook and cranny of a 1920s Dutch barge on Regent’s Canal. Previously a nomadic shop that you could only discover by chance (or by checking its location online), it’s now found a permanent floating location by King’s Cross’ Granary Sq, thanks to a campaign by its dedicated followers. Climb aboard and peruse its cult classic literature and carefully selected books. It hosts various events, from poetry readings to jazz and funk musicians on the roof in the summer. During winter, patrons can enjoy a book next to the crackling log fire.




QUEER HISTORY

Step inside Queer Britain, the first UK museum dedicated to queer history and culture, opened around the 50th anniversary of London’s first Pride march. It’s housed in an old factory building in King’s Cross and has a terrific archive of photographs.
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TOP SIGHT
Regent’s Park

Originally a hunting ground for King Henry VIII, the Regent’s Park, named after the Prince Regent (who later became King George IV), is one of the most attractive public spaces in London. It’s home to a phenomenal zoo, a spellbinding open-air theatre and gardens that are unrivalled by anything else in the city’s north, with more than 20,000 roses of 400 varieties.
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Practicalities

Scan this QR code to book free weekend walking tours with Wonders of London.
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Lawns & Formal Gardens

Originally part of the Forest of Middlesex, King Henry VIII turned the Regent’s Park into a hunting chase with a royal palace to entertain dignitaries. The sprawling 410-acre space (just shy of 1 mile in length) takes around 30 minutes to walk from end to end. It was given its present form by John Nash (the same chap who designed Buckingham Palace, Marble Arch and Brighton’s Royal Pavilion). Nash designed a huge circle with a lake, and had plans to build a summer royal palace for the monarch, plus 56 villas, though only eight villas were constructed and the palace was never built. Named after the wife of King George IV, Queen Mary’s Rose Gardens sit in the centre of the circle, with an eruption of flowers in spring – classic varieties and modern English roses are on display, plus 9000 begonias. In the Avenue Gardens, meanwhile, there are tiered fountains, evergreen hedges and numerous spring bulbs to admire. The park also has an impressive tree collection, from a 150-year-old copper beech, to a grove of Japanese elms, to Himalayan birch, willow and ash trees, plus magnificent blue ash cedar and foxgloves. There are also fossilised, million-year-old tree trunks. Benches are scattered throughout so that visitors can take in the scene.
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DON’T MISS

Queen Mary’s Rose Gardens

Open-air Theatre

London Zoo

Views from Primrose Hill

Boating on the Lake

Folk dancing at Cecil Sharp House

Jazz in the Broadwalk Bandstand



Open-air Theatre

Watching a play at the Regent Park’s Open-air Theatre is like being transported back to the days of Shakespeare, with its evocative, amphitheatre-like seating surrounded by trees and focused on a wooden stage lit on dark nights. It’s the oldest permanent outdoor theatre in Britain (opening in 1932) and was one of two theatres to remain open throughout WWII. The Bard’s classics are shown here, including Much Ado About Nothing, Twelfth Night, Midsummer Night’s Dream and  Othello. The theatre also hosts musicals and classic plays. Actors the ilk of Judy Dench, Penelope Keith, Richard E Grant, Ralph Fiennes and Dame Flora Robson have performed here. Be warned that the stage and lawn are completely uncovered, so dress up warm and bring rain macs if the weather is likely to be bad. Performances have been known to be cancelled if the weather is particularly bad. Summer is the most reliable time to book tickets.


TOP TIPS

• Download the Music for Trees app and play pieces by the Royal Academy of Music for an immersive nature and sound experience inside the park.

• Kids can burn energy at four different playgrounds, with climbing frames for all ages, giant scramble nets and sand pits.

• If visiting between late June and September, catch the Regent’s Park Music Festival for free jazz performances in the Broadwalk Bandstand. On Sundays, the Holme Green Bandstand has free music.

• Barbecues aren’t allowed but picnics are encouraged.

• Recharge at several park cafes, including the central Regent’s Bar and Kitchen and Waterside Cafe, next to the boating lake.



London Zoo

The Regent’s Park’s zoological gardens opened in 1828, making this the oldest zoo in the world. It’s been home to some of the most famous animals, including Guy the Gorilla (1947-1948), who would shelter birds in his hands before setting them free, and a female black bear called Winnie (1914-1934) who inspired the classic Children’s book Winnie-the-Pooh. More recently, the Zoological Society London has made huge efforts towards conservation – the ever-evolving enclosures are getting bigger and the animals are getting fewer, it has roughly 700. Big drawcards are areas such as the African area, with species such as giraffes, pygmy hippos, zebras and wild dogs, and the Giants of the Galapagos (with super-sized tortoises), the Komodo Dragon House (opened by David Attenborough and home to the world’s largest reptile), Penguin Beach (England’s biggest penguin pool), Gorilla Kingdom and Tiger Territory, where you can come face to face with Sumatran tigers. Unique experiences, for extra fees, include feeding the meerkats, being a giraffe keeper and having a sleepover in a cabin inside the zoo for after-hours wildlife watching.


Traditional Folk Dancing

Just outside the park is Cecil Sharp House, the home of English folk dancing. It celebrates the traditional disciplines of morris dancing, which dates back to 1448, barn dancing, which began in 1860, and ceilidhs, dating to 1875. Workshops and classes offer plenty of bell-jingling and clog-stamping fun in the mural-covered Kennedy Hall.



Boating Lake

Folks have been boating on Regent’s Park’s lake for two centuries. Fed by Tyburn Brook and a small aqueduct, the lake and its quintessentially British pastime is recognisable from an iconic scene in rom-com Brief Encounter (1945), which featured Trevor Howard and Celia Johnson rowing across the lake. It was also the scene of a tragic ice-skating accident in 1867 when some 200 people fell into its freezing waters when the ice broke. Around 40 of them died. To prevent further accidents, the lake was partly filled to make it shallower (a depth of 4ft) and safer. Regent’s Park Boating rents out rowing boats and pedalos between April and October, from late morning to dusk. A mini-lake for kids offers smaller pedalos for little legs.
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Primrose Hill

Climb to the top of this 78m-high bluff to the north of the park for soaring views over the city and greenery below. This is one of the city’s six protected viewpoints, where trees are pruned so as not to obstruct the panorama. An oak tree stands on the summit to mark the 300th anniversary of Shakespeare’s birth, and a nearby William Blake inscription reads, ‘I have conversed with the spiritual sun. I saw him on Primrose Hill’. The hill was named after the surrounding village, known for its pretty, four-storey, pastel-coloured period houses – those on Gloucester Ave have featured in many movies, including Paddington, Bridget Jones’ Diary and Penelope. The very Instagrammable Chalcot Sq has colourful mid-19th-century four-storey townhouses set around a garden square. If you do visit, be respectful of the local residents, and allow them privacy when it comes to taking photos.


Park Facts

• Some minor planets were discovered from this park, spied from an observatory owned by space expert George Bishop.

• A huge site was given to the Muslim community in 1940 following wartime support. The grand Regent’s Park Mosque, with capacity for 5000 worshippers, opened 37 years later.

• Regent’s Park straddles two boroughs: Camden and the City of Westminster.



Hedgehogs

The park provides the rare opportunity to spot hedgehogs in central London. The spiny mammal favoured by gardeners has disappeared from almost all other wild spaces in the centre of the city, but at the time of research there were around 30 to 40 of them living in the Regent’s Park, where they feed on the park’s healthy bugs and insect population. Research groups monitor the animals, with help from thermal-imaging cameras, to gather info and help protect the elusive and vulnerable nocturnal species. Hedgehog-themed Discovery Days for families take place in the park during the summer months (they are most active at night and hibernate during the winter months). Register your interest on the park website.


BIRDLIFE

More than 200 bird species have been recorded in the park, which has become a sanctuary for migratory birds and winter visitors. Kestrels, tawny owls and green woodpeckers nest in the mature trees, and grey herons, coots, Canada and greylag geese and tufted ducks can be seen on the Regent’s Canal and the boating lakes. Small birds, including red-breasted robins, can be spotted in the shrubbery.



Sports Fields

The Regent’s Park has central London’s biggest outdoor sports area, and is one of the best places for active travellers to get into London park life. A whopping 100 acres is dedicated to sports of all kinds. Facilities include courts for traditional sports such as tennis – there are a dozen courts (eight of them are floodlit and can be booked seven days in advance), four cricket pitches, more than a dozen football pitches, 19 softball pitches, four rugby fields and a running track, plus many table tennis tables (just bring a bat and ball). Try more unusual sports such as Ultimate Frisbee and Australian Rules Football through individual London clubs (search Facebook Meetup for local club games). The Park Sports Cafe, near York Bridge, is the place to recharge with a soup, stew, pasta or cup of hand-roasted Union Coffee. It also serves wine and beer for post-game celebrations or commiserations.





TOP SIGHT
Camden Market

Perpetually bohemian Camden Market has long been a meeting place for rebels. An era of punk emerged in Camden throughout the ‘70s and other tribes emerged here in the decades following – from metalheads and goths to grungers. A mishmash of peculiar shops and stalls feed these misfit obsessions and Camden remains the epicentre of live music in London.
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Practicalities

Scan this QR code for info on happenings at Camden Market, from temporary street-art exhibitions to new cafes and bars.
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Camden Lock

The Regent’s Canal’s most famous lock actually has three locks – Hampstead Road Locks (with twin locks), Hawley Lock and Kentish Town Lock. Here, historic narrowboats are raised up and down, using an impressive hand-operated Victorian engineering system that moves around 30,000 gallons of water in 20 minutes, lifting or dropping heavy, slender steel boats in the process. From the lock, join a narrowboat tour with Jenny Wren Canal Cruises, London Waterbus Company or Jason’s Trip, floating to Little Venice along moody waterways through the Regent’s Park and London Zoo.


DON’T MISS

Hampstead Road Locks

The Hawley Arms

Roundhouse

Namaste

Poppie’s

Chin Chin Labs

Jazz Cafe

Jason’s Trip Narrowboat Tour



Live Music

Camden has live music every night of the week in venues of all shapes and sizes. The Black Heart is home to black metal and goth, while the red, poster-covered walls of rock and indie venue The Dublin Castle haven’t changed in years – it still has four bands playing nightly. Larger Camden venues, with room for around 1000 revellers and a rotating roster of big bands, include Electric Ballroom and the Roundhouse, which once stored locomotive engines. Jazz Cafe, Dingwalls, Camden Assembly, KOKO and Underworld are other standout venues for live music. Check websites for upcoming gigs.

Shopping

Independent brands, arts and crafts, vintage stores, band tees and tourist tat converge in Camden’s legendary market. Vendors at Camden Lock Market tout fashion, antiques and retro furniture on cobbled lanes, while south of the canal,  Inverness St has stalls selling cheap band T-shirts, sunglasses, plastic bangles and the like. Camden High Rd is the place to get sportswear items, while it’s preloved wears at Rokit and bohemian threads and crystals at Namaste, recognisable by the giant flower-painted elephant above its doors. The newer Buck Street Market opened just before the pandemic, with 88 containers housing independent traders – a proportion of the energy used to run it is created by composted food waste.


TOP TIPS

• Most people visit Camden on a weekend, when the market swells in size. There will always be crowds, but there are fewer people in the morning and midweek.

• Camden’s food markets have a scattering of tables, which are nearly always full – people queue to sit. If you don’t want to eat shoulder to shoulder or standing up, head to the canal and sit along the water’s edge.

• All the markets in the area are cavernous, so give yourself at least an afternoon to explore all their nooks and crannies.

• Wear comfy shoes. The best way to get around is on foot – indeed, much of the area is pedestrianised – and you’ll likely cover some distance.



Street Food

Hawker stands have long been a Camden Market staple, and most are congregated in the West Yard huts of Camden Lock Market, selling tasty, inexpensive flavours from around the world, from steaming tubs of bang bang chicken and zingy Pakistani BBQ to South American arepas stuffed with shredded beef and black beans. Waits at weekends can be long, especially for freshly made dishes (these are tiny kitchens). If queues are too long, head to Poppie’s for a bag of traditional battered fish (eight types) and thick-cut chips. Chase with organic ice cream from Chin Chin Labs, which is literal food chemistry – hand-churned on the spot and turned into ice cream using liquid nitrogen. Watch the dessert science in action through a glass window.

Amy Winehouse

The legendary soul, blues and jazz singer is dubbed the ‘Queen of Camden’. She once worked in Camden Market and lived in Camden Sq, where she died in 2011. The singer once called Camden her ‘playground’ and it certainly became her muse – she played at local venues and frequented local haunts such as The Hawley Arms (a subtle black-and-white signed photo of Amy sits above one of the pub’s cosy nooks). There’s a life-sized Amy Winehouse statue in the Stables Market, depicting her in signature style – full beehive and high heels.





WALKING TOUR
Regent’s Canal

Running 8.6 miles west to east, Regent’s Canal opened in 1820 and offers one of the best ways to explore North London. Originally built to transport goods around the nation, its skinny waterways were home to horse-drawn narrowboats. These paths are now waterside walking and cycling tracks passing sights such as the Regent’s Park and Camden Lock. More unusual features include an eerie mile-long canal tunnel that can be cruised by narrowboat.
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1 Lisson Grove

Whole families lived in canalboats as they transported goods around the country, and now London’s bohemian communities live in these narrow vessels. North London is home to permanent moorings, including those at Lisson Grove, with its colourful regatta of boats. To get here from the Tube station at St John’s Wood, drop down to the canal on the east side of Maida Hill Tunnel, where a little community of canalboat residents have decorated the path with flower pots and fairy lights.

The Walk: Head roughly 1200m east along the water’s edge to the boundary of the Regent’s Park, looking out for nesting ducks and coots, plus fluffy orange and black chicks in spring.

2 London Zoo

Regent’s Canal skirts the Regent’s Park, passing grand manor houses, including Grove House, built in the 1820s for geologist George Bellas Greenough and now owned by the Sultan of Oman. The path leads right through London Zoo, and it’s possible to spot some of the enclosures from the towpath, including the colobus monkeys swinging from platform to platform in the canal-side Monkey Valley exhibition. Just over the walls are giraffes, zebras and African wild dogs – you might hear their rallying howls as you pass.

The Walk: Continue 800m to the Floating Feng Shang Princess, a three-storey floating Chinese restaurant with pagodas and red lanterns. Bear left and walk another 800m to Camden Lock.

3 Camden Lock

The route becomes busier the closer it gets to Camden. Smells from hawker stands waft from the West Yard of Camden Lock Market before the famous locks appear. Hop on a traditional narrowboat cruise to Paddington Basin, or grab some food at the nearby stalls and wander the old wharf buildings, rented-out vendors and pubs. The bridges over the canals are ideal viewing platforms from which to watch boats go through the locks, using old hand-operated engineering techniques.

The Walk: Head another mile along the towpath, passing the new Waterside Halls and Curzon Camden, inside the railway arches with five movie screens. Continue along the canal to Gasholder Park in King’s Cross.

4 King’s Cross

King’s Cross was once a Victorian coal depot, and painstakingly refurbished and instigated elements have been integrated into the area’s entertainment and leisure facilities, including a park surrounded by an enormous Gasholder and striking century-old former warehouses turned industrial-chic restaurants, bars and shops at Coal Drops Yard and Granary Sq. The latter has amphitheatre-style steps facing the canal, and hosts summer movies and yoga classes. Pause in the square to watch the fountains, which have more than 1000 lit dancing water jets.

The Walk: Continue 600m past King’s Cross basin and cross the bridge over York Way to the London Canal Museum.

5 London Canal Museum

Housed in a building constructed for a famous ice-cream maker, the London Canal Museum is the place to learn about where you’ve just walked, offering a fascinating insight into the history of the waterways, ‘the horses that pulled the narrowboats before they were motorised, and the lives of the workers living on narrowboats (and their distinctive Roses and Castles decor). Here, you can also step inside a narrowboat and cruise through the unlit, mile-long Islington Tunnel, which cannot be walked through.



MORE IN HAMPSTEAD & NORTH LONDON

Marvel at King’s Cross Station

Britain’s one-time largest railway terminus

More than 20 million passengers travel through King’s Cross Station each year. This building of understated Victorian design was opened by the Great Northern Railway in 1852 – earlier than the grand St Pancras Station next door. Designed by Lewis Cubitt, it was the largest railway station in Britain when it opened its doors. The original roof was painstakingly reconstructed in the early 2000s, and includes an intricate web of steel. King’s Cross Sq in front of the station hosts the Real Food Market every Tuesday to Friday, with vendors selling everything from artisan cheese to baked goods and biltong. The station is also the departure point for Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry – a permanent Platform 9¾ sign has been erected between the two respective platforms for Harry Potter fans, along with a trolley stacked with suitcases and an owl cage half disappearing into the wall. Fans can queue with other Potterheads to get a photo. The Harry Potter Shop next door obligingly offers wands and Gryffindor, Slytherin, Ravenclaw and Hufflepuff scarves for people to wear in the photos. Pick up all the franchise merchandise, from chocolate frogs to full Hogwarts robes, in store.
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BEST EATS FOR CHILLIPHILES

Dishoom

Shabby-chic space in a converted railway shed, serving exceptional Bombay-style curries with cocktails and inventive dishes such as bacon naan rolls and oozy chilli cheese toast. £££

Hoppers

Excellent Sri Lankan food, including flavoursome bowls of kari, hot butter devilled shrimps, dosa with sambals and excellent bowl-shaped fermented-rice and coconut-milk pancakes. ££

Paolina Thai Cuisine

Family-run, hole-in-the-wall BYOB cafe serving Thai classics: tangy tom yum, fragrant curries such as chu chi goong and noodle classics, including pad thai. £



WHERE TO EAT AROUND KING’S CROSS

Ekachai

Serves classic Thai, Malay and Chinese hawker dishes, from soupy xiaolongbao dumplings to Hainanese chicken. £

Decimo

Set inside the Standard, this achingly hip, high-end Spanish-cum-Mexican joint serves dainty plates. £££

Addis

Family-run Addis makes authentic Ethiopian and East African dishes in a no-frills dining room. £

Iberia

Georgian restaurant serving classic dishes such as fresh salads, khinkali dumplings and Lobio bean stew. ££

Diwana Bhel Poori House

Laid-back, great value Indian vegetarian joint serving tasty thalis and Bombay-style bhel poori. £

Caravan

In an industrial-chic Granary Sq warehouse, serving healthy breakfasts and international lunches and dinners. ££

Wellcome Collection

Museum challenging ideas on health

Sir Henry Wellcome was an American pharmaceutical entrepreneur and a keen collector of macabre tools and curios related to the medical profession. This free museum and library hosts everything from used guillotine blades and forceps, to Napoleon’s toothbrush and sex aids and amulets. Guest exhibitions, intended to challenge how we think and feel about health, rotate and are available for an extra fee – they explore everything from our relationship with milk, to race and identity in an age of avatars.


A BREATH OF FRESH AIR

Find yourself in the centre of busy King’s Cross and need some respite? Find a breath of fresh air at Camley Street Natural Park, a nature reserve with 2 acres of wild green space and snaking boardwalks through a mosaic of habitats: woodlands, grasslands and wetlands (with resident butterflies, amphibians, plants and birds). Pop into the adjacent cafe for a drink, while the visitor centre has a timetable of upcoming guided walks and family events – from Nature Storytime to pond dipping.



Gothic Terminus

The most dramatic train station on Earth

Many people arrive in London from mainland Europe at the extravagant St Pancras Station, built in 1868 with a whopping 60 million red bricks. The utterly grand, adjacent Midland Grand Hotel opened in 1873 with cathedral windows and hand-painted gold-leaf walls, a modern hydraulic lift and London’s first revolving door – it was once considered the most luxurious hotel London had to offer. Sadly, its reputation didn’t last and it closed its doors in 1935. After WWII, it was partitioned up to be British Rail offices, before being slated for demolition in the 1960s. Luckily, some had the foresight to campaign for it to be saved. In 2011, four years after the first Eurostar arrived at St Pancras International, it reopened as the St Pancras Renaissance Hotel London, with more than 200 rooms. It’s been a creepy gothic film location over the years, appearing in the likes of Harry Potter, Richard III, 102 Dalmatians and Batman. Its magnificent staircase also starred in the Spice Girls’ 1995 ‘Wannabe’ video.

The Gothic Bar and adjacent Midland Grand dining room opened in time for the hotel’s 150th anniversary, and are among the most evocative cocktail and dinner combos in the area. The bar, originally the hotel’s reception, has high, hand-painted ceilings, plump booths and ornate columns, while the Midland Grand serves fancy French food – dishes such as roast lamb with pommes Anna and snails bourguignon. Another charming contender inside the hotel is Booking Office 1869, a bar and restaurant designed in the image of the station’s original 19th-century ticket hall.

Sporting Icons

Catnip for football and cricket fans

Passions run high in North London when it comes to the Beautiful Game and the Gentleman’s Game. The area’s two biggest football teams, Arsenal and Tottenham Hotspur, have both moved into sparkly new homes in recent years. The 62,850-seat Tottenham Hotspur Stadium replaced the club’s original White Hart Lane ground, which dated back to 1899, and the equally large Emirates Stadium replaced Arsenal’s Highbury ground. Both teams have diehard supporters, though Arsenal’s unwavering success has seen it earn the passion of more fans than any other team in London. If you can’t get a match-day ticket for men’s games (book well in advance), you can attend a superb women’s game. Tickets for these matches are reasonably priced and the games are just as thrilling. Fans can also book behind-the-scenes tours of Emirates Stadium. These will have you walking through the players’ tunnel, into the home and away dressing rooms and checking out the director’s box, diamond club, interview rooms, press-conference room and media lounge. Tottenham Hotspur offers similar stadium tours led by enthusiastic fans. Non-footy fanatics should visit Spurs for an adrenaline rush without a scoreline in sight – the Dare Skywalk crosses a glass podium 46m above the pitch, with soaring views of London. Outside football season, American NFL games and big acts from Beyonce to the Red Hot Chili Peppers play in the state-of-the-art arena.

Cricket aficionados need to travel a little further west to find the ‘home of cricket’ – the legendary Lord’s in St John’s Wood. Test matches can be booked in advance, and fans can explore 200 years of cricket history on a tour of the ground, peeking into the players’ dressing rooms, walking through the Long Room, which is decorated with cricket paintings and photographs, and visiting the MCC Museum – home of the famous Ashes urn. As you wander the Victorian pavilion, built between 1889 and 1890, consider the fact that Australian cricketer Albert Trott is notoriously the only batsman to ever hit a ball over the structure.


ROWANS TENPIN BOWL

Housed in a former tram shed adjacent to Finsbury Park Station, this retro bowling alley decorated with dated Americana has avoided demolition numerous times, thanks to local campaigns. It’s not just a place to hit pins, sing karaoke and play arcade games; it’s a local institution, a cult-classic venue, even a community club. The £1 entry fee offers a snapshot of modern London and a Friday dance floor rammed to the rafters into the wee hours with people from all creeds.



WHERE TO EAT IN NORTH LONDON

Pizzeria Pappagone

Friendly neighbourhood old-school Italian serving all the classics at great prices. £

Jai Krishna

Simple BYOB South Indian vegetarian cafe with cheap and flavoursome curries and authentic dosas. £

Pophams Bakery

Artisanal breakfasts and perfectly baked goods served among wooden furnishings and greenery. £

Highness Cafe & Tea Room

Decadent desserts plus afternoon tea served on mismatched wooden tables. £

Sambal Shiok

Tiny, low-key noodle bar, selling extraordinarily good soupy bowls of coconut laksa, plus fragrant curries. £

Top Cuvée

Short, rotating and uncomplicated seasonal bistro menu. ££

Abbey Road

Legendary recording studio

A handful of Abbey Road Studios tours each year allow music fans to walk the very rooms where legendary albums were recorded before becoming the soundtracks to many of our lives. Beatles fans can peruse fan graffiti on the walls outside the studio and snap a walking shot on the same zebra crossing that featured on the band’s 1969 masterpiece record. In 2010, the crossing was protected with grade-II-heritage status, so it can’t be easily removed. Other legendary tracks to have been recorded at the studios include Pink Floyd’s Piper at the Gates of Dawn (immortalised in studio three), the Indiana Jones and the Raiders of the Lost Ark and Harry Potter film scores, The Bends by Radiohead, Be Here Now by Oasis and Amy Winehouse’s Frank. A shop on site sells all sorts of music merchandise, from Abbey Road fridge magnets to vinyl, music-inspired cookbooks, pin badges, plectrums, guitar straps and more. Search out the cabinets for the original session sheet used during the recording of Pink Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon and vintage microphones used at the studios throughout the decades.
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TOP PLACES TO DRINK

BookBar

Enjoy a glass of wine with your favourite tome, inside an independent bookshop.

The Faltering Fullback

A pub in three parts: an old English nook and cranny bar with vintage trinkets, a German-style beer hall with benches and sports TVs, and an Esher-style garden with seating on different levels.

Twelve Pins

Gooners pub near Emirates Stadium; football watching with the locals on sellout match days.

The BlackStock

Late-night drinking spot with a dance floor and guest DJs at weekends.

The World’s End

Solid drinking establishment, serving real ale and pub food near Finsbury Park Station, known locally for its excellent pub quizzes.



Wander the Coal Drops Yard

Historic factory turned shopping complex

The refurbished cobbled streets, brick arches and iron details in the architecturally striking Coal Drops Yard, once a Victorian coal depot, now house more than 50 shops, restaurants and bars. Get preloved vintage goods at Beyond Retro, skincare at Aesop and donated designer goods at Boutique by Shelter, the profits of which go to the homeless. Cafes and bars spill out into the central thoroughfare and the space hosts regular pop-up attractions, from curling in the winter to live-music performances and games of petanque in the summer. Visit the adjacent Gasholder Park, with a lawn, flowers and benches in a carefully renovated cast-iron gas holder.
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BEST BOOKSHOPS IN NORTH LONDON

Judd Books

A King’s Cross cavern of thousands of academic, arts and nonfiction books, many of them secondhand, near the British Library.

New Beacon Books

This Finsbury Park shop and publisher has been pivotal in elevating the work of Caribbean, Black British, African and African American writers.

Housmans Bookshop

Filled with books on activism and anarchism, plus subcultures, eccentric subject matters and lefty literature in King’s Cross.



Get into Park Life

One of London’s first Victorian-era parks

With 110 acres of landscaped lawns and flowerbeds, Finsbury Park opened in 1869 and was a place where Londoners could find respite from the city’s loud and smoggy factories. There was also a teahouse and a boating lake. During WWII, the park was used to train the military and later fell into disrepair in the 1970s, until a grant a few decades later was awarded to the local authorities for its restoration – a new cafe was built, kids were given a new playground, leisure activities were restored and the lake was dredged. Parkgoers today can take a turn on the lake with Finsbury Park Boats, just as the Victorians did more than a century ago. The park is a lovely place in which to read a book on a summer’s day, under one of the mature maples, hornbeam and box elder trees. Sports facilities include basketball and tennis courts, football pitches and, unusually for London, diamonds for playing baseball and an American football field. Ad hoc live events are held in the park, plus the annual R&B, grime and hip-hop Wireless Festival every July. Previous headliners include Kenny Allstar, Travis Scott and Skepta.

WHERE TO GRAB A COCKTAIL IN NORTH LONDON

Gothic Bar

Impress your date in the grand former lobby of the Midland Hotel (now the St Pancras Hotel) with a Euston Spritz cocktail.

Sweeties

Ride the red bubble lift up to the 10th floor of the Standard hotel for perfect cocktails and killer views.

The Booking Office 1869

Gorgeous date spot – once the station ticket office – with high ceilings and iron details.

Vermuteria

Filled with vintage bottles and cycling posters, this place is Vermouth-obsessed.

Simmons

Late-night haunt with retro wallpaper, cocktails in teacups, just like in WWII, and happy-hour specials.

Supermax

Neon-lit, late-night bar hidden beneath Happy Face Pizza, with pungent cocktails and a heavy sound system.

Hang Out at Granary Square

North London’s hip answer to Trafalgar Square

This former industrial site turned meeting place combines freight warehouses (including an enormous granary) with a large modern square and a fountain with 1080 individually lit water jets. Families flock here on hot summer days to cool down and dance in the pulsating sprays. During term time, fashionable students from the prestigious Central Saint Martins school for art and design can be seen sauntering about. In summer, outdoor exercise classes and breathing workshops, plus a free outdoor cinema, are held on the amphitheatre-like Astroturfed steps adjacent to Regent’s Canal. Everyman’s Screen on the Canal shows live Wimbledon tennis games and free movies nightly during June, July and August. Restaurants, including award-winning Indian restaurant Dishoom and international favourite Caravan, plus Queer Britain – the first UK museum dedicated to LGBTIQ+ history and culture – are housed in old factory buildings.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN KING’S CROSS

Clink 261

Budget private and dorm rooms. The courthouse hostel down the road features jail cells (once housing members of The Clash). Social nights and good-sized hangout spaces. £

Kabannas St Pancras

Opposite St Pancras, it’s ideal for backpackers arriving from Europe. Smart dorms, plus private rooms with en suites. £

The Standard

Hip, high-end sleeps with poppy decor, kitsch bedrooms, geometric designs and a red bubble lift with awesome views of King’s Cross. £££

Great Northern Hotel

Elegant grade-II-listed 1854 building with gorgeous wrought-iron staircases and wood-panelled features. £££

Megaro Hotel

Impossible to miss; splashed with multicoloured murals, the designs are wild inside and outside at this independent boutique. ££



Immersive Light Exhibitions

Digital projection art

Step inside the Lightroom for a sensory exploration of digital projection and audio technology, with images projected on four walls plus the floor, turning viewers momentarily into part of the artwork. Lie, sit or stand in a viewing gallery to see works from artists such as David Hockney like never before.

The Locals’ Park

Glorious green space without the crowds

Compact Clissold Park, opened in 1889 in Stoke Newington, has all you might need from a park – sports fields, bowling green, skatepark bowl, tennis courts, two small lakes (with resident terrapins) and a mini-zoo in the centre with birds, goats and a herd of fallow deer. The grand Clissold House (previously named Paradise House) was built in the late 18th century for merchant and anti-enslavement campaigner Jonathan Hoare. He parted with it only five years later after running into financial difficulties. The grade-II-listed building with its six striking columns is regularly booked for private events, but visitors can wander the grounds and pop into the Park Life Café for a hot drink or slice of cake. Most of the excitement in the park revolves around the excellent splash pad for kids, which sprays, splashes and soaks families in the warm months. It’s open May to September and bookable through better.org.uk.

Scale a Victorian Pumping Station

Climbing wall in a century-old building

The UK’s largest climbing centre sits inside a former Victorian water-pumping station in Stoke Newington, with 450 climbing routes, 90 roped lines and its tallest tower soaring to 45.7m. Climbers of all ages and abilities are welcome at the Castle Climbing Centre, but complete beginners can book taster sessions and courses. The on-site Castle Café is a destination in its own right, with homemade everything, from specials such as curries and stews to cakes, sourdough and salads. Dishes use fruit and vegetables grown in the centre’s own permaculture garden.


STOKED & SECRET
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Travel writer and Stoke Newington local Florence Derrick reveals her top three local hangouts. @florencederrickwrites

London’s first traditional Turkish Bath Hamam is in Stoke Newington, offering ancient rituals of massage, peeling and scrubbing you to within an inch of your life in a vast, tiled steam room.

Mezcal cocktails, an epic vinyl sound system, plush Barbie-pink furry decor and fiery tacos – there’s no place like Doña, Stokey’s fiercest, underground, women-owned bar.

Voted the best Irish pub outside of Ireland, the Auld Shillelagh has London’s most riotous beer garden, where you’ll be plied with live folk music, honey-smooth Guinness and plenty of craic.



Home of Dance

Bodies moving in spectacular fashion

A theatre has existed in various incarnations at the Sadler’s Wells site since the 17th century. Hundreds of years ago, it started as a music house, hosting everything from opera to Shakespeare, before specialising in dance in the early 20th century (supposedly due to not having the right licence to perform drama). The Royal Ballet later found a home here, and in the 1990s it was remodelled into a modern building incorporating some 1500 seats. It’s considered one of the best places in Europe to see world-class dance performances, showing everything from reimagined takes of West Side Story, to dance re-creations of Jackson Pollock’s artwork, to the annual  Flamenco Festival, with esteemed dancers and choreographers, including Olivier and Latin Grammy winners.

BEST PLACES FOR SMALL PLATES & DATES

Trullo

The kind of Italian you’d find in Italy, with superb pasta and charcoal grilled meats at affordable prices. ££

12:51

TV chef James Cochran uses his Scottish and Caribbean roots to produce small plates with oomph. ££

Caravel

Romantic floating restaurant on an old barge, serving up fun takes on British and European dishes. £££

The Nook

Sensational, zingy contemporary European plates with a Turkish twist in a cubbyhole space. £

Westerns Laundry

Ridiculously good seafood house in a semi-industrial space with communal tables. £££

Brother Marcus Angel

Beautifully presented Eastern Mediterranean dishes in a rustic-chic space – the brunch warrants a chef’s kiss. £

Iconic Cinema

Watch movies in style

Screen on the Green, lit up with neon and facing Islington Green, is a retro North London institution. Opened in 1913, it’s one of the oldest continuously operating movie theatres in the country. It famously hosted a ‘Midnight Special’ with the Clash, the Buzzcocks and the Sex Pistols in a live 1976 showcase. Now managed by the boutique Everyman brand, it has patrons lounging around in plush sofas (some with footrests) in front of a single screen while being served fancy cinema snacks and drinks by waiters – order a truffle artichoke dip or espresso martini. Along with big-budget flicks and independent movies, it also shows live National Theatre screenings. Directors occasionally appear on live panels with local experts.
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BEST TURKISH FOOD IN GREEN LANES

Gökyüzü

Grilled meats, uber-fresh salads slathered in pomegranate sauce and soft bread to dip in creamy houmus, all served in a slick dining room. ££

Antepliler Restaurant

Classic dishes in a light and airy space with traditional details such as Turkish tiles. The baklava is otherworldly. ££

Diyarbakir Restaurant

Casual joint for a quick bite, with a counter serving kofta plates and kebabs, plus flavoursome ready-to-go dishes. £

Hala Restaurant

Mediterranean and Turkish eats in a wood-panelled dining room. Generous portions and delicious meze. ££

Devran Kitchen

Specialising in casseroles and charcoal grilled meat plates. The cheesy pide is a must-try. £

Beyti Ocakbasi London

It’s substance over style at this low-key, cafeteria-style joint with kebab counter and traditional decor. £



Pretty Cobbled Lane of Boutiques

Independent Islington shopping

Antique stores, vintage-clothing boutiques, books traders and independent restaurants line the hidden Camden Passage pedestrian lane, set back from Upper St. The main market days are Wednesday and Saturday, when stalls sell all manners of collectibles. Annie’s Vintage Costume & Textiles is open every day, selling quirky clothing from the 1900s to 1970s. Cheese fans should pick up a slab from Pistachio & Pickle Dairy, selling potent cave-aged cheddar and Lancashire bombs (a round black-wax-coated sphere of crumbly cow cheese). Cocktails are fabulous at Frederick’s – try the prosecco and Italicus elderflower cocktail between shopping stops.
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CULT-CLASSIC BUDGET CURRY

One of the best-value meals in all of London, Indian Veg is an incredibly popular, no-frills BYOB vegetarian joint that has been going since the mid-‘80s with the same concept – a tasty and affordable, rotating all-you-can-eat Indian buffet. For a paltry £15, load up your plate with unlimited flavoursome zero-meat curries, plus rice and extras such as pakora, onion bhajis, paratha, salad and mint dip. Walls are splashed with vegetarian propaganda posters that those who don’t eat things with faces will really enjoy. There’s data, tables and quotes with random claims that ‘veggies are happier’, ‘go veggie to boost your sex life’ and ‘Carnivorism causes war! Vegetarianism creates peace!’, plus historical newspaper clippings about scientific veggie findings. Behind the scenes, the restaurant lets homeless people eat for free every day of the week.



UNSTUFFY ISLINGTON EATS

Yipin China

Don’t come for the decor, come for the fiery Hunan and Sichuan food. The red braised pork is superb. ££

Afghan Kitchen

Modern cafeteria-style room with straightforward dishes – bread, stews and meats cooked with aromatic spices. £

Jam Delish

Caribbean vegan joint with plant-based versions of classics such as jerk ‘chicken’ and ‘goat’ curry. £

Cemetery for Abolitionists

Gothic graveyard

Off-the-beaten-track Abney Park Cemetery, in Stoke Newington, has been dubbed ‘the poor man’s Highgate’. It was designated as a burial ground for non–Church of England residents, abolitionists and central London’s overflow. It’s a peaceful, Gothic and creepy place for travellers attracted to the macabre to wander. Its residents include Salvation Army founder William Booth, Frank and Susannah Bostock (known for travelling the world with a menagerie) and Margaret Graham, the first woman to make a solo balloon flight in 1826. Take a self-guided walk around the wild space to see where those who fought to suppress the trade of enslaved people in the 19th century are buried. Download the podcast from the cemetery’s website before your visit.
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TOP SIGHT
Hampstead Heath

The ‘Heath’ as locals call it, offers something distinctly different from many of London’s other parks, especially its royal parks with their dainty flowerbeds and manicured lawns. Hampstead Heath is rugged and untamed in comparison, with its rambling woodlands, hilly meadows and undulating grassy sprawls. Its 20 hectares of mystically wild space that has provided countless inspiration for literature and film over the years.


[image: jpg]

Bathing Ponds | Alex Segre/Shutterstock ©


Practicalities

Scan this QR code for plotted trails on Hampstead Heath.
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Hampstead Heath Ponds

Hidden among the foliage, the Heath’s legendary Bathing Ponds were originally dug in the 17th and 18th centuries as reservoirs, before people started regularly swimming in them. Decades before the ‘wild swimming’ social-media trend, the ponds received a cult-like number of hardy regulars, who swear by the rejuvenating properties of a bracing outside dip, often swimming alongside the ducks in the tree-clasped deep water. The ponds are at least 100m in length and floating life rings have been set up for those wanting a break between laps. It’s required that anyone taking a dip is a strong swimmer (though all pools have lifeguards). There are two separate ponds for men and women (open year-round) and one mixed pond (open in the summer only), where children at least eight years of age must be accompanied by an adult. The water is always murky, but don’t be put off – the pools are tested on a daily basis and meet rigorous quality guidelines.
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DON’T MISS

Hampstead Heath Ponds

Kenwood House

Parliament Hill

The Spaniards Inn

Highgate Village

Parliament Hill Lido

Keats House



Kenwood House

Filled with a wonderful collection of art, this striking, free-to-visit, refurbished neoclassical 17th-century mansion stands on a bluff at the northern end of Hampstead Heath amid 112 acres of bucolic gardens, designed by Humphry Repton, and a magnificent pond. The house was once lived in by Judge Lord Mansfield and his great niece Dido Belle, before brewing magnate Edward Guinness bought it and gifted Kenwood to the nation. Inside the period rooms, with their huge windows draped in velvet curtains, are notable works by Constable, Turner, Gainsborough and Vermeer, as well as Rembrandt’s Self-Portrait with Two Circles. Upstairs is the Suffolk Collection, consisting of Jacobean portraits by William Larkin. The Great Library, with its powder-pink and sky-blue vaulted ceiling and vignette paintings, is magnificent. The Brew House cafe serves delicious cakes and pastries and the adjacent secondhand bookshop is the place to pick up deckchair reading material and Hampstead Heath gifts. It’s located in the old servants’ wing and outhouses.


TOP TIPS

• Catch a free brass-band concert at Parliament Hill and nearby Golders Green on most Sunday afternoons during July and August.

• Rangers and conservationists run pop-up nature tours throughout the year, focusing on everything from bees and butterflies to bats (see heath-hands.org.uk).

• The Luna Cinema screens movie classics under the stars for five nights at Kenwood in July.

• South of the Heath, the World Peace Garden is a rescued wasteland turned small, peaceful community space, ideal for reading a book or playing a game of chess.

• Visit Kenwood House at Christmas for a magical multi-sensory light trail of illuminated flora and fauna.



Parliament Hill

Climb this 322ft hill for soaring views over London. Spot the Palace of Westminster in the distance. It’s rumoured that Guy Fawkes and Robert Catesby, who planned to blow up the Houses of Parliament on 5 November 1605, were going to watch it fall from this very spot. Ironically, it’s become a popular spot to watch London’s fireworks on the same night, celebrating the failed conspiracy. This site also features in Judy Dench and Cate Blanchett’s Notes On A Scandal (2006) and Nicole Kidman’s psychological thriller, Before I Go to Sleep (2014).

The terrain of this calf-stretching hill was used as a course for the first English National Cross Country Championships, and the competition returns here in late January or early February every few years.

Parliament Hill Lido

At the southern tip of Hampstead Heath is an enormous, unheated open-air pool (stretching 60m by 27m), also known as Hampstead Heath Lido. Opened in 1938, it was designed in the art deco style of the time by architects HA Rowbotham and TL Smithson, in the image of the Brockwell and Victoria Park lidos. The idea was that the low-rise structures would maximise sunlight and trap the heat. Unless you visit in the height of summer, dips here are chilly, but there’s a sauna to warm up in after a bracing swim, plus hot showers and a cafe serving teas, coffee and superb falafel wraps.


HIGHGATE VILLAGE

At Hampstead Heath’s northeast edge, picturesque Highgate Village could have been plucked from the English countryside and put into London’s zone 2. It makes for a charming detour from the Heath for a spot of cafe and boutique hopping, or to visit an old pub with low beams, rickety corridors and open fireplaces in winter.



The Spaniards Inn

On the edge of the Heath, this lonely pub stands on its own between the boundary of Hampstead and Highgate. There’s been an inn here in various incarnations since 1585. It was supposedly where black-cloaked highwaymen like Dick Turpin would perform hold-ups, and it has also featured in some seriously famous literature, such as Charles Dickens’ The Pickwick Papers and Bram Stoker’s Dracula. John Keats is believed to have penned parts of Ode to a Nightingale in its garden. Sink a pint in one of the pub’s cubbyhole nooks, with their low ceilings and antique wooden furniture, and warm up next to the open fire on cold, dark nights. The Sunday lunch is excellent, with thyme-roasted potatoes and 21-day-aged beef sirloin.

Keats House

Celebrated Romantic poet John Keats lived in Keats House, known as Wentworth Place, between 1818 and 1820, before he died of tuberculosis at the age of 25. He completed many of his most famous poems here, including Ode on a Grecian Urn and Ode to a Nightingale. It was here that he fell in love with the girl next door, Fanny Brawne, who later became his fiancée. Visitors can read excerpts from letters written between the pair when Keats was ill, and explore the nine sparsely furnished but characterful rooms, including a sofa bed by a window, from which he would look out onto the garden. Cabinets contain the engagement ring Keats gave to Brawne, along with some of her reading glasses and jewellery. Keats travelled to Rome in 1820 in search of warmer climes, which he hoped would help him heal; he never returned to the house.

Hill Garden & Pergola

In spring, lilac wisteria and exotic flowers curl around the trellises of this long, covered pergola lined with Grecian-style columns. Set in the northwest area of the Heath, it’s a magical local secret. The tranquil place was originally a formal Arts and Crafts garden built between 1905 and 1925 by soap tycoon William H Lever. Ever the businessman, Lever negotiated for the excess soil from the construction of the Northern Line to be brought to him so he could create a spectacular raised base for his elaborate garden parties. The place got refurbished in the 1990s and is open to the public all year. Snowy or sunny, the views of London are magnificent.
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Freud Museum London

For the last year of his life, after fleeing his Nazi-occupied homeland of Austria at the start of WWII, founder of psychoanalysis Sigmund Freud lived on a quiet residential street 20 minutes’ walk west of Hampstead Heath. Visitors can now roam the house, including his study (complete with his famous couch), perusing the book spines in his library and reading excerpts of his dream analyses. Freud also brought a sizeable collection of archeological artefacts with him from Austria, including ancient tools and small Egyptian figures. A 1st-floor room contains a number of possessions owned by his daughter Anna, a child analyst, who lived here until her death in 1982.



Modernist 1939 Home

Immediately outside the Heath’s southern boundary, architecture fans can geek out inside one of only two modernist homes open to the public in Britain. The house at 2 Willow Rd, to the south of the Heath, was home to architect Ernő Goldfinger. The ‘designer of the future’ had to fight the council and others (who thought it was ‘disastrously out of keeping’ with the area’s houses) to build his design in the 1930s. While it was at the forefront of architecture for its time, to some it looks incredibly dated, but the bespoke structure and furniture inside have influenced countless designs since.



Daring Productions

Stalwart theatre pub

Recognisable by its Victorian facade and rooftop balcony, the King’s Head is the first theatre pub in London since pre-Shakespearean times. Its tiny room behind the bar, used for cock fighting in the 17th century, was transformed at some point into a stage (with room for 100 people in the audience). It’s a well-known local secret that you can catch off–West End and fringe theatre shows here. Impressive talent has performed at the theatre over the years – Richard E Grant got his first job in acting here and everyone from Alan Rickman to Victoria Wood has graced its stage (past patrons have included Joanna Lumley and Janie Dee). Since 2021, new artistic director Mark Ravenhill has focused on LGBTIQ+ works.
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FREE COMEDY

‘A business is created to make money, this community was created to make funny’ is one of the mottos of The Bill Murray, the UK’s first-ever community comedy club, where inexpensive or free comedy is offered every night of the week inside a Victorian pub in Angel. It’s the chance to see rising stars – some of the UK’s funniest performers cut their teeth or practised new material here, from legends such as Eddie Izzard to recent sensation Mae Martin, plus Stewart Lee and Nish Kumar, among countless others.



BEST PLACES FOR A CAFFEINE FIX

Vagabond

Friendly coffee shop with exposed bricks, a lovely terrace and strong brews.

Appestat

Hip hangout in a light, airy space, with rotating artwork and excellent coffee.

Yellow Warbler

Laid-back vibes, healthy breakfasts and single-origin, light-roast Dark Arts Coffee.

Black Sheep Coffee

100%-speciality-grade robusta coffee outside King’s Cross Station.

Keystone Coffee

Relaxing Caledonian Rd space with vegan snacks and home-roasted espresso drinks.

Redemption Roasters

Teaches prison inmates coffee-roasting skills inside HMP The Mount, with a cosy cafe and terrace garden.

Indie Cinema

True alternative space

Former Salvation Army Hall turned cinema, ArtHouse Crouch End occasionally becomes a comedy venue and performance space. You may find fine art, discussion groups, theatre or dance at any time showing here. Anything goes, as long as it’s an independent production. You won’t find many blockbusters screening here either (unless they have some kind of cult status, such as Star Wars and the like). Most films screened are thought-provoking, ranging from Charlie Chaplin classics to Wes Anderson’s Asteroid City, South Korean psychological thriller Handmaiden and Oscar winner Belfast. The bar serves independent beers (naturally!) and the bohemian cafe makes tasty vegetarian bites, from black bean chilli to cauliflower burgers.

Europe’s Largest Wetlands

Unexpected wildlife spot

The 211-hectare Walthamstow Wetlands, only 30 minutes from central London, is one of the city’s ‘newest’ nature reserves. The 10-reservoir site supplies some 3.5 million residents with water and was opened for public access for the first time in 150 years in 2017. You can view hundreds of species of birds here, including cormorant and heron colonies, plus little grebes, mute swans, kestrels, little egrets, rare great white egrets (only around 70 spend their winters in the UK) and majestic kingfishers. Wildflower-flanked birdwatching huts help twitchers shelter from the elements in all weathers (and ensure the species don’t easily spot you). A watermill dating back to the early 19th century (although a mill has actually existed here since the 14th century) has a viewing platform that offers great views. The on-site 1894 Engine House pumping station has been transformed into a cafe and visitor centre.


BEST SUNDAY ROAST DINNERS IN NORTH LONDON

The Old Queens Head

Legendary roasts with 32-day-aged longhorn beef, corn-fed chicken, or chestnut Wellington for non-meat eaters. £

The Black Heart

Camden’s Gothic music venue turned Sunday vegan wonderland – all roasts are plant-based. £

Booking Office 1869

North London’s most decadent Sunday roast, served in a plush 1930s-style brasserie inside St Pancras’s grand Gothic building; try the Dedham Vale sirloin with horseradish cream. £££

Three Crowns

The slow-roast pork belly, stuffed with sage and garlic, is a cut above in this Stoke Newington boozer. £



Step Inside a Former Sewage Plant

Pumphouse-cum-vintage-transport-hub

From Victorian pumping station to great family day out, the Walthamstow Pumphouse Museum is less about toilet activities and more about a wonderful collection of historic vehicles that children will love, from century-old steam engine and a horse-drawn fire truck to 1960s Tube carriages and a model railway inside the former boiler house. A pair of original Marshall steam engines still run once a month.

Search for a Bargain at Walthamstow Market

Europe’s longest outdoor street market

Londoners have been touting their goods at Walthamstow Market since 1885. The almost mile-long stretch has retained an old-school cockney feel, while integrating Walthamstow’s ethnically diverse population. The eclectic jumble of rough-and-ready stalls includes everything from Caribbean foods and Asian-style fabrics to household items and handmade goods from around the world. It’s open Tuesday to Saturday to varying degrees, running west from Hoe St on a pedestrianised stretch of road. The biggest market is always on Saturdays, when there are up to 500 stalls. Haggling is encouraged, but even if you don’t buy anything, come to experience a microcosm of northeast London life in full force.

Vestry House Museum

Dedicated to local life

This terrific uber-local, free and well-put-together museum, set in a 1730s workhouse, later used as a police station, is worth a stop for a deeper dive into local life from Victorian times to today. Rotating exhibitions include portraits of Walthamstow Market traders and pioneering female motorcycle racer Beryl Swain (born and bred in Walthamstow). On permanent display is the Bremer, the oldest British-built petrol-driven car, built in Walthamstow, plus a remodelled police cell from the mid-19th century and a display of toys and games made in Walthamstow over the last two centuries. The Vestry Garden Café serves excellent, healthy brunch and lunch plates in the pretty wildflower garden out back.


WALTHAMSTOW’S TINY ‘VILLAGE’

This tiny enclave of artisanal shops, Elizabethan buildings and rather good restaurants, affectionally known as ‘the Village’, feels miles away from grimy but great Hoe Street (the main artery through Walthamstow). It’s the oldest area in the neighbourhood, home to the Ancient House, believed to be one of most ancient structures in the city – constructed in 1435. Some of North East London’s most bougie eating options are contained in this area, including The Little Mandarin, which makes bear-shaped macaroons, smart European joint The Kitchen, and the excellent Eat17 restaurant, serving ethically sourced British food (the name a play on the postcode of the area). The Queens Arms serves a top-notch roast dinner and down the road is the rather good Mother’s Ruin Gin Bar and the Orford Social Club – a traditional establishment with a side of hipster – with bowls, snooker and LGBTQ nights.



UNSTUFFY ISLINGTON EATS

Sambal Shiok

Steaming bowls of authentic Malaysian laksa noodles with a North London twist in a poppy dining room. £

Ottolenghi Islington Deli

Stacked-high deli plates of deliciousness, from cakes to kaleidoscopic Mediterranean salads. £

MEATliquor Restaurant N1

Grungy warehouse decor and hit-the-spot junk food: tangy buffalo wings, mac ’n’ cheese and hot dogs. £

Enormous Firework Display

Bonfire Night venue

If you find yourself in London in early November, the grand Victorian entertainment and sports venue, Alexandra Palace (or ‘Ally Pally’ as it’s known locally), is the place to be. Built in 1873 high on a hill in a 220-acre park with panoramic views of London, it’s the ideal setting for an enormous fireworks night display. This Glastonbury of fireworks is so grand it’s televised, but nothing beats seeing it live with a crowd oohing and aahing. Along with the display, there’s a giant bonfire, laser party, ice-skating disco and German beer festival. Tickets are purchasable in advance. Strangely, Alexandra Palace has had its own fateful history with fire, burning down twice – just two weeks after opening and for a second time in 1980. The venue hosts comedy, music and sporting events throughout the year, including the annual PDC World Darts Championships in early January.
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Wild Swim or Kayak on a Reservoir

Year-round watersports

Open-water swimmers rejoice! West Reservoir Centre is a sanctuary in northeast London, and open year-round no matter the water temperature. Open-water swimmers can take a slow swim or practise triathlon heats at a 100m warm-up course and 200m loop. Watersports enthusiasts, meanwhile, can book in for a sailing, kayaking or paddleboarding course, or try a game of canoe polo. The friendly Castle Canoe Club runs two-hour induction sessions on Sundays and evening summer paddles on Tuesdays. Bookings are essential. Warm up with a hot drink at the cafe on the terrace overlooking the reservoir.


RIDE OLYMPIC RAPIDS

Just north of Tottenham is the Lee Valley White Water Centre, originally built for canoe-slalom events for the London 2012 Olympic Games. Post-Games, it offers a thrillingly wet day out, riding drops and curling waves on the Olympic course aboard a six- to eight-person raft. Or try hydrospeeding, which is essentially hair-raising white-water swimming aided by a flotation device. More sedate water activities include kayaking and stand-up paddleboarding on a crystal-clear lake.



BEST NORTH LONDON CHIPPIES

Orford’s Fish & Chips

Trendy fave with a baby-pink facade in Walthamstow Village. Banging fish and chips, plus natural wines. £

The Brothers Fish Bar

‘Cheap as chips’ has never been more appropriate – no pretence, no frills and consistently good. £

Nautilus

Flaky fish and flavoursome chips at this West Hampstead local, with matzo-crusted coatings. £




Notting Hill & West London
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QUIRKY SIGHTS AND VIBRANT NIGHTLIFE

West London is a vast area encompassing a number of diverse neighbourhoods. The best known is Notting Hill, with arguably the area’s biggest draw: Portobello Road Market. In the 1950s, the neighbourhood became a focus for immigrants from Trinidad and though demographics have changed, the great popularity of the Notting Hill Carnival in August reflects the area’s multicultural appeal.
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To the east is Paddington, an important transport hub undergoing massive redevelopment. A wide choice of accommodation is available along nearby Sussex Gardens, and it’s in striking distance of idyllic Little Venice and the Grand Union Canal. Also here is Bayswater, once the site of a spring – Baynard’s Watering – that supplied the city with fresh water in the Middle Ages. Its main thoroughfare, Queensway, is lined with mostly Middle Eastern restaurants.

To the south is Kensington and bucolic (and untouchably expensive) Holland Park, sitting uncomfortably close to workaday Shepherd’s Bush; its anchor tenant is the largest shopping mall in the country. Earl’s Court is a lively, cosmopolitan part of West London, with a large, mobile population, once overwhelmingly Australian. Hammersmith, though dominated by an unattractive flyover and chaotic roundabout, offers a number of big-event venues, some excellent restaurants and an idyllic pub-lined stretch of the River Thames.

Truth be told, beyond Portobello Road Market and the world-class Design Museum, West London has few unmissable sights. That said, the understated nature and quirkiness of many places make them particularly alluring: a Victorian house untouched since the 19th century, a pair of massive cemeteries, the residents of which read like a who’s who of the great and good, and a museum that looks exclusively at brands, advertising and packaging over almost two centuries.
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DON’T MISS

PORTOBELLO ROAD MARKET

Visiting this Aladdin’s Cave of antiques, curios and vintage fashion is de rigueur on a Saturday.

DESIGN MUSEUM

This cutting-edge museum will show you what was and what will be the next big thing.

REGENT’S CANAL BOAT TRIP

Take the slow boat to Camden along the Regent’s Canal from charming Little Venice.
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I LIVE HERE
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Nadia Saad, hotel receptionist in Notting Hill and founder of an animal-welfare charity (@empathyanimalsuk), takes us to her favourite spots in her neighbourhood.

Cheeky Scone

While perusing the markets along Portobello Rd, make a beeline to this place for an authentic selection of freshly baked scones.

Beam

Brunch at this Mediterranean-leaning eatery on Westbourne Grove is well worth the wait.

The Castle

This is a friendly local pub on Portobello Rd with a varied menu as well as live music.

Gate Picturehouse

This Edwardian grade-II-listed cinema on Notting Hill Gate is worth at least a peek inside.




TOP TIP

The prime day to visit Portobello Road Market is Saturday. From the Notting Hill Tube station, follow the crowd north to Ladbroke Grove or even further afield to often-overlooked Golborne Rd. You’ll encounter massive traffic jams if you try to do it the other way around.



Fulham Palace

Crown jewel of the bishops

In Bishop’s Park, bordering the River Thames on the north side of Putney Bridge, stands Fulham Palace, the summer home of the bishops of London for almost 13 centuries until they moved out in 1973. Today, a half-dozen rooms in the main building, parts of which date to the late 16th century, are open to the public, but don’t expect the opulence of, say, Hampton Court Palace – most are sparsely furnished or even empty. Highlights include the Great Hall, where Elizabeth I once banqueted, the atmospheric library and the 19th-century chapel designed by William Butterfield. The small multimedia museum at the entrance painlessly traces the history of the palace, largely through archaeological finds, and looks at some of the more noteworthy London bishops, including the 133rd and current bishop, the Right Reverend Sarah Mullally, who was installed in 2018.

Exit the palace via the charming Tudor West Court, which has not changed a whit since about 1500, and make your way across the great lawn to the walled garden, with its little red-brick Tudor gateway, the oldest surviving part of the entire complex. It has a knot garden, an orchard and bee boles – curious old-style coiled straw hives.

The palace offers both general and history-based tours lasting 90 minutes a couple of times a week, and a garden walk on certain Sundays. Check the website (fulhampalace.org) for dates and times.
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BRIDGING THE RIVER

The Thames, which rises in Gloucestershire and flows for 215 miles before emptying into the North Sea, is crossed by just over a dozen road bridges in London, one of which will be in full view as you walk to Fulham Palace. Want to learn their names in the right order? Use the mnemonic dreamed up by black-cab drivers: ‘The long sentence by which we learn various crossings across brown waters properly’ (Tower, London, Southwark, Blackfriars, Waterloo, Westminster, Lambeth, Vauxhall, Chelsea, Albert, Battersea, Wandsworth, Putney). Sorted.



Museum of Brands

Products of memory

This ambitious shrine to nostalgia showcases up to 12,000 consumer items collected by designer and consumer historian Robert Opie over the past six decades. Set out in chronological order in a ‘Memory Trail’, the exhibits take visitors on a journey through 200 years of consumer culture from Victorian times up to the here and now. You’ll pass everything from such familiar toys and games as Barbie dolls and Monopoly boards to well-known breakfast cereals, washing powders and canned soups. The museum is largely of interest to nostalgia-seeking Brits as the brands are almost entirely from the UK.


DESIGN BEHIND THE BRAND

If you’d like to learn even more about brands (and packaging and advertising), but from more of a designing perspective, visit the Design Museum.



St Mary Abbots

Superlative family-built house of worship

At 85m, the spire of the structure that gives neighbouring Kensington Church St its name is the tallest in London. The church was built in neo-Gothic style by three generations of the Gilbert Scott family of architects and is almost cathedral-like in size. It has one of the finest collections of Victorian stained glass in the country, with four dozen panels illustrating scenes from the Old and New Testaments. Don’t miss the reredos of alabaster and marble mosaic behind the main altar, the high-Victorian baptismal font and the 1/80 scale model of the church. The church was seriously damaged by fire-bombs in 1944, though the main structure survived.
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Japan House

Cultural outpost of Japan

Fans of all things Japanese will think they’ve died and gone to heaven at this delightful space, a cultural outpost of Nippon that presents the pinnacle of Japanese art, design, culture, technology and gastronomy in an especially handsome space on Kensington High St. The ground-floor shop offers everything from kitchenware and foodstuffs to paper goods and books, with tiny labels identifying and explaining the provenance. Downstairs are several slick galleries with art and cultural exhibitions; check the website (japanhouselondon.uk) for upcoming talks and workshops.

Portobello Road Market

Curios, collectibles, vintage and junk

After Camden Market, this is London’s most famous – and crowded – street market, welcoming up to 150,000 visitors on a warm summer’s day. Remember though that Portobello is not just one market, but an accumulation of several, with as many as 1000 stalls offering a heady mix of antiques, curios, vintage fashion, fruit and veg and street food. Starting near the bright-yellow Sun in Splendour pub in Notting Hill, the market (or rather markets) wends its way northwards to well past the Westway flyover.

Antiques, handmade jewellery, paintings and ethnic stuff are concentrated at the Notting Hill Gate end of Portobello Rd (roughly from Chepstow Villas as far as Elgin Cres on the west and Colville Tce to the east). The stalls dip somewhat downmarket and become more workaday as you move north from Elgin Cres to Talbot Rd – fruit and veg, secondhand clothing, cheap household goods and bric-a-brac. In and around the area below the Westway, more stalls dispense modern fashion and vintage clothes and shoes. The enclosed Portobello Green Arcade, with its cutting-edge clothing and jewellery outlets, is a pleasant respite from all the hullabaloo. If you still haven’t had your fill, move further north to the quieter market stretch along Goldborne Rd.

Though most of the shops and some stalls are open daily, the busiest day is far and away Saturday.
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SHEPHERD’S BUSH MARKET

Just two miles apart, Portobello Road and Shepherd’s Bush markets might as well be on opposite sides of the Earth in terms of goods on offer, sales approach and clientele, which makes a visit to the latter after the former so interesting. On site between Goldhawk Rd and Shepherd’s Bush Tube stations since 1914, Shepherd’s Bush Market sells more workaday dry goods and clothing, but because it caters mostly to local African and Afro-Caribbean communities, you’re more likely to find mangoes, okra and plantains rather than apples, pears and kale.



Kensal Green Cemetery

Victorian Valhalla for the well-heeled

London traditionally buried its dead in small parish churchyards that, as the population skyrocketed in the first half of the 19th century, became dangerously overcrowded, creating a serious health hazard. An Act of Parliament established the city’s first garden cemetery at Kensal Green in 1832, based on what English visitors had observed at the Cimetière du Père-Lachaise in Paris. Within a decade, another six private boneyards, including the ones at Brompton and Highgate, were established. They are now known collectively as the Magnificent Seven. For many years, Kensal Green was the most fashionable place in London to be buried and became the final resting place of such notables as Charles Babbage, Isambard Kingdom Brunel, Anthony Trollope, William Makepeace Thackeray, Baden Powell and, more recently, Harold Pinter. But real estate here doesn’t come cheap; an adult grave in a ‘prime location’ costs £22,000. The centre of the 29-hectare cemetery is dominated by the enormous (and mostly derelict) Greek Revival–style Anglican Chapel from where cemetery tours depart at 2pm on Sunday.
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Brompton Cemetery

Rich pickings for body snatchers

While this smaller Victorian boneyard cannot boast a roll call of internees as illustrious as Kensal Green (suffragette Emmeline Pankhurst and cholera discoverer Dr Jon Snow might have something to say about that ), it does have two other claims to fame: it’s the only cemetery owned by the Crown, and local resident Beatrix Potter supposedly collected names for her characters from its headstones, including Jeremiah Fisher and George Nutkins. There are regularly scheduled two-hour tours, but the most coveted tours include a visit to the catacombs – underground vaults built to hold coffins out of reach of the dreaded ‘resurrectionists’ (body snatchers employed by anatomists).
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Design Museum

What came before, what lies ahead

This innovative museum is a must for anyone interested in the history of design as well as what we can expect in the future. Not only does it function as an archive of items that have become part of our everyday lives, but also as a crystal ball predicting what will come next.

Having moved to new £83-million gasp-worthy premises designed by John Pawson in 2016 from a former banana warehouse in Shad Thames, the Design Museum now offers a bigger and better line-up of revolving, fee-paying exhibitions featuring big names such as Ai Wei Wei in two large galleries on the ground and lower ground floors. Ascend the dramatic staircase to the 2nd floor, where the Crowd Sourced Wall displays iconic consumer products and other items chosen by the public, from the Underground logo and Levi jeans to Thermos bottles and the Nokia 1100. The free main gallery, called Designer Maker User, examines the processes of conception, production and consumption through up to 1000 different objects: old televisions, 1980s Apple computers, washing machines, chairs and tableware. The main focus is on how product design has evolved over time and how it can make the difference between success and failure for items intended for mass production.
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UP ON THE ROOF

Visitors to the Design Museum may think they’ve taken a wrong turn when they see paving stones at the entrance listing the names of 50-odd countries such as Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. That’s because the museum inhabits what’s left of the Commonwealth Institute, which opened in 1962. When it moved out 40 years later, the Modernist-style listed structure was largely demolished save for its most striking feature: a copper-clad, saddle-shaped roof with double paraboloid curve.



Leighton House

Palace of art with treasures

Hard by Holland Park, but often overlooked in favour of its more visible neighbour, the Design Museum, this gem of a house was the residence of Frederick, Lord Leighton (1830–96), one of the most successful artists of the late 19th century, whose enormously popular (and pricey) work depicted historical, biblical and classical subjects. The house was built in 1866 with the help of architect and friend George Aitchison and evolved into a palace of art where prominent pre-Raphaelite painters (whose works bedeck the walls) were entertained. The centrepiece is the Arab Hall covered with colourful tiles from Greece, Turkey and the Middle East, with a fountain in the centre and a lovely latticed window from Damascus. From Narcissus Hall, ascend the staircase guarded by a stuffed peacock to view Leighton’s two studios (one for winter only) and austere private chamber with its narrow single bed. A new addition, completed in 2022, is linked to the historic house by an impressive helical staircase and has added several temporary exhibition galleries.
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Linley Sambourne House

Pack rat’s treasure trove

Sometimes called by its address (18 Stafford Tce), this was, for almost three decades from 1874, the home of Punch political cartoonist and amateur photographer Linley Sambourne. It’s one of those houses where the owners never redecorated or threw anything away; what you see is the virtually unmodernised four-storey home of a comfortable middle-class Victorian family – all dark mahogany, Oriental carpets and rich stained glass. If you’ve ever wondered what a real-life 19th-century house looked like, this is it. Start the tour of the house’s five floors in the basement by watching an introductory video narrated by Lord Snowdon, Sambourne’s great-grandson and ex-husband of the late Princess Margaret.

William Morris Society

Bijou arts and crafts shrine

Fans of the Arts and Crafts Movement will make a beeline for this small museum in Kelmscott House on the Hammersmith riverfront. The home of designer William Morris for 18 years until his death in 1896, it’s fairly low-key, with only the coach house and basement open to the public (the rest is privately owned), but the regularly changing exhibitions are superb and there are talks, tours and workshops scheduled from time to time. Downstairs, you’ll find an operational printing press owned by Morris and used to print the books of his Kelmscott press. He designed the fireplace in the shop next door.

Hammersmith Riverside Pubs

Crawl to two museums

Destinations such as the William Morris Society and Emery Walker’s House on the Thames in Hammersmith are easily reached by following the Lower and Upper Malls footpath, perhaps ducking into any of a trio of wonderful pubs along the way. The first is the Rutland Arms, the least atmospheric but with an enormous ground-floor terrace. Next is the 17th-century Dove, with oodles of character and river views from two levels. The Old Ship, dating from 1722, is another terrific waterside perch. All three are wall-to-wall with spectators during April’s Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race.
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MORE ON MORRIS

For an even more complete overview of William Morris and the Arts and Crafts Movement, visit the William Morris Gallery in Walthamstow in North London.



Emery Walker’s House

Arts and crafts treasure trove

A five-minute walk to the west of the Morris Society is this atmospheric time capsule packed with Arts and Crafts treasures. It was home for three decades to the eponymous typographer and printer, who became best friends with his neighbour. The house is open for guided tours only, which must be prebooked and will lead you through the main rooms: the library, dining room, drawing room and exhibition room with its large collection of hand-blocked Morris & Company wallpapers and textiles, as well as temporary exhibitions. Items to look out for are Morris’ 17th-century library chair and a lock of his hair taken on his deathbed.
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Notting Hill Walking Tour
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Exit Notting Hill Gate Tube station on the south side. Just west is the 1 Coronet Theatre from 1898; it stood in as a cinema in the fabulously successful rom-com film Notting Hill. Cross at the lights to the junction with Pembridge Rd; just up Kensington Park Rd is a pea-green Victorian  2 Cabmen’s Shelter, one of just 13 left and still serving hot drinks. From Pembridge Rd, turn left into Portobello Rd and look up for the plaque at 3 No 22, commemorating erstwhile resident George Orwell. Just opposite, at No 19, is a piece of street art credited to Banksy that says 4 ‘Made You Look!’ spelled out in Scrabble squares. Across from 5 Denbigh Tce, with its pastel-coloured houses, is street art on a larger scale at No 95–97 – a giant 6 face mural etched into the stucco by Portuguese artist Vhils. Further north, at 7 No 142, is a gift shop labelled ‘The Travel Book Shop’. It was used for the exterior shots of William Thacker’s (ie Hugh Grant’s) bookshop in the Notting Hill film. To see the real shop that inspired the filmed one, walk past the 8 Electric Cinema and turn into Blenheim Cres to the 9 Notting Hill Bookshop at No 13. Cross over Portobello Rd and follow Talbot Rd past 10 All Saints Church to Powys Sq and the landmark 11 Tabernacle, an arts centre that serves as the headquarters of the Notting Hill Carnival. Walk north to Westbourne Park Rd and turn left. The 12 blue door at No 280, just over Portobello Rd, was the entrance to Thacker’s flat in the film. Walk west and turn into Ladbroke Grove; the Tube station of that name is just north.




Holland Park Walking Tour
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Holland Park may not be one of London’s eight blueblood royal parks, but its 22 hectares contain lovely gardens and woodlands, a few historic buildings and two dozen public sculptures. The park’s splendid (and noisy) peacocks are a gorgeous sight, and a playground keeps kids occupied. Start the walk at Earl’s Court Gate on Kensington High St and follow the footpath north past the 1 Design Museum till you come to the entrance of the 2 Safestay hostel. Just left are the remains of Jacobean Holland House, built in 1607 but largely bombed to smithereens by the Luftwaffe in 1940. Its south terrace hosts the 3 Opera Holland Park in summer. In the 4 Holland Park Café, near the Stable Yard to the west, you’ll find the anatomically correct limestone Sun God by Sir Jacob Epstein and Eric Gill’s Maid carved in Portland limestone. A short distance to the west is the 17th-century 5 Belvedere (now a restaurant). Walk north from here, past the 6 Napoleon Garden, and meet Sean Henry’s bronze 7 Walking Man, who avoids the gaze of passersby. Just behind him is the Japanese Fukushima Garden and the even more delightful  8 Kyoto Garden, with koi pond, cascading waterfall, springtime cherry blossoms and meandering peacocks. A footpath through the garden will land you on 9 Lime Tree Walk. Follow it to the right through the arboretum to the seated bronze 10 statue of Lord Holland by GF Watts, which is on a little island at the eastern end of a small pond. Follow the path north to 11 Suntrap Garden and exit through 12 North Gate. Holland Park Tube station is just 300m to the northwest.



MORE IN NOTTING HILL & WEST LONDON

Notting Hill Carnival

Afro-Caribbean culture hits the streets

Europe’s biggest outdoor festival hits the streets of Notting Hill every year over the last weekend in August and the following Monday, which is a bank holiday. As millions of spectators watch elaborate floats and tens of thousands of performers wend their way through the streets in a carnival parade, the neighbourhood is transformed into an enormous Afro-Caribbean street party. The Notting Hill Carnival was first held in 1966 to celebrate the culture of the then-growing community in this part of London, which was suffering from great social deprivation. That year it attracted an estimated 500 people; in recent years, spectators have breached the two million mark.

Each day of the carnival is different, and the events showcase the main five ‘arts’. The ‘Mas’, which comes from ‘masquerade’, is the main costume parade and involves costumes, makeup and headdresses that defy description and gravity. Samba schools provide percussion and costumes that add a Brazilian flavour. ‘Pan’ consists of steel bands while the calypso performers play the sometimes light-hearted, sometimes hard-hitting music associated with Trinidad. There are 30-odd sound systems, both static and mobile, blaring out everything from reggae to funk and drum ’n’ bass to soca. The Mas is usually held on the Monday and is the culmination of the carnival’s celebrations.

Another major carnival draw is the street food dished out from up to 300 food stalls. Offerings include dishes from around the world, but the biggest sellers are the ‘local’ Caribbean ones: Jamaican jerk chicken, Trinidadian roti and Guyanese pepper pot.

[image: jpg]

Notting Hill Carnival | JessicaGirvan/Shutterstock ©


A CARNIVAL DIARY
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Jim Ives, a long-term member of Mahogany Carnival Arts, a leading Mas-making and award-winning carnival band, offers a day-by-day guide to the festivities. (mahoganycarnival.com)

Saturday

Carnival kicks off with the uplifting sound of pan at the UK Panorama steel-band competition in Emslie Horniman’s Pleasance, a small park north of Portobello Rd.

Sunday

On the less-crowded second day, watch young people masquerading in elaborate costumes to the sound of soca.

Monday

The best place to watch the 60-odd Mas bands is at the judging point on Great Western Rd. Get there by 1pm. For the full-on Caribbean carnival experience, don’t miss the wit and rhythms of Calypso at the Tabernacle in Powis Sq.



WHERE TO STAY IN WEST LONDON

K+K Hotel George

This friendly, well-designed hotel has 154 cosy rooms and an enormous wow-factor back garden. £££

Vancouver Studios

The 50 stylish units here vary wildly, but all have kitchenettes and access to a charming walled garden. £££

Stylotel

The design at this welcoming place is contemporary and upbeat, and the 50 rooms come in three different sizes. ££

Barclay House

Probably London’s most comfortable B&B has dapper bedrooms in a delightful Victorian terrace house. ££

Safestay Holland Park

Hostels don’t usual come in a Jacobean building in the middle of a park, but this 300-bed place does both. £

Barmy Badger Backpackers

Old-school hostel with 42 beds in dorms, doubles and twins, a huge kitchen and lockers with laptop safes. £

Queens London

On your skates

The place that likes to call itself London’s biggest ‘one stop fun shop’ is primarily a subterranean ice rink where many Londoners first put on skates and, well, cut the ice either on their own or by taking one of the skating classes on offer. And now they can try their hand at curling, an unusual (though Olympic) sport in which players slide stones on ice toward target areas. There’s also a 12-lane tenpin bowling alley.

Porchester Spa

Taking the plunge

This no-frills council-run spa that was, until recently, somewhat rough round the edges has undergone a remarkable facelift that has restored it to the art deco palace it started out as in 1929. It contains a 30m-long swimming pool, a large, Finnish-style sauna, two steam rooms, a Turkish bath with three types of thermal rooms and a plunge pool. Entry is by gender and depends on the day, but Sunday is mixed all day.

KidZania

Where kids run mad and learn

Somewhere in the bowels of the Westfield mall – England’s largest – in Shepherd’s Bush, this unique children’s interactive amusement centre, which bills itself as an ‘indoor city made for kids’, teaches kids aged four to 14 the basic skills of a myriad of professions – from actor to airline pilot, dentist and firefighter – by dressing up, learning the ropes and then performing. It’s a lot of fun and highly instructive – something you don’t encounter every day. Children under the age of eight must be accompanied by a grownup.


BEST ASIAN RESTAURANTS IN WEST LONDON

Akira

The sushi and robata (chargrilled) specialities at this sublime restaurant in Japan House are as artfully presented as they are delicious. £££

101 Thai Kitchen

This simple place serves the most authentic Thai food in London – from fish cakes and curries to spicy salads. £

Med Salleh Kopitiam

An unusual discovery, this ‘coffeehouse’ serves Malay street-food favourites such as Hainan chicken rice, curry laksa and epic char kuey teow noodles. £



Stamford Bridge

Visit the home of the blues

Stamford Bridge has been home since 1905 to Chelsea Football Club, one of London’s wealthiest and most successful teams, which attracts capacity crowds to its 41,000-seat stadium at every match. Fans of the Blues will make a beeline to Fulham Broadway for a tour of the stadium. There are four to choose from, but the one-hour Stadium Tour and Museum is the most popular.

First, visit the upstairs museum. In about a half-dozen rooms, static exhibits display old uniforms, footballs and trophies. There are also videos of great moments in the club’s history and a few hands- and feet-on displays; try your luck at the Munich 2012 penalty-kick challenge.

The tour begins in the Matthew Harding (formerly North) Stand, where the tour leader will establish who supports whom; it’s all good fun. It then proceeds into the press room, with endless photo ops and a useful timeline of the club’s history. Next come the dressing rooms – both Chelsea’s and the away team’s. While the latter is less impressive than the home team’s, it has a number of football shirts of visiting players on display, with names that will be immediately recognisable – from Bobby Moore and David Beckham to Wayne Rooney and Cristiano Ronaldo. You’ll then walk through the players’ tunnel – look up to see yourself on the big screen – with stunning views of the pitch. You’ll exit thorough the well-endowed shop.
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BEHIND THE SCENES AT THE STADIUM
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Patrizia Tavarrini, a dyed-in-the-wool Chelsea FC fan and Stamford Bridge guide, tells us what makes Stamford Bridge so special.

The Attraction

I’m from northern Italy and when I moved to London, Italian players and managers were already thick on the ground at Chelsea FC. It created a cult among the Italian community.

The Stadium

It needs an upgrade, but I like it as it is – it looks, sounds and feels real.

The Question

Always about tickets… There’s no easy answer as they sell out quickly. If all else fails, watch the match in a pub!

The Buzz

For visitors, it’s first seeing the immaculate pitch up close. I love guiding all football fans, but especially kids who support Chelsea. They’re the next generation.



WHERE TO EAT IN WEST LONDON

Caractère

High-end eatery has set and tasting menus, with dishes leaning heavily toward French and Italian cuisines. £££

Les Mochis

Tacos and sushi may not sound like comfortable table mates, but somehow the mix of Mexican and Japanese here works. £££

Faber

Welcoming new seafood restaurant in stunning Victorian premises raises the bar on fine dining in Hammersmith. ££

Mazi

For a very modern take on Greek cuisine, head for this bright and exceptionally welcoming restaurant. ££

Taquería

We can’t remember having better soft tacos (or margaritas, for that matter) than at this eatery. £

Fish House

This central Notting Hill chippie serves the perfect fresh fish, fried light and crispy and paired with tasty chips. £

Where Bookworms Burrow

Notting Hill’s wealth of bookshops

The excellent Lutyens & Rubinstein, spread over three levels, is small but crammed with well-considered titles. It was the brainchild of two literary agents in 2009, so the focus is on quality writing as determined by readers. If you are serious about your books, come here; you won’t find piles of bestsellers or remainders.

Once a bookshop that specialised solely in travel titles, the Notting Hill Bookshop became the inspiration behind Hugh Grant’s shop in the 1999 romantic-comedy smash hit,  Notting Hill. That would explain the bevy of fans taking selfies at the door. It’s now a general bookshop with a nod to travel, lots of carefully selected titles and a cosy kid’s section under a glass roof out the back. Check out the satin- and leather-bound classic gift editions.

One specialist bookshop that soldiers on is Books for Cooks. On its shelves you’ll find an endless supply of cookery books from both established chefs and the up-and-coming, representing cuisines from around the world. Cookbooks are put to the test in the cafe at the back, where you can sample recipes at lunch.


LONDON’S CONFUSING POSTCODES

London’s postcodes baffle even locals. How can SE23 border SE6? If there’s a north (N), a west (W) and an east (E), where’s the south? When they were introduced in 1858, the postcodes were fairly clear, with all the compass points represented. But not long afterwards, NE was merged with E, and S with SE and SW, and the problems began. During WWI, when part-time workers substituted for experienced employees at the front, a new numbering system was introduced. No 1 was the centre of each zone, but other numbers related to the alphabetical order of the districts’ names. Thus, anything starting with a letter near the beginning of the alphabet, such as Chingford in East London, would get a low number (E4), even though it was miles from the centre at Whitechapel (E1). Poplar, which borders Whitechapel, got E14. Got it?



Go West for Big Events & Music

Live music, big names, performances

Built as an art deco cinema in 1932 and later becoming the Hammersmith Odeon and then the Hammersmith Apollo, the 3630-seat auditorium is now known, for sponsorship reasons, as the Eventim Apollo. It underwent a massive renovation a decade ago and remains one the city’s prime performance and live-music venues. The list of singers and bands who have appeared – and continue to appear – on its stage reads like a who’s who of music from the past half century: Buddy Holly, the Beatles, Queen, David Bowie, Bruce Springsteen, Bob Marley, Bob Dylan, Eric Clapton.

The Irish Cultural Centre, which opened its doors in 1995, is Britain’s premier venue for the promotion of Irish art and culture abroad and an excellent, almost intimate venue for traditional Irish music, film, theatre and literary readings.

North of Hammersmith is another very popular concert venue. Built in 1903 by theatre architect Frank Matcham, the O2 Shepherd’s Bush Empire is one of London’s better small venues, with a standing capacity of 2000. It’s often used as a venue for warmup gigs by top acts.
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THE LOWDOWN ON LONDON’S CANALS

If you’d like to learn lots, lots more about London’s canals – their history, networks, facilities and future direction – visit the London Canal Museum in North London.




BEST VEGETARIAN AND VEGAN RESTAURANTS IN WEST LONDON

222 Vegan Cuisine

This humble noshery serves inventive plant-based dishes such as an asparagus and petits pois burger, and pumpkin and courgette noodle salad. £

Farmacy

Farmacy (get it?) is a large, attractive restaurant serving vegan dishes made from 100% organic produce grown at its farm in Kent. ££

The Gate Hammersmith

A ‘plant pioneer’ since 1989, this destination vegetarian restaurant has a varied and inviting menu with great weekend brunches. ££



WHERE TO DRINK IN WEST LONDON

Atlas

Perennially rammed boozer pulls in the crowds with its Mediterranean-style menu and lovely side courtyard.

Waterway

Sitting squarely on Grand Union Canal in Little Venice, this is the perfect place to sip away an afternoon.

Princess Victoria

This lovingly restored Victorian gin palace has a walled back garden and a who’s who of past guests.

Windsor Castle

Classic tavern, from where you could once see the royal residence; roaring fire in winter, beer garden in summer.

The Cow

The quintessential ‘real’ Irish pub has oysters and Guinness, and a lively clientele aiding and abetting the craic.

Trailer Happiness

This almost-tiki bar on Portobello Rd runs with a Caribbean theme, serving a score of rum-infused cocktails.

Little Venice & its Canals

London’s dustless highways

This delightful district, supposedly named by the romantic poet Lord Byron, is the junction between the Regent’s and Grand Union canals as well as the entrance to the recently redeveloped Paddington Basin. London’s canals are mainly used recreationally for boating and cycling nowadays, but back in the day they were the workhorses that allowed raw materials and manufactured goods to be moved between factory towns and rivers and ports. The Regent’s Canal, built in 1820 and 9 miles in length, links the Paddington branch of the older Grand Union Canal with the Limehouse Basin on the Thames. Here, coal, grain and other bulk commodities, such as ice imported from Norway by ship, would be loaded onto horse-drawn barges and conveyed here or further afield along the Grand Union, which runs for 137 miles, passing 166 locks along the way, to Birmingham.

Afloat on the Canal

Ship ahoy to Camden Market

A couple of companies offer leisurely boat rips along the Regent’s Canal to Camden Lock, passing Regent’s Park ZSL London Zoo along the way. The London Waterbus Company offers between six and nine 45-minute trips a day between April and October, with fewer departures the rest of the year. You can even choose the slightly longer cream-tea trip. Jason’s Trip offers a similar journey in the same months, but has less frequent departures. Book both ahead online.


OFF PISTE ON THE TOWPATH
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Carolyn Clark, who writes regularly about London’s canals, takes us to some of her favourite spots along the Regent’s Canal. (regentscanalheritage.org.uk)

Legging It

Walk to Cafe Laville, overlooking Maida Hill Tunnel, and watch boats pass through. Before boats had engines, the drivers lay on their backs to ‘leg’ (walk) the boat through while the horse walked over the top.

Explosive Event

The ornate Macclesfield Bridge was destroyed in 1874 when five boats carrying gunpowder and benzol exploded. It was rebuilt using the surviving cast-iron columns turned round, so the grooves cut by the horse-drawn towing ropes are now on the inside.

Fun & Games

The three-day Canal Cavalcade, with historic boats, food and live entertainment, takes place in Little Venice over the first bank holiday in May.



In Search of Vintage Treasure

Bargain pre-loved clothing

Searching for secondhand clothing – call it preloved or vintage – is the sine qua non of shopping in West London, especially in Notting Hill and, more specifically, on and around Portobello Rd. Use the iconic concrete Brutalist-style Trellick Tower as your waymark and head first for Rellik, a favourite of fashionistas on a budget for women’s and some men’s clothing and accessories from the 1970s to 2000s. More upmarket is Found and Vision, with an abundance of irresistible 1970s lounge suits, Chanel gowns and Gaultier jackets. And then, just about everywhere you look, are the Last Place on Earth popups – four at last count – which are more secondhand than vintage.

Vinyl for the Listening

Best used music shops

If music is your thing and vinyl the medium, make tracks for Honest Jon’s, the Harrod’s of vintage music shops since 1974, stocking everything from blues and jazz to reggae, soul and funk. Rough Trade, also in place for almost half a century and once home to the punk label of that same name, sells both vintage and alternative vinyl and secondhand books. It also puts on the occasional gig. Even older than those is the Music & Video Exchange, a favourite among record collectors around the world since 1967. If you can’t find it here, it’s extinct. Look for rock and pop on the ground floor, classical and easy listening below and reggae, soul and funk upstairs.
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BEST TRADITIONAL PUBS IN WEST LONDON

Churchill Arms

Landmark Fuller’s pub renowned for its Winston memorabilia, extravagant Christmas decorations and Thai food served in a lovely conservatory.

Warwick Castle

Delightful old boozer on a back street in Little Venice, dating to 1867; Sunday lunch is a cut above.

Union Tavern

The Union has a lovely terrace along the Grand Union Canal, a decent selection of craft beers and a relaxed appeal.



WHERE TO SHOP IN WEST LONDON

Chinese Tea Company

Have the shop’s owner from Zhejiang in southeast China recommend the perfect brew, or book a tea-tasting session.

Stuarts

A premier menswear store for half a century, with designer duds as well as some vintage selections.

Couverture & the Garbstore

Two stores in one, this smart concept shop sells men’s and women’s independent and international fashion brands.

Ceramica Blue

If you’re looking for colourful crockery, this place imports all manner of items from more than a dozen countries.

Biscuiteers

Ogle at the colourful iced biscuits and cupcakes, or try your hand at the art of icing at one of its classes.

Zarvis London

This health-and-beauty shop makes scents (and sense), mixing organic bath and body oils for the most sensitive skin.

On Stage in West London

What’s treading the floorboards

West London can claim some of the most dynamic (and unusual) theatres in town. The multiple-award-winning Bush Theatre in Shepherd’s Bush has been staging plays by new playwrights such as Conor McPherson, Stephen Poliakoff, Caroline Horton and Tyrell Williams since 1972, and many have transferred to the West End. The Holloway Theatre is the main space, with up to 180 seats; the more intimate Studio has 70 seats.

Yet another Victorian music hall designed by eminent architect Frank Matcham, and repurposed as a theatre, the Lyric Hammersmith has a versatile playlist, staging a stimulating choice of productions from the highbrow and classics to more accessible theatre.

For something really different, head for Little Venice and the Puppet Theatre Barge, a charming marionette theatre based in a converted canal boat. It has been holding performances here for more than four decades at weekends and during school holidays between October and July.


WHY I LOVE WEST LONDON
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Steve Fallon, Writer

Nowadays my London reality is very much in the east, but when I first visited the city – back when the whitewash was still fresh on the Tower of London’s White Tower – I headed for Earl’s Court, which was then very much an Australian stronghold nicknamed ‘Kangaroo Valley’ for its cheap accommodation and nosh. In fact, that’s where I tasted my first ‘real’ Indian curries – subcontinental eateries were thin on the ground in my native city of Boston in those days. I remember buying an alarm clock, an old-fashioned one with bells at the top and a huge face with the Union Jack. It was a gift for my older brother. Wonder if he still has it? I still have the receipt!



And on Screen

If you prefer cinema

Two of the city’s most luxurious cinemas can be found in West London. Notting Hill’s Electric Cinema Portobello, one of the oldest movie houses in the country, dating back to 1911, screens everything from blockbusters and general-release movies to arthouse films and documentaries. Choose to watch from leather armchairs or sofas with footstools, or from one of a half-dozen double beds in front. The art deco Electric Cinema White City branch, where BBC television was once based, offers similar luxury.

Ginstitute

Make your own gin

Ginstitute at the Distillery (both a bar and the real deal) on Portobello Rd offers a comprehensive introduction to gin that will turn you into a gin expert (and a distiller) in just three hours. After an introductory (gin) cocktail, a lecture tracing the mostly sordid history of the stuff from its birth in Holland and inglorious arrival in Britain in the 18th century, and a demonstration on how it is made, you’ll be given your own botanicals (herbs and scents) and set to work. At the end, you’ll have produced a 70cL bottle of your personally devised gin blend.


BEST BARS FOR MUSIC IN WEST LONDON

Troubadour

A legendary music venue since 1954, this time-warp still has live music (jazz, folk) most nights downstairs.

Notting Hill Arts Club

This scruffy-yet-chic basement bar-club mixes underground and retro-music club nights with the odd big pop name.

Sindercombe Social

Shepherd’s Bush pub with seasonal craft beers; hosts live-music acts (pop, rock, rap) four nights a week.

Quiet Night Inn

Boutique Forest Road Brewery–restored Victorian pub with a small stage and live music.



Graffik Gallery

Learn spray art

This is one of the earliest (if not the first) galleries dedicated to street art. It has an impressive collection from both emerging artists and legends, including Banksy, Bambi, Stik, Tommy Gurr and Waleska Nomura. Graffik also runs a host of workshops and masterclasses for wannabe graffitists, some of them family friendly.

Tasting English Wine

A rare urban winery in Fulham

London Cru (or LDN CRU), Britain’s first urban winery, uses only English grapes picked at vineyards in places such as West Sussex and transports them to fermentation tanks in its winery on a back street in Fulham, where they are turned into wine. Check the website for various winery tours and tastings.

WHERE TO GRAB A COFFEE IN WEST LONDON

Kuro Coffee

This minimalist Japanese place serves some of the best coffee and matcha tea around – as the queues indicate.

Lowry & Baker

The Monmouth coffee served in colourful mismatched crockery is fine and the breakfast offerings top-notch.

Antipode

This artisanal cafe serves up coffee as only the Australians know how to make it.
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South London
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MULTICULTURAL AND HISTORIC AREA FULL OF CHARACTER

Each area in South London is unique and has a different vibe. The neighbourhood is also home to many different communities, with a history to match. Brixton has been historically tied to the Caribbean and to the Windrush generation, as it was an area where many settled. However, gentrification has resulted in the area filling up with endless food and nightlife options and changed the makeup of those who live and hang out there.
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Peckham is similarly known for its historical ties and a strong sense of community. Known as Little Lagos, it’s a vibrant area and has been home to the African community since the 1970s and ‘80s, especially the main Peckham Rye thoroughfare, where you can find anything from hair products to Nigerian food to a new gentrified bar. It has a growing reputation for its creative scene, attracting many artists and galleries. The effects of this have been vibrant music, cool hangouts, marketplaces and a food scene for all. Tooting is known as a home for the South Asian community, giving Brick Lane a run for its money in terms of curry houses.

With plenty of parks and green spaces in areas such as Greenwich, Herne Hill and Streatham, South London is also a great place for families to take advantage of playgrounds, or simply for people to get outdoors, whether to jog or relax. There are also some interesting museums and galleries dotted around South London.

There are plenty of nightlife options in Brixton, Peckham and Clapham, while Elephant & Castle is currently going through some renovations. Compared with central and East London, South London can be quiet during the week, but with many markets and bars open throughout the week, there is always something to find.
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DON’T MISS

IMPERIAL WAR MUSEUM

A museum exhibiting military history and conflicts, and their impact on society.

BRIXTON VILLAGE & MARKET ROW

Diverse market and cultural hub with plenty of shops, food and goods.

BLACK CULTURAL ARCHIVES

A museum showcasing the rich history and culture of the Black community in the UK.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Imperial War Museum

2Maltby Street Market

3Tower Bridge

Sights

4Battersea Power Station

5Beefeater Distillery

6Brockwell Park

7Burgess Park

8Cinema Museum

9Lambeth Palace

10Newport Street Gallery

11San Mei Gallery

12Shad Thames

13Substation

14The Oval

15White Cube

Sports & Activities

16Brockwell Lido

17VauxWall West Climbing Centre

Sleeping

18Bermondsey Square Hotel

19Windmill

EATING

20Badiani Gelato

21Beza

22Cake and Custard Factory

23Mercato Metropolitano

24Negril

25Toulouse Lautrec

26Trinity

Drinking & Nightlife

27Art Cafe London

28Blank Coffee

29Florence

30Hootananny

31Ministry of Sound

32No3 at Nightingale Place

33Old Spike Roastery

34Royal Vauxhall Tavern

35Tea House Theatre

36The Ivy House

ENTERTAINMENT

37Lotus Bar

38Southbank Centre

Shopping

39Bermondsey Antiques Market




TOP TIP

Transport links aren’t the most accessible, depending on what part of South London you’re in. However, Brixton and Clapham are on the Victoria and Northern Underground lines, which run 24 hours at weekends. Elsewhere, plan your trip to the area in advance and, if it’s a weekend, make restaurant reservations ahead of time.




I LIVE HERE
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Anna Prendergast  (@annahhp, AHHPrendergast), a Brixton-based travel writer, handpicks three low-key local spots to add to your itinerary.

Effra Hall Tavern, Brixton

Adults-only pub with an electric atmosphere provided by some of South London’s best jazz musicians. You can’t book, so grab a table before the band starts around 9pm on Thursdays.

Eden Nature Garden, Clapham

A serene community-run garden where locals come to catch their breath. Spring is lovely with tadpoles and tulips, and the beehives are beginning to hum.

Persepolis, Peckham

This Persian family-run corner shop is easily one of the capital’s best-value restaurants: £30 will get you piled-high platters of meze, harra osbao and kufteh plus dessert and drinks.



The O2

Entertainment hub for events and activities

The colossal O2 arena has earned its reputation as one of the world’s premier venues for live events. With capacity of up to 20,000 people, it consistently hosts concerts and events from some of the biggest names in the music and sports industries.

Beyond its event spaces, one of the O2’s most distinctive features is the opportunity to ascend the venue itself. The Up at The O2 experience has you venturing across the famous roof, with a 360-degree view of Greenwich, Canary Wharf and the Olympic Park. Holding onto the rails, you’ll make your way across the slightly bouncy roof, accompanied by a knowledgeable guide. The ascent and descent takes approximately an hour and the entire experience lasts around 90 minutes. There are also sunset and twilight climbs.

The O2 is also home to an outlet shopping complex with 60 stores offering designer brands at outlet prices, including well-known names such as Ted Baker, Kurt Geiger and French Connection. The dining options are equally diverse, with more than 30 bars and restaurants. Within the arena, which is easily accessible from North Greenwich station, you can also watch a movie, go bowling or indoor skydiving, or get bouncing at a trampoline park. Check the event schedule and stay clear of the area on concert days (if you’re not going to the event) to avoid getting caught in the crowds.
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BECOMING THE O2

Before becoming the globally renowned O2, the arena was known as the Millennium Dome. Originally constructed to celebrate the turn of the millennium in 2000, the Dome represented a significant architectural and cultural milestone for the UK, as it was designed to house the Millennium Experience exhibition, showcasing various aspects of British life, history and innovation. After achieving its initial purpose, the venue underwent a rebranding as the O2 Arena and solidified its presence in London’s entertainment scene as we know it today.



Imperial War Museum

Deep dive into British war history

The Imperial War Museum takes visitors back in time to discover the UK’s role in wars and global events. Founded in 1917, the museum aimed to record the events taking place during the Great War. Packed with civilian and military memorabilia, it commemorates the sacrifices that all of society made in wartime. From the moment you enter the spacious atrium, you’ll find different stories to explore – there are things here that everyone will find interesting.

The Holocaust Galleries offers a haunting look at the stories of the six million Jewish people who lost their lives in WWII. The Imperial War Museum is the world’s first museum to house Holocaust Galleries and Second World War Galleries in one place, helping visitors to understand the challenges and traumas of past generations. Between them, the First and Second World War galleries contain thousands of artefacts. Admission is free and the museum is open from 10am to 6pm daily.

Brixton Village & Market Row

Culture, food and community under one roof

Open daily, Brixton Village and Market Row were established in 1937 by actor Carl Brisson. Over the years, the markets have continued to adapt to the local community, which has become gradually more gentrified. However, you can still purchase Jamaican food and ingredients such as delicious Jamaican patties, Scotch bonnets and saltfish. The markets aim to preserve the heritage of the area by celebrating the history of the Black population, acting as a creative hub to support new talent in the community. Around 100 independent traders offer their goods in bars, cafes, restaurants and shops, each sharing their unique story with visitors.
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Tower Bridge

Iconic Victorian-era drawbridge

Tower Bridge was built over the course of eight years, starting in 1886, based on a competition to find a design for a new crossing of the River Thames, won by Horace Jones. Once constructed with all British materials, including Glaswegian steel, Portland stone and Cornish granite, the bridge was the largest and most advanced bascule bridge – able to be raised and lowered with counterweights – built at the time. The steam-driven bridge mechanism raised the bridge’s roadway in just three minutes to allow ships to pass underneath.

Today, the bridge’s two neo-Gothic towers stand as one of London’s most popular landmarks and are easily identifiable from both sides of the Thames. The bridge opens up to 10 times a day but is done so electronically, and you can check online for the exact times of the openings. For an epic general photo, head to St Katherine’s Dock; otherwise climb the North Tower and cross the 11m-long glass walkways from the Tower Bridge Exhibition for a bird’s-eye view of the bridge opening.
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Bermondsey Beer Mile

South London’s best breweries and taprooms

Bermondsey’s Beer Mile actually stretches over 1.5 miles, and since the opening of the area’s first brewery in 2009, the number of venues for visitors to explore has increased to 15 – there are trendy venues for visitors of all ages to enjoy. Start your trip along the Beer Mile at Maltby Street Market, which is close to London Bridge Station. Enjoy street food here before heading off on your sudsy journey. Along the way, you can call at the Southwark Brewing Company, The Barrel Project, London Calling Sweden and the many other stops. Plan ahead by checking out the venues online, choosing some top picks for your walk.

Horniman Museum & Gardens

Natural history meets music

Originally part of the Horniman family residence, this opened as the Surrey House Museum in 1890. Once the building had more purpose, the name was changed in 1901 to the Horniman Museum after former Liberal Party MP Frederick Horniman inherited the building and opened it to the public.

The museum holds a collection of objects in anthropology, natural history and musical instruments, but most notable is its taxidermised animals, including a walrus. There are more than 350,000 objects held across three floors – start in the basement for the aquarium of fish, frogs and coral, before heading up to the permanent collections. Afterwards, visit the 6.5-hectare garden to spot wildlife and relax.

The museum and gardens are free to visit, though there are charges for the aquarium and butterfly house – an indoor tropical garden with over 100 butterflies. You need a timed ticket for the butterfly house, so book ahead. On Sundays, there is a market with local fruit and vegetables.
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Battersea Power Station

Art deco power generator

At its peak, the Battersea Power Station produced one-fifth of London’s electricity, even supplying the Houses of Parliament and Buckingham Palace. Operations ceased more than 40 years ago, but the building was recently renovated, opening in 2022 as a large mall with more than 250 stores, as well as bars, restaurants and a cinema. One of the iconic chimneys also holds a glass elevator that transports you to a view of the areas surrounding the Thames. Once you’ve finished inside the power station, you can find a nice chill spot nearby by the river to watch the world go by.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Black Cultural Archives

2Brixton Village & Market Row

Sights

3Chocolate Museum

EATING

4Barrio Brixton

5Eat of Eden

6Pop Brixton

7Wood & Water

8Z’s Northern Ghanaian Cuisine

Drinking & Nightlife

9Effra Tavern

10Trinity Arms

ENTERTAINMENT

11Blues Kitchen Brixton

12Brixton House

13Ritzy Cinema



[image: jpg]

Electric Avenue, Brixton | William Barton/Shutterstock ©

The Cinema Museum

Discover movie-making history

Founded in 1986 by Ronald Grant and Martin Humphries, this private collection of cinema memorabilia is housed within a workhouse that was home to Charlie Chaplin in his youth. The museum has an extensive collection of items from the early days of cinema in the late 19th century through to current movie-making techniques. Tours of the museum last about two hours, which includes a 30-minute short film about the venue and cinema history in general.

The museum also hosts a vast selection of events throughout the year. Book launches, live talks, screenings and much more are included on its monthly calendar, helping the museum to secure funding for its future. It’s a family-friendly spot, with more than one million photos in the collection. Book your tour ahead, as there are limited spots each day. The nearest Tube stations to the museum are Kennington and Elephant and Castle.

[image: jpg]

The Cinema Museum | mauritius images GmbH/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Royal Vauxhall Tavern

Gay landmark pub

The Royal Vauxhall Tavern was built in 1865 and has been a significant place for the queer community in London, becoming one of the city’s most loved cabaret and performance venues. Drag artists have performed here since the 1950s, with such well-known names as Paul Grady and Lily Savage appearing here in the 1980s. Princess Diana even visited to see one of the varied shows, which are held each night.

Throughout the week, you can enjoy drag, comedy, cabaret and burlesque shows, with themed nights that welcome local talent. Tickets offer a mix of seated and standing admission, with early and late show times on offer.

Newport Street Gallery

Art gallery celebrating Damien Hirst

Newport Street Gallery hosts the collection of artist and art collector Damien Hirst in a magnificent space. Hirst is an English artist and art collector who was very popular in the art scene in the 1990s, mainly for his works that centred on death. His success has continued, and he holds the record for raising the most money – £111 million – at a one-artist auction.

Hirst aimed to share his art collection with the world for many years, and this ambition finally came to reality in 2015. The building stretches half the length of Newport St and consists of three listed buildings that were originally painting studios for the theatre industry. The collection spans more than 3000 works, including pieces by Banksy, Jeff Koons, Pablo Picasso and Tracey Emin.

The gallery is spread over 37,000 sq ft and has six exhibition spaces. The most impressive of the galleries has an 11m-high ceiling and is split over two levels. As well as the gallery, you’ll find a cafe, gallery shop and Hirst’s company offices on the premises.

Peckham Levels

Creative hub celebrating culture, art and food

Peckham Levels has a long and interesting history in the local community, but opened as we know it today in 2015. The creative and cultural hub offers a wide variety of weekly events, ranging from music performances, DJ sets, art exhibitions and yoga sessions. Online, the Peckham Levels events page outlines what will be going on during your time here.

This venue aims to strengthen the community ties within South London and bring artists and the public together in the space. The Peckham Levels food hall and bar are particularly popular at weekends, with the former offering a delightful mix of street-food stalls and bars with enclosed, weather-proof views.
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Black Cultural Archives

Documenting the history of the Black community

The Black Cultural Archives was founded in response to events such as the Police and Criminal Evidence Act in 1984 and the New Cross Massacre in 1981. It aims to strengthen the representation of African and Caribbean communities within the UK, allowing members of the Black community to feel more represented within the city. As an archive museum, it works to show visitors the Black presence in Britain over the years, celebrating the stories of people and their achievements. No matter where you’re from, you’ll gain a stronger understanding of the challenges of these communities.

The archives are free to access and there’s a reference library for students and anyone interested in learning more about events affecting the communities. If you want to visit the actual archives for research purposes, you’ll need to book ahead. Otherwise, casual visitors can enjoy the temporary exhibitions, cafe, educational programs and events on offer. The museum is open from Thursday to Sunday each week. Whether you visit the archives or an exhibition, the Black Cultural Archives offers an amazing glimpse into the experiences of African and Caribbean people and the events of the late 20th century in particular.
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GENTRIFICATION IN SOUTH LONDON

Brixton and Peckham continue to face ongoing changes from upscale businesses altering the social landscape. While this shift has brought economic development, it has occurred at the expense of long-standing residents, who find themselves priced out. The changing demographic has also raised concerns about cultural erasure and loss of community identity. As these areas evolve, community activists and local authorities continue to grapple with the challenge of preserving the essence of the districts and safeguarding the heritage of those who have long called these areas home.



Beefeater Distillery

Toast the famous gin

This tour begins with an interactive exhibition, where you’ll learn about the company’s history before you head up to the tasting area. The experience finishes with a quick lesson on making the perfect G&T. For a more in-depth experience, consider upgrading to the Beefeater Flavours Experience, on which you’ll get to sample more flavours of gin, as well as a welcome cocktail. The distillery also offers a Distillery VIP Experience and the Beefeater Crown Jewel Tour, where visitors have the opportunity to examine the stills and learn more about the distillation process. Opting for the Crown Jewel Tour offers extra perks, such as tastings of four gins within the distillery. Afterwards, guests can relax in Beefeater’s exclusive speakeasy-style bar, indulging in gourmet bar snacks and a G&T, and leaving with a gift bag containing the exquisite Beefeater Crown Jewel bottle.

Tours run four times a day, Wednesday to Sunday.

The Oval

Absorb cricketing history

Built on part of the previous Kennington Common, The Oval is one of the world’s most famous cricket grounds and the first one in England on which a Test match was ever played. The first match played here was in June 1724, and the ground still has an annual calendar of local and international matches. Each year it hosts Test matches, including for the highly sought after Ashes, as well as international women’s cricket matches.

If there aren’t any fixtures on during your visit, or you want to see behind the scenes, take a ground tour, which will take you into the famous Long Room and down onto the pitch.
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Tooting Market

Food vendors from around the world

One of two indoor markets in this area (along with Broadway Market Tooting), Tooting Market offers a range of retail stores and food vendors dishing up cuisines from around the world. Thursday nights are one of the best times to visit, with live music from Green Choy as you dine on delicious cuisine. It also screens a variety of sports events throughout the year.

Stalls at this market that’s been running since 1930 range from East Asian haberdashers to purveyors of African sculptures and a Chinese medicinal clinic, while one of the most popular food vendors is Smashing Plates, serving Greek gyros and souvlaki. Koi Ramen Bar has great ramen at low prices , and the Lone Fisherman will transport you to the Caribbean, serving dishes such as jerk chicken and honey smoked salmon, as well as selling a range of take-home sauces and juicy oysters in the summer. It’s a perfect lunch or dinner stop whenever you’re in South London.

Pop Brixton

Land made good

Pop Brixton is a brilliant community initiative that came to life when Lambeth Council wanted to make use of a plot of land near the middle of Brixton. The community chose to use the plot to create a space where local entrepreneurs could share their offerings. Today, it’s home to 50 startups, including restaurants, bars and retail stores, and even has a radio station that broadcasts live from here.

As well as the food and drink offerings, there’s a regular series of events and workshops, such as art classes for kids and training in the garden. It’s just a three-minute walk from the Brixton Underground station.
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Dulwich Picture Gallery

Seasonal exhibition and events

The world’s first purpose-built public art gallery opened in 1817, arising from the partnership of Noël Desenfans and Sir Francis Bourgeois in the late 18th century, who worked with the King of Poland to create a royal collection from scratch over the five years from 1790. Its collection includes paintings by the Old Masters, such as Rembrandt, Rubens, Gainsborough, Poussin and Canaletto. Unusually, the gallery also includes a mausoleum for its founders, lit by a moody lumière mystérieuse (mysterious light) created with tinted glass placed among the pictures.

Every year, there are a series of new exhibitions. Family events take place at the weekends.

Battersea Arts Centre

Pay what you can for shows

Housed in a grand former town hall, built in 1893, Battersea Arts Centre became a theatre in 1981. Sadly, the theatre suffered a major fire during renovations in 2015, with the grand hall and lower wall left in disrepair. The grand hall was rebuilt and reopened in 2018, offering shows featuring some of the local community’s most talented performers.

You can catch innovative stage productions at the centre, with previous themes exploring the likes of decolonialism, love and the formation of queer families. Music events are extremely popular, from hip-hop musicals to festive Christmas concerts and orchestras. As the world’s first ‘Relaxed Venue’, it has a more informal and flexible attitude towards noise and motion during performances. Tickets start at just £6, but there’s also a pay-what-you-can policy to make the arts more accessible.

The arts centre also has a community garden on Town Hall Rd, which is the perfect spot to unwind and relax after a busy day of walking around the local area. The cafe and bar are great places to hang out as well.
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Shad Thames

Riverside street to stroll and dine

With a rich history dating back to the 1700s, Shad Thames was an area by the river that was previously dominated by spice, tea and coffee sellers. Over recent years, the area has been completely regenerated, with popular restaurants such as Le Pont de la Tour and Butler’s Wharf Chop House opening.

After dining at one of the top restaurants, take a stroll around the local area to enjoy spectacular views across to Tower Bridge, the Shard and the Tower of London. The street area really comes to life in the evenings, with more tourists around, so if you want a quieter experience, come earlier in the day.
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Clapham Grand

Movies, bingo, live music and comedy

The Clapham Grand opened in 1900, when it welcomed musicians, comedians and acrobats. It soon became one of the city’s top venues, but was transformed into a cinema in 1931. Before it closed in 1979, it acted as a bingo hall. In 1991, it was reopened by Mean Fiddler and has ever since offered an eclectic range of events, including boozy bingo, singalong movies, comedy shows and live music. There really is something to entertain everyone here, so make sure to check out its upcoming events ahead of time.

In September, October and November, it hosts Live at The Grand comedy nights, bringing some of London’s top comedians to the stage. It also has Drag Brunches at the weekends, which offer a new way to get together with friends over food and drinks. The venue is a home for the queer community, but also welcomes a diverse range of events to support new artists.

Maltby Street Market

Explore Bermondsey’s culinary scene

Alongside and under railway arches leading from London Bridge, Maltby Street Market is a treasure, with some of the best food and drink from around the world, such as Greek dishes at Maltby & Greek, Spanish tapas and wine at Bar Tozino and some of Bermondsey’s best burgers at African Volcano. Keep in mind that the market is only open from Friday to Sunday, and different stands appear each week. You can easily spend an hour or two here enjoying everything on offer, but the options will vary every time you visit.

After your meal, check out Yi Yun’s Dhan Waffles, made in the traditional Taiwanese way, with toppings such as salted caramel and peanut butter crumble. Beanbag Coffee is a great place to start your weekend, serving ethically sourced beans from Asia. The market’s site is typically unadvertised, but its reputation has spread by word of mouth over the years, so you never know what fine food and drinks you’ll find during your next visit.
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Ritzy Cinema

Century-old cinema

After a few days of walking around London, there’s nothing better than putting your feet up to enjoy a movie. Opened in 1911 as the Electric Pavilion, the Ritzy Cinema was one of the first picture houses in England. It’s been a central part of the area’s nightlife for decades, attracting both film-goers and drinkers (to its bars and fine cafe).

Officially known as the Ritzy Picturehouse, it has new movies on offer each week. There are dementia-friendly screenings, weekly jam sessions, Q&A screenings and much more. There’s also an Indian street-food restaurant, En Route, on the premises.

MORE IN SOUTH LONDON

Party Like a Local in Peckham

Enjoy a night out on Rye Lane

In recent years, Rye Lane has emerged as one of South London’s premier nightlife destinations. Its string of pubs offers the perfect setting for a pub crawl, and late-night options abound, whether you prefer sipping cocktails at sunset or dancing to drum and bass under ancient arches. The closure of a local institution, Canavan’s Peckham Pool Hall, in 2020, paved the way for new after-hours experiences.

Landmarks such as rooftop, summer pop-up Frank’s with iconic Barbie-pink staircase, Bussey Building and Forza Wine are renowned, but there are plenty of other cool venues as well. The unassuming CLF Art Lounge, near Peckham Rye station, conceals a world of culinary delights, with Dominican cuisine harmonising with jazz rhythms. The CLF Art Cafe, in the iconic Bussey Building, pulsates with the vibes of the South London Soul Train, while the Prince of Peckham and Jumbi have varied events many evenings of the week. Not done yet? Belt out songs during drag karaoke at John the Unicorn, embark on a nostalgic arcade adventure at Four Quarters, or let sultry jazz serenades at The Montpellier envelop you.

Since its 2019 inception, Peckham Audio has become a sanctuary for music lovers, housing genres from drum and bass to trance under the same roof as bar/restaurant Forza Wine. Journalist Moya Lothian McLean’s ‘Get Heated’ nights here invigorate London’s nightlife. Market Place Peckham has hosted legends such as DJ David Rodigan and the GALA festival’s three-day dance extravaganza every May.
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BEST PLACES TO GRAB A COCKTAIL

Hacha

Agaveria in Brixton with a changing lineup of 25 agave-based spirits poured into delicious cocktails. Also home to Mirror Margarita, a crystal-clear balanced reinterpretation of the timeless classic.

Funkidory

Cosy bar in Peckham serving from an original cocktail menu. They’re willing to craft personalised concoctions based on your flavour preferences. The owners have a deep love for funk and sell vinyl records inside.

Shrub and Shutter

Cocktail and listening bar with an intimate vibe. They menu features creative cocktails like Island Life, combining the sweetness of rum and pineapple with the dryness of wine, along with cardamon and salt.



WHERE TO STAY IN SOUTH LONDON

art’otel London Battersea Power Station

Luxury hotel with stylish rooms, a rooftop pool and skyline views. £££

Bermondsey Square Hotel

Boutique hotel next to the Bermondsey Antique Market and walking distance from London Bridge. ££

The Windmill

Small pub and boutique hotel with 42 country-style rooms close to Clapham High Street station. ££

Tara Tales

Small theatre with activist background

A stone’s throw from Earlsfield train station, Tara Theatre serves as a hub for art, embodying unity and cultural fusion. Established in 1977, it seamlessly marries Indian architectural heritage with British design, symbolising the convergence of diverse artistic traditions.

The theatre is more than a venue for watching plays – it’s an immersive journey into a rich experience. The intimate 100-seat auditorium provides a cosy ambience, so that every word and gesture feels tailored to your presence. On its stage, a diverse array of performances unfold, from intense British dramas to the rhythmic splendour of South Asian dances, painting a vivid and varied canvas.

It’s also a venue that’s marked by activism and social change. Founded by a group of young Wandsworth residents, the theatre has a legacy that’s deeply rooted in its response to the tragic murder of 17-year-old Gurdip Singh Chaggar. Over four decades, it has nurtured and supported Asian performers, writers, directors, musicians and choreographers, spreading its message across the UK and abroad.

The foyer, constructed from railway sleepers, tells countless tales of journeys and encounters, setting the stage for the narratives that unfold. If you have a penchant for the written word, the in-house library is the keeper of stories from around the world, featuring poetic renditions and timeless narratives. The studio space also becomes a hub for post-show discussions, interactive workshops and rehearsed readings, offering you an opportunity to bask in the spotlight or delve into the intricacies of theatrical art.


BEST FAMILY ACTIVITIES IN SOUTH LONDON

Whippersnappers

Various programs (whippersnappers.org) for little ones to express themselves through music, sports and art in Dulwich.

Lambeth Palace

The recognised residence in London for the Archbishop of Canterbury. On the first Friday of the month in summer, visitors can explore the historic gardens on the palace’s garden open days.

Crystal Palace Park

Go dinosaur hunting among the world’s oldest dinosaur sculptures, visit one of the largest mazes in the country, or engage with animals in this park’s farm.



UPSCALE RESTAURANTS IN SOUTH LONDON

Chez Bruce

A Michelin-starred French restaurant in Wandsworth; duck is often the menu’s star. £££

Toulouse Lautrec

French cuisine in a two-floor family restaurant with a jazz club in Elephant and Castle. ££

Trinity

Sleek, Michelin-starred restaurant with seasonal menus with modern European influences. £££

Dip & Dine at Brockwell Lido

Outdoor public swimming pool

Brockwell Lido, a beloved fixture since 1937, sits on the fringes of Brockwell Park, the second-largest public open space in Lambeth. Its Olympic-sized pool is cradled by a grade-II-listed art deco structure and, after a refreshing swim, you can grab a bite to eat at the Lido Cafe. South London’s famed Four Hundred Rabbits now curates the cafe’s menu, which features dishes such as Portuguese eggs and green shakshuka at breakfast, through to wood-fired delicacies at dusk. Alternatively, you can sip on craft beer or select from Borough Wines’ carefully curated selection while taking in the natural beauty of Brockwell Park.

Before or after your swim, it’s always a good idea to take a leisurely wander around the park. Children can hop aboard the miniature railway – a charming 7.25-inch-gauge family railway that runs on Sundays from March to October (complete with a gift shop for keepsakes) – at the Herne Hill end.

If you happen to visit in June, the Lambeth Country Show – a celebration of community spirit – transforms the park into a sprawling festival, complete with livestock and live music. There are other shows and festivals that happen in the park, so check the website for any other event. Brockwell Park’s gates open at 7.30 am daily.

Book ahead for swim sessions at the Lido. Sunday visitors get an extra treat, with a farmers market starting at 10am that offers aromatic coffees, sumptuous breakfasts, handcrafted items and fresh produce.


BEST AFTERNOON-TEA SPOTS

Tea House Theatre

Award-winning British-themed cafe in Vauxhall, with an option to have unlimited tea for two.

No3 at Nightingale Place

Seasonal menus of sandwiches, scones and cakes in a bistro overlooking Clapham Common, with a bottomless Prosecco option. You must book by 9am on the day you’re visiting.

Belair House

Restaurant inside a Georgian mansion near West Dulwich serving up petit fours with the afternoon tea menu. Vegan and gluten-free options are available upon request.



WHERE TO EAT DESSERT IN SOUTH LONDON

Cake and Custard Factory

Delectable cakes, including sponges, cheesecakes, and puddings in Peckham. £

Badiani Gelato

Counter in Mercato Metropolitano serving fine gelato and sorbet. Order a pinguino to try gelato on a stick. £

Urban Legend

Bright pink shop in Clapham that serves handmade doughnuts. £

Cool Off & Fuel Up at Beckenham Place Park

Green space with calm lake

Beckenham Place Park, next to Beckenham Hill Station and a scenic 20-minute walk from Beckenham Junction railway station, is a sprawling 95-hectare stretch of greenery. At its core stands a majestic Palladian-style mansion, now transformed into a buzzing community hub and cafe.

The park has a range of activities to suit everyone’s interest: get some peace and quiet by the serene lake, enjoy a game on the tennis courts, or immerse yourself in aquatic adventures. You can try to find inner balance with SUP yoga, or embark on a tranquil canoe or kayak voyage. Book through PTP Coaching, which is also on hand to ensure the safety of winter swim inductions, providing temperature updates to enhance swimmers’ comfort. Water activities are available every day except Tuesday.

During the summer evenings, Summer Thursdays promise visitors a great culinary experience. There are Californian burritos from Route 66 Streetfood, sweet and savoury delights from Sarrasin Crepes and burgers at the Mansion Bar & Cafe. The experience is enhanced by live music and a busy vintage market.

For another relaxed dining experience, visit the Homestead Cafe, inside a charming Georgian stable block. It brews up Square Mile Coffee with views of the garden and lake, and also serves stone-baked pizzas on the terrace, complemented by a selection of craft beers in the evening.
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BEST ART GALLERIES IN SOUTH LONDON

White Cube

Contemporary-art gallery in Bermondsey run by art dealer Jay Jopling. One of seven global White Cube galleries featuring international artists.

Copeland Gallery

Large gallery in Peckham with multiple display areas. Often also used as a venue for public markets and workshops.

San Mei Gallery

Independent Brixton venue dedicated to contemporary art, prioritising research, education and collaborative interactions. Open-mic nights, as well as artist-led events, are frequently held.



WHERE TO FIND A COFFEE IN SOUTH LONDON

NOLA Coffee

Built by a local couple in Peckham, drawing on their experiences of cafes from their travels.

Old Spike Roastery

Speciality coffee shop in Peckham that’s on a mission to end homelessness in the UK.

Well & Fed

Independent coffee shop that also sells sweet treats and deli goods.

Elephant & Castle’s Most International Table

Take a seat at Mercato Metropolitano

Mercato Metropolitano is a celebration of sustainable, globally centred living right in the middle of Elephant & Castle and Borough Tube stations. It prides itself on offering natural, nutritious and accessible food, and it has breathed new life into a once-overlooked space, with more than 40 vendors from all over the world serving up in one unified place.

Here, you can eat anything from Thai curries to classic Italian pizzas, sweet French pastries, succulent pork belly from South America, Sri Lankan chicken curries and exotic bao buns. Mercato Metropolitano also pays homage to local food and produce such as artisanal cheeses, handcrafted chocolates and freshly baked bread, capturing the essence of the local culture.

Housed inside a former abandoned paper factory, Mercato Metropolitano is one of the city’s largest food markets and one of four branches across the city. Alongside its food offerings, it also features an on-site microbrewery (with reasonably priced pints) and hosts various community projects. Mercato Metropolitano is open every day until late. No reservations are needed; you can simply show up and check out what is on offer.

Mercato Metropolitano can be a refreshing alternative to the bustling and touristy Borough Market, making it an enjoyable experience for newcomers to London.

[image: jpg]

Rivoli Ballroom | PA Images/Alamy Stock Photo ©


SOUTH LONDON’S BEST NIGHTLIFE

Blues Kitchen Brixton

Blues restaurant and bar with American comfort food and regular live music. At night, the venue turns into a club with a DJ until the early hours.

Hootananny

Brixton pub and live-music venue that features many roots reggae, ska and Afrobeat artists on the lineup. You can play snooker in the the pub before a performance.

Lotus Bar

A long-established nightlife spot in the heart of Clapham, with a diverse range of music.



GROUP ACTIVITIES IN SOUTH LONDON

Blingo

Comedic hip-hop bingo in Brixton, with lip-sync battles and prizes to be won.

Gospeloke

Release your inner Mariah during karaoke at Brixton’s Blues Kitchen.

No Escape Brixton

Your group has one hour to locate Winston Churchill’s control centre during this engaging journey.

Travel Back in Time at the Rivoli Ballroom

Nostalgic home of big-name acts

The Rivoli Ballroom transcends time, offering a glimpse into London’s glamorous past as the city’s sole surviving 1950s ballroom. The grade-II-listed space, adorned with plush red velvet, crystal chandeliers, ornate Chinese lanterns and classic flock wallpaper, has appeared in shows such as BBC’s Strictly Come Dancing and in films like The Avengers.

Music legends such as Elton John and Tina Turner have graced the Rivoli Ballroom’s stage, and it continues to see much activity. From the infectious rhythms of ‘70s and ‘80s disco nights to nostalgia-inducing Northern Soul evenings featuring vinyl treasures spun by legends such as Lucienne Cole, there’s a dance for everyone. The monthly Rouges at the Rivoli pays homage to the ballroom’s illustrious past.

If you’re in London in October, come for the Halloween disco that draws rave reviews (tickets sell out fast, so plan ahead). On Saturdays, the ballroom and Latin events create a multigenerational experience where grandparents dance alongside youngsters.

A word of advice: always book in advance because the venue is in high demand. And as a charming nod to its vintage essence, the bar remains cash-only.


SOUTH LONDON’S BEST BOTTOMLESS BRUNCHES

Daddy Bao

Taiwanese cuisine – namely bao buns – with imported beers and great bottomless cocktails near Tooting Broadway. ££

Barrio Brixton

Latin American bar that hosts an old-school R&B brunch on Saturdays with bottomless rum and quesadillas, all while playing a game of bingo – what’s not to love? ££

Canova Hall

Choose any brunch item on the menu, from beetroot gnocchi to truffle mushrooms on toast, and choose to go bottomless for two hours. You can make your own bubbly cocktail. ££



CAFES IN SOUTH LONDON

Art Cafe London

Coffee, smoothies and brunch at affordable prices in Elephant and Castle.

Blackbird Bakery

Great selection of sandwiches, toasties and pastries near Queen’s Rd in Peckham.

Blank Coffee

Brixton spot priding itself on a plant-based brunch menu.

Barter for an Antique Bargain

Bermondsey Antiques Market

Bermondsey Antiques Market traces its roots back to its location on the site of the Bermondsey Abbey, which used to be known as the New Caledonian Market. The market has evolved over the years into a great destination for anyone who loves collecting antiques.

Unlike the busy alleys of Portobello or Spitalfields, Bermondsey provides a serene shopping experience, allowing you to browse at your own pace in both the indoor and outdoor sections. Just a 15-minute walk from London Bridge Station, it allows early risers to enjoy the market’s calm and friendly conversations with merchants at around 8am, while those arriving a tad later will be greeted by an extensive spread of stalls teeming with intriguing finds. The goodies lining these stalls are as diverse as the city itself. Whether it’s props for an avant-garde fashion show, timeless dinner sets, resplendent jewellery, reminders of military history or funky coloured-glass pieces, there’s something for every antique lover. If you want to take a trip down memory lane and potentially leave with a tangible piece of history in tow, the market is open every Friday from 7am to 2pm, though the magic truly unfolds after 9am, when the market buzzes with life. Always remember to haggle on the finds you come across to secure a sweet deal.

Score Points & Pints at Battersea’s Most Playful Pub

Pub, brewery and arcade experience

The Four Thieves is an enchanting establishment that seamlessly blends the camaraderie of a pub, the thrill of a games room and the draw of theatre. Once a lively brewery, it has transformed, offering a unique concoction of drinks, games and culture. Conveniently nestled in Battersea, the Four Thieves pays homage to its brewing heritage with an impressive selection of home-brewed beers, from deep stouts to crisp ales. For those who crave a splash of nostalgia, coupled with a pinch of modern-day fun, the games room is a delightful diversion. Old-school arcade games such as dual dance mats, table hockey and critter-racing skee ball stand side by side with the latest in virtual reality and a mini-car track. Explore the retro arcade on the 1st floor, filled with vintage cabinets, the Moonshine Raceway and virtual reality booths.

The heartbeat of the venue is its theatre, which regularly hosts live performances, gripping theatrical acts and comedy shows. All this excitement is bound to work up an appetite, and the Four Thieves menu strikes an appropriate balance between pub grub and inventive dishes. With karaoke on Friday nights, live jazz on Sunday, comedy Wednesdays, beer pong tournaments, themed brunches, LED light shows, magicians, live DJs and more, there’s always something happening. There’s also a dance floor, outdoor beer garden and screenings of big sporting events.


SOUTH LONDON’S BEST PUBS

The Cutty Sark

Upscale Georgian pub spread across three floors, giving you direct access to River Thames views – grab a table near the window.

The Florence

Traditionally styled pub with British meals that makes a perfect stop if exploring Brockwell Park – it’s right opposite the green space.

The Ivy House

Community-owned pub in a 1930s setting. Visit on Wednesdays for a heated but fun pub quiz, some comedy and theatre on Thursdays and live gigs on Fridays.



WHERE TO FIND A SUNDAY ROAST IN SOUTH LONDON

Trinity Arms

Serving traditional British food in a snug pub in Brixton. You can get a hearty roast any time between midday and 11pm. ££

The Old Nun’s Head

Child-friendly Peckham pub with open mic and other exciting events. ££

The Selkirk

Gastropub in Tooting with fun quiz nights and live music. Tasty alternative for vegans and vegetarians. ££

South London’s Newest Theatre

Tap into new talent

Brixton House emerged from the historic roots of the Ovalhouse Theatre in a journey that spanned more than half a century. Beginnings in the 1930s as a home for young creatives, the venue was reborn in the 1960s under the imaginative guidance of Peter and Joan Oliver, evolving into a sanctuary for the marginalised and the young voices of the community. Noteworthy figures such as Howard Brenton, David Hare, and even Pierce Brosnan have graced its hallowed halls. But beyond the celebrities, Brixton House carved out spaces for monumental movements such as the British Black Panther Party and the Theatre of Black Women, highlighting its intertwined history with activism and societal change.

In 2022, a new chapter unfolded with the unveiling of the newly minted, purpose-built Brixton House. It was recognised with two Offie Awards just one year later, cementing its importance in off–West End theatre.

What truly makes Brixton House special is its unwavering dedication to eclectic narratives, whether it’s a contemporary spin on classics such as Cinderella or deeply introspective tales like Made in India. Theatregoers can also take part in post-show discussions, late-night gigs and events highlighting community voices. Perfectly positioned opposite Brixton Market and a short walk from Pop Brixton, Brixton House can easily be paired with some culinary goodies from one of these venues.
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BEST BLACK-OWNED RESTAURANTS IN SOUTH LONDON

Z’s Northern Ghanaian Cuisine

Bringing a taste of northern Ghana to Brixton. The jollof rice with tomato-based beef stew is the most popular dish. £

Wood & Water

A menu of British dishes with Jamaican influences and flavours, such as fish pie with ackee. Owned by former Miss Jamaica Universe April Jackson. ££

Negril

No-frills Caribbean restaurant serving up great roti wraps, curries and vital (vegan) dishes. You can also get your hands on a Jamaican Red Stripe beer. £



WHERE TO EAT VEGAN IN SOUTH LONDON

Eat of Eden

Vegan Caribbean food, like jerk jackfruit bites and lentil stew, based in Brixton – enjoy inside or out on the patio. £

Beza

Colourful Elephant and Castle Ethiopian spot serving traditional vegan stews with lots of injera. £

Deserted Cactus

Plant-based and Caribbean-influenced food only available on Thursday and Saturday afternoons. £

MOCA London

Contemporary Peckham gallery

MOCA London (the Museum of Contemporary Art) celebrates the cutting-edge forms and provocative styles of artistic expression that have evolved since 1940. Founded in 1994, it initially operated as a project-based museum, featuring international exhibitions encompassing sculpture, video, painting, photography and installation. In January 2004, MOCA opened a project space in South London’s Bellenden Renewal Area, hosting locally based but globally focused exhibitions. This space offers artists the opportunity to create non-commercial work, allowing for the development of projects over varying timeframes.

MOCA’s meticulously curated spaces illuminate the profound societal changes, technological leaps and sweeping global views that have influenced contemporary artists and their creations. It also gives visitors the chance to engage in passionate debates, workshops and lectures with artists, historians and other art lovers, digging into the essence of contemporary art.

As seasons shift, MOCA’s calendar brims with events, including many film screenings, musical performances and hands-on art sessions that invite visitors to tap into their inner artists.

To fully appreciate MOCA’s offerings, it’s worth conducting some research on showcased artists or themes to understand the context of the art. Previously, MOCA has welcomed the likes of Alex Woods’ bronze sculptures and Veronica McKenzie to showcase archives of Black queer stories. MOCA is also a great venue because inclusivity is essential here, so expect facilities that ensure everyone can enjoy the art without hindrance.

MOCA London is a five-minute walk from Peckham Rye Station.
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WHY I LOVE SOUTH LONDON
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Vivienne Dovi, writer

I was born and raised in South London, so the south of the River Thames has always been my stomping ground. Being of West African heritage, places such as Peckham give me comfort as I can find ingredients, restaurants and shops that are familiar to my upbringing. South London’s multicultural essence has nurtured me into an open-minded person, bringing about a love for learning about and celebrating other cultures – which I wish everyone could experience. It’s true what they say: South Londoners take immense pride in this side of the capital and I’m proudly one of them.



THINGS TO DO IN SOUTH LONDON ON A BUDGET

Lewisham Micro Library

London’s smallest library, housed in a quintessential red telephone box. The booth operates as a book exchange.

Chocolate Museum

Based in Brixton, where it is the only museum where you can learn about the history of chocolate in Britain.

Bussey Building

A creative and cultural hub housed in a historic industrial space.

Big London Bake South

Bake up a storm

Whether you love to bake, or just want to test out your skills, the Big London Bake South, inspired by the beloved Great British Bake Off, provides a fun day out for the novice and the adept to get involved in competitive baking. Stroll through the Castle, Tooting’s oldest pub, to discover this pioneering establishment in the gardens.

The concept is simple: bakers come together for a 90-minute showdown, racing against both the clock and each other. Friends might become friendly rivals or partners in pastry, but every participant understands that every drizzle, dust and dollop could make all the difference in this game. At its core, the experience is a fusion of creativity and guidance. A master baker stands at the ready, weaving through the workstations, offering tips and tricks and, if you’re lucky, sharing cherished baking secrets.

The joy of the Big London Bake South is that each month unveils a new theme – from festive Yuletide treats to sun-kissed summer desserts, monotony is a word left at the doorstep. The venue welcomes baking enthusiasts from Wednesday to Sunday. Entry prices are based on the experience, and sessions are designed to cater to all ages. Just remember that, in the world of baking, timing is everything – arriving a tad early ensures you’re prepped and ready for the pastry adventure ahead.


AFRICANS IN PECKHAM

Peckham has a significant African presence, particularly among the Nigerian community. This historical connection dates back to the mid-20th century, when Nigerians started migrating to the UK. In recent decades, the Nigerian community in the district has grown exponentially, contributing to Peckham’s vibe as, over time, it has evolved into their home. There are many Nigerian-owned businesses and eateries in the area, and the area acts as a cultural hub that celebrates the country’s diverse traditions. Visit Rye Lane to experience much of what the Nigerian community has to offer.



GET ACTIVE IN SOUTH LONDON

Kelechnekoff

Peckham-based pole dancing and fitness studio with inclusive classes.

VauxWall West Climbing Centre

Indoor climbing centre under the arches of Vauxhall station.

Substation

Rock climbing and fitness studio in Brixton.

Bottomless Brunch at Bobochacha

Tops in Tooting

Dining at restaurants made famous by TikTok can be hit-and-miss, but bobochacha is an absolute hit. Behind the unassuming grey exterior of this pan-Asian restaurant is a weekend bottomless brunch so good that you’ll need to book well in advance and make a deposit to hold the booking. The scene is lively, with people from all backgrounds coming to try the high number of dishes that are available. Pick from starters such as gyozas, tempura and sticky pork baos, or choose between options such as sushi or a curry. Standouts on the menu include the grilled Korean lamb cutlets and the aromatic duck, but you can order two dishes at a time and try as much as you can manage. To go one step further, opt for the premium menu, which unlocks three extra dishes and bobochacha’s short list of alcoholic drinks. The list may not have the longest selection – there are only four cocktails – but they pack a punch. So tread carefully on the Lychee Temptations and Moscow Mules, or you might need a taxi to get you home.

Dessert is included and the Japanese bread pudding is a decadent finish to a meal. There are quite a few quirky rules to bobochacha – you can only order more drinks and food once you’ve finished what’s in front of you, and if you don’t finish you pay for what’s left over. The latter rule is to help prevent food waste. The bottomless brunch session lasts for two hours and there are five time slots between noon and 3.30pm.

[image: jpg]

Ministry of Sound | Ministry of Sound Group Limited, CC BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©


SOUTH LONDON PARKS

Brockwell Park

This 51-hectare park in Herne Hill has a lido, gardens and sports facilities, and is a vibrant hub for community gatherings.

Dulwich Park

A spacious 31-hectare park with lakes and green expanses. Hire a pedalo or rowing boat for a day on the water in its boating lake.

Burgess Park

Spanning 56 hectares, Burgess Park is a great place to relax amid the bustle of the capital. If you’re feeling active, play a game of football or tennis.



WHERE TO FIND SOUTH ASIAN FOOD IN TOOTING

Dosa N Chutney

Casual dining space in which to try the restaurant’s namesake, dosa, the crispy South Asian chickpea pancake. £

Lahore Karahi

Unassuming restaurant serving up Pakistani cuisine at affordable prices. £

Mirch Masala

Karahi dishes are grilled to perfection and well-seasoned in this swanky venue. £

Ministry of Sound

Dance and house nightclub

In the heart of Elephant and Castle, the Ministry of Sound opened its doors in September 1991, transforming a derelict bus garage into a nightlife institution. Conceived by Justin Berkmann and inspired by New York’s Paradise Garage, it disrupted the London clubbing scene with its singular focus on sound quality. Today, it draws around 300,000 clubbers annually, attracting top DJs such as Adam Beyer, DJ Harvey, Dixon, Marshmello, Jozeff and Pete Tong. The club boasts four distinct rooms, each offering a unique sonic experience.

The Box stands out as an auditory nirvana, designed with towering speakers, millions of watts of bass and triple-thick sound-absorbing walls. Room 103, the heart of the venue, hosts breakthrough artists, signalling the future of music. The intimate Baby Box cocoons you in rhythm and vibes, while The Loft spotlights emerging record labels and promoters.

Ministry’s weekly club nights cater to diverse tastes. Fridays belong to the Gallery, a trance haven, while Saturdays are a treat for house-music enthusiasts. If you’re a student, don’t miss Milkshake Tuesdays, a beloved student session that’s been running since 2002. There are also one-off or recurring events that pop up on the Ministry’s website, so secure tickets online for a seamless experience. Dress to impress, though there’s no stringent code. It also depends on the type of event that’s being held.


CARIBBEANS IN BRIXTON

Caribbean migration, particularly from Jamaica, has significantly impacted Brixton’s history and character. Starting in the mid-20th century, after WWII, Jamaican immigrants sought opportunities in the UK and settled in Brixton, forming a vibrant community. The most significant relocation happened after the HMT Empire Windrush sailed from Jamaica to London in 1948, carrying more than 1000 passengers – Caribbean members aboard the ship are referred to as the Windrush Generation. Despite facing challenges and problems with racial discrimination, Brixton continues to honour its Caribbean legacy.



TOP SPOTS IN GREENWICH

Cutty Sark

A famous British clipper built in 1869 that’s now a museum and represents an important part of UK maritime history.

IFS Cloud Cable Car

Cable car between Greenwich and the Royal Docks. Take the 10-minute journey as early as 7am, or later in the day for night views.

Royal Observatory

Stand on the Prime Meridian Line at the home of Greenwich Mean Time.




Richmond, Kew & Hampton Court
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ROYAL HERITAGE AND GORGEOUS GARDENS

Richmond, Kew and Hampton Court offer a significant deviation from the fast-paced nature of the capital, giving you a taste of the British countryside in South West London. Nature and history coexist, which only adds to the charm of the neighbourhoods.
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You’ll likely only visit the area on day trips, due to its proximity to central London, but if you choose to stay, there are a number of hotels to choose from. Begin your journey early in the morning at Kew Gardens, a world-class botanical wonderland with intricate plant collections, where you can explore Victorian greenhouses and walk along the tree canopy walk. If you manage to tear yourself away, venture southward to Richmond where the River Thames flows idly by and the banks give you many great views and waterfront moments.

Richmond is also home to expansive green and open spaces such as Richmond Park and Wimbledon Common, where you can embrace a leisurely walk or a quiet picnic for some relaxation and rejuvenation. Although this area is now residential, it was originally a royal residence, and it’s still home to more than 630 red and fallow deer that have been freely roaming here since 1637.

For the main event, head to Hampton Court Palace, a Tudor masterpiece and one of only two surviving palaces of King Henry VIII. It brims with history and is a testament to England’s rich heritage. Once you’ve visited the baroque palace, explore the 25 hectares of gardens, which include a famous and confusing maze with countless twists and turns.

Evenings in these neighbourhoods take on a more relaxed tone than deeper into the city, but waterside pubs and fine-dining restaurants are dotted around the area, so it’s advisable to carry your wallet.
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DON’T MISS

KEW GARDENS

Globally renowned botanical garden with an array of plant collections.

RICHMOND PARK

Historic royal park with vast green spaces and roaming deer.

HAMPTON COURT PALACE

Historic Tudor palace celebrated for its grand architecture and gardens.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Hampton Court Palace

2Kew Gardens

3London Wetland Centre

4Richmond Park

SIGHTS

5Buddhapadipa Temple

6Bushy Park

7Chiswick House

8Ham House

9Hogarth’s House

10King’s Observatory

11Marble Hill House

12Orleans House Gallery

13Richmond Bridge

14Teddington Lock

15Wimbledon Lawn Tennis Museum

Sports & Activities

16Twickenham Stadium

Sleeping

17Coach & Horses

18Harbour Hotel

19Mitre

EATING

20Hawthorn

21Petersham

22Scott’s Richmond

Drinking & Nightlife

23One Kew Road

24Orange Tree

25Pitcher & Piano

26So Bar Richmond

ENTERTAINMENT

27Puppet Theatre Barge

28Theatre at the Tabard




TOP TIP

While you can explore Richmond, Kew and Hampton Court by foot or car, a scenic way of getting around is by boat. The river-cruise boat has indoor and outdoor seating along with a bar, and departs from Westminster heading to Hampton Court Palace a few times a day, with stops at Kew and Richmond.




I LIVE HERE
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Paul Jackson, tour guide at Discovery Richmond (@discovery_richmond), shares his recommendations for the best places to visit in the neighbourhood.

Richmond Palace Remains

See Queen Elizabeth I’s favourite winter home. It’s located on Richmond Green, where knights in armour once jousted.

Terrace Gardens

A secluded public park on the grounds of three former private estates. Enter through a grotto from the riverside or stroll down from the terrace at the top of Richmond Hill.

Richmond Hill

The iconic view from the top of Richmond Hill has inspired painters and poets for centuries – the view is protected by an Act of Parliament.
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Wandsworth Bridge, Putney & Barnes Circular

Circular path around the Thames

Stretching over 8 miles, the Wandsworth Bridge, Putney and Barnes Circular walk is a serene journey in the midst of city life. Start your journey at Wandsworth Bridge, and from there it’s all about strolling alongside the peaceful River Thames. There’s plenty of open space and tree-lined playing fields for peace and reflection.

Along the way, you’ll pass by the London Wetland Centre and the Leg o’ Mutton nature reserve, helping to create the perfect blend of river charm and green goodness. If you get tired, you can always hop on bus 378 from Putney Pier to Barnes.

Kew Gardens

Botanical garden and research institution

Kew Gardens have been around since 1840 and have earned a spot as a UNESCO World Heritage Site. When you step into this green paradise, you’re in for a treat on a journey through a large collection of plants from all over the world. You could spend the whole day getting lost in this 132-hectare wonderland – the most comprehensive botanical collection on Earth (including the world’s largest collection of orchids) – and we recommend that you dedicate at least three to four hours to a visit. Don’t miss the Palm House, a Victorian glasshouse that feels like stepping into a tropical dress, or the treetop walkway for panoramic views from 18m up in the air.

The gardens are one of the main attractions in the area so they’re often busy, so book your tickets in advance. The Great Boardwalk Borders, divided into eight beds, are the longest herbaceous borders in Britain, with fresh fragrances and a rainbow of colours.
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Bushy Park

Royal park with wildlife

King Henry VIII himself gave Bushy Park a thumbs up back in 1529 and the park, which is right next door to Hampton Court Palace, has been a treasure ever since. Spread across a whopping 445 hectares, it’s the second-largest of London’s royal parks and has more ancient trees than any other location in the capital. You’ll share the space with herds of red and fallow deer, which gives the place a wild twist and a peek into England’s royal past.

Take a leisurely walk along Chestnut Ave, flanked by impressive trees, or lose yourself in the qaroque water gardens or the Waterhouse Woodland Gardens’ pool and waterfall. You can also visit the park’s most famous landmark, the Diana Fountain. The fountain is grade I listed and its golden statue of the goddess Diana looks out over you from the body of water. The park is open 24 hours a day.
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Wimbledon Lawn Tennis Museum

Celebrating the history of tennis

For tennis fans, the Wimbledon Lawn Tennis Museum takes a journey through the rich history of the game in one of the world’s most famous venues for the sport. The museum explores the sport’s evolution, showcases championship trophies and has a range of interactive exhibits and memorabilia displays. You can then visit their various courts, including the famed Centre Court. Whether you’re a tennis fanatic or just curious about the sport’s heritage, the museum promises an engaging and educational experience. If you’re visiting during the Wimbledon Grand Slam in late June and early July, you might also be able to catch a glimpse of the real action.
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Ham House

Hampton Court in miniature

South of Richmond is a 17th-century Stuart mansion with beautiful formal gardens, known as ‘Hampton Court in miniature’. Ham House was originally built by an Elizabethan courtier and Knight Marshal to James I. It is considered one of London’s finest historic houses and is grade I listed. You may recognise the house from various movie scenes such as Sense and Sensibility, Victoria and Abdul and John Carter to name a few. After exploring, stop by one of the three main pubs in Ham and have a peek at the 18th-century New Inn building.
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Richmond Park

London’s largest royal park

First things first; this is not a regular park. Richmond Park is massive – we’re talking a whopping 1100 hectares of pure natural beauty. It’s London’s largest royal park, and the largest city parkland in Europe, with a history that dates back to the 17th century, when King Charles I made it a royal hunting ground.

The ancient oak trees, meadows and ponds are excellent reasons to visit, but the real stars of the show here are the resident deer – more than 600 of the animals roaming around like they own the place, adding a touch of wilderness to the regal setting. Hop on a bike and pedal along scenic trails, or even go for a horse ride through the open expanses. If you stay on foot, head to King Henry’s Mound for some seriously breathtaking views of the city skyline. Don’t forget your walking shoes and, if you decide to drive, arrive early to secure a parking spot as the park is very popular.

Hogarth’s House

Famed artist’s life and works

Hogarth’s House was once the home of William Hogarth, one of England’s greatest painters in the 18th century. He was all about satirical and social-commentary paintings, and you can get up close and personal with his genius through a large collection of his works that are a window into the political and social scene of his time. Take your time soaking in the details of Hogarth’s work and home, which is best done at a leisurely pace. Afterwards, step into the garden out back – it’s a nice addition to the many green spaces in the area.

Chiswick House

18th-century villa and gardens

Chiswick House and its gardens were designed by the 18th-century architect William Kent and Richard Boyle, the third Earl of Burlington, between 1725 and 1738, and a stroll here feels like stepping into a time machine for history and art. The house and gardens have symmetry everywhere you look, with grand views, classical statues and pathways that were influenced by the pair’s travels on the Grand Tour, especially through Italy. The gardens have a stunning ionic temple next to a peaceful lake that’s a picture-perfect spot for a bit of quiet contemplation or just soaking in the beauty.

Inside, the house is a sanctuary of art and history, filled with remarkable paintings and sculptures, topped by the coffered dome of the Upper Tribunal – left ungilded, the walls below are decorated with eight enormous paintings. Be sure to visit the conservatory, which houses the oldest collection of camellias in Britain, and check the events calendar on the official website since the house often hosts cool exhibitions and events that can add an extra layer to your visit.
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Chiswick Sunday Markets

Weekly goods and food markets

For most of the week, Chiswick is a quiet area off the usual visitor radar, but every Sunday it comes alive with various markets. Once a month, Chiswick Business Park holds a food market, while the Chiswick flower market is held on the first Sunday of the month. A cheese market greets the third Sunday of the month, and an antiques and vintage market the second Sunday. No matter which Sunday you show up, you’ll find a dazzling display of goodies, produce, street eats and artisanal foods. Be sure to check the online Chiswick Calendar (chiswickcalendar.co.uk/whats-on-in-chiswick/outdoor-markets) to know what day your visit falls on.

Theatre at the Tabard

Plays at the pub

This theatre is tucked away above the historic Tabard Pub, which was designed by Norman Shaw, considered one of Britain’s greatest architects, in 1880. The theatre was opened in 1985 by actress Andrea Black; it’s not your typical flashy theatre, but it shows West End–quality productions at a significantly lower price. The theatre is very small, creating an intimate experience, with plays that range from gripping dramas to laugh-out-loud comedies.

The theatre, which has a focus on new writing, is praised for its ability to produce new and experimental shows, and the stage has been graced by some seriously talented actors and some mind-blowing productions. Tickets sell out fast, so book well in advance. The pub downstairs is a perfect hangout before or after the play.

The theatre, right next to Turnham Green Underground station, was renamed Chiswick Playhouse in 2019 but just three years later, the Tabard name returned.

Buddhapadipa Temple

Traditional Thai Buddhist temple

Tucked away near Wimbledon Common, one of the notable features of this active temple is its ornate exterior, adorned with intricate detailing that reflects the essence of Thai art and culture. Upon entering, you’re greeted by murals surrounding a collection of Buddha rupa (statues). The temple’s grounds, encompassing ponds, gardens and picturesque bridges, create an oasis of calm amid the city’s bustle. It’s one of the largest Thai temples in Europe that conducts daily services in the Theravada tradition. The temple also hosts free meditation classes and talks at weekends between 3pm and 5pm. To experience Thai culture, visit during the Songkran festival in mid-April.
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Richmond Bridge

Historic stone bridge

Built in 1777, the elegant stone arches of Richmond Bridge are London’s oldest surviving crossing. Practically, it connects the two sides of the Richmond borough, but it also provides some seriously stunning views of the River Thames. On one side, you’ve got the river and, on the other, there’s lush greenery and charming buildings – it’s a picture-perfect setting. The five-span bridge itself isn’t reason enough to travel to Richmond, but it’s a nice addition to any visit to see other attractions in the area.

There are many independent restaurants, bars and coffee shops on the waterfront around the bridge, so you can make a pit stop here when you’re feeling peckish or want to grab a drink. If you’re into photography, the bridge, which was the brainchild of architect James Paine, lights up beautifully during sunrise or sunset.

According to the Richmond Bridge Act of 1772, vandalism of the bridge was punished with ‘transportation to one of His Majesty’s Colonies in America for the space of seven years’.
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Marble Hill House

18th-century Georgian villa

Built in the first half of the 18th century, Marble Hill House was home to the Countess of Suffolk and mistress of King George II, Henrietta Howard. It was also later occupied by Mrs Fitzherbert, the secret wife of George IV. The Twickenham house gives a taste of Georgian life, as well as beautiful riverside parkland and gardens. Kids can even try on hats in Henrietta’s dressing room.

The house is a 25-minute walk from Richmond station. It is also easily accessible by pedestrian ferry from Ham House.
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London Wetland Centre

Otter-ly fantastic wildlife

One of Europe’s largest inland wetland projects, this 42-hectare centre, run by the Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust, was transformed from four Victorian reservoirs in 2000 and attracts around 140 species of birds, as well as frogs, butterflies, dragonflies, lizards and a thriving colony of watervoles.

Don’t miss the Peacock Tower, a three-storey hide – and magnet for serious birders – on the main lake’s eastern edge; other hides are sprinkled around the reserve, including the Headley Discovery Hide in the west. The wetland is also well populated with eight different species of bats that feed on the abundant moths.

The centre is a great destination for families, with playgrounds, pond dips, otters to be found (and fed each day at 11am and 2pm) and tunnels to be crawled through. You can easily spend four or five hours here, and feel almost as though you’ve left the capital .

The centre is accessible by public transport but it can also be reached while cycling along the river.
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TOP SIGHT
Hampton Court Palace

Henry VIII’s favourite residence, Hampton Court Palace is a grade-I-listed royal structure with lavishly decorated gardens. The king’s extravagant court life demonstrated might and wealth, and still captivates tourists five centuries on. Planned to rival the French Versailles, it’s one of England’s grandest castles. Henry brought all six of his wives to the palace, and the ghost of one of his executed wives still reportedly haunts its grand halls.
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Practicalities

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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The Palace

Abundant in luxury, Hampton Court Palace houses various spectacular constructions and is one of London’s best examples of Tudor architecture. It was built by Cardinal Thomas Wolsey at the beginning of the 16th century in an unsuccessful bid to maintain favour with King Henry VIII. After his failure as Lord Chancellor in the daunting mission to obtain Henry VIII’s divorce from Catherine of Aragon, it was taken by the king. Additions followed from Henry VIII, Sir Christopher Wren in the 17th century and subsequent Georgian kings and princes. When Queen Victoria opened the palace to the public in the first half of the 19th century, it immediately became a destination for millions of visitors. In less than 50 years, more than 10 million people came to view the palace.


DON’T MISS

Chapel Royal

State Apartments

Great Hall

Tudor Kitchens

Base Court and Astronomical Clock

Haunted Gallery

Royal Gardens and Hedge Maze



Fit for a King

Cardinal Wolsey wanted to build a palace fit for a king, and he turned an ordinary country house into a spectacular property with extravagant decorations and unique artwork. It became even more valuable and spectacular as each monarch put their own stamp on the estate throughout the centuries. The meticulous craftsmanship shines through in the Chapel Royal, where the timber and plaster ceiling, adorned with blue and gold vaulting, was initially destined for Christ Church, Oxford, but found its home here. Additionally, the grand dining hall, known as the Great Hall, boasts exquisite tapestries and stained-glass windows, defining the palace’s grandeur. The audio tour, with its interesting tales, is more than useful when touring the castle.


FOUNTAIN COURT

Sir Christopher Wren was handed responsibility for redesigning the palace when William III and Mary II ascended to the throne as joint monarchs in 1689. Originally, Wren wanted to destroy the whole place, but eventually added the Fountain Court instead. It replaced Henry VIII’s green cloister court, and held apartments for both the king and queen, as well as rooms for William III’s most important courtiers after the death of Mary II in 1694. If the grand court looks familiar, you may well have seen it on Bridgerton.



Shakespeare Was Here

A highlight of any visit is the State Apartments, offering a glimpse into Henry VIII’s day-to-day life. In King William III’s apartments, take notice of the 17th-century delicate wood carvings – the king didn’t sleep in the Great Bedchamber, but it’s where he dressed each morning. The Great Hall is the greatest medieval hall in England, and it was turned into a famous theatre, where Shakespeare’s group performed in 1603.

Feast Like a Royal

At a time when it was fashionable to carry a few extra pounds, given the vast appetite of the king himself, Hampton Court Palace employed 200 cooks, grooms and pages, and they were responsible for preparing up to 800 meals a day. The famous Tudor kitchens were built in 1530, and they now provide a glimpse into the variety of specialities that were served and enjoyed at the castle.

One activity visitors can participate in is unearthing the experience of working in the royal kitchens during the 16th century. History cooks unravel the secrets behind crafting authentic Tudor cuisine such as hearty roasts, flavourful stews and intricate confectionery delights. By the end, you’ll discover what it means to eat like a king. The Tudor Cookery and Roasting opportunity is included in your general admission ticket, but only available at weekends.
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Predicting the Thames Tides

In the palace’s central area, a fascinating astronomical clock is to be found facing the inner court. This marvel was installed for Henry VIII in 1540 and is connected to a set of three bells. Impressively tall at 4.5m, it can tell the time, the date, the position of the sun, the phases of the moon, when the moon crosses the meridian and the age of the moon in days. Because of this, it can even predict the Thames’ tides.

The astronomical clock can be seen when visiting the Base Court, the palace’s first large courtyard inside the West Front. Thirty apartments were situated here, accommodating the palace’s most significant guests. Upstairs from the Base Court, there are also panelled rooms and arched doorways that provides a rewarding introduction to the place. Be sure to check out the Tudor graffiti on the fireplace.
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Sleep at the Palace

Why just visit when you can stay and sleep inside Hampton Court Palace, experiencing it when other tourists leave and the place gets serenely quiet? History buffs will love a night in the 18th-century setting of the imposing Georgian House. Alternatively, you can stay at Fish Court, an apartment in the palace’s serving wing.



A Screaming Queen

Take a walk from Henry VIII’s private apartments towards the chapel and you’ll get to see the famous Haunted Gallery in the State Apartments. This area is especially interesting given its one-time spooky popularity. At the beginning of the 20th century, the most common postcards of the palace featured faked photographs that presumably displayed a ghost roaming around the old premises. The lingering tales suggested that the ghosts of at least two of the king’s wives haunted the place. Jane Seymour, his third wife, died during childbirth in 1537 and Catherine Howard, his fifth wife, was executed five years later. Jane, the only one of Henry’s wives to be buried beside the king, was believed to appear on the Silverstick Stairs.

When Catherine was arrested, they say that she ran along the Haunted Gallery screaming and begging Henry for mercy. The king was praying in the chapel at the time and the guards just took her away. Legend has it that she now screams in the gallery for eternity.

Lost in the Maze

Spring is probably the best season to visit the palace’s Royal Gardens. The complex includes the Privy Garden, Pond Garden, Broad Walk, Elizabethan Knot Garden and the Wilderness, where you can see the world’s largest grape vine. Another great thing to see is Britain’s oldest surviving hedge maze, which was originally planted in 1689 and takes up a third of an acre in the palace gardens. Reaching the centre takes around 20 minutes, but getting out takes longer. The only way to understand its grandeur is to set out and get lost among its tall hedges.


TOP TIPS

• Plan on spending about five hours at the palace, browsing inside for two to three hours and strolling the gardens for another two. In summer, you can hire a horse-drawn carriage. In winter, there’s an ice rink to enjoy.

• It’s hard to see all the gardens in one go, so consider returning to see areas you miss.

• The London Pass provides free entry to the palace.

• Try to visit on a weekday; weekend queues to enter the palace can be overwhelming. It’s best to book a visit in advance.



Events & Eats

Beyond its history, the palace offers a beautiful environment for long walks, soaking up the sun in lavish gardens, or having lunch at one of its three eateries: Tiltyard Cafe, Privy Kitchen Cafe and Fountain Court Cafe. There are also two major events that take place at the palace each year. The Hampton Court Palace Festival in June gathers together big-name pop and classical music artists to create one of the country’s most popular outdoor music events. The Hampton Court Palace Garden Festival in July is the world’s biggest flower show.


Imprisoned King

King Charles I was put under house arrest in the Grand Hall by Oliver Cromwell in 1647. It was the same part of the palace that Charles had previously decorated with magnificent paintings. As you take in the beautiful stained-glass windows throughout this hall, remember that even Cromwell admired the artwork. It became his home in the mid-17th century, and he ensured the palace was kept intact during his residence after the Civil War.



Private Dining Room

Take note of the dining room in William III’s private apartments, where he really lived and organised small dinner parties reserved exclusively for his male friends. After dinner, the shutter would be lowered, ensuring the king and his companions enjoyed total privacy. Try to guess what was on the menu, or imagine the atmosphere during these elegant evenings.



MORE IN RICHMOND, KEW & HAMPTON COURT

Walk among Legends at Twickenham Stadium

Legendary rugby stadium

Whether you’ve been wearing rugby fan jerseys since a very young age, or you just happen to be in the area, Twickenham Stadium brings the chance to visit the largest rugby stadium in the world, as well as a revered open-air concert venue that’s rocked to the likes of Bon Jovi, Beyonce and Lady Gaga.

Guided tours of the 82,000-seat stadium, which is the home of English rugby, head backstage and tell the story of the venue, or you can opt for a Legend Tour that will take you pitchside and into the changing rooms with one of the rugby heroes themselves. This exclusive and popular experience also visits many parts of the stadium, including the President’s Suite and Royal Box. All tours include a visit to the World Rugby Museum, home to the world’s largest collection of rugby memorabilia – more than 41,000 items – and the Play Rugby Interactive Zone, where you can test out your own rugby skills.

If you’re interested in seeing a game, check the stadium website for fixtures. Tickets for international matches are hard to obtain.

Twickenham Stadium will be one of the host venues for the 2025 Rugby World Cup. The stadium is a 10-minute walk from the Twickenham rail station.
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WHY I LOVE RICHMOND, KEW & HAMPTON COURT
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Vivienne Dovi, writer

I absolutely adore Richmond, Kew and Hampton Court with their rare-in-London blend of history and nature. Admiring the sprawling greenery and resident deer at Richmond Park, or exploring the grandeur of Hampton Court Palace and its maze is still great to experience now, but also reminiscent of school trips as a child to learn more about Henry VIII in history lessons. I’m still intrigued by historic landmarks like these.

London prides itself on hustle culture, so getting away from it all to take a leisurely stroll along the River Thames in this quieter area, especially on a summer’s day, is an activity I hold sacred.



WHERE TO STAY IN RICHMOND, KEW & HAMPTON COURT

The Mitre

Luxury boutique hotel, on the bank of the Thames, as close as you can possibly get to Hampton Court Palace. ££

Coach & Horses

Three-star hotel and gastropub with a beer garden directly opposite Kew Gardens. ££

Harbour Hotel

An 18th-century mansion and garden (and luxury spa) at the top of Richmond Hill. ££

Feel like a King at the King’s Observatory

Former astronomical research facility

Inside Richmond’s Old Deer Park, the King’s Observatory is a lone 18th-century Palladian house surrounded by 3 hectares of lush gardens. Owned by the British Crown, it was a private park of King George III, who had a keen interest in the sciences and wanted to build an observatory from which to witness the transit of Venus across the Sun in 1769 – it was a rare event that allowed scientists to calculate the distance between the Earth and the Sun more accurately. The observatory’s telescope cupola is the oldest of its sort in the world. The observatory was designed by the most famous English architect at the time, William Chambers, and the view from the building is almost the same as it would have been 250 years ago.

The observatory and the gardens, which also have a lake, are surrounded by the Royal Mid-Surrey Golf Club, which was founded by a group of golf enthusiast who hatched the idea of a new course while chatting in a pub. Club membership started out at 31 shillings, the equivalent of less than £2 today.

Note that the observatory is only open to the public at certain times of the year, so make sure to plan ahead. And a fun fact: if you’ve got the means, the house is available to rent.


BEST PLACES TO GRAB A DRINK

So Bar Richmond

Cocktails and tapas in a low-lit Richmond establishment.

Pitcher & Piano

Visit when the weather is good as this bar’s view is incredible.

One Kew Road

Modern bar with classic drinks and faux animal skin for seat covers.

Orange Tree

Pub with a relaxing atmosphere; a great place to watch rugby games near Richmond station.

Hemingways

Wimbledon bar with cosy sofas and a happy hour (two-for-one cocktails) between 4pm and 7pm.



FINE DINING IN RICHMOND, KEW & HAMPTON COURT

The Petersham

Modern British dining with a view over the River Thames. £££

Scott’s Richmond

Serving up fish and seafood with an incredible oyster list. Dedicated vegetarian menu also. £££

Hawthorn

Serving up modern British and European cuisine right next to Kew Gardens station. £££

Get inspired at Orleans House Gallery

Art and nature at one

Originally built on Crown land in the 16th century, the Orleans House Gallery estate expanded and currently stands as an exciting cultural and heritage hub, hosting everything from live events to educational experiences no matter what time of the year. The gallery’s mission is to bring the community together, which it does through interactive and immersive exhibitions that are aimed at both children and adults, often with themes of play or nature. It is also the permanent home of the 4440 works in the Richmond Borough Art Collection, including drawings and paintings of the area.

Orleans House’s architecture is substantially impressive, but it is the landscape around it that keeps drawing artists and others to keep coming back. The house sits on the bank of the River Thames, and it has the only view of the river that’s legally protected by an Act of Parliament. The landscape has an idyllic countryside feel that’s so seductive, you might even think you are in rural Italy. The woodlands and garden are well looked after by a team of volunteers today, alongside the supervision of local wildlife.

The woodlands and garden are free to explore, with or without a tour of the gallery. The on-site Stables Café is, as the name suggests, inside a converted stable house. The gallery is closed on Monday.

Cruise to Hampton Court

To the palace by river

A Thames River Boats cruise to Hampton Court is the ideal way to explore the river and see the riverside in a whole new light. Weather permitting, make sure to grab a seat on the outside deck for the best of the famous Richmond Hill view, as well as sightings of Ham House, Eel Pie Island and the many riverside pubs and restaurants that look inviting for a short stopover. An onboard bar adds another liquid element to the journey.

The cruise starts at Westminster Pier and makes stops in Kew and Richmond before calling at Hampton Court landing stage. Along the way, it passes through Teddington Lock and the Kingston upon Thames area, lined with palaces and grand homes. Note that the river cruise ticket does not include entry to Hampton Court Palace or attractions at any other stops – they must be purchased separately. River cruises typically run from April, finishing the season around September or October. It’s a 22-mile journey from Westminster to Hampton Court, taking around three to 3½ hours.

It’s also recommended that you bring a light coat or jacket, especially at the start or end of the season.


BEST SUNDAY ROASTS IN RICHMOND, KEW & HAMPTON COURT

The Marlborough

Pub with a beer garden, Sunday roasts and all the trimmings a stone’s throw from Richmond Park. ££

The White Cross

Riverside 18th-century Richmond pub with simple but excellent dining, including roast beef with the typical sides. ££

The Greyhound Kew

Gastropub that overlooks Kew Gardens, serving Sunday roasts with seasonal produce. Vegetarian and vegan dishes are available, and dogs are welcome. ££



BEST COFFEE SHOPS IN RICHMOND, KEW & HAMPTON COURT

Dharma Coffee Richmond

Airy, spacious venue selling speciality coffee best enjoyed at a seat by the window.

Coffeeology

Espresso bar just off Richmond high street.

Mooca Café

Small cafe with good-value drinks and a banging breakfast.

Blossom at Hampton Court Palace Garden Festival

Grow some inspiration

The Hampton Court Palace Garden Festival is akin to the Olympics for gardeners. Held each July within the grounds of the magnificent palace, the largest flower show in the world runs for five days, crowning the likes of Best Show Garden, People’s Choice Award and Threatened Plant of the Year. There are displays of freshly cut flowers and bold fruit and vegetables, as well as gardens that are themed to global locations. It’s an event that any keen gardener or vegetable grower won’t want to miss, and offers a jam-packed schedule of events, including workshops, talks and demonstrations – be sure to bring a notebook to jot down all the great tips you’re bound to hear. The Flower School has a DIY element, offering practical advice on creating your own bouquet – establishing structure, which flowers to pick, and how to prepare them – or you can simply buy a bouquet directly from the growers. Homewares and garden accessories are also on sale, while gardening advice is plentiful throughout the festival. In addition to all things green and growing, there’s plenty of live music and lots of street food from stalls in the beautiful surroundings.

If coming by train, the closest station is Hampton Court; buses stop at the Hampton Court Green car park.
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BEST FAMILY ACTIVITIES IN RICHMOND, KEW & HAMPTON COURT

Eel Pie Island

An island housing the Twickenham Rowing Club, accessible by boat or across a footbridge and featuring nature reserves at both ends.

Teddington Lock

A complex of three locks and a weir – with picnic tables and cafes, it’s a great spot for families to enjoy the weather and watch boats pass by.

Puppet Theatre Barge

This 55-seat theatre on a boat puts on puppet shows from July to October.



ACTIVITIES ON A BUDGET

Museum of Richmond

Independent museum preserving the local heritage, culture and history of the borough. Free entry.

Strawberry Hill House

Home of Horace Walpole, an English writer, politician and art historian, with original Renaissance stained glass.

York House Gardens

Green space dating back to the 17th century, with walking paths, wildlife, a fountain and a restored Japanese garden.




Day Trips from London

The western world’s oldest universities, magnificent castles, pagan mysteries, intriguing coastal towns and so much more surround Britain’s capital.
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Britain’s most connected city is not too far from anywhere, but sensible day trips will take you to the hallowed halls of the oldest universities in the west – Oxford and Cambridge – where many of the world’s greatest minds, from Byron to Newton, were moulded. Even closer is the opulent magnificence of Windsor Castle, a royal palace, founded by William the Conqueror, that is nearly 1000 years old. Then there’s the coast; in the country’s gay capital, Brighton, hidden British South Asian heritage meets outlandish queer pride. Along the east coast, you can go antique hunting in one of the quaintest fishing villages in Essex, snacking on cockles as you overlook the Thames Estuary.
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TOP TIP

London’s trains are notoriously expensive, so book in advance for best prices or take the much cheaper (but longer) coaches.





TOP SIGHT
Windsor Castle

Founded in 1080 by William the Conqueror, shortly after his invasion of England, Windsor Castle was rebuilt in stone by his great-grandson, Henry II, a century later and is now the world’s largest and oldest continuously occupied fortress. A majestic vision of battlements and towers, it remains in use for state occasions and is one of the monarchy’s principal residences.
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Practicalities

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.

[image: jpg]



Inner Hall

Created by George IV in the 1820s as a welcoming area for heads of state and official guests, this hall was later closed by Queen Victoria in 1866 – its entry sealed by a stone wall – and used primarily as storage space for 150 years. Recent restoration work has revealed the intricate Regency ceiling bosses created by stuccoist Francis Bernasconi which offers an uninterrupted view of the Long Walk. Also on display are stone remnants believed to be part of the buildings constructed by Henry I around 1110.


DON’T MISS

Queen Mary’s Dolls’ House

State Apartments

Rembrandt Paintings

Evensong at St George’s Chapel

Albert Memorial Chapel

Inner Hall

Changing the Guard



Queen Mary’s Dolls’ House

This astonishing creation isn’t a toy but a masterpiece of artful miniaturisation. Designed at 1:12 scale by Sir Edwin Lutyens for Queen Mary, and completed in 1924, it displays a phenomenal attention to detail and fills up a side chamber as you approach the State Apartments from the North Terrace of the Upper Ward. It’s equipped with fully functional plumbing, including flushing toilets, plus electric lights, tiny Crown Jewels, a silver service and wine cellar, and even a fleet of six cars in the garage.

State Apartments

Dripping in gilt from every painted surface and sparkling chandelier, while flanked by armour and weapons, the Grand Staircase sets the tone for the spectacular State Apartments. Overlooked by a statue of Queen Victoria, the Grand Vestibule displays artefacts and treasures acquired through various means from countries of the former British Empire, while the Waterloo Chamber celebrates the 1815 victory over Napoleon. St George’s Hall, with its soaring ceiling covered in the painted shields of the Knights of the Garter, hosts state banquets. A succession of 10 opulent chambers, designated as the King’s Rooms and Queen’s Rooms and largely created by Charles II, hold royal portraits and paintings by the likes of Hans Holbein, Rembrandt, van Dyck and Gainsborough.


CHANGING THE GUARD

This fabulous spectacle of British pageantry, with triumphant tunes from a military band and plenty of foot stamping by soldiers in red uniforms and bearskin caps, is really just the changing of shifts between one set of the castle’s Household Troops and another. It’s been going on in much the same fashion since 1660, and you can catch it at 11am on Thursdays and Saturdays.



St George’s Chapel

This elegant chapel, commissioned for the Order of the Garter by Edward IV in 1475, is a fine example of Perpendicular Gothic architecture. The nave and beautiful fan-vaulted roof were completed under Henry VII and Henry VIII. Alongside Westminster Abbey, it serves as a royal mausoleum. Henry VIII and Charles I lie beneath the beautifully carved 15th-century Quire, while King George VI and his wife Queen Elizabeth, along with their daughter Queen Elizabeth II and her husband Prince Philip, rest in a side chapel. The chapel is also where Prince Harry married Meghan Markle. Don’t miss the daily evensong at 5.15pm.


TOP TIPS

• Before leaving, be sure to convert your ticket into a one-year pass for free. This will give you free readmission for a year.

• Wear comfortable shoes as the visitor route covers quite some distance.

• Frequent, free guided tours introduce visitors to the castle precincts.

• A free multimedia guide has versions for children and those with hearing difficulties.

• Be sure to allow time for security checks as it’s airport-style to enter the castle.

• Although St George’s Chapel closes at 4.15pm, you can attend the evensong at 5.15pm.



Albert Memorial Chapel

The small Albert Memorial Chapel was built in 1240 and dedicated to Edward the Confessor. It was the place of worship for the Order of the Garter until St George’s Chapel took that honour. After Prince Albert died at Windsor Castle in 1861, Queen Victoria ordered the chapel to be restored as a monument to her husband, adding a magnificent vaulted roof that incorporates gold mosaic pieces from Venice. Although the chapel has a monument to Prince Albert, he’s actually buried alongside Victoria in the Royal Mausoleum at Frogmore House in Windsor Great Park.



CAMBRIDGE CITY

Stroll from Rural to Urban

Where history collides with academia

Cambridge is designed for cyclists and walkers, not cars – so arrive by bus or train (90 minutes from London). One of the lovely things about the city is the way that the countryside meanders into the city centre. Married with the looping River Cam and its green banks, some of it still used for grazing livestock, Cambridge has a surprisingly rural feel. Jesus Green is the loveliest of green spaces and great for picnics. It’s also close to Jesus Green Lido for those wanting to brave an outdoor, unheated swim. American history buffs will like modest Little St Mary’s Church, which contains a memorial to student Godfrey Washington, great-uncle of George, whose family coat of arms – the stars and stripes – was reputedly the inspiration for the US flag. Atmospheric Round Church, built by the mysterious Knights Templar in 1130, is older than the university and has an unusual circular nave ringed by chunky Norman pillars. Probably the best way to see the city is on a punting tour of the Backs, the grassy banks with the best views of riverside colleges. Using the punt, you can visit the fanciful Bridge of Sighs in the grounds of St John’s College, or the nearby Kitchen Bridge, designed by Sir Christopher Wren. The oldest river crossing, Clare Bridge, built in 1639, is worth visiting just to locate the vandalised decorative ball, reportedly damaged by its disgruntled architect because of the measly fee he was paid. There is also the curious, wooden Mathematical Bridge, which was first built in 1749 using then-world-leading engineering principles.
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CAMBRIDGE’S ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURAL MARVEL

Cambridge’s latest architectural superstar sits southeast of the town centre. The Cambridge Central Mosque was shortlisted for the Stirling Prize in 2021 and won the People’s Vote. Visitors enter through black iron gates into a classical Islamic garden of lush green trees planted symmetrically around a trickling fountain, before being greeted by the mosque’s arresting forest of light-wood pillars that intertwine geometrically across the ceiling. This continues through the huge glass facade into the main prayer hall, which is flooded with light and decorated with subtle, geometric calligraphy and patterns. Dubbed Europe’s first eco-mosque, it produces zero carbon emissions, harvests rainwater and has air-source heating. As well as a prayer hall, there is a school, morgue and cafe for visitors. Tours can be arranged by appointment.



WHERE TO GET COFFEE IN CAMBRIDGE

Espresso Library East Rd

Serving gourmet coffee and wholesome food – sourdough sandwiches, soups, frittatas and shakshuka.

Hot Numbers Trumpington St

Popular hangout with bacon on sourdough toast for breakfast, single-origin bean coffee, cool tunes and a laid-back vibe.

Locker Cafe

Fair-trade coffee, salmon bagels and avocados smashed on sourdough toast at this artsy, wholesome cafe.
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TOP SIGHT
Cambridge University

Founded around 1209 by scholars who left Oxford University following the controversial hanging of three colleagues, Cambridge University has educated some of the world’s greatest minds, from Isaac Newton to Zadie Smith. Its colleges and institutes are magnets for tourists keen to glimpse the innards of one of the world’s great universities.
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Practicalities

Scan this QR code for visitor information.
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Cambridge University Botanic Gardens

Founded by Charles Darwin’s mentor, Professor John Henslow, this beautiful botanic garden is a gorgeous green expanse full of hidden corners, tiny paths and secret spaces. It’s home to more than 8000 plant species, from mature trees in the arboretum to carnivorous pitcher plants in Victorian-era greenhouses.


DON’T MISS

Fitzwilliam Museum

Polar Museum

Cambridge University Botanic Gardens

Trinity College Gate

Pepys Library

Milton’s Mulberry Tree

Corpus Clock

Adoration of the Magi



The Colleges

Cambridge’s 31 colleges can only be visited at the discretion of each college porter and hours vary, so contact individual colleges in advance. The oldest are Peterhouse College (1284) and Clare College (1326); both are worth a visit for their interesting early architecture. Genteel 15th-century Queens’ College elegantly straddles the river, as does highly photogenic St John’s College, which boasts an alma mater of six prime ministers and poet William Wordsworth. It’s connected by the ecclesiastical-looking Bridge of Sighs. Gonville and Caius College has three fascinating gates – Virtue, Humility and Honour, representing the progress of the good student. Visitors enter Christ’s College beneath its gleaming Tudor-era Great Gate into Cambridge’s only circular front court. The college’s gardens, dedicated to alumnus Charles Darwin, contain actual plant species from his famous Galápagos voyage, while the Fellows’ Garden contains the mulberry tree beneath which poet John Milton reputedly wrote Lycidas. Graceful Corpus Christi, founded in 1352, boasts a medieval Old Court with a fascinating sundial and the important Parker Library. Once a nunnery, highlights of 15th-century Jesus College include the handsome, timber-framed Old Library, a 13th-century chancel and art nouveau features by, among others, William Morris. Illustrious alumni include Thomas Edward – ‘Lawrence of Arabia’ – and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Ironically, Cambridge’s only college named after a woman was also the last to admit female students (in 1988).

Riverside Magdalene College is a former Benedictine hostel and home to the famous Pepys Library. Cambridge’s largest college is Trinity College with its iconic Tudor gateway. A statue of college founder Henry VIII remains holding a golden orb in one hand and a table leg in the other, after a window cleaner placed it there in the 1980s. Next to the entrance is a small tree, reportedly descended from the one that dropped an apple on alumnus Sir Isaac Newton. Across the college’s vast Great Court, ringed by grand Gothic architecture, is the Hogwarts-like hall, with its dramatic hammer-beam roof and lantern. Behind are the dignified cloisters of Nevile’s Court and, to the right, the imposing 16th-century chapel. Trinity is also home to the Wren Library and its famous alumni include poet Lord Byron and King Charles III. Easily missed, diminutive 14th-century Trinity Hall College boasts Cambridge’s most beautiful wood-lined chapel and was Stephen Hawking’s college.
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ACADEMIC PRANKS

The most impressive prank to take place at Cambridge involved four mechanical sciences students lifting an Austin Seven van onto the roof of the landmark Senate House in 1958. Copycats later suspended another Austin Seven from the ornate Bridge of Sighs. A less elaborate and common prank involves leaving things such as traffic cones and Santa hats near the top of King’s College Chapel.




TOP TIPS

As an active university, the quietest times to visit Cambridge’s many sites are during the major holidays, though that’s when the museums are at their busiest. Even then, barring the dedicated public institutes such as museums and galleries, it’s always best to look up opening hours, especially for the colleges, many of which host private events that can lead to the entire site being off limits for days. This is especially important if you’re keen to view a particular college – in this case, try to phone ahead and confirm the information online.



Corpus Clock

According to creator JC Taylor, the 24-carat gold Corpus Clock’s inaccuracy – it’s only accurate once every five minutes – isn’t because it’s broken, but is to reflect life’s irregularity. Notice the hideous-looking insect ‘time-eater’ inching across the top, turning the cogs with its legs.


CHARIOTS OF FIRE

The immense Great Court at Trinity College is the setting for one of England’s most famous tests of athleticism – a 350m sprint around the courtyard in 43 seconds (the time the clock takes to strike 12). It’s a challenge made famous by 1981 film Chariots of Fire, winner of four Academy Awards.



Museums

The university’s Fitzwilliam Museum was the first public art museum in Britain, built in colossal neoclassical style to house the fabulous collection bequeathed to his old university by the seventh Viscount Fitzwilliam. Its highlights include Roman, Egyptian and Cypriot grave goods, artworks by great masters and one of the country’s finest collections of ancient, medieval and modern pottery. The other popular museum is the Polar Museum, where the trials, victories and tragic mistakes of great polar explorers such as Ernest Shackleton and Robert Scott are powerfully evoked using paintings, photographs, equipment, maps, journals and even poignant last messages to loved ones. Other exhibits include models of their ships, innovative equipment and interactive displays on ice, climate change and the people of the Arctic. The Sedgewick Museum of Earth Sciences is the university’s oldest museum and popular with families. It tells the story of the Earth and is home to a number of dinosaur skeletons. Ethnological objects and archaeological treasures from as far afield as Fiji and Australia’s Torres Strait can be viewed at the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, while the Museum of Zoology is home to an intriguing collection of stuffed beasties and skeletons, from tiny marmosets to elephants and whales. Whipple Museum of the History of Science is devoted to scientific discovery and the highlight of the Museum of Classical Archaeology is a collection of 450 plaster casts of iconic classical sculptures.
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Kettle’s Yard

Set in the beautiful former house of collector Jim Ede, the university’s gallery of modern and contemporary art remains laid out as if it’s still lived in, with permanent highlights in the collection including a self-portrait by Christopher Wood as well as pieces by Henry Moore and Winifred Nicholson.

Libraries

Cambridge’s 100-plus libraries are closed to the public, except two: Pepys Library in Riverside Magdalene College, which holds 3000 books bequeathed by the 17th-century diarist to his old college, a collection covering everything from illuminated medieval manuscripts to the Anthony Roll, a 1540s depiction of the Royal Navy’s ships; and the Wren Library at Trinity College (closed at the time of research), which contains 55,000 pre-19th-century books and more than 2500 manuscripts, including works by Shakespeare, Newton and AA Milne’s original Winnie the Pooh. Corpus Christi’s famous Parker Library, home to the world’s finest collection of Anglo-Saxon manuscripts, opens publicly for regular exhibitions, while the other fascinating library – visited only by prebooked tours – is the 16th-century Trinity Hall College library, which has original Jacobean reading desks and books chained to shelves.

Churches

The foundations of Cambridge’s sublime university church, Great St Mary’s Church, date from 1010, but most of what you now see is from 1351 and a grand Gothic remodelling between 1478 and 1519. Its tower can be climbed with a ticket for awe-inspiring views over Cambridge. One of England’s most extraordinary Gothic monuments, limestone-faced, 16th-century  King’s College Chapel is home to the world’s largest – and one of the most intricate – fan-vaulted ceilings. Founded in 1446 by Henry VI and finished by Henry VIII, it has lofty stained-glass windows that flood the interior with light. The antechapel and choir are divided by a carved wooden screen, where Henry VIII’s initials are entwined with Anne Boleyn’s. Playing the role of high altar is Rubens’ 17th-century masterpiece, Adoration of the Magi.


The World’s Oldest Publisher

Cambridge University Press, founded in 1534 with letters patent from Henry VIII, has been publishing the results of university research and thinking for the past five centuries. Its bookshop sits inside 1 Trinity St, near King’s College, where books have been sold since 1581.



Senate House

This beautiful baroque structure (not open to the public), tucked between King’s College and Gonville and Caius College, was designed in 1730 by James Gibbs and is where graduations are held in summer. Look out for the degree-class lists that are posted outside at the end of the academic year.



BRIGHTON

Pop Down to the Party Town

Britain’s fun coastal gay capital

It takes less than 90 minutes to get to Britain’s most colourful and outrageous city by train from London Victoria. Here, burlesque meets contemporary design, microbrewed ales share bar space with ‘sex on the beach’ and stags watch drag. Everyone that visits tends to start in the Lanes, which was once the old fishing town but is now home to quaint tearooms, restaurants, boutique shops and high-end antique shops. The other great retail wander is along Kensington Gardens, where you can spend a whole afternoon just in a place such as Snooper’s Paradise. The city’s standout sight remains the 19th-century party palace modelled on Orientalist images of the ‘east’ – the Royal Pavilion was built by the Prince Regent, later King George IV, who kicked off Brighton’s love of the outlandish. Grab a ticket and you’ll see exactly how as you wander into the riot of colour and decoration of the dragon-themed banqueting hall, or the opulence of the music room with its ceiling of 26,000 gold scales. Within the Pavilion’s grounds is the Brighton Museum and Art Gallery, which has a glittering collection of 20th-century art and design, including a crimson Salvador Dalí sofa modelled on Mae West’s lips. There’s also an enthralling gallery of world art and an impressive collection of Egyptian artefacts. Brighton’s newest attraction, the Brighton I360 tower, which looks like something straight out of a sci-fi movie, is the world’s tallest moving observation tower, offering spectacular vistas of the town and coast from 138m above sea level.

Brighton Pier remains superb fun for young and old. Nostalgically harking back to the British seaside experiences of yesteryear, this grand old Edwardian pier is the place to enjoy stomach-churning fairground rides, noisy amusement arcades, candy floss and Brighton rock just the way you remember it. From the pier, you also get a great view of the desolate remains of the West Pier, which dates from 1866 and was where the likes of Charlie Chaplin and Stan Laurel once performed. Closed in 1975, it began collapsing into the sea in December 2002 and has twice caught fire since – a sad end for a Victorian marvel. The metal skeleton remains an arresting silhouette, especially at sunset when it’s surrounded by starlings. Not just for children, Sea Life Brighton is an underground exhibition of nature’s fascinating water creatures. Walking around the church-like interior, visitors can get up close to eels, tropical fish and other sea life. For those who are keen, there are also opportunities to feed the animals, touch starfish and ride a glass-bottomed boat over a pool of sharks, rays and turtles. Brighton Beach is a gravel beach with shallow waters, making it great for swimming most of the year. To the east, close to the Brighton Marina, there’s also Brighton Naturist Beach. Time your visit for early August and you’ll find yourself in the midst of Britain’s biggest gay party, with rainbow flags aplenty as the raucous Brighton Pride parade takes over the city.
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BRIGHTON’S BEST COFFEE SPOTS

Coffeetzar

Tucked away in the Lanes, with excellent coffee, great cakes and delicious savouries in a contemporary setting.

Coffee Shop

It’s all about location of this charmer right on the beach, serving gourmet coffee inside arches over stable doors.

Joliffes Coffee Shop

You’re coming for the cakes, especially the thick, spongy carrot cake. The coffee’s not bad, either.

Trading Post Coffee Roastery

Roasting its own beans and offering in-house blends such as Green Monkey and Mono Loco, this is for connoisseurs.



WHERE TO EAT IN BRIGHTON

English’s of Brighton

A 75-year-old institution and celebrity haunt, serving up local seafood dishes. ££

Indian Summer

Brighton’s best Indian outfit offers the usual, plus the odd surprise such as Indian mussels and beef. ££

Harry Ramsden’s

Right next to the beach, so you can grab your fresh fish and chips and eat them on the beach, like you should. £

Foodilic

It’s the eat-till-you-burst buffet of scrumptious, healthy fare that packs out this funky place all day long. £

Isaac At

This fine-dining joint sources every ingredient locally, including wines, putting the ‘food miles’ on the menu. £££

Nakhl Restaurant and Lounge

Grilled Anatolian kebabs and meats served alongside mezzes from the levant as well as after-dinner shishas. ££


THE PRIDE OF BRITAIN

Brighton is Britain’s gay capital and, as such, home to a raft of exciting LGBTIQ+ events. Described as the ‘country’s most popular LGBTIQ+ event’, the annual four-day Brighton Pride (brighton-pride.org) extravaganza is the highlight of the calendar. It includes a colourful street parade, the Fabuloso music festival (previously headlined by the Black Eyed Peas, Christina Aguilera and Dua Lipa), the Film Pride Film Festival and the Pride Village Party in Kemptown (aka Camptown) – it’s a weekend of fundraising cabaret, live performers, DJs and other entertainment. Attendees can even stay in a dedicated Pride Campsite. Away from this, there’s a new year-round series of comedy, theatre and cultural events called Pride at the Ironworks, as well as an annual Pride Community Day and Dog Show.





WALKING TOUR
Brighton South Asian Heritage

This walk takes visitors through the hilly streets of central and then northern Brighton, visiting a diverse range of sites that are linked to the town’s fascinating, but little-known and often-overlooked, South Asian heritage. This includes the final resting place of its most illustrious Indian resident and the town’s infamous Indian military hospitals, which were set up during WWI to care for wounded South Asian soldiers.
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1 St Nicholas Church

Start in the west of town at the quaint little church of St Nicholas, which sits surrounded by its lovely green cemetery grounds. The church, which has a beautiful Norman stone tower, is where Brighton’s pioneering 18th-century Bengali-Indian, Sake Dean Mahomed – the Royal Shampooist – was laid to rest, having converted in 1786 from Islam to Christianity. His grave is next to one of his wives in the fenced-off area at the back of the church.

The Walk: Head south on Dyke Rd until it meets North St; continue to the roundabout, turning right onto East St after two minutes and then right into King’s Rd.

2 Queens Hotel

The beautiful, white, Georgian Queens Hotel is where, in the 1820s, Britain’s first commercial shampoo vapour masseur baths were opened by Mahomed and his Irish wife, Jane Daly. ‘Mahomed’s Baths’ was a luxurious bathhouse that offered shampooing using Indian oils and therapeutic baths, becoming so successful that Mahomed was dubbed ‘Dr Brighton’ – until recently, the name of the adjacent pub – with hospitals referring patients to him and Georgian high society flocking to the bathhouse.

The Walk: Retrace your steps back to East St and the roundabout, where directly in front is the ornate India Gate at the end of a pedestrian-only zone.

3 Royal Pavilion

The India Gate was gifted to the people of Brighton in 1921 by His Highness the Maharaja of Patiala in Punjab to commemorate the fact that Indian soldiers, injured fighting for the British Empire in WWI, were brought for treatment to the Royal Pavilion – in ‘sympathetic surrounds’ – when it was temporarily one of the town’s two military hospitals. The Pavilion was also where Mahomed would come to give King George IV and William IV their shampoo treatments.

The Walk: Walk through the gardens towards the northern edge of the grounds, where you will find the Brighton Museum and Art Gallery in an ornate building that once served as cavalry barracks.

4 Brighton Museum & Art Gallery

The ticketed Brighton Museum and Art Gallery is home to portraits and interesting artefacts related to Mahomed. This includes an oil painting by Thomas Bann Maynes that shows Mahomed sitting in a green armchair holding white gloves and wearing gold chains and rings on his fingers – the exquisite court dress he probably wore when visiting his royal patrons – a pair of his red shoes and a stunning silver cup and lid presented to Mahomed by Polish Princess Poniatowska.

The Walk: Come out onto Grand Pde and head north for 15 minutes, keeping the green on your left until you come to Elm Grove; turn in and walk for another 15 minutes.

5 Brighton General Hospital

Brighton General Hospital will appear soon. Look out for the small Georgian gate houses – all that remain of the original building – with light-blue handrails now attached to them. This is where a large banner once announced in Urdu and English the entrance to ‘The Kitchener Indian Hospital’. There were no sympathetic buildings or features at this particular military hospital, where Indian soldiers were also treated during WWI, in conditions researchers have described as ‘almost prison-like’.



OXFORD CITY

Hop on a Train

Dreamy spires in academia capital

More than 100 trains a day take just over an hour to go from London Marylebone and London Paddington to Oxford, making the compact and highly walkable university city a great day trip from the capital. The Covered Market is 250 years old and still the place to grab a bargain, whether you’re after a quick bite, some flowers, a hat or cheap fashion. Like Cambridge, punting is highly popular in Oxford, and to lazily drift along the Thames, squinting up at the city’s famous spires, is a quintessentially Oxford experience. For families, the excellent Story Museum is a courtyard complex of rooms that honour the likes of Lewis Carroll, Phillip Pullman and Wallace and Gromit. There are also regular performances, storytelling sessions and live shows plus a great on-site cafe. Pitt Rivers Museum, which has more than 500,000 items, and can feel like every single item is on display, is also family friendly. The old-fashioned central hall, where a Haida totem pole from Canada looms overhead, is crammed full of curios, including a ‘witch in a bottle’. Climb the 99 steps of Carfax Tower for excellent views of the city centre, but also to stare down at a 1000-year-old crossroads. Tolkien fans who want to pay their respects can make the 2.5-mile trek northwest of Oxford to Wolvercote Cemetery to locate Tolkien’s Grave, where he is identified as Beren, and that of his wife, Lúthien. Alternatively, they could head for a pint in the Lamb & Flag or the Eagle & Child, both loved by JRR Tolkien and CS Lewis.
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THE NOT-SO-MINOR MORRIS

Oxford is famous for two William Morrises: the Arts and Crafts Londoner who studied here, and another who turned Oxford into a major British automotive centre. Born in 1877, the younger Morris was a working-class boy who began repairing bicycles before switching to repairing and eventually building cars. In 1913, he sold his first Morris Oxford, nicknamed the Bullnose (short for ‘bullet nose’), for £175 and introduced assembly-line mass production to Britain and his booming factory in Cowley. By the time the Mini appeared in 1959, Morris’ company had been swallowed up by the British Motor Corporation, though one of his former factories, now Plant Oxford, still employs 4500 workers producing electric Minis. Morris became Lord Nuffield and founded Oxford’s Nuffield College.



WHERE TO SLEEP IN OXFORD

Oxford Backpackers

This basic hostel has four- to 18-person dorms, including female-only; it’s the cheapest place to stay in town. £

Royal Oxford Hotel

This grand old hotel offers comfortable, en suite rooms with baths, right next to the station. £££

University Rooms Oxford

During major university holidays, visitors can stay in a student room in one of Oxford’s hallowed colleges. ££
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TOP SIGHT
Oxford University

The oldest university in Britain and the English-speaking world was founded in the 11th century, and by the 13th century it had taken shape as an association of independent colleges. It’s these medieval institutions – many still in their original buildings – as well as the shared university resources that attract the hordes of tourists.


[image: jpg]

Great Hall, Christ Church | Eo naya/Shutterstock ©


Practicalities

Scan this QR code for visitor information.
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The Colleges

The university has 38 colleges, but not all can be visited and those that can usually charge a fee and restrict access to specific areas. Also, with visiting hours varying seasonally, it’s best to check online before arriving. The two oldest colleges, Merton and Balliol, date to the second half of the 13th century. Merton is home to the university’s first quad (quadrangle courtyard), the charming 14th-century Mob Quad, and is very popular with Middle-earth fans coming to see its medieval library, where JRR Tolkien wrote much of The Lord of the Rings. Balliol is the oldest Oxford college, and though its current buildings largely date from the 19th century, the scorch marks on the huge Gothic doors between the inner and outer quads are reportedly from the public burning of three Protestant bishops, including the Archbishop of Canterbury, in 1556. For heritage and sheer grandeur, the quintessential Oxford college, Christ Church, tops most visitors lists. Its centrepiece, the dramatic Great Hall, inspired the Hogwarts dining room in the Harry Potter films, and it’s also home to Oxford’s largest quad, overlooked by a Sir Christopher Wren tower, a gallery of Renaissance masterpieces and its very own 12th-century cathedral. To glimpse what Oxford’s colleges looked like during the Middle Ages, check out the historic buildings of New College. The buildings of All Souls College mostly date from its foundation in 1438, except for a series of pseudo-Gothic towers by Nicholas Hawksmoor and a beautiful Wren sundial. This is a graduate college, where entrants have to first top the university’s finals and then sit what is said to be the hardest entrance exam in the world. Exeter College’s 19th-century French-Gothic chapel displays former student William Morris’s tapestry, The Adoration of the Magi.

For a vision of idyllic student life in Oxford, make for majestic Magdalen College with its ensemble of architectural treasures and extravagant open spaces – meadows alive with rare wildflowers, wooded riverine islands and parkland where the college’s private deer herd grazes. Founded in 1555, Trinity College boasts a lovely 17th-century garden quad, designed by Sir Christopher Wren, and an exquisite chapel that is a masterpiece of English baroque. Founded around 1317, St Edmund College’s Hall is the sole survivor of Oxford’s original medieval halls, the teaching institutions that preceded the colleges, and its chapel was decorated by William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones. Queen’s College is known for its musical excellence and was founded in 1341, with its main claim to architectural fame being its wonderful examples of neoclassical architecture from the 17th and 18th centuries. Brasenose College is small, select and elegant. Founded in 1509, its star attraction is the chapel, with its fine, painted, fan-vaulted ceiling.


DON’T MISS

Ashmolean Museum

Bodleian Library

Christ Church College

Christ Church Picture Gallery

Radcliffe Camera

Weston Library Galleries

Historic Upper Library

University Church Tower

Magdalene College Meadows
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TOP TIPS

Oxford is a fully functioning university and a major tourist site – a difficult balancing act. Add to this the fact that each university college has its own website, admission fee (or not), visiting hours (often affected by season, lunch hours, etc) and tour days and times, and you begin to appreciate that the key to seeing everything you want on a day trip to Oxford is to ensure you have the most up-to-date information available on each college, library and museum. Do this by visiting the main university website and, where available, the colleges’ own individual websites.



Galleries

Founded on the bequeathed collection of 18th-century former student General John Guise, Christ Church Picture Gallery sits in a purpose-built modern space that is home to more than 2000 drawings and 300 paintings, including a number of masterpieces from Renaissance Italy by the likes of Tintoretto, Filippino Lippi, Michelangelo and Leonardo. Among the highlights are Lippi’s The Wounded Centaur and Botticelli’s Five Sibyls Seated in Niches. Housed in an industrial-chic, red-brick building, the bright and spacious Modern Art Oxford is home to stimulating exhibitions that shine a spotlight on contemporary artists from across the globe, such as Marina Abramović and Ruth Asawa. These are always accompanied by immersive talks and workshops.


OXFORD, CAPITAL OF ENGLAND

In 1642, after King Charles I and his ‘Cavaliers’ fought Parliament-supporting ‘Roundheads’ in the English Civil War battle at Edgehill (both sides claimed victory), he found his route back to London had been blocked. So instead, he made Oxford his capital for four years, living in Christ Church while Queen Henrietta lived in Merton College. He even held parliament twice in Christ Church’s Great Hall.



Museums

The Ashmolean Museum is Britain’s oldest public museum, founded in 1683. Now modern and well-lit, it’s a jaw-dropping showcase of art, artefacts and archaeological wonders from around the world, including the exquisite Anglo-Saxon Alfred Jewel, a fascinating Mughal gallery and even Lawrence of Arabia’s actual robes. The museum also has a selection of paintings by the likes of Goya and van Gogh, and exhibits that do deep dives into Oxford history. The flamboyant Victorian conservatory that houses the Oxford University Museum of Natural History is a splendid setting for the wide-ranging exhibits that make this such a hit with kids, especially the amazing dinosaur fossils, which include the Oxford brontosaur, an iguanodon and various plesiosaurs. Students of science love the Museum of the History of Science, which is filled to the rafters with astrolabes, orreries and early electrical apparatus, including cameras that belonged to Lewis Carroll and Lawrence of Arabia.
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Libraries

More than six centuries old, and thrice the seat of English Parliament, the Bodleian Library is a must for bibliophiles. To see beyond the ornate Divinity School where it all began in 1423, visitors must join a guided tour that takes them upstairs to admire Duke Humfrey’s Library – Hogwarts library in the Harry Potter movies – and potentially, via an underground tunnel, into what might well be the world’s most beautiful reading room: the domed Radcliffe Camera. Weston Library was opened as the New Bodleian Library by King George VI in 1946. It remains an extension of the Bodleian and its two free galleries often display selected treasures from the Bodleian collection, including the Sheldon Tapestry. Previous exhibitions have seen original works by JRR Tolkien and Jane Austen on display. The Oxford Union Old Library was where the famous debating society used to meet. It’s housed in a beautiful Victorian building adorned with marvellous pre-Raphaelite murals painted between by Dante Gabriel Rossetti, William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones. These depict scenes from the Arthurian legends and can be tricky to see on bright days, as they surround the flower-shaped windows. The Historic Upper Library at Merton College is the oldest medieval library still in use, complete with chained books. Visitors can only enter it on the summer-only guided tours, and it was here that Merton English professor JRR Tolkien sat to write much of The Lord of the Rings. It is said the trees in the Fellows’ Garden inspired the ents of Middle-earth.


The Darker Side of Wonderland

On a sunny summer’s day in Oxford in 1862, Christ Church mathematics lecturer Charles Lutwidge Dodgson took the three daughters of the college dean, Edith, Alice and Ina Liddell, out on the Thames and told them stories that he later wrote down and published under the pen name of Lewis Carroll. Both Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and its sequel, Through The Looking-Glass, became classics of children’s literature. However, following another boating trip in 1863, where an incident left Mrs Liddell appalled, she, along with other Oxford mothers, forbade Dodgson – whose hobbies involved photographing young girls naked – from further contact with their daughters.



University Church of St Mary the Virgin

The ornate 14th-century spire of Oxford’s university church is arguably the dreamiest of the city’s legendary ‘dreaming spires’. The church is famous as the site where three Anglican bishops, including the first Protestant Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, were tried for heresy in 1556, during the reign of Mary I. All three were later burned at the stake on Broad St. Visitors can climb the church’s tower, built in 1280, for excellent views of the adjacent Radcliffe Camera. Other notable features of the church include its 17th-century twirly-pillared porch, a 19th-century stained-glass window showing the Tree of Jesse and a memorial to the victims – both Protestant and Catholic – of the Reformation.



WOKING

Explore Islamic History

The ‘Mecca of Europe’

It takes 25 minutes to get to Woking by train from London Waterloo, and just before it pulls into the station, peering from behind leafy trees, is the beautiful green dome of the Shah Jahan Mosque, the first purpose-built mosque in Britain and northwestern Europe – it’s a stunning pseudo-Mughal monument tucked away in the Surrey countryside. Built in 1889 by Hungarian-Jewish Orientalist Dr Gottlieb Wilhelm Leitner as part of a grand Oriental College, the mosque is named after 19th-century Begum of the princely, British-controlled Indian state of Bhopal, Sultan Shah Jahan Begum, who donated £5000 for its construction. Leitner died in 1899, and soon after the college was closed and the mosque fell into disrepair. Then in 1913, Indian lawyer Khwaja Kamal ud-Din reopened it and, with the help of British convert Lord Headley, made the mosque so globally influential that it was dubbed the ‘Mecca of Europe’. When entering the domed, snow-white building, note the original mehrab with the first chapter of the Qur’an, al-Fatihah, at eye level, and the intriguing mosque windows decorated with Star of David shapes. The only other building to survive from Leitner’s time is the red-brick Sir Salar Jung Memorial House, next to the mosque. Named after the Prime Minister of Hyderabad, who also supported the project, it was modelled on a British colonial villa and now houses the mosque’s archives, including rare British-Muslim manuscripts and photos of early converts.

A 15-minute walk north of the mosque is the former Woking Muslim War Cemetery, now the Peace Garden, built in 1915 as a dedicated burial ground for Muslim soldiers who died fighting for Britain and France in WWI (and later WWII). Sadly, it was badly vandalised in the 1960s and the remains were moved to the military cemetery in Brookwood. In 2013, work began to rebuild and repurpose the Woking cemetery as a garden of peace in time for the centenary of the Great War. The stunning Indian chattri (domed cover) at the entrance was refurbished, the walls and their faux minarets were repaired and a serene space modelled on classical Islamic gardens was created, complete with central water feature and symmetrically planted flora. At the back, a large tablet inscribed with the names of the Muslim martyrs once buried here was also installed.

One stop on the train from Woking is Brookwood station, which exits into the Brookwood Cemetery, home of the historic Muhammadan Cemetery, the name Leitner gave to Britain’s first Muslim cemetery when he established it as part of his Oriental College in 1884. Now known as the Muslim Burial Ground Plot M1, it is located along the cemetery’s Pine Ave and is identified by the historic Qiblah Stone, which Leitner planted to mark the cemetery and help users bury Muslims correctly – his faded instructions remain visible on the back of the stone. Next to this is a 2019 blue plaque that acknowledges this spot as Britain’s first Muslim cemetery. Among the famous inhabitants of the plot are Lord Headley and Muhammad Marmaduke Pickthall, the greatest English translator of the Qur’an.
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MUSLIMS & THE MODFATHER

Not many people know that Woking’s Muslim heritage actually has a strong connection to the town’s most famous son, the Modfather, Paul Weller. Weller’s mother Ann was the Shah Jahan Mosque’s cleaner during the 1960s, where Paul would run around and play. Weller also spent time playing on Horsell Common at the then-neglected Woking Muslim War Cemetery, etching his name into its brickwork. Weller was clearly fond of the place as it features in the music video of his 1992 song ‘Uh-Huh Oh Yeh!’, and in ‘Amongst Butterflies’ – when Weller sings about playing in the woods, he says ‘And in the woods was a soldier’s tomb’. These close associations with the Peace Garden have led to rumours that Weller helped to fund its refurbishment in 2013.



WHERE TO EAT HALAL FOOD IN WOKING

Al Pasha

Deliciously succulent, lightly spiced Turkish grilled dishes in a cosy, Anatolian setting near the station. ££

Daarna Restaurant

The colourful Mediterranean mezzes in this Moroccan restaurant are second to none. ££

Balaka

Classic Anglo-Indian dishes such as chicken tikka masala and lamb vindaloo in a contemporary setting. £££

Jeitta

This Lebanese joint on Church Path serves Woking’s most mouthwatering shawarma wraps. ££

Roosters Piri Piri

If you want tasty grilled chicken fast and laced with a tongue-tingling marinade, this is the place. £

Yellow Stone Woking

Head to the Market Walk’s bustling food carts for the cheapest and best falafel wraps on the go. £


BRITAIN’S MUSLIM HERITAGE TRAILS

In 2019, two heritage trails called British Muslim Heritage Trails No 1 The Woking Trail and No 2 The Muslim Cemetery Walk were launched to become the first public heritage trails dedicated to Britain’s Muslim history. The Woking Trail leads visitors to the Shah Jahan Mosque, the Sir Salar Jung Memorial House, the Peace Gardens and the Muslim Burial Ground Plot M1, explaining the significance of each space to Britain’s history. The Muslim Cemetery Walk is set in Plot M1 at Brookwood Cemetery and it leads visitors to some of the plot’s most famous burials, including the graves of early British convert lords, ladies and royals. Printed maps of each trail can be picked up free from the sites, or downloaded as PDFs.




MOSQUES OLD & NEW

Woking might be home to Britain’s oldest purpose-built mosque, but the Cambridge Central Mosque is one of the newest and most innovative.



LEIGH-ON-SEA

Relax in a Quaint Retreat

Quintessential Essex fishing village

For the traditional Essex fishing-village experience, the train from London Fenchurch Street will take you to quaint little Leigh-on-Sea in around an hour. Here, at the old Leigh Marina, cobbled lanes lead down to a waterfront lined with historic pubs and restaurants such as the excellent Boatyard, which has a decked outdoor seating area that looks straight out over the Thames Estuary. On warm sunny days, you’ll find locals relaxing on the quiet little Bell Wharf Beach, some armed with freshly caught fish (and chips) and other seafood hauled in by the village fishermen, whose boats can be seen moored on the waters throughout the day. Up on the hills is the beautiful Belton Hills Nature Reserve, a haven of wildflowers and butterflies, with walking trails that offer stunning views over the estuary. In town, along Leigh Broadway, there are a number of great restaurants, cafes and little boutique stores, as well as a host of small, independent art galleries supporting local artists. These include the Two Tree Gallery and 70 The Broadway, run by local artist Emma Bell. A little further along is a string of great antique stores to keep you busy for the day – quaint Highcliff Antiques and Time Capsule are the most popular. From here, it’s a short walk down to the bigger Chalkwell Beach, which has a shallow sea lido that retains water even when the tide is out; perfect for little ones to splash around in. The quiet beach backs onto a lovely walking path lined with green stretches and the odd cafe.
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WHERE TO EAT SEAFOOD IN LEIGH
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Melinda Moody, teaching assistant at Chalkwell Hall Infants School, shares her recommendations for the best seafood spots in Leigh-on-Sea. @melmoody7

Ye Olde Smack

A friendly, cosy seafront family pub in the heart of old Leigh, serving delicious, locally sourced cod and chips.

Osbourne Bros Cafe

This family’s boats can be spotted on the waters bringing in the fresh seafood it serves up in this delightful eatery looking out to sea.

The Estuary

Up on the Broadway, offering more upscale, sit-down meals that include delights such as king prawn linguine and estuary mussels.

Seacrest Fish and Chips

Excellent chip shop in nearby Westcliff that experiments with mouthwatering global versions every month – tandoori masala cod strips anyone?



WHERE TO GET A DRINK IN LEIGH-ON-SEA

Mariners Court

Old fashioned pub with a little hipster glam, serving independently brewed craft beers.

The Broadway

Friendly, old-fashioned pub, with good atmosphere, reasonable prices and a mean Sunday roast.

Crooked Billet

The oldest pub in Leigh, right beside the station and home to the Osbourne Bros famous cockle sheds.
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ST ALBANS

Immerse Yourself in History

Ancient Roman city

The third-biggest city in Roman Britain can be reached by train in 40 minutes from London’s St Pancras. Alban was a Christian Roman soldier beheaded here around 250 CE, becoming England’s first martyr. The immense St Alban’s Cathedral, founded as a Benedictine monastery by King Offa of Mercia in 793, around St Alban’s shrine, is dedicated to him. It’s now a glorious mix of Norman, Romanesque and Gothic architecture, with rounded arches built using bricks salvaged from Roman Verulamium (the Latin name of St Albans), and the country’s longest medieval nave, adorned with 13th-century murals. The high street and marketplace surrounding it are made up of quaint alleys and cobbled streets overlooked by crooked Tudor buildings and elegant Georgian townhouses, beneath which are little cafes, antique stores, restaurants and bookshops. The Roman ruins are a short walk west of the cathedral in Verulamium Park. As well as the atmospheric remains of the town’s Roman Wall and the foundations of a gate in the park’s centre, the Hypocaust and Roman Mosaic remains in its original location. Five other excellent mosaics, including a beautiful shell-shaped one from 130 CE, are inside the Verulamium Museum, near the park’s car park. Modern and engaging, the museum celebrates all things Roman Verulamium through themed galleries and exhibits of farming utensils, armour, coins and pottery. The Roman Theatre of Verulamium, built in 140 CE, is unique, as the 2000 spectators faced a stage rather than surrounding an arena. Its grassy foundations now stand exposed a short walk west of the museum, along with the half-excavated remains of shops, a villa and an underground shrine.
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BRITAIN’S FIRST CHRISTIAN MARTYR

Alban lived in Roman Britain and, according to legend, was arrested for harbouring a persecuted priest called Amphibalus, whose devoutness caused Alban’s conversion. Alban was given the choice to return to paganism or be tortured and executed. He chooses the latter and, on the way to the beheading, he performed his first miracle by drying up a river the execution party was unable to pass, in order that they could walk across. This caused one of his executioners to convert. Later, when they came to the hill where he was to be executed, Alban performed a second miracle by making a fresh spring appear to quench his thirst – this was the spot on which he and the converted executioner were beheaded and where the cathedral now stands.



WHERE TO EAT IN ST ALBANS

Little Marrakech

A snug, colourfully themed Moroccan restaurant specialising in rich tagines and couscous dishes. £

Lussmanns Sustainable Kitchen

Bright, modern restaurant serving season-focused, ethically sourced British dishes. £££

Thai Rack

Enjoy delicately fragrant and authentic Thai dishes in the cosy restaurant or pleasant outdoor terrace. ££
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London to Hertford Canal Cycle
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This scenic 12-mile cycle along towpaths leads out of London and into rural Hertfordshire. Take your bike on the train from London Liverpool St to Cheshunt (40 minutes) and start the ride on the canal towpath next to the 1 River Lee Country Park. Ride north past Cheshunt and Aqueduct Locks for 15 minutes until you start seeing big houses with large gardens coming down to the waters’ edge just before Broxbourne Rowing club. The towpath splits here; stay right and cycle up and over the concrete bridge onto 2 Old Nazeing Rd, turning right to cross the canal. Now look left for the towpath, running along the outside of the fence around the beer garden of 3 The Crown. The route now goes past lush woodland for 10 minutes to Dobbs Weir Rd, where it crosses over into the gorgeous 4 Dobbs Weir to admire this late-Victorian engineering marvel. Cycle across the narrow iron bridge opposite The Fish and Eels pub and veer right to get back on the towpath. It’s now a delightful 25-minute cycle through semi-urban scenery, past marinas and nature reserves until you come to historic 5 Ware, one of Europe’s oldest continuously occupied towns. After Ware, the route becomes very rural; you’ll pass grazing sheep and roaming cows, continuing along the canal past 6 Ware Lock, and cycling for a further 25 minutes to 7 Gauge House, close to which are several wild swimming spots. The open towpath will veer to the left, bringing you round to your last lock, 8 Hertford Lock. Your final stop is 9 Hartham Common Park inside the historic town of Hertford, where the canal and towpath end. You can jump on a train back to London Liverpool St from Hertford East station.



WILTSHIRE

Discover the Pagan Past

Britain’s greatest Neolithic mysteries

The easiest way to see Wiltshire’s key pagan sites from London is by car. It takes just over two hours to drive from the capital to Stonehenge, where a modern visitor centre has exhibits on Neolithic life that attempt to make sense of what remains Britain’s greatest archaeological mystery – no one actually knows what its purpose was. After purchasing tickets, hop on a trolley bus or walk the atmospheric 2.6-mile circular trail. The earliest construction began around 3000 BCE, when Stonehenge’s outer circular bank and ditch were erected. This had 56 pits called Aubrey holes, around which cremations were buried. Five hundred years later, Stonehenge’s main stones were erected in a circle and crowned with massive lintels to create the breathtaking trilithons (two vertical stones topped by a horizontal one) we still see today. The sarsen stones were cut from hard rock found 20 miles away on the Marlborough Downs. Two curving rows of smaller ‘bluestones’ were also added, along with the four station stones. Around 2300 BCE, the central bluestones – some of which may have been dragged here from South Wales – were rearranged to form inner circles, and later rearranged again into the bluestone horseshoe. Of the 30 huge stones in the major sarsen circle, 17 uprights and six lintels remain. Just inside are the South and North Barrows, each originally topped by a stone. Like many stone circles in Britain, Stonehenge aligns with sunrise at the midsummer solstice, hence the theory that it was an astronomical calendar. Prehistoric pilgrims entered the site via the Avenue, which connects to the circle at the Slaughter Stone and Heel Stone.

From Stonehenge, it’s a 40-minute drive north to Avebury Henge and Stone Circles, where the road neatly dissects the world’s largest stone circle (348m diameter) into four. Dating from 2500 to 2200 BCE, the circle has more than 30 stones remaining in place, with pillars replacing missing ones. There are 11 in the southwest sector, including the Barber Surgeon Stone, named after the barber’s skeleton found buried under it (with equipment). The southeast sector starts with huge portal stones at the circle’s entrance from West Kennet Ave, where the southern inner circle was. Within this ring was the obelisk and a group of stones known as the Z Feature. Just outside this smaller circle, the base of the Ring Stone survives, while in the northern inner circle (northeast sector), three sarsens remain of a rectangular cove. The northwest sector – the most atmospheric – has a near-complete collection of standing stones, including the 65-tonne Swindon Stone. A footpath leads from the circle to West Kennet (3 miles return), passing the vast earthwork of Silbury Hill, which rises abruptly from the fields south of Avebury and, at 40m in height, is the largest artificial earthwork in Europe. It was built in stages from around 2500 BCE, but no one knows why. England’s finest Neolithic burial mound, West Kennet Long Barrow, dating from around 3650 BCE, is 15 minutes along. Its entrance is guarded by huge sarsens and its roof is made from gigantic overlapping capstones. The remains of 46 people were found here, along with grave goods.
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FREE OR TICKETED?

Avebury Henge and Stone Circles, Silbury Hill and the West Kennet Long Barrow are free to see, though you can’t enter the Silbury Hill site; it must be viewed from outside the fencing. Stonehenge tickets should be booked well in advance to avoid disappointment, especially during the peak summer season (members of English Heritage and National Trust, and their children, get to enter the site free). While driving is the easiest way to visit all the sites, if you’re only interested in seeing Stonehenge, trains run every half-hour from London Waterloo to Salisbury station, taking 1½ hours. Dedicated Stonehenge tour buses will take you the remaining 9 miles.
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MAKING THE MOST OF THE MAGIC

Stonehenge forms part of a huge complex of ancient Neolithic monuments. North of the site, and running roughly east–west, is the Cursus, an elongated embanked oval; the smaller Lesser Cursus is nearby. Theories abound as to what these sites were used for, ranging from ancient sporting arenas to processional avenues for the dead. Two clusters of burial mounds, the Old and New Kings Barrows, sit beside the ceremonial Avenue pathway, which originally linked Stonehenge with the River Avon, 2 miles away. Leaflets can be picked up at the Stonehenge visitor centre for walking routes around the sites. If you want a truly magical experience, the Stone Circle Experience is a guided walk inside the stone circle at sunrise or sunset.



WHERE TO GET LUNCH NEAR STONEHENGE

Dinky Diner

Dinky little greasy spoon up the road in Cholderton, doing great, cheap fry-ups and paninis. £

A Date with Thyme

If you like your toast to be sourdough and your eggs poached rather than fried. ££

Maples Coffee Shop

Nice tea and scones, sandwiches and paninis not too far from Stonehenge by car. £

Café Metro

Big, hearty plates of food, mostly with chips, served by a friendly couple who know the area well. £

Stonehenge Cafe

Sandwiches, cakes and ok coffee; you’re only eating here because you didn’t plan very well. ££

The Friar Tuck Cafe

Simple, honest cafe grub in American-diner-style seating in nearby Amesbury. ££
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TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in London. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate London and get the most out of your trip.



Arriving

Money

Getting Around

Accommodation

Family Travel

Health & Safe Travel

Responsible Travel

LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Dive Into London’s Pub Culture

Accessible Travel

Nuts & Bolts
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Arriving

London is one of the most connected places in the world, ranking as the world’s busiest city airport system by passenger traffic, with some 180 million passengers per year coming into its six commercial airports. Passengers also arrive by train from other parts of the UK, plus mainland Europe via the Eurostar and ferries into ports on England’s south coast.
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TRAVEL DEALS

The best deals for getting to London can be found in advance, especially for bus, train and Eurostar. Prices significantly jump the closer tickets are booked to dates of travel. Avoid UK bank holidays and school holidays for the cheapest tickets. Travel on public transport can be expensive compared with other nations, but money can be saved at London’s many free attractions, including museums, galleries and parks. Price comparison websites for trains and long-distance buses often have the best deals, but tickets are not easily changed through third parties. Travel insurance is a good idea.


Visas

Tourists from the Commonwealth and those from EU/European Free Trade Association states can visit the UK for up to six months. Over 40 other nations can also visit the UK visa-free for six months.




SIM Cards

Cards for unlocked phones are available at all airports and St Pancras, where the Eurostar arrives. They start from £1, or can be purchased with set amounts from networks EE, O2, Vodafone and Three.




Border Crossing

Vehicles can arrive from mainland Europe via passenger ferries (foot and car) or LeShuttle and the 30-mile Channel Tunnel, connecting Folkestone with Coquelles, France. Upon entering the UK it’s around 75 miles to London.




Wi-Fi

Internet services are excellent across the capital, and free Wi-Fi is available at most cafes, pubs and shopping centres – although the first two may require you to purchase something to use it.



From Airports to Central London
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Money

Currency: UK Pounds (£)

[image: jpg]

Roman Sigaev/Shutterstock ©

Digital Payments & QR codes

For big events such as football matches, pre-payment online is required. A QR code is usually sent by email for event access.

Taxes and Refunds

British sales tax (VAT) is 20% and automatically applied to goods and bills (it’s often itemised on receipts). International travellers can get a refund at airports and other departure points.

Credit Cards

Accepted almost everywhere, aside from some markets, chip shops, traditional cafes and minicabs, where cash is preferred. Though this has only recently been the case, some vendors, food trucks, market traders and hole-in-the-wall joints have contactless payments set up. Ask if card is accepted before you buy.

Tipping

Hotels Porters usually £1 per bag; gratuity for cleaners at your discretion.

Restaurants Service charge may be included in the bill. If not, 10–12% is standard, more for outstanding service.

Taxis Tip taxi drivers by rounding the fare up to the closest note number. Ubers and mini cabs at your discretion.


FREE CONCERTS & SHOWS

In the summer months, music fans should head to London’s parks, which host regular concerts in bandstands (try Hampstead Heath or Regent’s Park). Sports events from cricket to World Cup football and the Olympics (depending on the year) are shown on big screens throughout the city. The annual Wimbledon tennis tournament is always screened in Canary Wharf, St Katharine Docks and Covent Garden, among other locations. Free movie screenings take place on the canal opposite Granary Square on the Everyman Screen and at Tower Bridge as part of Summer by the River.




HOW MUCH FOR A…

Museum entry
Usually free, but up to £15 for special exhibitions

Public transport day pass
£15

Coffee
£3–6

Sandwich
£2–7



HOW TO… Save Money in London

Spend less cash by visiting London’s countless free attractions, from world-class museums (with zero entry fees) to the city’s many green spaces, iconic sights like the Changing of the Guards or the street entertainers in Covent Garden (tips recommended). Save money on dinner by going early and opting for the pre-theatre menu (usually 2 to 3 courses for a set price). Get street food for cheap eats.
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Local tip

Self-catering travellers should download the Too Good To Go app – it reduces food waste by offering leftover food from stores and restaurants before closing time at heavily discounted prices.








Getting Around

London is enormous, but extremely well connected. Many save money on accommodation by staying outside central London and near a Tube station – the Underground whizzes visitors to attractions.


Underground

The oldest underground railway system in the world has 272 stations on 11 lines. It’s often the most reliable way to beat London’s traffic. 24-hour Night Tubes run on the Central, Jubilee, Northern, Piccadilly and Victoria lines on Friday and Saturday nights. Other lines run from around 5.30am to 12.30am.
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Train

The driverless Docklands Light Railway (DLR), London Overground and some mainline train services run above ground. These trains (bar some of the older DLR trains) have air conditioning and are definitely preferable to the Tube on hot summer days.




Bus

London’s famous red buses run all over the city, with electric buses operating in parts of central London. For just £1.75, ride (or crawl) through some of central London’s most scenic routes. Sometimes it can be faster to walk.




Tip

Transport for London (tfl.gov.uk) and Citymapper (citymapper.com)are invaluable sources for route options for trip planning with up-to-date information on departures and delays. Both have apps.
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Cycle

One of the cheapest ways to get around London is by renting a Santander Cycle. There are over 10,000 bicycles available at 800 docking stations around Zone 1 and just beyond.

Scan the QR code to find bikes near you.
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TRANSPORT ESSENTIALS
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The cheapest way to get around London is with a rechargeable Oyster Card (oyster.tfl.gov.uk) or by tapping your contactless card (foreign cardholders should check for extra transaction charges with your card issuer before you travel) with a daily fare cap.

Plan your journey before you head out. London’s Underground lines have frequent delays and closures, which can turn short journeys into much longer ones if you get stuck. Check the TFL website or the Twitter accounts for live updates on individual lines before you travel.

As part of the Mayor’s Transport Strategy, more investment is being made in cycle routes and making roads safer for cyclists. Use the Citymapper, Komoot or CycleStreets apps to plan out quiet bike-friendly routes.

Londoners move fast, so follow Tube etiquette – stand on the right on escalators to let people in a hurry pass, and always let passengers off the trains before you board. Give up your seats for those who need them, including pregnant, disabled and older travellers.

Travel outside peak times – between 6:30am and 9:30am, and between 4pm and 7pm Mon–Fri – where possible, for cheaper fares and far less crowded buses, trains and Tube carriages.

Wear comfortable walking shoes when navigating London. Even if you are taking the Tube or a bus, you’ll likely have to walk between stops and to your final destination.

Avoid taking lots of luggage on Tubes and buses where possible. A suitcase is fine but multiple bags could get you some stern looks (and make it hard to get on and off the trains).



Renting a Car

Major rental companies have airport desks, but there are disadvantages to cars – London has small roads, heavy traffic and limited and expensive parking. London’s Congestion Charge is a £15 daily fee if you drive within certain zones – roughly between Kings Cross and Vauxhall in the south, Paddington in the west and Whitechapel in the east (soon to be expanded). There’s also an emissions charge for cars that don’t meet Ultra Low Emission Zone criteria.
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Walk

London is hugely walkable and in fine weather, this is the best way to get around compact central London, where small lanes connect ancient villages and multiple attractions. If travelling between fare zones, hop on a bus or Tube.




Taxis

Famous Black taxis can be flagged down in zones 1–3 – they’re an experience, but not cheap. Rideshares such as Uber, Bolt and Freenow can be booked via apps, as can local minicabs.



E-scooters

Now available in central London, e-scooters can be rented via three companies: Dott, Lime and TIER. Download the relevant apps before a ride – it’s advisable to set up your app before you want to set off, as it can take a little time. Scan the QR codes to download the apps.
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TRAVEL COSTS

Tube/train
Single fares from £1.80 with an Oyster/contactless card

Bike
Santander Cycles from £1.65 for up to 30 minutes

Scooter
£1 to activate then 15p per minute








Accommodation

The majority of your budget in London will likely go on accommodation – it’s not a cheap city to sleep in, but deals can be found if booked in advance. Hostels, while uber cheap in other world cities, are not as inexpensive as you might hope in London. Many choose to embrace the city’s higher price points, and splash out on one of the fanciest hotels in the world – this city is of course home to the Ritz, Claridges, The Savoy and The Goring (where the Princess of Wales stayed before her wedding night).



HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN A...

Four-star or fancy boutique hotel
from £200 per night

Hostel
dorms from £18–40 per night

Midrange hotel
from £80–200

Campsite
tent sites from £18



Hotels

Hotels don’t get more stately than the ones in London, with airs, graces and all the trimmings, opulence and class you’d expect from a famous city. But there are also boutique hotels, quirky pads and modern places. Midrange and no-frills chains offer reliably comfortable stays. Rates shoot up during the summer holidays and on bank holiday weekends.

Bed and Breakfasts

B&Bs are less common in the modern era, but offer more personal service and local recommendations, usually from the proprietors who live and work in-house. These are often in residential areas and offer a taste of what it’s like to live in London’s period terraced buildings. Scatterings of them can be found around Paddington, Kensington, Victoria, Pimlico and Bloomsbury.

Hostels

The cheapest option by far – but not particularly cheap compared with other locations around the world – these are great places to meet other travellers and save money with communal cooking and excursions. Hostels are generally in the centre of town, with walkable sights and transport options nearby. Private rooms are the way to go for light sleepers.

Apartment Rentals

Good choice for groups and those staying longer (long-term discounts are common), short-term or serviced apartments are typically a more modern choice with high-end finishes. They’re readily available around the city and come with cooking and laundry facilities ranging from low-end suburban options to ultra-high-end riverside pads. Parties are strictly forbidden unless arranged in advance with the host.

Camping

Camping is probably the most economical way to stay in London, but there are only a handful of campsites, most of which are on the outskirts of London (try Abbey Wood Caravan Site or Crystal Palace Caravan and Motorhome Club Campsite). Campers will need to bring all their own gear, but anything you’ve forgotten can be picked up in camping shops.
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	NEIGHBOURHOOD	PROS & CONS

	The West End	Close to big city attractions and plenty of Tube stations, huge choice of accommodation types to suit all travellers, easily walkable area, but often expensive and busy.

	City of London	The City of London, close to St Paul’s Cathedral and the Tower of London, has good transport links, but is a white-collar workers’ hub so very quiet at weekends when offices are closed.

	East London & Docklands	The neighbourhoods of East London and Docklands, slightly further east of the City of London, are popping on Fridays and Saturdays.

	South Bank	Cheaper than the West End, with big sights including Tate Modern and the London Eye, good transport, chain hotels and boutiques.

	Kensington & Hyde Park	Great for museums and upmarket restaurants. Hotels can be expensive but are worthy of a splurge. Well connected, although a little further away from the centre.

	Clerkenwell, Shoreditch & Spitalfields	Boutique hotels, a variety of hip restaurants and a buzzing nightlife scene. Not too many big attractions. Good transport links.

	South London	Great markets and independent shops, not as well connected as other areas, with longer transport times into central London.

	Notting Hill & West London	Great for shopping, busy, pricey but well connected.

	Richmond, Kew & Hampton Court	Green spaces, historic palaces, but quieter and further from main attractions than other neighbourhoods.








Family Travel

London is an excellent destination for families. There are plenty of facilities for those travelling with small children, such as pram-accessible places, and the city has countless attractions to feed curious minds of all ages, from interactive museums to theatre shows and wild spaces, adventure playgrounds, nature walks and outdoor swimming – best of all, most of it is free to visit.


Children’s Discounts

At nearly all of the London attractions children can visit, there is a discount for under 16s. Children under five can ride Tubes and buses for free with an adult. Children aged 5–10 get free travel on all TfL transport services with a Zip Oyster photo card, which can be applied for online at tfl.gov.uk (and takes a week to arrive).


Baby Changing

The vast majority of museums, shopping centres and cafes in London have baby changing facilities. These are usually drop-down changing tables inside accessible toilet cubicles. Enquire about changing facilities and staff will point you in the right direction.



How to Save Money

Various offers take place in the summer. Kids Week offers free theatre tickets for children, with a full-paying adult, between late July and August (book ahead of your visit). National Rail offers 2-for-1 days out on certain attractions when families travel into London by train. Various venues from Shakespeare’s Globe to the Southbank Centre offer family discounts and special shows for children during the summer holidays.


Pram-Friendly Destination

Most Tube stations have lifts and where lifts are out of order, a member of the public will likely help you on the stairs with a pram. Most buses have a space for a pram or stroller on the lower decks.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

Science Museum

Learn about everything from technology to space travel. Free.

London Transport Museum

Vehicles from throughout the ages kids can climb inside.

London Zoo

20,000 animals, from cheeky colobus monkeys to rare Sumatran tigers.

Natural History Museum

Real dinosaur skeletons, animatronics and creepy crawlies. Free.

Young V&A

For kids, with portrait-making area and a storytelling stage. Free.

Victoria Park

Long slides, adventure playgrounds and a summer splash pool. Free.
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TRAVELLING AROUND LONDON WITH CHILDREN

London is accommodating for children, but can be a sensory overload. Don’t do too much in one day with smaller children. Perhaps spend a couple of hours in a museum and then hit a park – all playgrounds are free. When travelling on Tubes make sure your child knows not to run on the platforms, and to stand behind the yellow line for safety. Tube stations can be a series of labyrinth-like tunnels – hold hands when travelling with smaller children. When alighting and boarding trains make sure your child knows to wait at the platform if you get separated.






Health & Safe Travel

PICKPOCKETS

Petty theft is generally rare in London, but does happen. A reasonable amount of street savvy will help travellers to avoid being pickpocketed. Don’t leave phones or valuables lying around (in restaurants/cafes) or have them sticking out of your back pocket. Put valuables in the main section of a backpack. Don’t leave bags unattended anywhere in public.
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Ice & Snow

It occasionally snows in London during the winter months. The city is ill-equipped to deal with heavy snow, and much of the transport infrastructure gets delayed or comes to a standstill. Expect journey times to be longer in icy and snowy conditions, and plan to leave much earlier than normal if you have a plane or train to catch.

Rain

London’s weather is incredibly changeable, so pack layers and a warm coat if visiting in winter. Most Londoners carry an umbrella or raincoat throughout the year in case of showers or rain when travelling around the city. Umbrellas are readily available in most supermarkets, convenience stores, chemists and gift shops.

OPEN-WATER SWIMMING

Canals
Not safe to swim in

Rivers
Not safe to swim in

Lakes
Not safe to swim in

London Royal Docks
Safe to swim in

Hampstead Heath Bathing Ponds
Safe to swim in

Hyde Park Serpentine
Safe to swim in

West Reservoir Centre
Safe to swim in

Insurance

London has free healthcare for UK citizens. Foreign nationals should ensure they have adequate travel insurance for emergencies.


TAP WATER

London’s tap water is perfectly safe to drink. Ask for tap water instead of bottled water in restaurants to avoid paying for overpriced water. Refillable water bottle stations are becoming more common in parks, but are not too common in shopping streets. Cafes will usually fill up your water bottle if you purchase something.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.
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Buy Local

Locally owned businesses tend to make more local purchases, meaning less transportation is required for goods. Many London restaurants, such as Walthamstow’s Eat17, serve ethically sourced British food and use seasonal ingredients to reduce food miles and carbon emissions.

Be Socially Conscious

Certain businesses operate with the wider community in mind. Islington’s Redemption Roasters teaches prisoners how to roast coffee while they’re behind bars. Boutique by Shelter in King’s Cross is a second-hand shop that raises funds to fight homelessness, and curry house Indian Veg gives meals to those who need them every night of the week.


When it’s not raining, set out on two feet. London is hugely walkable and plenty of unexpected discoveries can be found en route, while walking helps to reduce emissions.




Ordered too much food during a meal? Most restaurants will package up leftovers so it doesn’t end up in the bin. For extra brownie points, bring your own reusable container.
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GO MEATLESS

London has a growing number of vegan and vegetarian restaurant offerings, and almost all menus have an option for non-meat eaters. Choose a day to go meatless, and help prevent deforestation and reduce the greenhouse gas emissions associated with meat production.

AVOID PLASTIC WASTE

Don’t buy water in plastic bottles when in London. Bring a reusable bottle and ask for tap water in restaurants, plus carry a reusable bag for gift purchases and shopping.

Train Travel

London has an excellent transport network; the more people using Tubes, buses and trains means less congestion on the road.

Beating Congestion

London’s Congestion Charge fines cars driving into inner London during peak times. The Ultra Low Emission Zone means high-polluting vehicles are charged a fee almost anywhere in London. Congestion in central London reduced by 30% following the schemes.

Sustainable Hotels

Choose accommodation with good green credentials. One Hundred Shoreditch has 100% renewable electricity and uses local suppliers for its hotel menus, while Hilton London Heathrow Airport claims to have zero waste going to landfill and a special system that turns food waste into water. The Langham in the West End has well-thought-out green details, from low-flush toilets and energy-efficient heating to biodegradable cleaning products.


Eco Tours

Avoid non-electric bus tours and opt for a walking or cycling tour instead.




London is building more cycle routes every year to encourage more people onto two wheels. Biking is a quick, inexpensive and efficient way to get around the city centre.




More than 2,500 diesel-electric hybrid buses operate throughout London, mainly in central London. Choose these over private vehicles to reduce congestion around the city centre.
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RESOURCES

cyclestreets.net
For planning bike-friendly routes and monitoring your CO2.
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tfl.gov.uk
Essential tool for using public transport.
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toogoodtogo.com
App to reduce food waste and get discounted meals.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers

London is Europe’s LGBTIQ+ capital. Visitors are likely to see same-sex couples and may see transgender people during any visit to the UK capital. There are numerous LGBTIQ+-owned businesses and events taking place every week around the city, especially during June (Pride month). While prejudice happens anywhere, it’s very unlikely that LGBTIQ+ visitors will experience it in London.


Gaybourhoods

Soho has long been the epicentre of LGBTIQ+ life in London, with bars, clubs and restaurants centred around Old Compton St, including the infamous G-A-Y Bar and SHE Soho – the only full-time lesbian-run bar in London. LGBTIQ+ culture can also be found around South London’s Kennington, Deptford and Vauxhall areas. The Royal Vauxhall Tavern has been running LGBTIQ+ events and cabaret since the 1980s. In arty and bohemian East London most bars are LGBTIQ+ friendly. Dalston Superstore holds legendary drag brunches, while The Glory hosts regular drag shows and discos.
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Pride

London’s Pride is one of the largest LGBTIQ+ parades in the world, with some 300 floats, 30,000 participants and 1.5 million visitors every year, with the city taken over by rainbow flags. Parties run throughout the month of June and early July and a huge festival of music, often starring big name acts, takes place on the day of the parade.



GAY BOOKSHOPS

Dedicated shops selling gay literature include Gay’s The Word (the UK’s oldest LGBTIQ+ bookshop) and Judd Books, holding a good selection of gay literature, plus there’s also radical progressive politics specialist Housmans Bookshop. East London’s The Common Press Bookshop champions gay literature and books written by marginalised communities.


LGBTIQ+ Media

Magazines and websites based in London listing LGBTIQ+ events and discussing community issues include Gay London (visitgay.london), Pink News (thepinknews.com), Diva Magazine (diva-magazine.com) and Gay London Life (gaylondonlife.co.uk). Check their websites for current LGBTIQ+ news and events happening around the city.



Support Networks

London has many groups and charities that arrange regular LGBTIQ+ meet ups and hold events for those who may need support, whether they are permanent London residents or simply passing through. London Friend offers free information and advice for the LGBTIQ+ community (londonfriend.org.uk), including LGBTIQ+ drug and alcohol support drop-in sessions, while countless LGBTIQ+ groups offer community and activities around London via meetup.com or Facebook.com


Queer Britain

The first museum dedicated to LGBTIQ+ culture in the UK, located in Kings Cross, launched in 2022 before the 50th anniversary of London’s first Pride march. It hosts regular free exhibitions related to gay culture, and has an extensive photography archive.








Dive Into London’s Pub Culture

London’s 3500 pubs are where to meet real Londoners – the further out of the West End you go, the better. Each London district has multiple watering holes, which over the years have become landmarks, beacons for navigation and venues for neighbourhood get-togethers, from sporting games to wedding celebrations and wakes. Sometimes they’re simply places to shelter from the rain or use the toilet (publicans prefer it if you ask first, or buy a drink). Traditional pubs are dressed with dark wood and brass fittings and feel like an old-fashioned living room where everyone is welcome. Here’s everything you need to know to get into pub culture…


Pub Identities

Pubs have been in London since the Romans. These romantic watering holes are where the city’s literary greats once sat (Charles Dickens drank in many), where sailors such as Captain Cook got liquid courage before long voyages, and where pirates were hanged. Gastropubs focus on great meals and independent beers – these are generally more expensive.
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Ordering a Round

Find out what everyone in your group wants to drink, then one person (not the whole group) should go to the bar. Wait your turn – a good server will know who is next. You don’t have to tip your server, unless you want to. When you go back to your group with the drinks, you just bought a ‘round’. It’s customary for others in your group to buy you a drink back throughout the evening, completing a ‘round’. Last orders are when the bell rings or staff shout ‘last orders’. From the bell you have 20 minutes to drink your drink, no negotiations.
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Etiquette

Pubs are casual affairs and you’ll never be asked to dress a certain way, but pubs do ask people to be fully clothed. It’s common for strangers to talk to each other and to see families in pubs during the day at weekends.

Games

From bingo to pub quizzes, darts and pool, there’s always something going on in London’s pubs. These usually cost a pound or two to play.

PUB NAMES

Pub names were popularised in the 14th century, when King Richard II stated that places must indicate that ale was sold. Names usually nodded to something nearby, like a hunting reference or a church – The Fox and Hounds or The Angel. The Red Lion and The Crown are two of the most popular names. The former was adopted when James VI reigned, because he asked for the centrepiece of the Royal Banner of Scotland to be displayed in pubs. As various monarchs ruled and died, publicans opted for the catch-all name The Crown, so they would appear to support whoever was in charge without a name change.






Accessible Travel

While there is a duty to make reasonable adjustments for travellers with special needs under the Equality Act 2010, these often fall short for those seeking additional requirements. There have been improvements since London hosted the Olympics in 2012, but there is a long way to go.


Cobblestoned Streets

London has numerous uneven cobbled streets and squares which are not ideal for wheelchair users. General pavement quality is fine, but watch out for potholes and raised curbs.


Airports

London’s airports claim to offer services for those with additional needs. However, recent reports have rated Heathrow’s disability services ‘poor’. Services for visible and hidden disabilities should be arranged at least 48 hours in advance.




Accommodation

London has a large number of accessible accommodation options. Modern hotels can feature beds and baths designed with wheelchairs in mind and lowered wardrobes and bedside tables, plus wide doorways. Enquire before you book.



TUBES

More than a quarter of Tube stations, around half of the Overground stations and all DLR stations have step-free access. Check stations before travelling.

Buses

Steps can be lowered to street level on buses and there is wheelchair space on lower decks, but is shared with buggies and can be full when you board – wheelchair users have priority in this case.

Taxis

Black cabs are wheelchair-accessible, with ramps and swivel seats for people with limited mobility, but Ubers and mini cabs are not unless you request an accessible ride (these are few and far between).

MUSEUM ACCESS

London’s museums are required to make provisions for those with accessibility needs. Many offer tactile and braille books, or large print guides for their exhibits. All should provide step-free access. Those requiring physical help should contact the museum in advance.


RESOURCES

Lonely Planet has free Accessible Travel guides from shop.lonelyplanet.com/collections/accessible-travel.

AccessAble London (accessable.co.uk) is a great source of info for disabled travellers to the UK.

Transport for London is the place for on-the-ground transport queries (tfl.gov.uk/transport-accessibility).

Disability Rights UK Some disabled toilets can be opened only with a special Radar key, which can be obtained in advance for £6 via the website prior to travel (disabilityrightsuk.org/shop/official-and-only-genuine-radar-key).




Guide Dogs

The Equalities Act requires museums, hotels and transport to allow access to guide dogs and their owners. Anyone who refuses could face prosecution. This law doesn’t include emotional support dogs, but some hotels do allow them.








Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Banks 9am–5pm Monday to Friday

Post offices 9am–5.30pm Monday to Friday and around 9am–noon Saturday

Pubs & bars normally 11am–11pm (some are open later)

Restaurants typically 11am–11pm

Sights 10am–6pm

Shops 9am–7pm Monday to Saturday, six consecutive hours (any time between 10am and 6pm) on Sundays

Internet Access

Airports, shopping centres, cafes, and many restaurants offer free Wi-Fi.


Weights & Measures

London officially uses metric (grams, litres, etc), but markets may use imperial measurements.

Smoking

Smoking is banned in enclosed public spaces. Smoking is allowed in designated areas outside but is banned inside. There are currently no nationwide legal restrictions or laws on vaping in public areas.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
GMT (which changes to GMT+1 during summer)

Country code
+44

Emergency number
999

Population
9 million



Electricity
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Public Holidays can be different in London to other areas of the UK. These may include ‘bank holidays’, which are declared by the monarch and mean that banks and state offices such as post offices will be closed. Some private businesses, tourist attractions, bars, restaurants and shops may choose to open on these days, usually for reduced hours.

New Year’s Day 1 January

Good Friday Late March/April

Easter Monday Late March/April

May Day Holiday First Monday in May

Spring Bank Holiday Last Monday in May

Summer Bank Holiday Last Monday in August

Christmas Day 25 December

Boxing Day  26 December






STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of London life
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Get to know the good, honest, kind people of London

Isabella Fernandes

The Rise of Women’s Football in London
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Jade Bremner

London’s Other Religious Marvels

Explore the religious diversity of the capital
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A Walk Through London’s Queer History

From teahouses in the 1800s to Pride events today, London’s queer scene is flourishing

Tamsin Wressell
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A HISTORY OF LONDON IN
15 places

London’s story is more than two millennia long, from the days of the Romans, who brought walls, roads, wine and law, to tragic events ranging from plagues and fires to bombs that forever changed the landscape. More recently, financial ruin from COVID-19 caused businesses to permanently close. But Londoners are a resilient bunch, and the city continues to reinvent itself. By Jade Bremner


THE UK’S CAPITAL has a long and complicated history, but one thing always remains the same – to paraphrase the sentiments of Chumbawamba, when Londoners get knocked down, they get back up again, or so history has proven. The city has overcome vast challenges, from the plague and the Great Fire of London to the WWII Blitz bombings, and this same resilience is palpable today. Following Brexit, many experts predicted financial ruin for London, but COVID-19 hit just after the UK left Europe in 2020, masking any damage and putting many world cities in similar financial peril. London has remained the world’s second financial city after New York and anyone visiting the city today could be forgiven for forgetting there ever was a pandemic. While financial strains remain real for many, tourism is back, concert venues and theatres are packed, festivals are sold out and drinkers overflow onto pavements from various establishments – the city is alive again. On any visit to London, it’s easy to learn about how it was moulded into the cosmopolitan metropolis it is today, with ancient sights sitting shoulder to shoulder with towering, glitzy architectural behemoths. Read on for some of the places to start understanding London’s story.

1. London Wall

ROMAN RUINS

Ancient Romans named a trading settlement Londinium in 43 CE, and Roman Emperor Julius Caesar made his first visit to Britain in 55–54 BCE. Romans built the defensive London Wall around Londinium after Hadrian’s Wall in the north was breached. Glimpses of this original wall can still be seen around the city in Tower Hill Gardens and in Cooper’s Row near Tower Hill. Learn more in room 49 at the British Museum, which takes a deep dive into Roman Britain and how these settlers shaped London and the nation. Dozens of cabinets hold artefacts found in the city, from ancient pots and statues to paintings, armour and tools.

2. St Paul’s Cathedral

WORSHIP FOR MORE THAN 1400 YEARS

The first cathedral on Ludgate Hill dates to 604 CE. The magnificent current cathedral, with its vast 85m-high dome, is the fifth building to stand here. The former structure, built in 1675, was destroyed in the Fire of London before being rebuilt in 1710. This current cathedral was part-damaged in the Blitz, but remained standing and became a symbol of resilience, and has now been here for some 300 years. Climbing the 150 iron steps to the Golden Gallery at the very top for jaw-gaping views of the capital is a humbling experience.

3. Westminster Abbey

WHERE MONARCHS ARE CROWNED

Vikings looted London and burned it down in 842 CE, and the kingdoms of Wessex and the Danes fought for control of the area. In 886, Anglo-Saxon King Alfred the Great became the first king of England, and rebuilt London inside the Roman-era London Wall. Edward the Confessor began building a Romanesque-style church (now known as Westminster Abbey) in 1050 and, in 1066, after winning the Battle of Hastings, William, Duke of Normandy, was crowned king here. King Henry III rebuilt the structure in Gothic style in 1540 and gave it cathedral status. It sits west of the Palace of Westminster, seat of the UK Parliament.

4. Tower of London

BRITAIN’S MOST SECURE CASTLE

William the Conqueror built the Tower of London from earth and timber, and later in stone, at the centre of the settlement. The imposing 27m-high tower stands as a symbol of strength on the Thames, and was something to be feared by enemies. Surrounded by 30m-wide trenches, with structures occupying 12 acres, it’s been the most secure castle in Britain for hundreds of years – it protected the royal family in times of war, kept enemies and the most notorious of prisoners (including Anne Boleyn and Lady Jane Grey) locked up and it still guards royal possessions such as the Crown Jewels.
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5. British Library

ONE OF THE WORLD’S LARGEST BOOK COLLECTIONS

In 1215, King John signed the Magna Carta (meaning ‘Great Charter’), an agreement written by barons laying out the concept of human rights and deciding that monarchs weren’t above the law. It essentially prevented a tyrannical leader from over-exerting power, and formed the basis of constitutional law and justice in Britain. It meant that all people would have the right to a fair trial with a jury, and no taxes could be implemented by the monarch unless agreed to by a common council. Four copies of this famous document, which still affects British culture, laws and rights today, survived. Two of them are kept in the British Library.

6. Hampton Court Palace

KING HENRY VIII’S FAVOURITE RESIDENCE

The relatively short-lived House of Tudor (lasting only three generations from 1485–1603) was one of the most influential royal houses, and London became a European powerhouse as the world was discovered and global trading began. The most extravagant, charismatic and cutthroat ruler of the era was King Henry VIII, who moved into Hampton Court Palace in 1529, originally built for his advisor, Cardinal Thomas Wolsey, in 1514, but given to the king after the pair fell out. It became one of Henry VIII’s most-loved residences. It was expanded in the early 1690s, under the instruction of King William III, to be as grand as the Palace of Versailles.

7. The Globe

HOME OF SHAKESPEARE PLAYS

The legendary round, standing-only theatre on the south bank of the Thames was originally built in 1599. It was collectively owned by a group of actors and playwrights known as Lord Chamberlain’s Men, one of whom was William Shakespeare. The playhouse was built with timber, but was destroyed by fire around a dozen years later. Another theatre was built here and remained open until 1642, when there was a period of censorship during the First English Civil War. A new theatre was built in 1997 in the image of the original theatre, with thatch and painstakingly researched Elizabethan details, and shows Shakespeare plays year-round.

8. Alexandra Palace

FIREWORKS AT THE PALACE OF THE PEOPLE

Guy Fawkes was a proto-terrorist who planned to blow up the House of Lords with a group of English Catholics on the opening of Parliament on 5 November 1605. The Gunpowder Treason Plot was stopped, order was restored, and Fawkes was executed the following year. London and the rest of the UK now celebrate Bonfire Night every 5 November with fireworks over the city to remember that lives were spared, including King James I. Alexandra Palace, built high on a hill over the north of London in 1873, holds one of the city’s most spectacular fireworks displays every year.

9. London Underground

WORLD’S OLDEST METRO NETWORK

In 1837, 18-year-old Victoria ascended the throne. During her 63-year reign as queen, London controlled the world’s largest and richest empire, with Victoria ruling over 500 million people and a quarter of the planet. The capital was transformed dramatically during Victorian times – docks were built in East London to keep up with the booming world trade market, railways along the Regent’s and Grand Union canals were built, and the first underground railway was constructed beneath the city. The Metropolitan Railway between Paddington and Farringdon opened in 1863. In the century that followed, 11 lines covering some 250 miles, with more than 270 stations, were built and they continue to serve the capital.

10. Greenwich Park

BIRTHPLACE OF GREENWICH MEAN TIME

As the UK became an advanced maritime nation, Greenwich Mean Time was established in 1884 to help sailors to navigate. Greenwich Observatory became the centre of world time, and the point from which all clocks were set. The meridian line, or Longitude Zero (0° 0’ 0”), is the point from which all places on Earth are navigated. The line is marked on the hill in Greenwich Park, in the courtyard of the Royal Observatory, separating the east and west of the world. Views from here soar over the Palladian-style Greenwich Maritime Museum, showcasing exhibits on the history of European exploration.

11. Churchill War Rooms

SECRET UNDERGROUND GOVERNMENT BUNKER

From 1939, wartime Prime Minister Winston Churchill ran Britain and worked on the strategy to defeat the Nazis during WWII from a top-secret bomb-proof bunker 12m beneath the Treasury building in Westminster. Now part of the Imperial War Museum, these underground rooms have been preserved exactly as they were in 1945, at the end of the war, complete with creepy corridors, high-tech equipment, a map room, the Chiefs of Staff Conference Room and even Churchill’s bedroom. There’s also a cafe in the room once used by switchboard operators, serving suitably British food and drinks.

12. Big Ben

LONDON’S ICONIC CLOCK TOWER

London was devastated by the Blitz in WWII, with German bombers dropping more than 700 tonnes of explosives on the city, killing nearly 1500 people and destroying 11,000 homes. Some landmarks, including St Paul’s Cathedral and the Tower of London, somehow escaped the bombing, but Big Ben, originally built in 1843, was damaged during a 1941 Nazi air raid. In 1945, Big Ben was illuminated again, signalling victory in Europe, and London street lighting was turned back on following the blackouts that plunged London into darkness during the war. An £80m makeover of Big Ben is nearly complete, restoring the world’s most famous clock face to its original Victorian glory.

13. Notting Hill Carnival

A STREET PARTY LIKE NO OTHER

The first Notting Hill carnival took place in the streets in 1966, following race riots that resulted from tensions after the murder of Antiguan Kelso Cochrane in 1959. More than 1000 people attended his funeral in solidarity against racism. Trinidadian journalist Claudia Jones set up a Caribbean Carnival in St Pancras Town Hall in a bid to ease tensions and to bring nationalities together. The event was televised on the BBC and eventually morphed into what we know today as Notting Hill Carnival – Caribbean food stalls, a parade with floats and a pulsating mass of people dancing to infectious beats. It attracts more than 500,000 people every year.
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14. Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park

WASTELAND TURNED SPORTING METROPOLIS

After London was chosen to host the Olympics in 2012, the deprived East End area of Stratford was earmarked as the site of the Games. Billions of pounds were spent turning a wasteland into the 227-hectare Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park, complete with world-class stadiums and arenas, including the London Aquatics Centre, Lee Valley VeloPark, ArcelorMittal Orbit and the 7000-seat indoor Copper Box Arena. The London Stadium, which hosted the athletics, is now home to West Ham United FC and holds regular big-name music concerts. The striking ArcelorMittal Orbit is Britain’s largest piece of public art and now incorporates the world’s longest tunnel slide.

15. Buckingham Palace

FUTURE HOME OF KING CHARLES

Built in 1703, Buckingham Palace was the official royal residence from 1837 to 2022, when Queen Elizabeth II passed away. The palace served as the site of many celebrations during Queen Elizabeth’s Platinum Jubilee, marking 70 years of service. Following Elizabeth’s death on 8 September 2022, hundreds of thousands of people came to pay their respects at Buckingham Palace, laying countless flowers against the gates. Charles has said he’ll take up residence at Buckingham Palace in 2027, after renovations. Formalities, including the Changing of the Guards, still take place at the palace and the State Rooms, The Queen’s Gallery and Royal Mews are open to visitors during guided tours.





MEET THE
LONDONERS

Londoners are often seen as brash and unfriendly, but they’re actually good, honest, kind people who are incredibly accepting and welcoming. Isabella Fernandes introduces her people.
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LONDONERS ARE BUSY and can often seem stoic or stone-faced, but they also treat people like family. If someone is visibly judgmental or unkind to another person, they’re not a Londoner.

With so many people living in the city, you can’t stop for everyone, but when it’s important or someone needs help – or there’s something particularly funny or interesting going on – Londoners stop.

If someone has a huge bag on the Tube, or a buggy at the top of stairs, people will ask if they need a hand. We’re willing to help each other, even though it’s a crazy-busy city. We are polite; that stereotype is true – we say ‘please’, ‘thank you’ and ‘sorry’ A LOT.
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On the Tube, people don’t interact, but if something strange is happening, or someone is being ridiculous or bonkers in your peripheral vision, you might lock eyes with someone else, smile or laugh and raise your eyebrows and then get back to reading your book.

When something awful happens, people come out in support for the wider community. I used to live in Finsbury Park, and there was an attack on one of the area’s mosques. Everyone rallied for the Islamic community. We can be incredibly serious when we need to be, but we are also easygoing, funny and like a cheeky joke to lighten the mood.

London is so big, but also so small. I’ve been out countless times and seen someone I went to school with, or met someone who I saw at a friend’s birthday party, and so on. It’s a massive place, but you still bump into people in its various villages.
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I run a supper club called The Bridge Club to ignite a passion for British cuisine (but with French cooking techniques) and get people from all walks of London together to eat delicious, massive plates of food and feel like they’re having dinner with their family. After dinner, they feel held, like they’ve had Sunday lunch at their grandma’s. Food is so important to Londoners, and people love having new experiences. Our supper club is a microcosm of London, a group of strangers enjoying new things. Londoners are also hustlers, and dinner parties are a way to make new connections.

London is one of the world’s best foodie cities; you can literally get anything and everything. What I love about eating in London is that you get to experience the city’s countless communities through food. There are Ethiopian and Eritrean restaurants in Finsbury Park, Vietnamese restaurants on Kingston Rd, Turkish restaurants in Green Lanes and so many more.

This city accepts everyone; live here for a period of time and you become a Londoner. People are proud of the area of London in which they live – there’s a friendly rivalry between north and south.

A Diverse Mob

London has a population of 9 million and it’s the most ethnically diverse city in Europe. Around 46.2% of its people identify as Asian, black, mixed or ‘other’ ethnic groups; 36.8% identify as being white British; and 17% identify as being ‘white other’.


I’M A TYPICAL LONDONER

I was born in North London, in Edmonton, but I now live in Muswell Hill. I’ve also lived in Finsbury Park and other areas. Like many Londoners, my parents moved here when they were young. My dad was born in Nairobi, Kenya – his parents had migrated from India to East Africa – and he moved to London when he was 17 or 18 years old, in the 1970s. My mum was born in Goa and she moved to London when she was three years old with my grandparents and her brothers and sisters. Both my parents moved to North London – there’s a big Goan community here. Growing up, we’d go down the road to see family and friends or uncles and aunts. Someone would occasionally rent a hall and we’d have sports days or community barbecues and dances. My mum and dad met on a football field – my dad was part of a Goan team and my mother was there watching with her sisters.
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THE RISE OF WOMEN’S
FOOTBALL IN LONDON

There’s no better time to watch the beautiful female game. By Jade Bremner
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ONE OF LONDON’S greatest loves, football, has forever changed…for the better. Women’s football was catapulted into the limelight during the 2022 UEFA Women’s EURO, after being hosted in London and other cities around the UK. London teams have since seen a surge in supporters – women’s games in the capital are not only more accessible than men’s games, but offer the chance to be part of a growing movement in sport.

Sporting Immortality

On match days, roads around the stadium are flooded with devotees in team colours and scarves, despite it being a grey day in May. The stands fill with 60,000 fans and the crowd belts out the rousing ‘North London Forever’ anthem before roaring to greet their heroes on the pitch. Anticipation rises for Arsenal’s big Champions League final. It’s a scene the football-mad world knows well, only something is notably different…the fans are here to cheer on the women’s team, not the men’s.

From struggling to fill a stand in a small stadium only 20 years ago, to packing out the nation’s largest football grounds, there’s been an exciting shift in the appetite for women’s football in London. London was at the centre of the pandemonium when England beat Germany in a sold-out Wembley final, while a further 17.4 million people tuned in to watch live on BBC One, making it the most-watched women’s football match in the UK ever.

The atmosphere was electric. Loud Germany and England fans sat shoulder to shoulder in the stands, where national flags waved alongside rainbow flags (women’s football leads the way for LGBTIQ+ inclusivity at the highest level in sport). Women and families filled the tiers – some mothers came with babies in slings, and dads shared a moment in history with their daughters – and these fans knew there would be no trouble at this game, no matter what was at stake.

The lasting result of such a successful and inclusive tournament is palpable at league games in the capital. London is home to four Women’s Super League teams – West Ham United, Tottenham Hotspur, Chelsea and Arsenal. Arsenal games saw a 314% increase in ticket sales in the 2022/23 season – the Gunners are fast outgrowing their consistently sold-out Meadow Park stadium in Borehamwood (4500 capacity) and are now more frequently playing at a sold-out Emirates Stadium (60,000 capacity).

“The support we have received at Meadow Park, Emirates Stadium and at away stadia across England and Europe has been unbelievable in the last couple of years,” said Arsenal Women head coach Jonas Eidevall. “The atmosphere at Meadow Park is one of the best around, while Emirates Stadium has come to feel like home for us too. We’ve set new attendance records in the WSL and Champions League there recently and, as a club, we are proving that the demand for women’s football is here to stay.”

Club bosses added murals of the women players to the side of Emirates Stadium, alongside the male players. “As a footballer, it’s fantastic to know that young girls can now watch women’s sport on the biggest stages,” said Arsenal Women captain Kim Little. “I’m proud to be part of a club that is driving that progress by selling out the Emirates and even honouring the history of Arsenal Women on the side of the stadium.” And it’s not just Arsenal seeing the effects of a successful home EURO – there was a 131% rise in the viewing of women’s sport following the tournament.

More Interesting to Watch

Next time someone in the pub suggests women’s games aren’t as exciting or technical, there are now actual stats to prove otherwise. Swedish sports company Spiideo analysed the growth of the women’s game and found that it’s more captivating to watch, being more free flowing, with fewer fouls. Its research, which compared the 2022 Women’s EURO with the FIFA 2022 Men’s World Cup in Qatar, showed 27.7 fouls per match in the men’s game compared with 20.1 in the women’s game. It also found that women players statistically take more chances with their passing and shooting over male players, which results in more goals. Passes in the Women’s 2022 EURO averaged 3.7m, compared with 2.5m in the men’s World Cup. Women’s games were also deemed more exciting and rewarding as they were 30% less likely to end in a draw. Speed- and strength-disparity arguments are also wearing thin. During the 2023 FIFA Women’s World Cup, Lioness Chloe Kelly booted the ball into the back of the net at 68.84mph, faster than any goal by a male player in the English Premier League during the previous season.

History of the Women’s Game

Often cited as the first public women’s football game in London, an 1895 match between teams from the north and the south of the city (both part of the British Ladies’ Football Club) drew 10,000 spectators. The sport grew during WWI, when women took on typically ‘male’ jobs. Those working in gloomy factories were encouraged to partake in sporting activities to boost morale and productivity. Around 150 amateur women’s teams formed across the UK, and games sometimes garnered crowds of more than 50,000. But after the war, it was assumed that women should return to domestic life. Despite the popularity of the women’s game, the Football Association (FA) banned women’s football from stadiums in 1921, stating that “the game of football is quite unsuitable for females and ought not to be encouraged”. The women’s game was stifled for some 50 years, and football became dominated by men. In 1970, the ban was overturned and women could once again play on grounds affiliated with the FA, but with women’s football no longer embedded in British culture, there was much work to be done. Slowly, women’s teams were adopted by major clubs. The Lionesses (not the England squad) were founded in 1972 and became the first British club to be affiliated with a professional men’s team – Millwall FC adopted them in the 1980s.

Premier League team Arsenal formed a women’s team in 1987 and helped to revolutionise the women’s game – key players Rachel Yankey, Faye White, Kelly Smith and Marieanne Spacey becoming pioneers of the sport during the 1990s. Other major London clubs took note, including West Ham United, Chelsea and Tottenham Hotspur, which all adopted women’s teams during the same decade. Some two decades later, England’s Lionesses won the 2022 EURO at Wembley before a crowd of more than 90,000 people, opening more doors for women in sport. Individual players became Messi-like legends overnight, including EURO 2023 Golden Boot winner Beth Mead, who went on to win the esteemed Sports Personality of the Year Award. The Lionesses successfully lobbied the government to allow every girl in Britain access to the chance to play football at school. While there are still many hurdles to clear, from adequate facilities and resources to funding, one thing’s for sure – the appetite for women’s football has fervently returned and visitors to the capital have more chances than ever to watch the Beautiful Game.

How to Watch Women’s Football in London

Visitors can see the capital’s female football icons (typically between October and May) for a fraction of the price of their male counterparts. Tickets to see an Arsenal men’s game cost £85 on average, whereas a ticket for a Women’s Super League game range between £6 and £15. The latter are also easier to come by – often available until a couple of days before the game (check football club websites for tickets). “The atmosphere is unreal,” says Arsenal Women’s fan Harriet Toner about games at Meadow Park and Emirates Stadium. “You have the dedicated Arsenal Women’s Supporters Club, who come to every game and have created a songbook and sing non-stop throughout the entire game, and we’ve seen a whole new generation of fans coming to games following the EUROs – young girls and boys, plus life-long Arsenal men’s fans, people who previously never attended a women’s game.”

Historically, there have been few places to watch women’s football outside the stands themselves. But those who can’t get tickets to big games can now join community groups such as Baller Friends Collective to watch screened games in bars and pubs. “We wanted to create a hub,” explained Baller founder Rachel Gould, who took over a whole East London pub during the Women’s EURO in 2022, showing 31 games over 20 nights. Baller FC later screened international friendlies and the 2023 FIFA Women’s World Cup, hosted in Australia and New Zealand. Despite unsociable early morning kick-off times, every England game was screened in East London at full capacity. “The atmosphere was just electric,” Gould said. “There’s a really strong football community in London. Everyone we speak to just wants to celebrate it, be involved and take part in something that’s bigger than football. There’s such a big social side to it.” Baller FC also hosts Women’s Super League live-viewing events where people can join their community in the stands. All upcoming events are listed on Baller FC social media, with Gould describing women’s football as an unstoppable force: “We just want to stay on that wave and help as many people as possible experience it.”

THE LIONESSES SUCCESSFULLY LOBBIED THE GOVERNMENT TO ALLOW EVERY GIRL IN BRITAIN ACCESS TO THE CHANCE TO PLAY FOOTBALL AT SCHOOL.
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LONDON’S OTHER
RELIGIOUS MARVELS

Beyond the churches, London’s spectacular synagogues, mosques, gurdwaras and temples await. By Tharik Hussain
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IN SPITE OF the popular image of modern London as a post-Christian, secular city, it’s actually one of the world’s most religiously diverse capitals. This is mostly down to a number of key facts: firstly, that London was once the capital of a vast empire that stretched from Canada to New Zealand, which saw the city rule over people practising numerous faiths. When that empire was dismantled in the 20th century, huge numbers of once-colonised people were invited to come and live in the former imperial capital to help rebuild a city (and country) struggling with the collapse of empire and ravaged by two world wars. Meanwhile, others, whose domestic prospects were dim after the empire had brought their homelands to their collective knees, arrived in London in the hope of building a better life. As a result, the headquarters of the Church of England has now also become the home of some of Europe’s most spectacular mosques, temples, gurdwaras and synagogues.

Synagogues

Jewish communities have been banished and welcomed over and over again by different rulers of England through the centuries. It is therefore no surprise that, after churches, the most visible historic places of worship in London are its synagogues. There have been continuous services at Bevis Marks Synagogue for more than 300 years – the longest anywhere in Europe. Heavily influenced by the Sephardi synagogue in Amsterdam, Bevis Marks reflects the non-conformist chapels of the 17th century and once had an oak beam from a royal navy ship integrated into the building’s roof – a gift from Queen Anne. It survived two world wars but was badly damaged by IRA bombs during the 1990s and has had to be rebuilt since. Considered London’s cathedral synagogue, it’s now a grade-I-listed building.

Just around the corner is the quaint and often overlooked Sandys Row Synagogue in the heart of what was once the East End Jewish community. Built by refugee Huguenots as a community church in 1766, the building was acquired by the local Dutch Ashkenazi Jewish community in 1867 and remains the oldest surviving Ashkenazi synagogue in London. The interior is Georgian, with a coved ceiling and a neoclassical Torah Ark set in an apse, and it remains the only functioning synagogue in Spitalfields.

The spectacular West London Synagogue was founded by Sephardi and Ashkenazi families, as reflected in the unique architecture of a building that has huge neoclassical arches and beautiful Andalusian geometric patterns integrated throughout. Its neighbour, the New West End Synagogue, has been described by English Heritage as ‘the architectural high-water mark of Anglo-Jewish architecture’ for its red basilica-style building with twin towers, giant rose-window in a cusped horseshoe arch and a Byzantine-style domed Ark with mesmeric geometric patterns inside the main worship space. An honourable mention also goes to Westminster Synagogue, which is home to the Memorials Scrolls Trust, which houses some of the 1564 Jewish scrolls rescued from Prague during the Holocaust. A permanent exhibition tells the story of the daring rescue and features several scrolls and a number of stunning 18th-century Torah Binders.
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Mosques

After synagogues, the oldest non-Christian places of worship in London are mosques, with the East London Mosque in Whitechapel able to trace its roots back to 1910, when celebrated English Qur’an translator Muhammad Marmaduke Pickthall was among the trustees. The current building, home to Britain’s only professional mosque archives where some of Pickthall’s papers are held, was built in 1985. It’s largely a modern take on the Islamic architecture of the subcontinent, but does claim to be the only mosque with a ‘synagogue’ in it, after the Fieldgate Street Great Synagogue – the last active synagogue in Whitechapel – was bought by the mosque in 2015, having already built over and around it.

The glistening copper dome of London Central Mosque rises above the trees in Regent’s Park, close to what is popularly known as London’s Arab Quarter along busy Edgware Rd. Built at a cost of £6.5m in 1977 with money mostly donated by Gulf nations, the mosque is a wonderful example of modern Islamic architecture, integrating a large internal courtyard, and is also home to one of the country’s oldest Arab and Islamic libraries.

Possibly one of the most interesting buildings in London, the Brick Lane Jamme Masjid’s story is also the story of the East End. First founded as a Protestant chapel in 1743 (as testified by the original sundial still on the mosque’s outer wall), it was then bought by the local Jewish community in 1891 and converted into the Spitalfields Great Synagogue before the latest Eastenders – the Bangladeshis – acquired it in 1976. The synagogue’s original balcony remains in place, as do some Hebrew inscriptions, which the mosque’s staff are happy to point out to visitors.

Colourful and photogenic, the Aziziye Mosque in Dalston is a little glimpse of Turkic-Ottoman culture in London. The beautiful blue tiles that decorate the facade of the building, which was once a softcore-porn cinema, were imported from Iznik in Turkey, the heart of the Ottoman blue-tile industry. The mosque’s huge internal dome and its decorations are all inspired by revival Ottoman art styles, and the mosque is also home to an excellent Turkish restaurant.
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Hindu Temples

In spite of a history going back almost 400 years, Britain’s first purpose-built Hindu temple wasn’t completed until 1995, yet arguably it was worth the wait. Upon completion, the spectacular BAPS Sri Swaminarayan Temple was the largest Hindu temple outside of India and able to accommodate 5000 worshippers. Popularly known as Neasden Temple, the mandir’s architecture is based on the principles of a Vedic text dating back almost 5000 years. It took more than 169 craftsmen working across Indian states such as Bengal, Gujarat and Rajasthan to ornately carve each piece of wood and marble before bringing them to England where, jigsaw-like, the monumental temple was constructed piece by piece.

The 15m-tall Rajagopuram Tower of the Sri Murugan Temple looks like it’s been transported straight from South India to the streets of East London’s Manor Park. The central feature of the mandir – dedicated to Lord Murugan, a deity popular with Tamils from South India and Sri Lanka – is a beautifully ornate tower of carvings that feature figures from across the Hindu cosmology. It sits atop the equally ornate and decorated granite temple, which has become very popular with locals because of its annual, colourful chariot race held in the surrounding streets.

Often overshadowed by the nearby Neasden temple, the beautiful Shri Sanatan Hindu Mandir’s architecture was based on the same ancient Vedic texts, with many of its patterns derived from Hindu legends, including the epic Mahabharata and the Ramayana – each of the temple’s 210 pillars depict a famous event from Hindu mythology. A number of these, along with other temple features, were hand-carved in the tiny town of Sola in Gujarat, India before being transported to Wembley.

Gurdwaras

It’s all about the stunning pink sandstone facade of the Gurdwara Karamsar, imported directly from Rajasthan, as too were the techniques employed to carve it into the deliciously ornate and photogenic temple that’s now an iconic part of Ilford town’s architectural landscape. Intricate geometric patterns flank two quaint bay windows either side of the gurdwara’s entrance, which is topped by a central onion dome with a gold finial and two small faux towers also topped with mini domes on either side.

When the £17m Gurdwara Sri Guru Singh Sabha opened on Guru Nanak Rd in March 2003, it was the largest Sikh gurdwara outside of India. Now a hub for Sikhs across Britain and Europe, the golden-domed building covers 6000 sq metres and has a huge prayer hall with a stunning stained-glass window, beneath which is the shimmering gold takhat holding the Guru Grant Sahib, the Sikh holy scripture.

Buddhist Temples

The Buddhapidha Temple in Wimbledon is a Thai mirage dedicated to the Theravada tradition that began life in a repurposed property near Richmond Park in 1966. The modern temple is a stunning example of traditional Thai Buddhist architecture, complete with three golden Buddha statues in the main shrine room and a colourful mural depicting the life of the Buddha. The exterior has beautiful gold finials on the tiered temple roof evoking both the serpent Naga and the deity Garuda, and a pair of fierce, gold-coloured temple lion dogs guard the entrance. The four-acre site is a serene space, complete with lake, several bridges, small flower garden and an orchard. Housed in a gorgeous red-brick Victorian fire station in the heart of vibrant East London, the London Buddhist Centre is home to the Triratna Buddhist Community and is easily one of the most open and inclusive religious spaces on this list. It offers drop-in sessions on a donation-based scheme and is open to Buddhists and non-Buddhists. There are two ornate shrine rooms with statues of Buddha where meditation is taught, as well as a library, bookshop and garden. The centre’s upper floors are home to a resident Buddhist community.

* Please note these are all active places of worship and it’s best to call ahead and make an appointment if you wish to visit.

LONDON IS THE HOME OF SOME OF EUROPE’S MOST SPECTACULAR MOSQUES, TEMPLES, GURDWARAS AND SYNAGOGUES.
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A WALK THROUGH LONDON’S
QUEER HISTORY

Tamsin Wressell joins cabaret singer Mark T Cox to walk through 2000 years of queer history in the city.
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“THE GREAT THING about this city is that you can take a turn and be in a totally different area, but anywhere you pick, there’ll be queer history there,” says Mark T Cox. We’re in the midst of one of his Queer History Walking Tours of London, turning a corner from the grandeur of Piccadilly Circus into Chinatown. The grand towering buildings of Piccadilly Circus are today one of the busiest tourist parts of the city, blazing neon displays onto the junction and its surrounding attractions, but in the 1800s this was the queer centre of London. Most of the city was being demolished and, as the pattern goes, while Piccadilly Circus was a cheaper, more ‘undesirable’ area, its queer scene spawned.

Teahouses opened up here and in Chinatown, and for all 24 hours of the day, the city’s queer community could drink and smoke discreetly in these spaces without being hassled. “It was a way to access the pink pound – in the 1800s, men had a lot of disposable income, working nearby for the government and palaces, they could afford these things,” says Mark. “Staff would usher away straight people and create little safe spots for queers.”

Since London was born some 2000 years ago when the Romans arrived, there have been queer people and relationships in the city. Two men in partnership wouldn’t be anything of note or deemed unusual, Mark tells me, but over the years, this changed. In the 6th century, Britain would start questioning the morality of queer people, bringing in the Buggery Act in 1533 and, through colonisation, spreading these views to other countries. Every building and place of note that we stop by has shaped where we are today in the queer community.

“Drop a pin anywhere in London and you could do this tour…Vauxhall, Earl’s Court, Dalston,” says Mark, but Mark has chosen the West End as the area in which to walk us through 2000 years of queer history. We’d met earlier to start the tour outside the Clermont Hotel in Charing Cross, then passed through Trafalgar Sq, Piccadilly Circus and Chinatown before finishing in Soho. With a pay-what-you-can system, these tours and the prevalent queer history shared become accessible to all.
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Queer Culture

The city’s queer culture is something Mark is well versed in. With a background in architecture, he moved to London from Ireland 10 years ago. A former organ player at his local church in County Clare, Mark moved to Dublin at the age of 17, establishing himself as a cabaret performer at The George, Ireland’s oldest queer venue. He’s since become a staple in London’s queer spots, performing as a storyteller, pianist, entertainer and comedian. I’ve seen Mark T Cox play at some of my favourite queer venues in the city, such as The Glory in Dalston, where the crowd nestles around his piano, with his big, bright, sparkly dickie bow tie catching and reflecting glimmers of light across the room. He fills the room with joy, covering popular queer anthems scattered with breaks to share personal, anecdotal stories. Some nights have had themes, such as the cosy winter shows at The Old Church in Stoke Newington – these have become a Christmas tradition of mine – or the Halloween-themed nights at the nearby, queer-owned Atlas Grinds cafe. It’s events and venues like these that have helped many queer people, myself included, find their community in the city.

Being LGBTIQ+ in London, like so many destinations, has a long history of challenges and hurdles. Sharing this knowledge and passion in the form of a walking tour is something Mark has been wanting to do for a while. “I’ve wanted to run these tours since before the pandemic, but I’ve now been doing them for two or three years,” he tells me. “I love doing them – I do other tours like Big Ben, but this feels more meaningful.”
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Taking Pride

Before heading to Piccadilly Circus and Chinatown, we had walked through Trafalgar Sq where, every June, Pride in London sets up its main stage. “Here is where people will come and listen to someone from X Factor,” Mark joked. In 2022, Pride set a record with some 1.5 million spectators coming to join in and celebrate, but with the bigger crowds came bigger controversy, with Pride often being referred to as ‘Corporate Pride’ in the queer community because of all the businesses and corporations that hold places in the parade. Pride has historically been on a sliding scale between party and protest. Starting out in 1972, it leaned heavily towards protest, and has been gradually getting closer to the party side as years have gone on. But recent times have seen a need for the protest element to return. “We’re not in a great place at the moment with trans issues and rights,” Mark says. “There’s a lot of talk of why is there still Pride? There’s only been 50 years of this in comparison to some 2000 of death penalties and criminalisation. But there are other prides that need a lot of focus too, like Black Pride and Trans Pride.”

With every topic, building and event that Mark covers on the tour, there’s an overall air of kindness and compassion that folds into the details, which range from confronting to celebratory. Quips and fast, gentle humour are scattered throughout the information.

Back in Chinatown, we stop at Wardour St, where the Shim Sham Club stood as a popular jazz venue in the 1930s. It was in such places that minority groups would come together, with the queer and black communities gathering here to listen to live music. “Minority groups would start to support each other,” Mark says. “Police would come and flirt with people and then arrest them.” But a large number of the spaces that existed in London’s queer history were predominantly for gay men, with women and others in the LGBTIQ+ community missing out. Men typically had more income, meaning a lot of these spaces were run by queer men who could afford to cater to themselves. “We still have some inequality there today – we’re in this huge city and yet there’s only one lesbian bar,” Mark says. We head into Soho, where this bar, She, exists amid the rainbow flags, sex shops and gay bars. Soho is one of the biggest queer areas in the city – in 1990, Village Soho opened up here and changed everything. The bar, club and cocktail lounge was on the ground floor and had big, glass windows, leading the queer spaces in Soho out of the dark and disguised venues to more open, public spaces. “For the first time, you could walk by and see queer people like you would in a coffee shop or restaurant,” Mark says.
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Bar None

While the bars of Soho are still thriving, they’ve gradually become more touristy over the years, or often seen as a space predominantly still for gay men. But over the last decade or so, queer spaces are becoming more prevalent across the city, becoming less contained to pockets while carving out new spaces for LGBTIQ+ communities beyond the ‘G’.

In Dalston, East London, The Glory sits as a queer pub and performance space with a basement club, holding regular events such as Drag King competitions and queer crafting. Dalston Superstore runs in a similar vein, while also including a gallery space and being more of a community space on quieter days and nights, with its sister venue, The Karaoke Hole, a few doors down the street. Beyond nightlife, there are spaces such as Bishopsgate, which holds LGBTIQ+ archives, as well as queer-owned cafes (such as Atlas Grinds) and the UK’s first LGBTIQ+-dedicated museum, Queer Britain.

As we get to Soho Sq to finish our tour, Mark asks us to come in a little closer. “I’d love to be able to end this tour on a happier note,” he says. “We have this big history. I should be saying we’re just purely making progress. It’s the opposite. We’re in a downward pattern and it’s very worrying. In the last six months, things have taken a turn on trans issues. There’s horrific hatred and attacks, including right here in Soho, fuelled by the media. A lot of energy and focus used to be on gay rights – the same needs to be done for trans rights. We need to keep fighting for equal rights for all queer people – it shouldn’t just be up to the queer community to do that.”

Being part of the queer community, I find myself sometimes in a bubble of inclusivity, but I hope it’s one that continues to branch out and grow beyond that in this beautiful city.
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OVER THE LAST DECADE OR SO, QUEER SPACES ARE BECOMING MORE PREVALENT ACROSS THE CITY, BECOMING LESS CONTAINED TO POCKETS WHILE CARVING OUT NEW SPACES FOR LGBTIQ+ COMMUNITIES BEYOND THE ‘G’.
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“My favourite East London pastime is to sit in a Bangladeshi cafe on Brick Lane, cardamom-infused tea in hand, staring out onto the bustling lane.”
THARIK HUSSAIN
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“One of my favourite experiences in London is climbing up the vertiginous rigging of one of the fastest clipper ships of its day – the Cutty Sark.”
JADE BREMNER
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The British Museum
A Half-Day Tour

A good starting point is the 1 Rosetta

Stone, the key that cracked the code to

The British Museum, with almost eight
million items in its permanent collection,
is so vast and comprehensive that it can
be daunting for the first-time visitor. To
avoid a frustrating trip - and getting lost
on the way to the Egyptian mummies

- set out on this half-day exploration,
which takes in some of the museum’s
most important sights. If you want to

see and learn more, join a tour, grab an
audio guide (£7) or download the free app.

Winged Bulls from Khorsabad

This awesome pair of alabaster winged bulls with
human heads once guarded the entrance to the
palace of Assyrian King Sargon |1 at Khorsabad in
Mesopotamia, a cradle of civilisation i present-
day Irag.

L
Ancient
Gree

Lion Hunt Reliefs
from Nineveh e e

e &Rome

ancient Egypt’s writing system. Nearby
treasures from Assyria — an ancient
civilisation centred in Mesopotamia
between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers
- including the colossal 2 Winged
Bulls from Khorsabad, give way to the
3 Parthenon Sculptures, high points
of classical Greek art that continue to
influence us today. Be sure to see both
the sculptures and the monumental
frieze celebrating the birth of Athena.

Parthenon Sculptures

The Parthenon, a white marble temple dedicated
to Athena, was part of a fortified citadel on

the Acropolis in Athens. There are dozens of
sculptures and friezes with models and interac-
tive displays explaining how they all once fitted
together.

(2]

South .
Stairs | Audio Guides,*
B Desk - =
| China,
Main Reading o lIndia&
Entrance Room Southeast
. - Asia
Se |
l Jiiformation INorth
T America

Rosetta Stone
Written in hieroglyphic,
demotic (cursive ancient
Egyptian script used for
everyday) and Greek,

the 762kg stone contains.
adecree exempting
priests from tax on the
first anniversary of young
Ptolemy Vs coronation.

Desk .
Ticket Desk
mporary Exhibitions) %

7 GROUND FLOOR 3

Bust of Pharaoh Ramesses I
The mostimpressive sculpture in the Egyptian
galleries, this 725kg bust portrays Ramesses the
Great, scourge of the Israelites in the Book of
Exodus, as great benefactor.

@yoaisuIrins/
VAGHOHONO VATVLAN

En route to the West Stairs is a huge
4 Bust of Pharaoh Ramesses IT,
Jjust a hint of the large collection of

5 Egyptian mummies upstairs.
(The earliest, affectionately called
Ginger because of wispy reddish hair,
was preserved simply by hot sand.)
The Romans introduce visitors

to the early Britain galleries via the
rich 6 Mildenhall Treasure.

The Anglo-Saxon 7 Sutton Hoo Ship
Burial and the medieval 8 Lewis
Chessmen follow.

Lewis Chessmen

The much-loved 78 chess pieces
portray faceless pawns, worried-looking
queens, bishops with their mitres turned
sideways and rooks (or castles) as
‘warders, gnawing away at their shields.

Greece &

EATING OPTIONS

Court Cafe At the northern end of the
Great Court; takeaway counters with
salads and sandwiches; communal
tables.

Gallery Plzzerla Out of the way off room
12; quieter; children's menu available.

Great Court Restaurant Upstairs
overlooking the former Reading Room;
sit-down meals.

SuttonHoo
Ship Burial

This unique grave

of animportant

(but unidentified)
Anglo-Saxon royal has
yielded drinking horns,
gold buckles and a
stunning helmet with
face mask

Medieval
Europe

Mildenhall Treasure
Roman gods such as Neptune
and Bacchus share space with
early Christian symbols like the
chi-rho (short for ‘Christ’) on the
find’s almost three dozen silver
bowls, plates and spoons.

~Rome™"

UPPER FLOOR

Court |
Restaurant |

# n=
Middle East

Egyptian Mummies
Among the rich collection of mummies and funerary objects are
"Ginger',who was buried at the site of Gebelein, in Upper Egypt,
almost 5500 years ago, and Katebet, a one-time chantress

(ritual performer) at the Amun temple in Karnak.
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Congratulations on choosing
London for your next adventure

Plan Your Trip

Explore some of the most
spectacular parts of the country
as you start to build the itinerary

for your journey

Responsible Travel

The Guide

Navigate the destination with
in-depth tips on the best
experiences and the best way to
make the most of your trip

Storybook

Gointo greater depth as
you explore a destination or
make sense of something you
experience on your trip

MEET THE |
LONDONERS |

FRONT COVER: Millennium Bridge and
St Paul's Cathedral,
Alessandro Saffo/4Corners ©
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The British Museum
A Half-Day Tour

The British Museum, with almost eight
million items in its permanent collection,
is 50 vast and comprehensive that it can
be daunting for the first-time visitor. To
avoid a frustrating trip - and getting lost
on the way to the Egyptian mummies

- set out on this half-day exploration,
‘which takes in some of the museum’s
‘most important sights. If you want to

see and learn more, join a tour, grab an
audio guide (£7) or download the free app.

Winged Bulls from Khorsabad
‘This awesome pair of alabaster winged bulls with
human heads once guarded the entrance to the
palace of Assyrian King Sargon l at Khorsabad in
Mesopotamia,acradle of civlsation inpresent-
day Iag. )

Mais
Entrance

Rosetta Stone

Written n hieroglyphic,
demotic cursiveancient |
Egyptian script used for
everyday) and Greek, g
the 762kgstone contains |\
adecree exempting

priests ffomtax on the
first anniversary of young
Ptolemy V's coronation.

A good starting point is the 1 Rosetta
Stone, the key that cracked the code to
ancient Egypt’s writing system. Nearby
treasures from Assyria - an ancient
civilisation centred in Mesopotamia.
Detween the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers
- including the colossal 2 Winged
Bulls from Khorsabad, give way to the
3 Parthenon Sculptures, high points
of classical Greek art that continue to
influence us today. Be sure to see both
the sculptures and the monumental
frieze celebrating the birth of Athena.

Parthenon Sculptures

The Parthenon, a white marble temple dedicated
10 Athena, was partof  ortified citadel on

the Acropolisn Athens. There are dozens of
sculptores and friezes with models and interac-
tive isplays explaining how they al once fitted
together.

China,
India &
theast
Asia

Bust of Pharaoh Ramesses Il
‘The most impressive sculpture n the Egypian
galleres, this 725k bust portrays Ramesses the.
Great, scaurge ofthe Israelites n the Book of
Exodus, asgreat benefactr.

[ e = .

] et

2 =/

' =
, &L

En route to the West Stairs is a huge
4. Bust of Pharaoh Ramesses T,
just a hint of the large collection of
5 Egyptian mummies upstair
(The earliest, affectionately called
Ginger because of wispy reddish hair,
was preserved simply by hot sand.)
The Romans introduce visitors

to the early Britain galleries via the
rich 6 Mildenhall Treasure.

The Anglo-Saxon 7 Sutton Hoo Ship
Burial and the medieval 8 Lewis
Chessmen follow.

EATING OPTIONS

Court Cafe At the northern end of the
t Court; tal

Gallery Pizzeria Out of the way off room
12; quieter; children's menu available.
Great Court Restaurant Upstairs
overlooking the former Reading Room;
sit-down meals.

Lewis Chessmen

The much-loved 78 chess pieces
portray aceless pawns, wortied-looking
‘queens, bishops with thei mitres turned
sideways and ro0ks (or castles)as
“warders', gnawing away at thir shields

SuttonHoo
Ship Burial

This unique grave

of animportant

(but unidentified)
Anglo-Saxon royal has
yielded drinking horns,
gold buckles and a
stunning helmet with
face mask.

N\
& court |

) .Kiﬁ-umm
o | |-

e East
UPPERFLOOR
Egyptian Mummies

‘Among th ich collection of mummies and funerary objects re
“Ginger, who was buried at the ite of Gebelein, in Upper Eqypt,
almost 5500 years ago, and Katebet, a one-time chantress
(ritual performen) at the Amun temple n Karnak.

Mildenhall Treasure
Roman gods such as Neptune
and Bacchus share space with
early Christan symbols ke the
chi-tho (short for Christ) on the
finds almost three dozen siver
bowls, plates and spoons.
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Hampstead & North London

LONDON’S BOHEMIAN BASECAMP

Notting Hill & West London
QUIRKY SIGHTS AND VIBRANT NIGHTLIFE

The West End

BIG LIGHTS WITH
ENDLESS POSSIBILITY

Kensington &
Hyde Park

LONDON'S SMALLEST BUT
RITZIEST BOROUGH

Richmond, Kew &
Hampton Court

GORGEOUS GARDENS WITH
ROYAL HERITAGE

Clerkenwell,
Shoreditch &
Spitalfields

ARTSY DISTRICT FUSING
CREATIVITY AND HERITAGE

East London & Docklands
LONDON'S EDGY, ETHNIC NEIGHBOURHOOD

City of London

THE ANCIENT AND ORIGINAL
IMPERIAL LONDON

South Bank

CULTURAL RIVERSIDE
TREASURE

South London

CHARACTER-FILLED MULTICULTURAL AREA
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