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Introduction to London
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What strikes visitors more than anything else about London is he sheer size of the place. Stretching for more than thirty miles from east to west, and with a population of just under eight million, it’s the largest capital in the EU. Ethnically and linguistically, it’s also Europe’s most diverse metropolis, offering cultural and culinary delights from right across the globe. Londoners tend to cope with all this by compartmentalizing their city, identifying with the neighbourhoods in which they work or live, and just making occasional forays “into town” or “up West”, to the West End, London’s shopping and entertainment heartland.
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London dominates the national horizon, too: this is where most of the country’s news and money are made, it’s where the central government resides and, as far as its inhabitants are concerned, provincial life begins beyond the circuit of the city’s orbital motorway. Londoners’ sense of superiority causes enormous resentment in the regions, yet it’s undeniable that the capital has a unique aura of excitement and success – in most walks of British life, if you want to get on, you’ve got to do it in London.
For the visitor, too, London is a thrilling place. And it’s looking better than it has done for decades, thanks to the lottery- and millennium-driven investment that has seen virtually all London’s world-class museums, galleries and institutions reinvented, from the Royal Opera House to the British Museum. The city boasts the world’s largest modern art gallery in Tate Modern, the tallest observation wheel in the London Eye, and two fantastic pedestrian bridges that have helped transform the south bank of the Thames into a magnet for visitors and Londoners alike.
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Trafalgar Square
As ever, London’s traditional sights continue to draw in millions of tourists every year. Monuments from the capital’s more glorious past are everywhere to be seen, from medieval banqueting halls and the great churches of Christopher Wren to the eclectic Victorian architecture of the triumphalist British Empire. There is also much enjoyment to be had from the city’s quiet Georgian squares, the narrow alleyways of the City of London, the riverside walks, and the quirks of what is still identifiably a collection of villages. Even London’s heavy traffic is offset by surprisingly large expanses of greenery: Hyde Park, Green Park and St James’s Park are all within a few minutes’ walk of the West End, while, further afield, you can enjoy the more expansive parklands of Hampstead Heath and Richmond Park.
You could spend days just shopping in London, too, mixing with the upper classes in the “tiara triangle” around Harrods, or sampling the offbeat weekend markets of Portobello Road, Brick Lane and Camden. The music, clubbing and gay and lesbian scenes are second to none, and mainstream arts are no less exciting, with regular opportunities to catch outstanding theatre companies, dance troupes, exhibitions and opera. The city’s pubs have always had heaps of atmosphere, but its restaurants are now an attraction too, with everything from three-star Michelin establishments to low-cost, high-quality Chinese restaurants and Indian curry houses.
What to see
London has grown not through centralized planning but by a process of agglomeration, meaning that though the majority of the city’s sights are situated to the north of the River Thames, which loops through the centre of the city from west to east, there is no single focus of interest. Villages and urban developments that once surrounded the core are now lost within the amorphous mass of Greater London, leaving London’s highlights widely spread, and meaning that visitors should make mastering the public transport system, particularly the Underground (tube), a top priority.
If London has a centre, it’s Trafalgar Square, home to Nelson’s Column and the National Gallery. It’s also as good a place as any to start exploring the city, especially as the area to the south of here, Whitehall and Westminster, is one of the easiest bits to discover on foot. This was the city’s royal, political and ecclesiastical power-base for centuries, and you’ll find some of London’s most famous landmarks here: Downing Street, Big Ben, the Houses of Parliament and Westminster Abbey. The grand streets and squares of St James’s, Mayfair and Marylebone, to the north of Westminster, have been the playground of the rich since the Restoration, and now contain the city’s busiest shopping zones: Piccadilly, Bond Street, Regent Street and, most frenetic of the lot, Oxford Street.
East of Piccadilly Circus, Soho, Chinatown and Covent Garden are also easy to walk around and form the heart of the West End entertainment district, where you’ll find the largest concentration of theatres, cinemas, clubs, flashy shops, cafés and restaurants. Adjoining Covent Garden to the north, the university quarter of Bloomsbury is the traditional home of the publishing industry and location of the ever-popular British Museum, a stupendous treasure house that now boasts a wonderful central, covered courtyard. Welding the West End to the financial district, Holborn is a little-visited area, but offers some of central London’s most surprising treats, among them the eccentric Sir John Soane’s Museum and the secluded quadrangles of the Inns of Court.
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The British Museum Great Court
A couple of miles downstream from Westminster, The City – or the City of London, to give it its full title – is simultaneously the most ancient and the most modern part of London. Settled since Roman times, the area became the commercial and residential heart of medieval London, with its own Lord Mayor and its own peculiar form of local government, both of which survive (with considerable pageantry) to this day. The Great Fire of 1666 obliterated most of the City, and the resident population has dwindled to insignificance, yet this remains one of the great financial centres of the world, with the most prominent landmarks these days being the hi-tech offices of banks and insurance companies. However, the Square Mile boasts its share of historic sights too, notably the Tower of London and a fine cache of Wren churches that includes the mighty St Paul’s Cathedral.
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Guards marching along The Mall
The East End and Docklands, to the east of the City, are equally notorious, but in entirely different ways. Impoverished and working-class, the East End is not conventional tourist territory, yet to ignore it is to miss out a crucial element of the real, multiethnic London. With its abandoned warehouses converted into overpriced apartment blocks for the city’s upwardly mobile, Docklands is the converse of the down-at-heel East End, with the Canary Wharf tower, the country’s tallest building, epitomizing the pretensions of the 1980s’ Thatcherite dream.
The South Bank, Bankside and Southwark together make up the small slice of central London that lies south of the Thames. The Southbank Centre itself, London’s little-loved concrete culture bunker, is enjoying a new lease of life – thanks, in part, to the feel-good factor emanating from the graceful London Eye, which hangs over the Thames nearby. Bankside, the city’s low-life district from Roman times to the eighteenth century, is also enjoying a renaissance, with a pedestrian bridge linking St Paul’s with the former power station that is now home to Tate Modern, London’s extraordinary museum of modern art.
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What to see | 
Multiethnic London
With around three hundred languages spoken within its confines and all the major religions represented, London is Europe’s most ethnically diverse city. First-, second- and third-generation immigrants make up over thirty percent of the population, while some claim that the majority of white Londoners are in fact descended from French Huguenot refugees. London has, of course, always been a cosmopolitan place. The first well-documented immigrants were invaders like the Romans, Anglo-Saxons, Vikings and Normans, while over the last four centuries, the city has absorbed wave after wave of foreigners fleeing persecution at home, or simply looking for a better life. However, it is the postwar period that stands out as the age of immigration par excellence. Initially, people came here from the Caribbean and the Indian subcontinent; today’s arrivals are more likely to come from the world’s war zones: Somalia, Afghanistan, Iraq.
Though London doesn’t have the sort of ghettoization that’s widespread in the US, certain areas have become home from homes for the more established communities. Brixton and Dalston are probably the most prominent Afro-Caribbean and African districts; Dalston and Haringey have the largest Turkish and Kurdish communities; Southall is predominantly Punjabi; Wembley is a Gujarati stronghold; Acton has a sizeable Polish community; Hoxton is a Vietnamese neighbourhood. The East End, London’s top immigrant ghetto, has absorbed several communities over the centuries, and is currently the heart of Bengali London, while the Jewish community has more or less abandoned the East End and now has its most significant concentrations in Stamford Hill and Golders Green.
In general, these disparate groups live in peaceful coexistence and the traditions and customs they have brought with them have provided a vibrant contribution to London’s cultural life, the most famous manifestation of which is the Notting Hill Carnival.
[image: The Wallace Collection]
The Wallace Collection

In Hyde Park and Kensington Gardens you’ll find the largest park in central London, a segment of greenery which separates wealthy west London from the city centre. The museums of South Kensington– the Victoria and Albert Museum, the Science Museum and the Natural History Museum – are a must, and if you have shopping on your agenda you may well want to investigate the hive of plush stores in the vicinity of Harrods, superstore to the upper echelons.
Some of the most appealing parts of north London are clustered around Regent’s Canal, which skirts Regent’s Park and serves as the focus for the capital’s busiest weekend market, held around Camden Lock. Further out, in the chic literary suburbs of Hampstead and Highgate, there are unbeatable views across the city from half-wild Hampstead Heath, the favourite parkland of thousands of Londoners. The glory of southeast London is Greenwich, with its nautical associations, royal park and observatory (not to mention its Dome). Finally, there are plenty of rewarding day-trips up the Thames from Chiswick to Hampton Court and, beyond, to Windsor, an area that is liberally peppered with the stately homes and grounds of the country’s royalty and former aristocracy.
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When to go
Considering how temperate the London climate is, it’s amazing how much mileage the locals get out of the subject. The truth is that summers rarely get really hot and the winters aren’t very cold. In fact, it’s impossible to say with any certainty what the weather will be like in any given month. May might be wet and grey one year and gloriously sunny the next; November stands an equal chance of being crisp and clear or foggy and grim. So, whatever time of year you come, be prepared for all eventualities, and bring a pair of comfortable shoes, as, inevitably, you’ll be doing a lot of walking.
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20 Things not to miss
It’s not possible to see everything that London has to offer in one visit – and we don’t suggest you try. What follows, in no particular order, is a selective taste of the city’s highlights; from outstanding art collections and historic architecture to vibrant markets and picturesque parks, all arranged in five colour-coded categories. Each highlight has a page reference to take you straight into the Guide, where you can find out more.
01 Tate Modern  • One of the world’s greatest modern art collections housed in a spectacularly converted, riverside power station.[image: Tate Modern]

02 Double-decker bus  • Take a ride on an old double-decker Routemaster bus, which run every fifteen minutes on the no. 9 and no. 15 routes, taking you past the Albert Hall, Trafalgar Square and St Paul’s Cathedral.[image: Double-decker bus]

03 Sir John Soane’s Museum  • Part architectural set piece, part art gallery, the Soane museum is small and perfectly formed.[image: Sir John Soane’s Museum]

04 London Eye  • Londoners have taken to their new landmark, and there is certainly no better view, but book in advance.[image: London Eye]

05 Kew Gardens  • Kew boasts three hundred acres of beautiful botanic gardens by the River Thames, with the curvaceous Palm House as its centrepiece.[image: Kew Gardens]

06 Tower of London  • Bloody royal history, Beefeaters, lots of armour, the Crown Jewels and ravens – and a great medieval castle.[image: Tower of London]

07 Borough Market  • London’s leading foodie market has loads of scrumptious fare spread out under the railway arches by Southwark Cathedral. Get there early to avoid the crowds and feast on all the free titbits as you browse. See also "Markets"[image: Borough Market]

08 Houses of Parliament  • See the “mother of all parliaments” at work from the public gallery or take a summertime tour.[image: Houses of Parliament]

09 Somerset House  • Visit the art galleries, chill out by the dancing fountain, catch a film or (in winter) skate the night away at this wonderful riverside palace.[image: Somerset House]

10 London pubs  • Have a pint in one of London’s many old and historic pubs.[image: London pubs]

11 Hampton Court Palace  • Take a river boat to this sprawling red-brick affair on the banks of the Thames, the finest of London’s royal palaces.[image: Hampton Court Palace]

12 Greenwich  • Soak up the naval history at the National Maritime Museum, and climb up to the Royal Observatory to enjoy the view over the river.[image: Greenwich]

13 Highgate Cemetery  • The city’s most atmospheric Victorian necropolis, thick with trees and crowded with famous corpses, with Karl Marx topping the bill.[image: Highgate Cemetery]

14 Old Spitalfields and Brick Lane  • Visit the offbeat market stalls, shops, cafés and bars on the edge of the East End beyond Old Spitalfields Market.[image: Spitalfields and Brick Lane]

15 Victoria and Albert Museum  • In terms of sheer variety and scale, the V&A is the greatest applied arts museum in the world.[image: Victoria and Albert Museum]

16 Walk along the South Bank  • Starting at the London Eye, stroll along the bank of the Thames, and admire the vista of the north bank, all the way to Tower Bridge.[image: Walk along the South Bank]

17 National Gallery  • From the Renaissance to Picasso: one of the world’s great art galleries.[image: National Gallery]

18 Hampstead Heath  • Fly kites, look across London and walk over to Kenwood, for fine art, tea and cakes.[image: Hampstead Heath]

19 British Museum  • The spectacular Great Court and the renovated Round Reading Room have brought new life to the world’s oldest and greatest public museum.[image: British Museum]

20 Shopping at Liberty  • Just down the road from the scrum of Oxford Circus, this beautiful department store, housed in a grand, mock-Tudor building, is heaven for label aficionados and window-shoppers alike.[image: Shopping at Liberty]
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Getting there
Unless you’re coming from elsewhere in Britain, or from northwest Europe, the quickest and easiest way to get to London is by plane. The city has five airports (see "Arrival" for specific details on each) and is a major destination for most international airlines, so airfares tend to be keenly competitive.
How much you pay to fly to London depends on the season, with the highest fares charged from Easter to October, and around Christmas and New Year. With budget airlines, the earlier you book, the cheaper the prices tend to be.
Getting there | 
Flights from the US and Canada
All major US and Canadian airlines run direct services from North America to London, Europe’s busiest gateway. Two of London’s airports – Heathrow and Gatwick – handle transatlantic flights, and in terms of convenience they’re about equal.
Figure on around six hours’ flying time from New York; it’s an hour extra going the other way, due to headwinds. Add three or four hours more for travel from the West Coast. Most eastbound flights cross the Atlantic overnight, arriving the next morning; flying back, departure times tend to be morning or afternoon, arriving in the afternoon or evening of the same day.
Return fares (including taxes) from New York or Chicago (and even LA) are $400–500 low season, $500–800 high season; from Toronto C$600–800 low season, C$800–1000 high season; from Vancouver C$800–1000 low season, C$1000–1400 high season.
Getting there | 
Flights from Australia and New Zealand
Flight time from Australia and New Zealand to London is at least 22 hours, and can be more depending on routes and transfer times. There’s a wide variety of routes, with those touching down in Southeast Asia the quickest and cheapest on average. Given the length of the journey involved, you might be better off including a night’s stopover in your itinerary; some airlines include one in the price of the flight.
The cheapest direct scheduled flights to London are usually to be found on one of the Asian airlines. Average return fares (including taxes) from eastern gateways to London are A$1500–2000 in low season, A$2000–2500 in high season. Fares from Perth or Darwin cost around A$200 less. Return fares from Auckland to London range between NZ$2000 and NZ$3000 depending on the season, route and carrier.
Getting there | 
By plane or train from Ireland
Travel from Ireland is quickest by plane, with the likes of Aer Lingus and Ryanair offering return tickets from Dublin, Derry, Cork or Shannon to London Stansted for as little as €70. From Belfast International, easyJet has return fares to London Stansted from around £60, if you book far enough in advance; flybe has similar fares from Belfast City to London Gatwick. A fully flexible fare can cost three or four times that amount, but will allow you to change your plans after purchasing the ticket.
Flying may be quick, but the ferry and train fares are pretty competitive and much more flexible, with Irish Railways (01/703 1884, www.irishrail.ie) offering return fares of around €80 from Dublin, and Northern Ireland Railways (028/9066 6630, www.translink.co.uk) offering returns from Belfast from £80. Journey time is eight hours from Dublin, ten from Belfast.
Getting there | 
Agents and operators
ebookers UK 0800/082 3000, Ireland 01/488 3507; www.ebookers.com. Low fares on an extensive selection of scheduled flights and package deals.
North South Travel UK 01245/608291, www.northsouthtravel.co.uk. Friendly, competitive travel agency, offering discounted fares worldwide. Profits are used to support projects in the developing world, especially the promotion of sustainable tourism.
STA Travel US 1-800/781-4040, Canada 1-888/427-5639, UK 0870/163 0026, Australia 1300/733035, New Zealand 0508/782872, South Africa 0861/781781; www.statravel.com. Worldwide specialists in independent travel; also student IDs, travel insurance, car rental, rail passes, and more. Good discounts for students and under-26s.
Trailfinders UK 0845/058 5858, Ireland 01/677 7888, Australia 1300/780212; www.trailfinders.com. One of the best-informed and most efficient agents for independent travellers.
[image: ]
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Getting there | 
Airlines
Aer Arannwww.aerarann.com
Aer Linguswww.aerlingus.com
Air Canadawww.aircanada.com
Air New Zealandwww.airnz.co.nz
Air Transatwww.airtransat.com
American Airlineswww.aa.com
Asiana Airlineswww.flyasiana.com
bmiwww.flybmi.com
bmibabywww.bmibaby.com
British Airwayswww.ba.com
Cathay Pacificwww.cathaypacific.com
Continental Airlineswww.continental.com
Deltawww.delta.com
easyJetwww.easyjet.com
flybewww.flybe.com
Gulf Airwww.gulfairco.com
KLM (Royal Dutch Airlines)www.klm.com
Lufthansawww.lufthansa.com
Malaysia Airlineswww.malaysiaairlines.com
Qantaswww.qantas.com.au
Royal Bruneiwww.bruneiair.com
Ryanairwww.ryanair.com
Singapore Airlineswww.singaporeair.com
Thai Airwayswww.thaiair.com
United Airlineswww.united.com
Virgin Atlanticwww.virgin-atlantic.com
Getting there | Airlines | 
Six steps to a better kind of travel
At Rough Guides we are passionately committed to travel. We feel strongly that only through travelling do we truly come to understand the world we live in and the people we share it with – plus tourism has brought a great deal of benefit to developing economies around the world over the last few decades. But the extraordinary growth in tourism has also damaged some places irreparably, and of course climate change is exacerbated by most forms of transport, especially flying. This means that now more than ever it’s important to travel thoughtfully and responsibly, with respect for the cultures you’re visiting – not only to derive the most benefit from your trip but also to preserve the best bits of the planet for everyone to enjoy. At Rough Guides we feel there are six main areas in which you can make a difference:
• Consider what you’re contributing to the local economy, and how much the services you use do the same, whether it’s through employing local workers and guides or sourcing locally grown produce and local services.
• Consider the environment on holiday as well as at home. Water is scarce in many developing destinations, and the biodiversity of local flora and fauna can be adversely affected by tourism. Try to patronize businesses that take account of this.
• Travel with a purpose, not just to tick off experiences. Consider spending longer in a place, and getting to know it and its people.
• Give thought to how often you fly. Try to avoid short hops by air and more harmful night flights.
• Consider alternatives to flying, travelling instead by bus, train, boat and even by bike or on foot where possible.
• Make your trips “climate neutral” via a reputable carbon offset scheme. All Rough Guide flights are offset, and every year we donate money to a variety of charities devoted to combating the effects of climate change.

Arrival
The majority of visitors arrive in London at one of its five airports, all but one of which can involve an expensive trip to the centre. Those arriving by train or bus are dropped right in the middle of the city, with easy access to public transport.
Arrival | 
By plane
Flying into London, you’ll arrive at Heathrow, Gatwick, Stansted, Luton or City airport, each of which is less than an hour from the city centre.
Arrival | By plane | 
Heathrow
Heathrow (0870/000 0123, www.heathrowairport.com) lies around fifteen miles west of central London, and is the city’s busiest airport, with five terminals and three train/tube stations: one for terminals 1, 2 and 3, and separate ones for terminals 4 and 5. The fastest trains into London are the high-speed Heathrow Express services to Paddington station (daily 5am–11.30pm; journey 15–23min); tickets cost £16.50 one way or £32 return (more if you purchase your ticket on board the train). Heathrow Connect trains stop at some intermediate stations (Mon–Sat 5.30am–midnight, Sun 6am–midnight; every 30min; journey 25min) but tickets cost just £7 single and £14 return. An even cheaper alternative is to take the Piccadilly Underground line (020/7222 1234, www.tfl.gov.uk), which connects the airport to numerous tube stations across central London (Mon–Sat 5am–11.30pm, Sun 6am–11.30pm; every 5min; journey 50min); tickets cost just £4 single, or, if you can buy a One-Day Travelcard (Zones 1–6) for £7.50 (see "City transport").
National Express bus services (0870/580 8080, www.nationalexpress.com) run from Heathrow direct to Victoria Coach Station (5am–9.30pm every 15–25min; journey 40min–1hr); tickets cost £4 single, £8 return. From midnight, you can take night bus #N9 to Trafalgar Square for a bargain fare of £2; departures are every twenty minutes and journey time is just over an hour. Taxis are plentiful, but will set you back between £50 and £70 to central London, and take around an hour (much longer in the rush hour).
Arrival | By plane | 
Gatwick
Gatwick (0870/000 2468, www.gatwickairport.com) is around thirty miles south of London, and has a train station at the South Terminal. Non stop Gatwick Express trains run between the airport and London Victoria (daily 4.30am–12.30am; every 15min; journey 30min); tickets cost around £17 single, £29 return. A cheaper option is to take a Southern train service to Victoria (every 15min; journey 35min), which stops at a couple of intermediate stations, or a First Capital Connect train to various stations within London (every 15–30min; journey 30–40min), including London Bridge and St Pancras; tickets for either cost around £10 single. easyBus (www.easybus.co.uk) runs buses to Fulham Broadway tube (6.40am–11pm every 20min; 1hr 10min), with online tickets going for as little as £2 single (£10 if you buy on board). National Express buses run from Gatwick direct to central London (5am–9.30pm hourly; 1hr 30min); tickets cost around £7 single, £15 return. A taxi will set you back a ludicrous £90 or more, and take over an hour.
Arrival | By plane | 
Stansted
Designed by Norman Foster, Stansted (0870/000 0303, www.stanstedairport.com) is London’s best-looking international airport, and lies roughly 35 miles northeast of the capital. The fastest trains are run by Stansted Express to Liverpool Street (5.30am–12.30am; every 15–30min; journey 45min), and cost £18 single, £30 return. easyBus (www.easybus.co.uk) runs buses to Baker Street tube (daily 7am–1am; every 20min; 1hr 30min), with online tickets going for as little as £2 single (£10 if you buy on board). National Express (see "Heathrow") runs buses 24 hours a day calling at various places in London en route to Victoria Coach Station (every 30min; journey 1hr 30min–1hr 45min), with tickets £10 single, £17 return. Terravision (01279/680028, www.terravision.eu) also run coaches to Liverpool Street (daily 7am–1am every 30min; journey time 1hr 15min), with tickets £9 single, £13 return. A taxi will set you back £80 or more, and take at least an hour.
Arrival | By plane | 
City Airport
City Airport (020/7646 0088, www.londoncityairport.com), London’s smallest, used primarily by business folk, is situated in the Royal Albert Docks, ten miles east of central London, and handles European flights only. The Docklands Light Railway (DLR) takes you straight to Bank in the City (Mon–Sat 5.30am–12.30am, Sun 7am–11.30pm; every 8–15min; journey 20min), where you can change to the tube; single tickets cost around £4. A taxi from the airport to the City’s financial sector will cost around £20, and take half an hour or so.
Arrival | By plane | 
Luton
Luton Airport (01582/405100, www.london-luton.co.uk) is roughly thirty miles north of London and mainly handles charter flights. A free shuttle bus takes five minutes to transport passengers to Luton Airport Parkway station, which is connected by train to St Pancras (every 15–30min; journey 35–40min) and other stations in central London; single tickets cost around £11. All year round, 24 hours a day, Green Line and easyBus (www.easybus.co.uk) run up to three buses an hour from Luton to Victoria Coach Station (every 15–30min; journey 1hr 20min), stopping at several locations en route, including Baker Street; tickets cost as little as £2 if you book in advance online, or as much as £12 single, £15 return. A taxi will cost in the region of £60 and take at least an hour to central London.
Arrival | By plane | Luton | 
Train information
For up-to-date information on all train services and ticket prices from Gatwick, contact National Rail Enquiries (0845/748 4950, www.nationalrail.co.uk).

Arrival | 
Arriving by train or bus
Eurostar (0870/160 6600, www.eurostar.com) trains arrive at St Pancras International next door to King’s Cross. Trains from the Channel ports arrive at Charing Cross or Victoria, while boat trains from Harwich arrive at Liverpool Street. Arriving by train (0845/748 4950, www.nationalrail.co.uk) from elsewhere in Britain, you’ll come into one of London’s numerous mainline stations, all of which have adjacent Underground stations linking into the city centre’s tube network. Coming into London by coach (0870/580 8080, www.nationalexpress.com), you’re most likely to arrive at Victoria Coach Station, a couple of hundred yards south down Buckingham Palace Road from Victoria train station and tube.
City transport
Thanks to London’s first mayor, Ken Livingstone, the city’s highly complex transport system definitely improved during the first eight years of this century. The congestion charge reduced traffic by thirty percent within central London, and much of the money was ploughed into improving the buses. That said, London still has one of the most expensive transport systems in the world.
Transport for London (TfL) provides excellent free maps and details of bus and tube services from its six Travel Information Centres: the most central one is at Piccadilly Circus tube station (daily 9.15am–7pm); there are other desks at the arrivals at Heathrow (terminals 1, 2 & 3), Victoria, Euston and Liverpool Street train stations, and Camden Town Hall, opposite King’s Cross St Pancras. There’s also a 24-hour helpline and website for information on all bus and tube services (020/7222 1234, www.tfl.gov.uk).
For transport purposes, London is divided into six concentric zones (plus a few extra in the northwest), with fares calculated depending on which zones you travel through: the majority of the city’s accommodation, pubs, restaurants and sights lie in zones 1 and 2. If you cannot produce a valid ticket for your journey, or travel further than your ticket allows, you will be liable to a Penalty Fare of £50, reduced to £25 if you pay within 21 days. Try and avoid travelling during the rush hour (Mon–Fri 8–9.30am & 5–7pm), if possible, when tubes become unbearably crowded and hot, and some buses get so full they literally won’t let you on.
City transport | 
The tube
Except for very short journeys, the Underground – or tube, as it’s known to Londoners – is by far the quickest way to get about. Eleven different lines cross much of the metropolis, although London south of the river is not very well covered. Each line has its own colour and name – all you need to know is which direction you’re travelling in: northbound, eastbound, southbound or westbound (this gets tricky when taking the Circle Line). As a precaution, it’s also worth checking the final destination displayed on the front of the train, as some lines, such as the District and Northern lines, have several different branches.
Services are frequent (Mon–Sat 5.30am–12.30am, Sun 7.30am–11.30pm), and you rarely have to wait more than five minutes for a train between central stations. Tickets must be bought in advance from automatic machines or from a ticket booth in the station entrance hall. Single fares are outrageously expensive – a journey in the central zone costs an unbelievable £4 – so if you’re intending to make more than one journey, an Oyster card, or a Travelcard is by far your best option (see "Heathrow").
City transport | 
Buses
London’s famous red double-decker buses are fun to ride on, but tend to get stuck in traffic jams, which prevents their running to a regular timetable. In the Pay Before You Board area in central London, and on all the extra-long “bendy buses”, you must have a valid ticket before boarding, either an Oyster card, Travelcard, or a single ticket from the bus-stop ticket machines (which don’t give out change); elsewhere, you can buy it from the driver. The standard walk-on fare is £2. If this is the type of journey you’ll be making more than a few times, it might be worth buying a One-Day Bus Pass, which costs £3.80 and can be used on all buses any time anywhere in London.
A lot of bus stops are request stops (easily recognizable by their red sign), so if you don’t stick your arm out to hail the bus you want, it will pass you by, and if you don’t ring the bell for the bus to stop, it will just keep on going. Some buses run a 24-hour service, but most run between about 5am and midnight, with a network of night buses (prefixed with the letter “N”) operating outside this period. Night-bus routes depart at approximately twenty- to thirty-minute intervals, more frequently on some routes and on Friday and Saturday nights. Tickets are £2 from central London, and Travelcards (see "Heathrow") are valid until 4.30am. All stops are treated as request stops, so you must signal to get the bus to stop, and press the bell in order to get off.
City transport | Buses | 
Oyster cards and tickets
The cheapest, easiest way to get about London is to use an Oyster card, London’s transport smartcard, available from all tube stations and Travel Information Centres, and valid on the bus, tube, Docklands Light Railway (DLR), Tramlink, overground and all suburban rail services. You can use an Oyster card in one of two ways: you can use it simply to store a weekly/monthly/yearly Travelcard, or you can use it as a pay-as-you-go card – you can top-up your card at all tube stations and at most newsagents. As you enter the tube or bus, simply touch in your card at the card reader – if you’re using pay-as-you-go, the fare will be taken off your card. If you’re using the tube or train, you need to touch out again or a £4 maximum cash fare will be deducted. A pay-as-you-go Oyster operates daily price-capping so that when you’ve paid (slightly less than) the equivalent of a daily Travelcard, it will stop taking money off your card, though you still need to touch in (and out). Oyster cards are free for those purchasing monthly or yearly tickets; everyone else needs to hand over a £3 refundable deposit; visitors can buy a pay-as-you-go Oyster card for just £2.
If you don’t have an Oyster card, you can still buy a paper Travelcard from machines and booths at all tube and train stations (and at many newsagents too – look for the sign). Anytime Day Travelcards start from £7.20 (zones 1 & 2); Off-Peak Travelcards are valid after 9.30am on weekdays and all day at the weekend, and cost £5.60 (zones 1 & 2), rising to £7.50 (zones 1–6). If you need to travel before 9.30am, it’s worth considering an Anytime 3-Day Travelcard, which costs from £18.40 (zones 1 & 2), or a Weekly Travelcard for £25.80 (zones 1 & 2).
Children under 11 travel for free; children aged 11–15 travel free on all buses and trams and at child-rate on the tube; children aged 16 or 17 can travel at child-rate on all forms of transport. However, all children over 10 must have an Oyster photocard to be eligible for free travel – these should be applied for in advance online. Without a photocard, you can buy an Off-Peak Day Travelcard (zones 1–9) for children aged 11–15 for just £1, providing they’re travelling with an adult.

City transport | 
Suburban trains
Large areas of London’s suburbs are only served by the suburban train network. Wherever a sight can only be reached by train, we’ve indicated the nearest train station (and, if relevant, the central terminus from which trains depart). Oyster cards and Travelcards are valid on all suburban train services within Greater London. For information on services, phone National Rail Enquiries on 0845/748 4950, or visit www.nationalrail.co.uk.
The most useful train line to cross the capital is the Overground, which connects, among other places, Richmond and Stratford, via Hampstead Heath, Camden and Islington (Mon–Sat every 15min, Sun every 30min), and is destined to become the city’s new orbital railway, and the First Capital Connect service (www.thameslink.co.uk), which runs north–south via King’s Cross, Blackfriars and London Bridge (Mon–Sat every 15min, Sun every 30min).
City transport | 
Docklands Light Railway
The Docklands Light Railway, or DLR (020/7363 9700), runs driverless trains from Bank in the City, and from Tower Gateway (close to Tower Hill tube and the Tower of London) overground to the financial centre of Docklands, plus other areas in the East End and also below ground to Greenwich and beyond. Oyster cards and Travelcards (see "Heathrow") are valid on the network.
City transport | 
Boats
Unfortunately,boat services on the Thames are not integrated into the public transport system. If you have a valid Travelcard (either in paper or Oyster form), you’re entitled to a 33 percent discount, but not if you have a pay-as-you-go Oyster card. Timetables and services are complex, and there are numerous companies and small charter operators – for a full list pick up a booklet from a TfL information centre (see "City transport") or visit www.tfl.gov.uk/river.
One of the largest companies is Thames Clippers (www.thamesclippers.com), who run a regular commuter service (Mon–Fri 7am–11.30pm, Sat & Sun 9am–11.30pm; every 20–30min) between Waterloo and Greenwich (including the Dome), with some boats going as far as Woolwich. Typical fares are £5 single, with an unlimited hop-on, hop-off River Roamer day ticket costing £12, and a weekly ticket costing £36. A Rail Rover ticket (including unlimited travel on the DLR and hop-on, hop-off on City Cruises services) costs £13.50.
Other companies run boats upstream to Kew, Richmond and Hampton Court (see "River transport"). Look out, too, for the MV Balmoral and paddle steamerWaverley, which make regular visits to Tower Pier in the summer and autumn (0845/130 4647, www.waverleyexcursions.co.uk).
City transport | 
Taxis
Compared to most capital cities, London’s metered black cabs are an expensive option unless there are three or more of you. The minimum fare is £2.20, and a ride from Euston to Victoria, for example, costs around £12–15 (Mon–Fri 6am–8pm). After 8pm on weekdays and all day during the weekend, a higher tariff applies, and after 10pm, it’s higher still. Tipping is customary. An illuminated yellow light over the windscreen tells you if the cab is available – just stick your arm out to hail it. London’s cabbies are the best-trained in Europe; every one of them knows the shortest route between any two points in the capital, and they won’t rip you off by taking another route. They are, however, a blunt and forthright breed, renowned for their generally reactionary opinions. To order a black cab in advance, phone 0871/871 8710, and be prepared to pay an extra £2.
Minicabs look just like regular cars and are considerably cheaper than black cabs, but they cannot be hailed from the street. All minicabs should be licensed and able to produce a Public Carriage Office licence on demand. There are hundreds of minicab firms in the phone book, but the best way to pick is to take the advice of the place you’re at, unless you want to be certain of a woman driver, in which case book a cab from Ladycabs (020/7272 3300), or a gay/lesbian-friendly driver, in which case call Freedom Cars (020/7739 9080). Avoid illegal taxi touts, who hang around outside venues alongside licensed cabs, and always establish the fare beforehand, as minicabs are not metered.
Last, and definitely least, there’s currently a plague of pedicabs or bicycle taxis in the West End. The oldest and biggest of the bunch are Bugbugs (020/7353 4028, www.bugbugs.com), who have rickshaws operating Monday to Saturday from 7pm until the early hours of the morning. The rickshaws take up to three passengers and fares are negotiable, so you should always agree a price beforehand based on a fare of around £3–5 per person.
City transport | Taxis | 
The London Pass
If you’re thinking of visiting a lot of fee-paying attractions in a short space of time, it’s worth considering buying a London Pass (www.londonpass.com), which gives you free entry to a mixed bag of attractions including Hampton Court Palace, Kensington Palace, Kew Gardens, London Zoo, St Paul’s Cathedral, the Tower of London and Windsor Castle, plus a whole host of other attractions. You can choose to buy the card with an All-Zone Travelcard thrown in; the extra outlay is relatively small, and this does include free travel out to Windsor. The pass costs around £39 for one day (£25 for kids), rising to £87 for six days (£60 for kids), or £46 with a Travelcard (£27 for kids) rising to £129 (£82 for kids). The London Pass can be bought online or in person from tourist offices and London’s mainline train or chief underground stations.

City transport | Taxis | 
Congestion Charge
All vehicles entering central London on weekdays between 7am and 6.30pm are liable to a congestion charge of £8 per vehicle. Drivers can pay the charge online, over the phone and at garages and shops, and must do so before midnight the same day or incur a £2 surcharge – 24 hours later, you’ll be liable for a £120 Penalty Charge Notice. Local residents, the disabled, motorcycles, minibuses and some alternative-fuel vehicles are exempt from the charge, but must register in order to qualify. For more details, visit www.tfl.gov.uk.

City transport | 
Driving
Given the traffic jams, parking hassle and pollution caused, driving in London – especially central London – is by far the worst transport option available. However, if you must drive, bear in mind the rules of the road (even if no one else does). Seatbelts are compulsory front and back and the speed limit is 30mph, unless it says otherwise.
Your biggest nightmare as a driver is undoubtedly parking. The basic rules are that double red and double yellow lines mean no waiting or stopping, as do the zigzag lines that you’ll see near a pedestrian crossing. Single yellow and single red lines mean that you can park on them after 6pm or 7pm, and at the weekends, but times vary from borough to borough, so read the signs before leaving your vehicle. Parking at a meter or pay-and-display will cost you £4 an hour or more, usually up to a maximum of two hours, though again meters are often free in the evenings and at weekends. Parking meters are being phased out by some boroughs, in which case you’ll need a mobile phone and credit card with you to pay for your parking. Finally, you can go to a car park – NCP are the largest operators www.ncp.co.uk – which will cost you up to £10 for two hours during the day. If you park your car illegally, you will get a Penalty Charge Notice (usually £80), possibly get clamped (another £80) or get towed away (£125 and upwards). If you suspect your vehicle has been towed away, phone the police on 020/7747 4747.
City transport | 
Cycling
Cycling is increasingly popular in London, not least because – in the centre, at least – it’s by far the fastest way to get around. If you also use the tubes and trains, it can even be a good way to explore some of the suburbs. There are, however, restrictions on taking bikes on public transport: no bikes other than folding bikes are allowed on any part of the system (with a few minor exceptions) from Monday to Friday between 7.30am and 9.30am, and from 4pm to 7pm. Bikes are also restricted on the tube, being only allowed on the District, Circle, East London, Hammersmith & City and Metropolitan lines, plus certain overground sections of other tube lines. Bicycles are not allowed on the Docklands Light Railway, and restrictions on the suburban trains vary from company to company, so check before you set out.
London has been promised a free bike scheme like the one in Paris, but until then, the nearest thing is OYBike (020/7081 0742, www.oybikes.com), a street-based bike rental outfit, which has bikes at over forty locations around the city (predominantly West London). In return for your credit-card details, you get a PIN which allows you to access the bikes: the first thirty minutes are free, after which it costs up to £8 a day. Other, more conventional bike-rental outfits include: London Bicycle Tour Company, on the South Bank at 1a Gabriel’s Wharf, SE1 (020/7928 6838, www.londonbicycle.com), which has hybrid and mountain bikes for rent at £3–4 an hour or £19 for the first day, £9 per day thereafter, £48 for the week; On Your Bike, 52–54 Tooley St, SE1 (020/7378 6669, www.onyourbike.com), which has a whole range of bikes for rent for around £8–12 a day.
Festivals
London hosts an enormous number of festivals throughout the year, several of which are worth planning a trip around. The biggest street festival is still the Notting Hill Carnival, which takes place at the end of August and the longest-running event is still the Proms, whose series of classical music concerts takes place for around eight weeks over the summer. There are also regular free events held throughout the year on Trafalgar Square, funded by the Mayor of London. The list of events below really just skims the surface – for details of sporting events, see "Kids’ London".
Festivals | 
January
1 London Parade A procession of floats, marching bands, cheerleaders and clowns wends its way from Parliament Square, at noon, to Green Park. Admission charge for grandstand seats in Piccadilly, otherwise free.www.londonparade.co.uk
Late London International Mime Festival Annual mime festival that takes place in the last two weeks of January at the South Bank Centre, the ICA and other funky venues. It pulls in some very big names in mime, animation and puppetry.www.mimefest.co.uk
Late Chinese New Year Celebrations Soho’s Chinatown, Leicester Square and even Trafalgar Square all erupt in a riot of dancing dragons and firecrackers – expect serious human congestion. Free.www.chinatownchinese.co.uk
Festivals | 
February
First Sunday Joseph Grimaldi Memorial Service Special church service for clowns, commemorating the great clown, at Holy Trinity Church, Beechwood Road, E8 (Dalston Kingsland or Junction Overground), with a clown show afterwards in the church hall. Free.www.clownsinternational.com
Shrove Tuesday Pancake Day There are several places to enjoy a public pancake race: go to Brick Lane for frivolity, and the Guildhall for seriously silly costumes courtesy of the Poulterers’ Guild. Free.
Festivals | 
March
15 St Patrick’s Day A parade sets off at noon and ends up at Trafalgar Square, where there’s a festival of Irish culture; also plenty of events in the week building up to the day. Free.www.london.gov.uk
Late Head of the River Race Less well known than the Oxford and Cambridge race, but much more fun, since there are over four hundred crews setting off at ten-second intervals and chasing each other from Mortlake to Putney. Free.www.horr.co.uk
Late The Boat Race Since 1845 rowers from Oxford and Cambridge universities have battled it out over four miles from Putney to Mortlake. The pubs at prime vantage points pack out early. Free.www.theboatrace.org
Festivals | 
April
Late Alternative Fashion Week Lots of new designers and no exclusive guest lists at this week-long fashion show held in Spitalfields.www.alternativearts.co.uk
Third or fourth Sunday London Marathon The world’s most popular marathon, with around 40,000 masochists sweating the 26.2 miles from Greenwich to central London. A handful of world-class athletes enter each year, but most of the competitors are running for charity, often in ludicrous costumes. Free.www.london-marathon.co.uk
Festivals | 
May
May Bank Holiday weekend IWA Canal Cavalcade Lively three-day celebration of the city’s inland waterways, held at Little Venice (near Warwick Avenue tube), with scores of decorated narrow boats, Morris dancers and lots of children’s activities. Free.www.waterways.org.uk
Sunday nearest May 9 MayFayre and Puppet Festival The gardens of St Paul’s Church in Covent Garden play host to puppet booths to commemorate the first recorded Punch and Judy show in England, seen by diarist Samuel Pepys in 1662. Free.www.alternativearts.co.uk
Sunday nearest May 11 Chestnut Sunday Parade of antique bicycles, classic cars, motorcycles and carriages along Chestnut Avenue, with the trees in full blossom, held in Bushy Park, near Hampton Court Palace. Free.www.royalparks.gov.uk
Second Sunday Baishakhi Mela A colourful Bangla New Year open-air festival with street entertainment, fun fairs and lots of food on Brick Lane, Allen Garden and Weaver’s Fields. Free.www.melafestival.com
Late Chelsea Flower Show The world’s finest horticultural event on grounds near the Royal Hospital in Chelsea, is a solidly bourgeois affair. RHS members only on the first two days.www.rhs.org.uk/chelsea
Festivals | 
June
Early Beating Retreat Annual military display on Horse Guards’ Parade over three evenings, marking the old custom of drumming and piping the troops back to base at dusk. Soldiers on foot and horseback provide a colourful ceremony which precedes a floodlit performance by the Massed Bands of the Queen’s Household Cavalry.www.army.mod.uk
Early Spitalfields Summer Festival Music recitals held over two weeks in Christ Church, Spitalfields and Wilton’s Music Hall, off Cable Street.www.spitalfieldsfestival.org.uk
Until Aug Coin Street Festival Hugely varied, free festival of music, dance and performance, that takes place in and around the OXO Tower, just east of the South Bank Centre. Free.www.coinstreet.org
Second Saturday Trooping the Colour Celebration of the Queen’s official birthday (her real one is on April 21) featuring massed bands, gun salutes, fly-pasts and crowds of tourists and patriotic Britons. The royal procession along the Mall allows you a glimpse for free, and there are rehearsals (minus Her Majesty) on the two preceding Saturdays.www.army.mod.uk
Late Meltdown Fortnight of groovy gigs, films and other events on the South Bank, chosen and presided over by a different seminal musician each year.www.southbankcentre.co.uk
Festivals | 
July
Early Hampton Court Flower Show Six-day international flower extravaganza that’s beginning to eclipse its sister show in Chelsea. RHS members only on the first two days.www.rhs.org.uk/hamptoncourt
Mid Doggett’s Coat & Badge Race World’s oldest rowing race from London Bridge to Chelsea, established by Thomas Doggett, an eighteenth-century Irish comedian, to commemorate George I’s accession to the throne. Free.www.watermenshall.org
Mid Lambeth Country Show A traditional country show comes to Brixton’s Brockwell Park, with traction engines, best-jam competitions, farm animals and a cider tent. Free.www.lambeth.gov.uk
Mid London Literature Festival The capital’s chief wordfest is held over a fortnight at the Southbank Centre, with music, poetry and debate.www.southbankcentre.co.uk
Until early Sept Henry Wood Promenade Concerts Known as the Proms, this series of nightly classical concerts at the Royal Albert Hall (and elsewhere) is a well-loved British institution. For more info, see "Royal Albert Hall and around".www.bbc.co.uk/proms
Until early Aug City of London Festival For over a month, churches (including St Paul’s Cathedral), livery halls, corporate buildings and even the streets around the City play host to classical and jazz musicians, theatre companies and other guest performers.www.colf.org
Sunday nearest July 16 Italian Procession Big, boisterous Italian Catholic parade, party and stalls, which starts from St Peter’s Italian Church on Clerkenwell Road and roams the streets of what used to be London’s very own (see "Little Italy"). Free.www.italianchurch.org.uk
A weekday Cart Marking Recalling a 1681 Act which restricted to 421 the number of horse-drawn carts allowed in the City, this arcane ceremony involves vintage vehicles congregating at 11am in Guildhall Yard in a branding ceremony organized by the Worshipful Company of Car Men. Free.www.thecarmen.co.uk
Festivals | 
August
Early Great British Beer Festival A five-day binge organized by the Campaign for Real Ale (CAMRA). With up to five hundred brews to sample, the entrance fee is a small price to pay to drink yourself silly.gbbf.camra.org.uk
Early Carnival del Pueblo All-day Latino street party with a parade from Elephant & Castle and a festival in Burgess Park, with dancing and music from samba to hip-hop. Free.www.carnavaldelpueblo.co.uk
Mid London Mela Big open-air Asian festival of live music, dance and the arts, held in Gunnersbury Park, washed down with the best festival food in the capital. Free.www.londonmela.org
Late Notting Hill Carnival World-famous two-day street festival. Carnival is a tumult of imaginatively decorated floats, eye-catching costumes, thumping soundsystems, live bands, irresistible food and huge crowds. See "Notting Hill Carnival" for more details. Free.gbbf.camra.org.uk
Festivals | 
September
Early Great River Race Hundreds of boats are rowed or paddled from Ham House, Richmond, down to Island Gardens on the Isle of Dogs. Starts are staggered and any number of weird and wonderful vessels take part.www.greatriverrace.co.uk
Mid Thames Festival The Mayor of London’s very own family-orientated community festival with river races, a Thames beach, dancing, music and fireworks.www.thamesfestival.org
Late Car Free Day Always held on a weekday, and an excuse to exclude cars from bits of London and stage fun events. Definitely worth renting out a bike for the day. Free.www.tfl.gov.uk
Third Sunday Freewheel Another excuse to jump on a bike for this traffic-free ride around the capital – more than 50,000 people take part every year. Free.www.tfl.gov.uk
Third weekend Open House A once-a-year opportunity to peek inside over 650 buildings around London, many of which don’t normally open their doors to the public. You’ll need to book in advance for some of the more popular places. Free.www.londonopenhouse.org
Last Saturday Great Gorilla Run Don a gorilla suit and join (or simply watch) the thousand other gorillas running 7km through the City for gorilla conservation. Free.www.greatgorillas.org
Last Sunday Costermongers’ Pearly Harvest Festival Parade Service Cockney festival at the Guildhall, with donkeys and carts, marching bands and Pearly Kings and Queens in their traditional pearl-button-studded outfits. Free.www.pearlysociety.co.uk
Festivals | 
October
First Monday Judges’ Service To mark the opening of the legal year the judiciary, in full regalia, attends a service at 10am in Westminster Abbey. Afterwards they process to the House of Lords for their “Annual Breakfast”. Free.
Mid to late London Film Festival A two-week cinematic season with scores of new international films screened at the BFI Southbank and some West End venues.www.bfi.org.uk/lff
Late Return to Camden Town Ten-day festival of traditional Irish music, song and dance featuring a great line-up of performers as well as talks and workshops.www.returntocamden.org
Late State Opening of Parliament The Queen arrives by coach at the Houses of Parliament at 11am accompanied by the Household Cavalry and gun salutes. The ceremony itself takes place inside the House of Lords and is televised; it also takes place whenever a new government is sworn in. Free.www.parliament.uk
Festivals | 
November
First Sunday London to Brighton Veteran Car Run In 1896 Parliament abolished the Act that required all cars to crawl along at 2mph behind someone waving a red flag. A rally was set up to mark the occasion, and more than a century later classic cars built before 1905 still set off from Hyde Park at sunrise and travel the 58 miles to Brighton along the A23 at the heady average speed of 20mph. Free.www.lbvcr.com
5 Bonfire Night In memory of Guy Fawkes – executed for his role in the 1605 Gunpowder Plot to blow up King James I and the Houses of Parliament – effigies of the hapless Fawkes are burned on bonfires all over the capital. See local listings or head for Alexandra Palace, which provides a good vantage point from which to take in several displays at once. Free.
Early London Jazz Festival Big ten-day international jazz fest held in all London’s jazz venues, large and small.www.londonjazzfestival.org.uk
Second Saturday Lord Mayor’s Show The Lord Mayor begins his or her day of investiture at Westminster, leaving there at around 9am for Guildhall. At 11.10am, the vast ceremonial procession, headed by a gilded coach, begins its journey from Guildhall to the Law Courts in the Strand, where the oath of office is taken at 11.50am. From there the coach and its train of 140-odd floats make their way back towards Guildhall, arriving at 2.20pm. After dark, there’s a fireworks display on the Thames. Free.www.lordmayorsshow.org
Sunday nearest November 11 Remembrance Sunday A day of commemorative ceremonies for the dead and wounded of the two world wars and other conflicts. The principal ceremony, attended by the Queen and the prime minister, takes place at the Cenotaph in Whitehall, beginning with a march-past of veterans and building to a one-minute silence at the stroke of 11am. Free.
Until Dec Christmas Lights Assorted celebrities flick the switches, and Bond, Oxford and Regent streets are bathed in festive illumination from dusk to midnight until January 6. Also, each year since the end of World War II, Norway has acknowledged its gratitude to the country that helped liberate it from the Nazis with the gift of a mighty spruce tree that appears in Trafalgar Square in early December. Decorated with lights, it becomes the focus for carol singing versus traffic noise each evening until Christmas Eve. Free.
Festivals | 
December
Until Jan Ice rinks have become all the rage. You can skate outside the Natural History Museum, at Somerset House, Marble Arch, Kew Gardens and elsewhere.
Christmas Day Serpentine Swim Brave (or foolhardy) members of the Serpentine Swimming Club have taken an icy 100yd plunge in the Serpentine Lido every year since 1864. Free.www.serpentineswimmingclub.com
New Year’s Eve New Year is welcomed by thousands of revellers who get to enjoy a spectacular firework display centred on the London Eye. Transport for London runs free public transport all night, sponsored by various public-spirited breweries. Free.www.london.gov.uk
Travel essentials
Travel essentials | 
Addresses
London addresses come with postcodes at the end. Each street name is followed by a letter or letters giving the geographical location of the street in relation to the City (E for “east”, WC for “west central” and so on) and a number that specifies its location more precisely. Unfortunately, this number doesn’t correspond to the district’s distance from the centre (as in most cities). So W11 (Notting Hill) for example, is closer to the centre of town than W4 (Chiswick), and SE3 (Blackheath) lies beyond the remote-sounding SE10 (Greenwich). Full postal addresses end with a digit and two letters, which specify the individual block, but these are only used in correspondence.
Travel essentials | 
Costs
The high cost of accommodation, and food and drink, make London a very expensive place to visit. The minimum expenditure for a couple staying in a budget hotel and eating takeaway meals, pizzas or other such basic fare would be in the region of at least £50 per person per day. You only have to add in the odd better-quality meal, plus some major tourist attractions, a few films or other shows, and you’re looking at around £75–100 as a daily budget, even in decidedly average accommodation. For more details on the costs of accommodation and eating, see "Accommodation" and "Cafés and restaurants".
Travel essentials | 
Crime and personal safety
Although the traditional image of the friendly British “bobby” has suffered over the years by incidences of corruption and racism, in the normal run of events the police continue to be approachable, helpful and, for the most part, unarmed. If you’re lost in London, asking a police officer is generally the quickest way to pinpoint your destination – police officers on street duty wear a distinctive domed hat with a silver tip. Like any other capital, London has its dangerous spots, but these tend to be obscure parts of the city where no tourist has any reason to be. The chief risk on London’s streets is pickpocketing, and there are some virtuoso villains at work, especially on the big shopping streets and the Underground (tube). Carry only as much money as you need for the day, and keep all bags and pockets fastened.
Should you have anything stolen or be involved in an incident that requires reporting, go to the local police station or phone 0300/123 1212; the 999 number should only be used in emergencies. Central 24hr police stations include: Charing Cross, Agar St, WC2; Holborn, 10 Lambs Conduit St, WC1; Marylebone, 1–9 Seymour St, W1; West End Central, 27 Savile Row, W1; www.met.police.uk. The City of London Police are separate from the Metropolitan Police and have their headquarters at 182 Bishopsgate, EC2 020/7601 2222, www.cityoflondon.police.uk. If there’s an incident on public transport, call the British Transport Police on 0800/405040. If you have a complaint against the police, take the officer’s number and report it to the Independent Police Complaints Commission (0845/300 2002, www.ipcc.gov.uk).
Travel essentials | 
Disabled travellers
London is an old city, not well equipped for disabled travellers, though all public venues are obliged to make some effort towards accessibility. Even public transport is slowly improving, with most buses now wheelchair-accessible. The ancient tube and rail systems, designed, for the most part, in the nineteenth century, are still a trial for those with mobility problems. Major exceptions include the Docklands Light Railway, sections of the Jubilee Line, Tramlink and the Heathrow Express. However, TfL is committed to making 25 percent of all tube stations step-free by 2010 – a blue symbol on the tube map indicates a step-free station. For a more detailed rundown, get hold of the free Tube Access Guide or use the TfL website to plan a step-free journey (www.tfl.gov.uk).
Tourism For All has lots of useful information on accessibility for visitors to London (0845/124 9971, www.tourismforall.org.uk). Another valuable service is provided by Artsline (020/7388 2227, www.artsline.org.uk), who can give up-to-date information and advice by phone on access to arts venues and events in London: theatres, cinemas, galleries and concert halls.
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Travel essentials | 
Discounts
Most attractions and many cinemas and theatres offer concessions for senior citizens, the unemployed, full-time students and under-16s, with under-5s being admitted free almost everywhere – proof of eligibility will be required in most cases.
Once obtained, youth/student ID cards soon pay for themselves in savings. Full-time students are eligible for the International Student Identity Card or ISIC (www.isiccard.com), which costs around £10 and entitles the bearer to reduced air, rail and bus fares, and discounts at museums, theatres and other attractions. If you’re not a student, but you’re 25 or younger, you can get an International Youth Travel Card or IYTC, which costs the same as the ISIC and carries the same benefits.
Travel essentials | 
Electricity
Electricity supply in London conforms to the EU standard of approximately 230V. Sockets are designed for British three-pin plugs, which are totally different from those in the rest of the EU and North America.
Travel essentials | 
Embassies and High Commissions
Australian High Commission Australia House, Strand, WC2 020/7379 4334, www.australia.org.uk. 
Canadian High Commission 1 Grosvenor Square, W1 020/7528 6600, www.dfait-maeci.gc.ca. 
Irish Embassy 17 Grosvenor Place, SW1 020/7235 2171, www.embassyofireland.co.uk. 
New Zealand High Commission New Zealand House, 80 Haymarket, SW1 020/7930 8422, www.nzembassy.com. 
South African High Commission South Africa House, Trafalgar Square, WC2 020/7451 7299, www.southafricahouse.com. 
US Embassy 24 Grosvenor Square, W1 020/7499 9000, www.usembassy.org.uk. 
Travel essentials | 
Emergencies
Alcoholics Anonymous 0845/769 7555, www.alcoholics-anonymous.org.uk 
Police, fire and ambulance 999 
Rape crisis 020/8683 3300, www.rapecrisis.org.uk 
Samaritans 24hr counselling helpline 0845/790 9090, www.samaritans.org; or drop-in (daily 9am–9pm) at 46 Marshall St, W1 020/7734 2800; Piccadilly Circus or Oxford Circus tube. 
Sexual Healthline 0800/567123, www.condomessentialwear.co.uk 
Travel essentials | 
Entry requirements
Citizens of all European countries – except Albania, Bosnia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and the former Soviet republics (other than the Baltic states) – can enter Britain with just a passport, for up to three months (indefinitely if you’re from the EU). US, Canadian, Australian and New Zealand citizens can stay for up to six months, providing they have a return ticket and adequate funds to cover their stay. Citizens of most other countries require a visa, obtainable from the British consular or mission office in the country of application.
Note that visa regulations are subject to frequent changes, so it’s always wise to contact the nearest British embassy or High Commission before you travel. If you visit www.ukvisas.gov.uk, you can download the full range of application forms and information leaflets and find out the contact details of your nearest embassy or consulate. In addition, an independent charity, the Immigration Advisory Service (IAS), County House, 190 Great Dover St, London SE1 4YB (0844/974 4000, www.iasuk.org), offers free and confidential advice to anyone applying for entry clearance into the UK.
For visa extensions, you should write, before the expiry date given in your passport, to the UK Border Agency, Lunar House, 40 Wellesley Rd, Croydon CR9 2BY (0870/606 7766).
Travel essentials | Entry requirements | 
English Heritage and National Trust
A few of London’s historic properties come under the control of the private National Trust (0844/800 1895, www.nationaltrust.org.uk), or the state-run English Heritage (0870/333 1181, www.english-heritage.org.uk). These properties are denoted in the guide by “NT” or “EH” after the opening times. Annual membership for each organization is around £40 and allows free entry to their respective properties, though if you’re only visiting London for a short time, it may not be worth it.

Travel essentials | Entry requirements | 
24 hour accident and emergency
Charing Cross Hospital, Fulham Palace Rd, W6 020/8846 1234; Chelsea & Westminster Hospital, 369 Fulham Rd, SW10 020/8746 8000; Guy’s Hospital, Westminster Bridge Rd, SE1 020/7188 7188; Royal Free Hospital, Pond St, NW3 020/7794 0500; Royal London Hospital, Whitechapel Rd, E1 020/7377 7000; St Mary’s Hospital, Praed St, W2 020/7886 6666; University College London Hospital, 235 Euston Rd, NW1 0845/155 5000; Whittington Hospital, Highgate Hill, N19 020/7272 3070.

Travel essentials | 
Health
For minor complaints, pharmacists (known as chemists in England) can dispense a limited range of drugs without a doctor’s prescription. Most pharmacies are open standard shop hours, though some stay open later: Zafash, 233–235 Old Brompton Rd, SW5 020/7373 2798, www.zafash.com (Earl’s Court tube), is open 24 hours; while Bliss, at 5–6 Marble Arch, W1 020/3302 8345 (Marble Arch tube), is open daily 9am till midnight. In addition, every police station keeps a list of late-opening pharmacies.
EU citizens (and those of Iceland, Norway and Liechtenstein) are entitled to free medical treatment on production of an EHIC (European Health Insurance Card). Australia, New Zealand, Russia and several other non-EU countries also have reciprocal health-care arrangements with the UK. If you need to see a doctor (GP), your hotel, hostel or host should be able to point you in the right direction. Alternatively, if it’s an emergency, you can turn up at the Accident and Emergency (A&E) department of your local hospital, or phone for an ambulance (999). A&E services are free to all. You can also go to a Minor Injuries Clinic such as the one at St Bartholomew’s Hospital, West Smithfield, EC1 020/7601 7407, or get free medical advice from NHS Direct, the health service’s 24-hour helpline 0845/4647, www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk.
For an emergency dentist turn up as early as possible to the Dental Emergency Care Service at Guy’s Hospital, St Thomas St (020/7188 7188), between 9am and 5pm Monday to Friday.
Travel essentials | 
Insurance
Even though EU health-care privileges apply in the UK, it’s as well to take out an insurance policy before travelling to cover against theft, loss and illness or injury. Non-EU citizens should check whether they are already covered before buying a new policy.
Travel essentials | 
Internet access
Many hotels and hostels in London have internet access. After that, your best bet is a café with wi-fi like the café in Foyles bookshop at 113–119 Charing Cross Rd (Tottenham Court Road tube). Alternatively, to find an internet café (£2–5 per hr) log on to www.easyinternetcafe.com. Some public libraries also offer free access.
Travel essentials | 
Laundry
Most hotels offer a laundry service and most hostels have washing machines. Self-service laundrettes exist all over London, although they are harder to find in the centre – there’s one at 78 Marchmont St, WC1 (daily 6.30am–10.30pm; King’s Cross tube). For a central dry cleaners, try Regent Dry Cleaners, 18 Embankment Place, WC2 020/7839 6775 (Mon–Fri 8am–6.30pm; Embankment or Charing Cross tube).
[image: ]
Travel essentials | 
Left luggage
Airports Gatwick: North Terminal 01293/502013 (daily 5am–9pm); South Terminal 01293/502014 (24hr). Heathrow 020/8759 3344: Terminal 1 (daily 6am–11pm); Terminal 2 (daily 5.30am–11pm); Terminal 3 (daily 6am–10pm); Terminal 4 & 5 (daily 5.30am–11pm). London City 020/7646 0000 (daily 6am–10pm). Luton 01582/405100 (24hr). Stansted 01279/663213 (4am–midnight). 
Train stations Charing Cross 020/7930 5444 (daily 7am–11pm); Euston 020/7387 1499 (daily 7am–11pm); King’s Cross 020/7837 4334 (daily 7am–11pm); Liverpool Street 020/7247 4297 (daily 7am–11pm); Paddington 020/7262 0344 (daily 7am–11pm); St Pancras 020/7833 1596 (Mon–Sat 6am–10pm, Sun 7am–10pm); Victoria 020/7963 0957 (daily 7am–midnight); Waterloo 020/7401 8444 (daily 7am–11pm). 
Travel essentials | 
Lost property
Airports Gatwick 01293/503162 (Mon–Sat 8am–7pm, Sun 8am–4pm); Heathrow 020/8745 7727 (Mon–Sat 8am–7pm, Sun 8am–4pm); London City 020/7646 0000 (daily 6am–10pm); Luton 01582/395219; Stansted 01279/663293 (daily 9.30am–4.30pm). 
Buses 020/7222 1234, www.tfl.gov.uk (24hr). 
Eurostar 0870/160 0052, www.eurostar.com. 
Train stations 0870/000 5151, www.networkrail.co.uk: Euston 020/7387 8699 (Mon–Fri 9am–5.30pm); King’s Cross 020/7278 3310 (Mon–Sat 9am–5pm); Liverpool Street 020/7247 4297 (Mon–Fri 9am–5.30pm); Paddington 020/7313 1514 (Mon–Fri 9am–5.30pm); St Pancras 020/7833 1596 (Mon–Sat 6am–10pm, Sun 7am–10pm); Victoria 020/7963 0957 (Mon–Fri 9am–5.15pm); Waterloo 020/7401 7861 (Mon–Fri 7.30am–7pm). 
Transport for London Lost Property Office, 200 Baker St, NW1 020/7918 2000, www.tfl.gov.uk (Mon–Fri 8.30am–4pm). Contact TfL about property lost on tubes or in black cabs. See map "Marylebone".
Travel essentials | 
Mail
The postal service is pretty efficient. First-class stamps to anywhere in the UK currently cost 39p and should arrive the next day; second-class stamps cost 30p, taking three days; airmail to the rest of Europe costs 56p and should take three days; to the rest of the world stamps cost from 62p and should take five days. Stamps can be bought at post offices, and from newsagents and supermarkets, although they usually only sell books of four or ten first-class UK stamps.
For general postal enquiries phone 0845/774 0740 (Mon–Fri 8am–6pm, Sat 8am–1pm), or visit the website www.royalmail.com. Almost all London’s post offices are open Monday to Friday 9am–5.30pm, Saturday 9am–noon. The exception is the Trafalgar Square Post Office (24/28 William IV St, WC2N 4DL; Mon–Fri 8.30am–6.30pm, Tues opens 9.15am, Sat 9am–5.30pm), to which poste restante mail should be sent. In the suburbs you’ll find sub-post offices operating out of shops, but these are open the same hours as regular post offices, even if the shop itself is open for longer. To find out your nearest post office, contact 0845/722 3344, www.postoffice.co.uk (Mon–Fri 8.15am–6pm, Sat 8.30am–7pm).
Travel essentials | 
Maps
The maps in this book should be adequate for sightseeing purposes. Alternatively, the Geographers’ A–Z map series produces a whole range of street-by-street maps of London, from pocket-sized foldouts to giant atlases. Virtually every newsagent in London stocks them, but the best map shop in London is Stanford’s, 12–14 Long Acre, WC2 (020/7836 1321, www.stanfords.co.uk). Free maps of the Underground and bus networks can be picked up at tourist offices and TfL information offices – see "City transport". There’s also the Rough Guide London Map, a comprehensive full-colour, waterproof and non-tearable map detailing restaurants, bars, shops and visitor attractions.
Travel essentials | 
Media
The most useful listings magazine for visitors is Time Out, which comes out every Tuesday and has a virtual monopoly on listings. It carries critical appraisals of all the week’s theatre, film, music, exhibitions, children’s events and more. London’s only proper daily newspaper is the reactionary Evening Standard. In addition, London is plagued by a rash of free newspapers, all similar in their inane tabloid content. Each of the London boroughs has a local paper, usually printed twice weekly and filled mostly with news of local crimes and cheap adverts. For a more whimsical look at London, look out for Smoke, an occasional mini-magazine of words and images inspired by the city.
Travel essentials | 
Money
The currency in Britain is the pound sterling (£), divided into 100 pence (p). Coins come in denominations of 1p, 2p, 5p, 10p, 20p, 50p, £1 and £2. Notes come in denominations of £5, £10, £20 and £50. Many shopkeepers may not accept £50 notes – the best advice is to avoid having to use them. Very occasionally you may receive Scottish banknotes from £1 upwards: they’re legal tender throughout Britain, but if you have any problems, go to the nearest bank and get them changed for English currency. At the time of writing, £1 was worth $1.50, €1.10, C$1.80, A$2 and NZ$2.60. For the most up-to-date exchange rates, contact the useful currency converter websites www.oanda.com or www.xe.com.
Credit/debit cards are by far the most convenient way to carry your money, and most hotels, shops and restaurants in London accept the major brand cards. There are ATMs all over the city and every area has a branch of at least one of the big-four high-street banks: NatWest, Barclays, Lloyds TSB and HSBC. The opening hours for most are Monday to Friday 9.30am–4.30pm, with some branches opening on Saturday mornings. Post offices charge no commission, and are therefore a good place to change money and cheques. Lost or stolen credit/debit cards should be reported to the police and the following numbers: MasterCard 0800/964767, Visa 0800/895082.
Travel essentials | 
Opening hours and public holidays
Generally speaking, shop opening hours are Monday to Saturday 9am or 10am to 5.30pm or 6pm – with some places in central London staying open till 7pm, and later on Thursdays and Fridays (around 9pm) – and Sundays and Bank Holidays noon to 6pm. There are still plenty of stores that close completely on Sundays and Bank Holidays, and pretty much everything closes on Christmas Day. That said, numerous family-run corner shops stay open late every day of the year. The big supermarkets tend to open Monday to Saturday from 8am to 10pm, Sunday 10am or 11am to 4pm or 5pm. Note that many (gas/petrol) service stations in London are open 24 hours and have small shops.
Most tourist attractions and museums are typically open daily 10am to 6pm, occasionally with shorter hours on Sundays and public holidays (see "Public holidays"). Most places are closed on December 25 and 26. Several museums now have late-night openings until 9pm or 10pm, typically one or two nights a week. Individual opening hours are given in the main text of this guide.
Travel essentials | Opening hours and public holidays | 
Public holidays
You’ll find all banks and offices closed on the following days, while everything else pretty much runs to a Sunday schedule (except on Christmas Day when everything shuts down): New Year’s Day (January 1); Good Friday (late March/early April); Easter Monday (late March/early April); Spring Bank Holiday (first Monday in May); May Bank Holiday (last Monday in May); August Bank Holiday (last Monday in August); Christmas Day (December 25); Boxing Day (December 26). Note that if January 1, December 25 or December 26 falls on a Saturday or Sunday, the holiday falls on the following weekday.

Travel essentials | 
Phones
Public payphones are ubiquitous on the streets of London. Most take all coins from 10p upwards, some take only phonecards and credit cards, and some take all three. Discount call cards with a PIN number are the cheapest way to make international calls.
If you’re taking your mobile/cellphone with you, check with your service provider whether your phone will work abroad and what the call charges will be. Unless you have a tri- or quad-band phone, it’s unlikely that a mobile bought for use in the US will work in London. Mobiles in Australia and New Zealand generally use the same system as the UK so should work fine.
Travel essentials | Phones | 
UK operator services
Domestic operator100
International operator155

London phone numbers are prefixed by the area code 020, separated from the subscriber number by a forward slash – this code can be omitted if dialling within London. However, some prefixes relate to the cost of calls rather than the location of the subscriber, and should never be omitted: numbers with 0800, 0808 and 0500 prefixes are free of charge (unless calling from a mobile); 0845 numbers are charged at local rates and 0870 up to the national rate, irrespective of where in the country you are calling from. Beware of premium-rate numbers which usually have the prefix 09, as these are charged at anything up to £1.50 a minute.
For directory enquiries, there are numerous companies offering the service, all with six-figure numbers beginning with 118. Whichever one you choose, the minimum charge you’ll get away with is 40p. The best known is 118 118, but for a full rundown of numbers and prices, contact 0800/953 0720, www.118tracker.com. For an online UK phone directory, visit www.ukphonebook.com.
Travel essentials | Phones | 
Phoning home
To Australia0061 + area code without the zero + number
To Ireland00353 + area code without the zero + number
To New Zealand0064 + area code without the zero + number
To South Africa0027 + area code without the zero + number
To US and Canada001 + area code + number

Travel essentials | 
Tax
Most goods in Britain are subject to Value Added Tax (VAT), which increases the cost of an item by 17.5 percent. Visitors from non-EU countries can save money through the Retail Export Scheme (tax-free shopping), which allows a VAT refund on goods taken out of the country. Note that not all shops participate in this scheme (those doing so will display a sign to this effect) and that you cannot reclaim VAT charged on hotel bills or other services. See www.hmrc.gov.uk for more details.
Travel essentials | 
Time
Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) is used from the end of October to the end of March; for the rest of the year the country switches to British Summer Time (BST), one hour ahead of GMT. GMT is five hours ahead of the US East Coast; eight ahead of the US West Coast; and nine behind Australia’s East Coast.
Travel essentials | 
Tipping
There are no fixed rules for tipping. However, there’s a certain expectation in restaurants or cafés that you should leave a tip of ten percent of the total bill – check first, though, that service has not already been included. Taxi drivers also expect tips – add about ten percent to the fare – as do traditional barbers. The other occasion when you’ll be expected to tip is in upmarket hotels where porters, bellboys and table waiters rely on being tipped to bump up their often dismal wages.
Travel essentials | 
Tourist information
The chief tourist office in London is the Britain & London Visitor Centre, 1 Regent St, SW1 (April–Sept Mon 9.30am–6.30pm, Tues–Fri 9am–6.30pm, Sat 9am–5pm, Sun 10am–4pm; times vary slightly in winter and June–Sept; www.visitbritain.co.uk; Piccadilly Circus tube); there’s also the London Information Centre, a tiny window in the tkts kiosk on Leicester Square, WC2 (daily 10am–6pm; 020/7292 2333, www.londontown.com; Leicester Square tube).
Some London boroughs have tourist information offices, and every borough has its own tourism/leisure department, which can be consulted via the local council website. The most useful borough tourist offices are: Greenwich in the old Royal Naval College (daily 10am–5pm; 0870/608 2000); Richmond in the Old Town Hall on Whittaker Avenue (Mon–Sat 10am–5pm; May–Sept also Sun 10.30am–1.30pm; 020/8940 9125); and the City of London on the south side of St Paul’s Cathedral (Mon–Sat 9.30am–5.30pm, Sun 10am–4pm; 020/7332 1456).
Travel essentials | 
Tours and walks
Standard sightseeing tours are run by several rival bus companies, their open-top double-deckers setting off every thirty minutes from Victoria station, Trafalgar Square, Piccadilly and other conspicuous tourist spots. You can hop on and off several different routes as often as you like with The Original Tour (020/8877 1722, www.theoriginaltour.com; daily 8.30am–6pm; every 15–20min; £24). Alternatively, you can climb aboard one of the bright-yellow World War II D-Day amphibious vehicles used by London Duck Tours (020/7928 3132, www.londonducktours.co.uk), which offers a combined bus and boat tour (daily 9.30am–6pm or dusk; £20). After departing from behind County Hall, near the London Eye, you spend 45 minutes driving round the usual sights, before plunging into the river for a half-hour cruise; advance booking essential.
The cheapest option is to hop on a real London double-decker – the #11 bus from Victoria station, for example, will take you past Westminster Abbey, the Houses of Parliament, up Whitehall, round Trafalgar Square, along the Strand and on to St Paul’s Cathedral. You can also take an old double-decker Routemaster, with open rear platform and roving conductor, on two “heritage” routes (daily every 15min 9.30am–6.30pm): #9 from the Royal Albert Hall to Aldwych and #15 from Trafalgar Square to Tower Hill.
Walking tours are infinitely more appealing and informative, mixing solid historical facts with juicy anecdotes in the company of a local specialist. Walks on offer range from a literary pub crawl round Bloomsbury to a roam around the East End. You’ll find most of them detailed in Time Out magazine; as you’d imagine, there’s more variety on offer in the summer months. Tours cost around £5 and take around two hours; normally you can simply show up at the starting point and join. If you want to plan – or book – walks in advance, contact the most reliable and well-established company, Original London Walks (020/7624 3978, www.walks.com).
Travel essentials | 
Websites
Aside from the aforementioned tourist authority and local borough websites, there’s a vast quantity of useful London-related information online. Below are a handful of good general sites:
www.24hourmuseum.org.uk Useful national website, with up-to-date information on virtually every single museum, large or small, in London. 
www.derelictlondon.co.uk Pictorial catalogue of the city’s abandoned cinemas, pubs, theatres and even toilets, plus other forgotten derelict gems. 
www.londonnet.co.uk Virtual guide to London with useful up-to-date listings on eating, drinking and nightlife. 
www.thegumtree.com Very useful website aimed at expats living and working in London, or anyone who wants to buy or sell anything. 
www.thisislocallondon.co.uk Local news website with links to all the capital’s local papers. 
Travel essentials | 
Working in London
All Swiss nationals and EEA citizens (except those from Bulgaria and Romania) can work in London without a permit, although citizens of Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia or Slovenia must register under the Worker Registration Scheme. Other nationals need a work permit in order to work legally in the UK, with eligibility worked out on a points-based system. There are exceptions to the above rules, although these are constantly changing, so for the latest regulations visit www.ukvisas.gov.uk.
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