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London, England in 4 Great Days 

London is one of the great cities of the world.  

Its amazing layers of history, which the British have made available to visitors with refreshing honesty; the 

everyday culture of pubs, superb subway system with the most entertaining station names in the world; some 

of the best museums in the world; the delightful signs of an active monarchy that show up everywhere; a 

certain eccentric charm that makes it feel like an intimate town instead of a world metropolis – it’s endlessly 

fascinating as well as affable and welcoming.  

Everywhere you turn there’s something that you’ll recognize from either history books, mystery novels or the 

plethora of movies and series set there.  

My hubby and I have been there many times, whether popping into town during a long layover between 

flights to somewhere else or a long-weekend jaunt or dedicating most of a week. We’ve taken our friends and 

both of our mothers to see it, and while we’ve always included the must-sees, there have been different 

aspects to explore as well. 

Why you should go 
London  is a great place to get your feet wet with international travel: 

• It’s easy to navigate for visitors, with arguably the best transportation system in the world. The subway 

system, known locally as the Tube, is colour-coded and has stations in proximity to any part of it you’d 

like to visit, and any hotel or accommodation you’d like to stay at. The Tube will even transport you 

into town from London’s airports, but the taxi system is also a marvel – the drivers have to undergo 
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rigorous learning and testing, are reliable and knowledgeable about things to explore, and are super-

friendly to visitors. And the bright red double-decker buses are a fixture around central London.  

Even the traffic intersections are marked in white paint with which way pedestrians should look to 

check for oncoming traffic, since the British drive on the left-hand side and they don’t want tourists to 

get run down! 

• Everyone speaks English, so for those of us in North America there’s no language barrier. 

• The food isn’t very different from our own, and can be best savoured at a good pub, where you can 

enjoy British comfort food in cozy and often very historic surroundings. Offerings may vary from day to 

day, but we’ve had everything from fabulous roast beef with Yorkshire pudding to excellent quiches 

and salads. And don’t even get me started on the sweets – things like apple pie, bread pudding or 

triple-layer dark chocolate cake all served with the thick custard-like pouring cream that seems to go 

well with everything!  

That being said, London is multicultural and contains a fabulous array of ethnic restaurants as well, so 

you’ll be able to find whatever your palate feels like exploring. 

• The currency isn’t challenging to figure out – for Canadians, estimate 1.5 times the cost in British 

pounds to arrive at what the cost would be in our own currency. This figure fluctuates, but tends to 

hover in the general neighbourhood. There are banks and ATMs all over the place; you should bring 

some British currency with you for, but then you can pull more out while in London. 

• London is a great walking city – central London is crammed with sights, interesting shops and pubs in 

which to have a rest, along with beautiful parks for a greenery break. There are historic sights 

everywhere – you won’t run out of things to do! 

 

There are a lot of things to see in London! This itinerary will take you to some must-sees as well as other 

interesting things the standard tours don’t include. I’ve designed it for four days, the minimum amount of time 

to do the city well. You could shorten to two days if you have no other choice, but any of the world’s major 

cities deserve at least three days, and there are a number of fascinating and historic sites just outside London 

that would make a fabulous day trip on the 4th day. 

The itinerary also includes suggestions for eating lunch and dinner. If you’re going to spend your days 

exploring, you’ll need fuel and rest breaks, and my choices are located near to your location at any given time. 

My hubby and I learned the hard way on our very first visit to make sure we could easily find something to eat 

when we were tired and footsore.  

Is London safe? 
I think it’s as safe as any major city is in modern times. All travel involves some risk, and there are no 

guarantees anywhere. When my hubby and I first began visiting, there were still Troubles in Ireland and there 

were signs in all the Tube stations as well as on the trains to be wary of any unattended packages left lying 
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around. We began to understand that, at least at that time, people in North America were quite sheltered 

from terrorist activity.  

Like any global city, standard caution is needed: don’t flash expensive jewellery or cash, keep an eye on your 

belongings, don’t go to rougher parts of the city or take the Tube late at night.  

As I mentioned, we’ve been there many times and enjoyed the city safely. With all the places we’ve been in 

the world through more than twenty countries, it remains our favourite city on the earth. 

So let’s get started! 

Best time to go 
We adore England in the autumn. Shoulder season starts November 1, so prices and crowds drop 

substantially. The temperature is cooler but still relatively mild, leaves are slowly changing, and Christmas 

decorations have started to go up. Most sites and activities are running; might be a bit cool or damp to do a 

boat trip on the Thames. We’ve been several times and have rarely had any rain, despite England’s reputation; 

on rainy, cooler days, take a brolly to do your sightseeing, then duck into a cozy pub and sit by the fire or have 

some hot tea and comfort food to warm up.  

Pre-trip arrangements 
Armchair prep: Start by picking up/downloading a good guidebook. This document that you’re reading is only 

meant to give you a quick overview of what you’ll be seeing. Your guidebook should tell you a lot more about 

each site, its historical background, when its open/closed, walking maps, even what Tube station it’s closest 

to. There are a lot of guides to choose from; since you’ll be doing these four days on your own, without a tour 

guide to show you around, you’ll want a guidebook that gives you a good description and details for visiting. 

Some of my favourites include: Fodor’s London, Rick Steves’ London, DK Eyewitness Travel Guide London. Make 

yourself a nice cup of tea with a cookie or two, and snuggle into your favourite reading spot to get acquainted 

with one of the most iconic and historic places on our planet. 

Where to stay: European hotels are more expensive than North American, and their rating system is different 

than ours – what they list as 4-star, for example, would be 3-star by North American standards. You won’t get 

the same level of amenities that you might expect at home. That being said, you’re only spending a short 

amount of time in your hotel, so you’re looking for the essentials: cleanliness, location, a decent bed and a 

private bathroom to shower in.  

Choose a location that’s close to a Tube stop and some of the sites you’re planning to visit. Our personal 

favourite is Bloomsbury, a bit north of the city centre but with access to several Tube stations as well as two 

major train stations (Euston and King’s Cross) to do a day trip outside London (options are included in this 

itinerary). There are a variety of accommodations from basic to deluxe, depending on your budget and style 

preference, and they’re within walking distance of the British Museum, a must-see, as well as a variety of 

places to eat (including our favourite pub in all of London, the Museum Tavern). 

Bloomsbury was the epicentre of the London literary and intellectual scene during the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries – the likes of Virginia Woolf, E. M. Forster and John Maynard Keynes – and, if you’re a fan of the Lord 
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Peter Wimsey series of mystery novels by Dorothy Sayers, it contained the home of Harriet Vane. There are 

some lovely small parks to stroll through, and Bloomsbury also contains my favourite of all the quirky Tube 

stations, Russell Square. One of London’s pleasures is exploring the Tube stations, each with their own 

character; Russell Square is the deepest, with an elevator that takes you several layers below the current city. 

I’ll mention a few places we’ve stayed at, but things change and it’s important to check out their current status 

both on their website and through recent reviews posted on the internet. I recommend looking for a place 

that includes a full English breakfast in the price – this will be a good way to start a busy day of touring, and is 

worth at least $30-plus dollars per person. English breakfasts are iconic to the culture as well. 

Russell Hotel: a grand Victorian-style hotel overlooking Russell Square. It’s even mentioned in the musical 

Cats! When we stayed there in the 1990s, it still had its original old marble and velvet décor, perhaps a bit 

worn but the quintessential vision of an old English hotel. It’s been sold a few times since then, though, and 

the rooms have been modernized, but the main spaces still have grand Victorian character, and it’s just 

around the corner from the same-named Tube station. At the time of this writing, it’s part of the Kimpton 

Fitzroy chain, and the rooms are done in serene grey tones. The full English breakfast was a highlight of our 

stay, but once they reopen post-pandemic, please check to see what they’re offering. This is a splurge choice; 

check for deals. 

When we were last there, we used the Concierge several times, and he was excellent – everything from 

getting us a taxi amid the busy theatre rush to tracking down my hubby’s sport-coat from the cleaner. There 

also used to be a theatre ticket office on the premises, but I’m not sure that still exists. 

Royal National Hotel: large, very basic, used by large tour groups, great location close to the Russell Square 

tube station. When we stayed, it was clean, inexpensive and comfortable enough. The Continental Breakfast 

was adequate at best; we usually walked over to the Russell Hotel just down the street for full English 

breakfasts. Quality has been up and down since then – check for reviews about cleanliness and pricing. The 

last time I checked the hotel’s website, I thought it was grossly overpriced for what it had to offer. 

Imperial Hotel: A slightly nicer hotel than the Royal National, quieter location still very convenient. Walls in 

the rooms were pretty thin, so we could often hear conversations from other rooms. I can’t really recall 

anything about the breakfasts. 

Harlingford Hotel: I discovered this place when my hubby and I took his mom with us a number of years ago. 

It’s set on a quiet crescent about a 10-minute walk from the nearest tube stations. The hotel used to be a 

residence that has been made over into essentially a cross between a small hotel and a B&B. Lots of charm; 

clean basic rooms with a bit of character, no elevator so rooms on the upper floors may require hauling your 

luggage up three to four flights of narrow stairs (which I suspect used to lead to the servants’ quarters 

originally). The day we arrived, I think my mother-in-law imagined we were trying to kill her as we all huffed 

and puffed our way up to our rooms. By the third day, we were chuckling at and encouraging newbies we 

passed as we were going down to breakfast. The lounge area is small and charming, and the hosts are often 

around to chat with. An excellent full English breakfast is served.  

https://www.kimptonfitzroylondon.com/us/en/boutique-hotel/
https://www.harlingfordhotel.com/
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We’ve recommended the Harlingford to several people since we stayed there, and all have really enjoyed their 

stay as well. However, as with all of these accommodations, check recent reviews.  

Getting there: I recommend booking an overnight flight that will get you into Heathrow around 6am or 7am. 

Try to get at least two to four hours of sleep on the plane (there are herbal products that will help you achieve 

that if you have trouble). If you can snatch a little sleep, by the time you go through landing procedures, get 

yourself to your hotel to check in and set off exploring, the excitement of being there, along with eating a 

good lunch and dinner, will carry you through any jet lag. You can then head to bed a bit early after a fabulous 

first day, get a good sleep, and thoroughly enjoy the rest of your stay!  

To minimize jet lag, you need to embed yourself in London time as quickly as possible DO set your watch to 

London time while you’re in flight, and once you land don’t try to calculate what time it is back home. DO NOT 

have a nap once you arrive (unless you have a medical condition that requires it). 

Transportation and sightseeing: before you leave home, you can book some passes that will make your life 

much easier once you’ve landed: 

1. London Pass, all zones – this will allow you to take the Tube, buses and light rail all the way from 

Heathrow and throughout London. The card comes in 3-day, 6-day and 10-day prices, and also 

includes admission to a number of popular sights, so the cost is well worth it even if your length of 

stay doesn’t match exactly. There are some sites, like the Tower of London, that you won’t be able to 

just walk to from your hotel.  

Tickets for Attractions 
Visit this site to purchase tickets for attractions that aren’t already included in your London Pass.  

You’ll want to arrange theatre tickets to the play/musical of your choice before you leave home. The London 

theatre scene is an attraction in itself – some very historic buildings (The Mousetrap is offered in a wonderful 

old Victorian-era theatre); unique staging (for Cats, the entire theatre is decorated, the stage rotates, and the 

first three rows of seating are attached to the stage, so with the performers popping out in front of and beside 

you, you can feel like you’re part of the performance!); and when you pre-order cocktails for the intermission, 

you’ll find them all ready for you on a shelf around the walls of the bar area, so civilized! 

My recommendations, if these are running when you go: 

The Mousetrap, Agatha Christie’s classic whodunnit play, and the world’s longest running production – 

audiences are sworn to secrecy at the start of the performance to never reveal the ending 

Cats, done fabulously in London! 

Joseph & the Amazing Technicolour Dreamcoat, a glorious version that has the best, most rousing ending 

we’ve ever seen anywhere 

Chess – if you ever get a chance to see this musical about the behind-the-scenes drama leading up to a historic 

American-Russian chess match, see it in London! You may not have heard of the musical before, but you’ve 

probably heard its most famous song, One Night in Bangkok. Great music, amazing staging when we saw it in 

https://www.londonpass.com/london-attractions/london-itineraries.html
https://tickets.london/attraction-tickets
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1988, and the performance included Anthony Head (Rupert Giles on the Buffy TV series) as the American chess 

player. 

Getting into London: Once you arrive at Heathrow, collect your baggage and go through Customs, you can 

arrange for a taxi ride into London (the most expensive option, but it could be worth it – we did that when we 

took our mothers as it was the easiest, least tiring way to transport both of us, a senior parent and all of our 

luggage. 

Heathrow is also a sprawling airport and can be tiring to traverse just on its own. For anyone with limited 

mobility, a taxi may be a welcome rest instead of queuing up for a shuttle bus or the Tube, as well as 

schlepping your luggage all around. 

Shuttles will typically be a long ride as they drop people off at several hotels, but once you’re on you can just 

enjoy the ride.  

The Tube is quick and relatively inexpensive, and there’s a section on each car to place your baggage (you’ll 

want to keep a prudent eye on your bags during the journey). It will take you into London proper, but you may 

need to change to a different subway line to get closer to your hotel. This isn’t difficult at all, but may require 

some planning. It takes the blue Piccadilly line right up through Bloomsbury, which is another good reason to 

pick accommodations in that section of London. 

Taxis are a greater cost, but the drivers know how to get everywhere (literally), as well as being very friendly, 

fun tour guides and a great source of information. If you have a large group or anyone with mobility issues, a 

taxi may be worth the cost and a more relaxing way of getting to your hotel. 

Day One 
Arrive at Heathrow around 7-8am. Retrieve baggage and clear Customs. Take your preferred method of 

transportation to your hotel and check in; store luggage for the day, as your room likely won’t be ready yet. 

Hopefully breakfast will have been served to you on your flight, but if not there was a great little bakery on 

Trafalgar Square, your first destination, that serves terrific egg and bacon sandwiches on croissants.  

Now it’s time for your first adventure on the London Tube. I’m assuming that you already have your London 

Oyster Visitor Card in hand (check delivery or London pickup arrangements when ordering; if not delivered, 

you may be able to pick up at the airport or at a major Tube station in London like Euston). 

The London Tube is so much fun, it’s an iconic part of a visit to the city. The different lines that the subway 

travels along are colour-coded, and you receive a little map in the form of a handy pocket card to carry with 

you, or now there’s probably an app to download one. Then you need to determine: 

a) which Tube station is closest to your current location 

b) which station is closest to your destination 

c) which line you need to take. If you’re staying in Bloomsbury near Russell Square, for example, you’ll go 

to the Russell Square station, take the dark blue Piccadilly Line south/west to Leicester Square (third 

stop), then get off and change to the black Northern Line to go one stop south to Charing Cross 
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d) (look for signs with the Tube symbol: 

 

- inside the stations, there will be large wall maps indicating where to board the train in the direction 

you’re travelling in (e.g. northbound vs southbound). Most Tube stations have several levels, with 

passages to the level your train will be in – find the correct passage and follow it until you get to the 

tracks – the trains run frequently, and there are overhead electronic signs that indicate the number of 

minutes to the next arrival. If unsure, ask someone – it’s been our experience that Londoners are 

generally lovely people who are happy to help visitors find their way. 

- I love the Tube stations. I adore their charming and eccentric names, like Marylebone, Cockfosters  

and Tooting Bec. I love reading the giant wall posters advertising plays, shops and all manner of 

quintessential London things, and some of the stations are specially decorated as well – the Baker 

Street station has silhouettes of Sherlock Holmes painted on the walls. I love peering down the huge, 

dark train tunnel, waiting for the hot gusty approach of the train, like a dragon’s breath from the 

darkness.  

- At the Charing Cross station, there will be a sign on where to exit for Trafalgar Square. 

Trafalgar Square 
The centre of London, literally, and arguably the most famous square in the city. You’ll have seen it in photos 

and on television, and it’s a great place to both orient yourself to the main visitor part of the city as well to 

start seeing so many famous things. 
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Trafalgar Square is the home of Nelson’s Column surrounded by four massive bronze lions, which you can 

climb onto for a great photo op.  

There’s a lot to see in and around the Square, but for now you’ll be taking a short look around, then walking 

through the grand Admiralty Arch on one side to walk along the Mall up to Buckingham Palace in time to see 

the Changing of the Guard.  

You’ll have seen the Mall in the media often, particularly if you watched Princess Diana’s funeral. The 

thoroughfare runs up alongside St. James’s Park, one of the many lovely parks in London. You’ll be walking 

back through the park, so for now enjoy the shady walk and the views of the Palace as you get closer.  

The Changing of the Guard begins at 11am, making its way along the Mall to the Palace, and viewing spots fill 

up quickly. You won’t be allowed to take up position around the base of the Queen Victoria statue in front of 

the Palace. We like to stand in front of the ornate Canada Gate to the right of the Palace façade at the edge of 

Hyde Park – great views as the majestic black horses and uniformed riders come up the Mall and counter-

clockwise around the statue to enter through the Palace gates. Make sure you get there by about 10:45am. 

After the ceremony, which takes place daily in June and July, but only Monday, Wednesday, Friday and Sunday 

the rest of the year, take some photos of the Palace, then cross back to St. James’s Park to stroll through the 

park along the lake that runs through the centre. You’ll reach the Blue Bridge, where you can take great 

photos back toward the Palace and ahead toward Horse Guards Road with the London Eye in the distance. 

Imperial War Museum – Churchill War Rooms 
I highly recommend a visit to the Churchill War Rooms, where Churchill and his staff worked their way through 

the Second World War. You can see wall maps with pins, the red phone, and many other atmospheric pieces 

of memorabilia to give you insight about how Britain was run during the war. The War Rooms are inside the 

Imperial War Museum, which has a wide variety of things to see – decide how much time you want to spend 

there. 

Once you’ve finished with the Museum, make your way to the other side of the building, to Whitehall – 

there’s a wide staircase and passage from Horse Guards. It’s time for lunch at a great English pub. There are 

two good ones along Whitehall, the Red Lion, very historic inside, or the Clarence, a little more modern with 

funky bowler hat lamps over the bar. 

Having refreshed yourself, walk along Whitehall toward the Thames. There’s lots to see, including a peek at 

No. 10 Downing Street – closed to public access but you can look through the wrought iron gates that block 

the street entrance. 

Spend the afternoon exploring perhaps the most iconic area of London: Westminster. You’ll spot the Big Ben 

Clock Tower (Big Ben is the bell inside), the brooding Houses of Parliament standing watch over the Thames, 

Westminster Bridge with great views up and down the river, and magnificent Westminster Abbey, which 

houses the tombs of some of the most famous people in English history, including Queen Elizabeth I, Chaucer 

and many more. Allow at least a couple of hours to walk around the Abbey – try to be there for Evensong, 

usually around 5pm-ish, to listen to the sounds of a choir filling the inside of a great stone cathedral. There’s 

also a terrific gift shop where you can pick up some wonderful souvenirs and gifts that are much more 
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atmospheric than much of the stuff you’ll see being hawked along the sidewalks. 

Extra tip: across the big traffic exchange from Westminster Abbey, there used to be one of the classic red 

phone booths – if it’s still there when you go, it’s a great photo op! 

After dusk, if you feel up to it, walk back to Westminster Bridge and across the Thames to the other side, 

where you can get a great photo of the Houses of Parliament lit up at night.  

Extra tip: on occasion the Parliamentary sessions are open to visitors. Ask one of the uniformed staff outside if 

it’s possible to go in. You’ll be able to go up and sit in one of the galleries to watch a session, which will 

probably be rather dull but it’s still a great opportunity! 

There are restaurants on the far side of the Thames along the river, or you can head back along Whitehall and 

eat dinner at whichever pub you didn’t visit for lunch.  

At this point you’ve probably had enough activity for one day and can hail a cab back to your hotel for a well-

deserved early bedtime. 

 


