
Maddie’s Quintessential Guide to 

London Living 
 

Hello hello! So you want to go to London…let me tell you something 
right now: this is the best decision you have ever made. London is my 
favorite city in the world, and trust me, you will fall in love in no time. 
 
Getting Around 
 
1. THE TUBE: Your most important form of transport. While it is more 
expensive than the bus, it is much quicker. If you plan on using it a lot 
(I did) research and apply for your student oyster card ASAP. Once 
you have your student card, sign up for the monthly (I think you can 
do 1 or 3) plan in the tube station. This saves you so much money 
and you won’t have to worry about topping up at 8:30 in the morning. 

 
***topping up means adding more money to something…you will hear 

this a lot about your oyster card and your cell phone plan*** 
 

2. The bus! DOUBLE DECKERS!!!!! How London can you get? The 
bus confused me to no end when I first got there, and I kinda refused 
to take it…I know. Lame. BUT my friend and I went out one night and 
she taught me how it goes! So, when you’re on the bus and your stop 
is coming up (you will see it on the screen on either floor of the bus) 
there is a button on the poles that you press to make it stop. Don’t 
worry, it won’t stop immediately, but it will stop when your stop comes 
up. If you’re on the top floor, I recommend getting down the stairs 
before the bus stops, but if you don’t, don’t panic. You will make it off 
in time. 
 
3. Other trains: You will have to take the overground or other rail lines 
to get around England (go to Brighton you will NOT be disappointed), 
and the best way to do that is with a 16-25 Railcard. It will save you 
plenty of money getting to the airport for your weekends away and 
when you want to go outside of London to explore what the rest of 
England has to offer. 
 
 



Keeping in Contact 
 
Cell phones are a big matter of concern with students going abroad, I 
know it was for me, so here it is, all laid out just for you: 
 
1. Using your personal phone/buying a phone there: This all depends 
on your cell phone carrier. AT&T is the devil (sorry AT&T, but you 
are) and although they have fantastic service in the USA, they aren’t 
the best with helping you out overseas. If you, like me, have AT&T, 
your options are as follows:  
 
1. Get an international plan: and waste a lot of money. I know people 
with carriers that wouldn’t unlock iPhones who got very minimal 
international plans that they used in emergencies only, and then used 
a SIM card in a different cell phone.  
 
2, However, I did not do this: I had AT&T knock my plan down to 
essentially nothing (the cheapest they would go), I turned my data 
and etc off, and bought a phone with a SIM card when I arrived. I 
used 3 mobile, and I’m very glad I did. It had the best deal on data 
usage, so do your research on plans before you go. A great thing 
about London is that it has a lot of wifi! I used my iPhone all the time, 
but only on wifi, and it never felt like a problem for me. 
 

***AT&T will tell you that you can temporarily stop your service and 
they will unlock your phone, but this means they restart your service 
from the point it stops for your contract. So, that two-year contract 

turns into two and a half years. Tricky tricky.*** 
 

3. Skype/Facetime: Like I said, wifi is everywhere! You will always be 
able to use video calling on your computer if all else fails. (which it 
won’t) 
 
Decorating Your Room 
 
And honestly, getting along in general. How do you find blankets, 
sheets, a bath mat, soap, air freshener, towels, and maybe pick up a 
pair of shoes and a cool new blouse all at the same time? Well my 
friends, if you have ever seen a British vlogger do a haul video you 



will know where I am going with this. Welcome to the wonderful world 
of Primark. 
 
Primark is going to be your go-to for a lot of essentials. When I first 
arrived, a girl in my program that luckily lived in the same building as 
me at UCL (James Lighthill) had the great idea to go to Primark 
together to get all of our linens and etc. I recommend going with 
someone because when you don’t know your way around yet, 
navigating a straight line can seem like a daunting and impossible 
task. We took the tube to Oxford Street and were taken aback at the 
sheer size of the store in front of us: Primark is not for the faint of 
heart. 
 
The Oxford Street store (exit at Marble Arch and it will be right in front 
of you) has the housewares on the top floor, so we grabbed shopping 
baskets and made our way up. Searching through pillows, sheets, 
blankets, and comforters took longer than expected, and we were 
both pretty worn out afterwards. With our huge bags of goods 
dragging behind us, we decided it was a better idea to take a taxi 
than to try the tube again, and thank god. I definitely recommend 
taking a taxi home from here, because you will have more bags than 
you know how to handle, and you won’t be so tube-savvy yet. 
 
Best iPhone Apps for Traveling 
 
1. Getting around London: Meet CityMapper, your new best friend. 
Many cities in the US and Europe are on CityMapper, and London is 
one of them! Walking distance, bus distance, and train distance 
(underground and overground) are all mapped out for you to find the 
best route. It always knows which lines are closed down and which 
are having major delays, so this app will save you when you think you 
can take a bus to class but see on the app the next one won’t be for 
fifteen minutes (rarely are buses that late during the week, but it 
happens). 
 
2. CityMaps2Go: PRAISE BE because this is the best app for 
traveling. You can download entire cities and use it as a GPS without 
any data. It is completely offline and I wish I had known about it the 
entire time I was there. I highly recommend downloading it as soon 



as possible because it has a London map that will come in handy if 
your data or wifi isn’t working in a pinch. 
 
 
Now, you’ve got how to get where you need to go, how to call your 
friends when you get there, and what to use to find your way home. 
But…where are you finding your way home from? Below is my list of 
my favorite spots in London to study, eat, and, of course, have a 
great time. 
 
Coffee Shops 
 
Ooooohhh buddy! I do love a good coffee shop. My mom once told 
me that while my sister’s vice is shopping, mine is a solid shot or two 
of espresso. Luckily for me, London has some of the best coffee 
shops that I had the pleasure of frequenting. (check out the London 
Coffee app as well, I didn’t have it but I’ve heard good things!) 
 
1. Saint Espresso: My favorite little coffeehouse right up the road. I 
lived in James Lighthill House at UCL, between King’s Cross Station 
and Angel, and this coffeeshop was my go-to. They have delicious 
pastries, bring in Crosstown Doughnuts, and make a perfect flat white 
every single time. If you need something a little cooled down, I would 
definitely suggest their cold brew. Only available in the warmer 
months, their cold brew is like drinking coffee water in the best way. 
No acid at all, just delicious flavor all the way down. If you happen to 
go in, please take a seat! One of the baristas is so friendly and would 
chat with me whenever I went in. I’m still so sad because the day 
before I left I went in for a last coffee and she remembered my major, 
my coursework, and asked me what I would do without my flat whites. 
To tell you the truth, I still don’t know! 
 
2. TAP Coffee: A very famous coffee chain, TAP is your best bet in 
busy areas. There are a few locations, but if you’re at school (for you 
UCL kids) you can head to the one on Tottenham Court Road and 
make it back for your next class with time to spare. Delicious food 
and coffee, I’d go for a filter coffee here, and take it black. Trust me, 
this place will cure you of your cream addiction with their delicious 
pour overs. 
 



3. Timberyard: In Seven Dials, this coffeehouse is a perfect place to 
sit and do your work. Busy, but not too busy that you are overly 
distracted by the hustle and bustle of the people around you, you will 
be able to focus on what you’re doing, and maybe shop around in the 
area afterwards. 
 
4. Monmouth Coffee: Possibly the most famous option, Monmouth’s 
line is constantly out the door. Whether you go to the Covent Garden 
location, or the one in Borough Market, prepare for a short wait. 
However, it truly is worth it. While nothing will take my heart from 
Saint Espresso, Monmouth lives up to its prestigious reputation. 
 
5. Attendant: I stopped in here during my last few weeks. Cool 
environment, this coffee joint is an old Victorian bathroom. Don’t 
worry, it isn’t still in use and they’ve cleaned it up. This is a great 
place to take visitors and your family, but there isn’t a ton of room to 
sit around with friends. This would be a nice place to come and do a 
little reading, though! 
 
6. Notes: Located right in Trafalgar Square, Notes has you covered if 
you need a little jolt while sightseeing. I frequented this shop if I had 
plans with my boyfriend, because his school was right near here. 
Notes gives you a place to sit quietly out of the way of the hustle and 
bustle of tour groups while sipping delicious pour overs and chowing 
down on some pretty great cakes.  
 
~~~THE MAJOR CHAINS~~~ 
 
Okay so you’re wondering about those shops you see every twenty 
feet, and while places like Monmouth and TAP have more than one 
location, they are nothing in comparison to the big guys aka: 
Starbucks, Pret a Manger, Costa, and Caffe Nero. 
 
1. Starbucks: It’s just as big there as it is at home. However, I didn’t 
find myself enjoying Starbucks in London as much as I did at home. 
For some reason, I preferred other places, but if you are a hardcore 
Starbucks lover (or really need some iced espresso drinks) you’ll find 
it essentially the same. Iced coffee is NOT the same here, just so you 
know. If you want an iced drink it will be an iced Americano, and iced 
latte, and etc. A regular iced coffee will be a cold brew, available only 



in supermarkets (Jimmy’s Iced Coffee is pretty good) or during the 
warmer months at your favorite coffee shops. 
 
2. Pret a Manger: Pret gets a bad rep. We do have them in the USA, 
but sometimes you just NEED it. Their filter coffee (our regular cup of 
coffee aka non-espresso) is 99p, so if you’re on your way to class it’s 
a good place to stop in. BE CAREFUL: Pret heats their drinks to 
super hot temps and you don’t need to be burning yourself (ask for 
extra napkins to hold onto your cup as you walk since they don’t 
leave them out for you to take). If you’re not into coffee, Pret has 
awesome juices and smoothies; my favorites are the tiny chia seed 
energy boost juices and the chocolate almond date milkshake that I 
still get cravings for. 
 
3. Costa: Honestly, I’m not a huge fan of Costa. I don’t like the food, I 
don’t like the coffee, and I don’t like the atmosphere of the shops. It’s 
fine if you’re running around and just need a boost, but if I have an 
option that isn’t Costa, I will always take it. 
 
4. Caffe Nero: The tops, so essentially, a way better Costa. Caffe 
Nero gives you good-sized cups and, even if the food leaves 
something to be desired (you get SO spoiled by the independent 
shop food), you can count on it for a solid, delicious caffeine craving 
satisfaction.  
 
Pubs 
 
Pubs are a huge part of the social scene in London, and you will find 
yourself in them on many occasions. Don’t worry, living in London 
doesn’t turn you into a crazy pub fly; not every occasion is to have a 
pint! Pubs are great for getting a snack or a full meal, and when you 
have someone come to visit you, it’s part of the London experience to 
grab a seat and have a pie and a pint. 
 
Something to keep in mind: Pubs are all different, but many are also 
the same. Confused? Don’t be! Many brewing companies own 
multiple pubs around the London area, so when you go in you will 
see the food menus are the same, and they will have the same beers 
on tap/in the bottle. 
 



1. The Chandos: A pub in Trafalgar Square, The Chandos features a 
cool upstairs with leather couches and window seats that are perfect 
for a glass of wine and your course’s reading list, or a bowl of soup 
and some good conversation on a chilly day. This is a Samuel Smith 
pub (my personal favorite) and if you’re looking to have a pint, try the 
Taddy Lager. I also really like the dark beer that Samuel Smith offers, 
so if you’re a stout person, go for the oatmeal, or, if you want 
something sweet, the chocolate stout is a winner.  
 
2. The Euston Tap/The Cider Tap: Two of the coolest places I have 
ever seen. These two pubs are drink-only (to my knowledge) and 
stand across from each other at the entrance to Euston station, which 
also happens to be next to UCL. Cask ales were my favorite beers 
that London offered, and the Euston Tap has plenty to offer. Fair 
warning: I have not tried the Cider Tap because I don’t like cider. 
However, if you’re a fan, I’ve heard it’s great. They do make it very 
clear that they don’t sell Strongbow, so if you’re looking to branch out 
and try something a little different, either tap is the perfect way to start 
or cap off an evening. 
 
3. Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese: Located in the City, this is one of the 
oldest pubs London has to offer. This is where Sir Arthur Conan 
Doyle used to hang out, and if you’re in the mood to be transported to 
19th Century London, this is the spot for you. A Samuel Smith pub, 
this has the same selection as The Chandos. I would definitely 
recommend this pub as the place to bring your family and friends for 
a taste of the Victorian London from the movies. Watch out, the 
tables fill up quickly so make sure you get there early if you have a 
group of 4 or more! 
 
4. The Dove: This might be a little out of your way, but it’s worth it. 
Located in Hammersmith, this pub is the place to go for a nice dinner 
and a great drink selection. The menu changes seasonally, and it is a 
white-tablecloth-pub in the back with a warm little fireplace sitting 
area in the front. Walk along the river before or after your dinner, and 
enjoy some delicious dishes when your reservation is ready. 
 
Restaurants 
 



Pubs are great, but sometimes you want different food. Whether 
you’re in the mood for a burger or an Asian dish, these are a few of 
my favorites: 
 
1. Sen Viet: Just down the road from my flat in Islington was this 
amazing Vietnamese restaurant. On my first night in London, I met 
one of my flatmates in the kitchen and he directed me there for a 
delicious dinner. With a 10% student discount, who could say no? My 
dish of choice was always the Shaking Beef with an extra order of 
steamed rice on the side. It was spicy, sweet, and so so tasty. Perfect 
for any evening when you just want to take it easy and have a night 
off from cooking. 
 
2. Nando’s: This is a chain you’ve probably heard about time and 
time again. The “cheeky Nando’s” trend on Tumblr really blew up this 
past year, and you will soon experience it for yourself. To be honest, I 
really like Nando’s. I know we also have these in the United States, 
but there’s nothing like the real thing. My order was a chicken burger 
with mango lime sauce and no mayo, plus two sides: mashed 
potatoes and a side salad. Let me tell you, this is the best thing you 
can have when you come back from a long weekend of traveling. No 
groceries, no motivation to cook, so what do you want to go for? 
Nando’s. Every single time. 
 
3. Caravan: Located just above King’s Cross Station, Caravan is a 
dream for brunch. Delicious coffee and better dishes, you can’t go 
wrong with a weekend recap over  
 
4. Dishoom: Holy YUM Batman! Who would’ve thought I’d end up 
eating and loving this Bombay-style café? I highly recommend the 
Bacon Naan Roll. I ate this up so fast it was hard to believe, and all I 
wanted afterward was another and another. Located in a few different 
areas of London, this is a great place for a hungry morning. 
 
5. Foodilic: Right on my way home from school, this is the perfect 
place to pick up a healthy dinner or side for your evening. I would get 
whatever main looked the best, and then supplement it with this 
incredible sliced sweet potato salad. I really could’ve eaten a whole 
container of it, but thought a balanced meal would be best. 
 



6. Le Pompidou Café: Amazing for breakfast! Again, on my way to 
school, (Do you see a pattern forming?) I would head here for a 
delicious omelet or a yummy mocha if I needed something fairly 
caloric to keep me going all day long. 
 
7. Aux Pains de Papy: A French bakery that is INSANELY GOOD. 
Seriously, give these guys as much business as you can. I would 
chat with them on occasion and found out they love the Bulls and 
grew up watching them. So, if you do go there, bring them up and see 
what happens! So polite and so helpful whenever I was in, I highly 
recommend the chocolate almond croissants and the croque 
monsieur. 
 
8. Franco Manca: The BEST pizza in London. Super cheap and ultra-
delicious with a line out the door whenever you try to go, this 
restaurant is popular for a reason. Get your own pie when you go in 
and if you have leftovers (kinda doubtful) you’ll have a delicious take 
away for the next day. 
 
9. Loaf: Perfect for lunch, head here between classes for an easy and 
inexpensive break between classes. I recommend the avocado toast! 
 
10. The UCL Cafes: If you don’t have a lot of time, or you would 
prefer to stay on campus, the UCL cafes have a lot of food options. 
You can order hot food at the main café, or you can do what I did and 
give the chicken salad sandwich a try! It’s really really delicious, and 
will fill you up through your next classes without a problem. 
 
Afternoon Tea 
 
1. Sketch: I was here for tea two separate times, and oh my gosh I 
cannot recommend this enough. It is a gorgeous, plush room with 
tiers and tiers of goodies. I was used to tea in the United States, but 
in London many of the teas are refillable, meaning you can order as 
much of the food as you want with no extra charge. With one bite of 
the food from Sketch, you will not be able to resist ordering even 
more. (if you have leftovers, you can have them wrapped up!) 
 
2. Bea’s of Bloomsbury: Great for groups, this tea is much cheaper 
than the rest and served American-style, AKA non-refillable. This is 



an insanely filling tea, however, and you won’t want more than they 
give you. (you can also get your leftovers wrapped here) 
 
3. River Cruise: Honestly, not a good tea. Super gorgeous and cool to 
be on the river with such great photo ops, but if you want a really 
delicious experience, I would look elsewhere. 
 
Clubs 
 
1. O’Neills: An Irish pub. Head here on Thursdays (and St. Patrick’s 
Day!) for a really fun time. Thursday nights are live music nights, and 
with a bar that serves Meantime London Lager you can’t go wrong!  
 
2. Camden Pub Crawl: DO IT MORE THAN ONCE. Buy the t-shirt. 
Enjoy an amazing time with a group of crazy people. Following are 
two awesome places the crawl will take you: 
 A – Proud: Old horse stalls turned dance club with karaoke in 
the stalls. SO fun. Also contains a hot tub (but ew you know?). 
 B – Soundtracks: FAMOUS SOUNDTRACKS FROM MOVIES. 
Just think amazing karaoke, but you never need the screen for the 
lyrics. So much fun. 
 
3. KOKO: A theatre-turned-live-music-club, this is one place you need 
to get to. Check out the performing schedule (sometimes they get 
pretty big names!) and definitely pregame beforehand. The crowd is 
fairly calm, but beware the teeny tiny bathrooms. 
 
4. Piccadilly Institute: This place is nuts. A great club to take your 
friends when they visit, this is right in the center of Piccadilly Circus 
and is not for the faint of heart. Expensive to get in (they have student 
night on Thursdays) and expensive to drink at, pregame a little and 
head out for a night you won’t forget. This club is sectioned off into 
different rooms that you will love exploring! 
 
5. Walkabout: Probably our most frequented club, Walkabout is right 
on the river and around the corner from a tube stop. Go on a 
Wednesday, because it’s student night! That means 2 pound drinks 
all evening, and plenty of music and dancing. Trust me, this is an 
excellent way to let loose mid-week, especially if you have no 
courses the next day. 


