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INTRODUCTION

I’ve been traveling to Britain for twenty-five years now. 
That’s roughly twenty-five trips across the Atlantic, countless 
hours on trains and motorways, more hotel rooms and holiday 
cottages than I can count, and enough mistakes to fill a book of 
their own. This is the book I wish I’d had when I started.

When my wife Jackie and I launched Anglotopia back in 
2007, we were fresh out of college and scraping together every 
penny just to afford a week in London. We stayed in questionable 
hotels, ate too many sad sandwiches, and learned the hard way 
that “budget travel” sometimes means “miserable travel.” We 
once came home to a $1,200 phone bill because we didn’t 
understand international roaming. We’ve been overcharged by 
currency exchanges, stung by dynamic pricing, caught out by 
fees we didn’t know existed, and fleeced in ways both petty 
and spectacular.

But we kept going back. And over twenty-five years, we 
figured out how to travel smarter.

This book contains 101 tips we’ve accumulated through 
direct experience—the tricks that actually work, the traps that 
catch American tourists, and the honest truth about where to 
spend and where to save. Some of this advice will seem obvious 
to seasoned travelers. Some of it contradicts what you’ll read 
elsewhere. All of it comes from real trips, real mistakes, and real 
money saved (or wasted).

Britain has changed enormously since our first visit. The 
pound has risen and fallen. Budget airlines have come and gone. 
Contactless payment has transformed how we buy everything 
from train tickets to pub lunches. New entry requirements 
mean you now need an Electronic Travel Authorization before 
you even board your flight. The tips that worked in 2005 don’t 
all work in 2025, which is why we’ve rewritten this book from 
scratch rather than simply updating the old edition.

What hasn’t changed is that Britain remains one of the 
most rewarding places an American can visit—and one of the 
most expensive if you’re not careful. London regularly ranks 
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among the priciest cities on Earth. A family of four can easily 
spend $10,000 on a two-week trip without trying particularly 
hard. But it doesn’t have to cost that much. With the right 
knowledge, you can cut that figure dramatically while actually 
improving your experience.

That’s the key insight we’ve gained over two decades of 
travel: budget travel done right isn’t about suffering. It’s about 
spending money on things that matter and refusing to waste 
it on things that don’t. A £200 dinner at a celebrity chef’s 
restaurant is a splurge; a £200 penalty for forgetting to pay 
an airport drop-off fee is just stupid. This book will help you 
avoid the stupid expenses, so you have more to spend on the 
splurges that make travel memorable.

Our approach has evolved over the years. When we were 
twenty-two, we’d do almost anything to save a few pounds—
staying in grim hotels, skipping meals, taking the cheapest option 
regardless of consequences. Now, with more experience (and, 
admittedly, more income), we’ve learned that some cheap 
options cost more in the long run. The hotel that’s £30 cheaper 
but forty minutes from anywhere useful (or crucially a long 
walk to the Tube). The flight that saves £50 but lands at an 
inconvenient airport at midnight. The “free” walking tour that 
ends with aggressive pressure to tip £20.

We’ll be honest throughout this book about those trade-
offs. Sometimes the budget option is genuinely the best option. 
Sometimes it’s a false economy. We’ll tell you which is which.

A few things this book won’t do: we won’t promise you 
can travel to Britain for practically nothing, because you can’t—
not comfortably, anyway. We won’t recommend anything we 
haven’t done ourselves or wouldn’t recommend to a friend. 
We won’t recommend something objectively dangerous. And 
we won’t pad the page count with generic advice you could 
find anywhere. Every tip in here earned its place through hard 
experience.

What we will do is share everything we’ve learned about 
getting maximum value from your Britain trip. How to avoid the 
fees that catch tourists off guard. Where to find genuine deals 
instead of marketing gimmicks. When to splurge and when to 
save. How to eat well without spending a fortune. How to 
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navigate a transportation system that baffles even some Brits. 
And how to have the trip you’ve been dreaming about without 
coming home broke.

The structure of this third edition is also completely 
different. We’ve removed and consolidated the ‘free things to 
do’ items into one massive list at the end of the book. This 
means we were able to write 30+ new tips this time around. 
We also have a quick guide on how to do Britain on 100 a 
day, which is adapted from a thought experiment I conducted 
on the Anglotopia Podcast (available wherever you listen to 
podcasts). 

Twenty-five years of trips. Twenty-five years of mistakes, 
discoveries, and hard-won knowledge. It’s all in here.

Let’s get started.

Jonathan Thomas 
Publisher
Anglotopia.net
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1. HOW TO SET A 
REALISTIC BUDGET 

The number one thing you can do to ensure that your 
trip goes smoothly is to plan ahead well in advance. Everything 
from where you are going to stay to what you are going to 
eat to what you are going to see – it all starts in the planning 
stages. When thinking about all of this, it is really important to 
start with the money you plan to spend and what will come 
out of these funds. For example, will your hotel bill come out 
of this, or will that be paid ahead of time?

As you are planning the days of your trip, do some 
research. Many attractions and sites are free in England, such as 
most museums. Some attractions, such as the Tower of London 
and other historical palaces, are not free. If you are staying in 
London in particular, keep in mind that it is one of the priciest 
cities in the world. That does not mean that it can’t be done on 
a budget; you just really need to plan ahead. Once you know 
the cost of the attractions, set a loose itinerary and see how 
much it will cost you to see what you want to see.

Along with seeing the sights, you are going to have to plan 
how you will get to those sights. It is awesome if you are within 
walking distance, but what if you aren’t? You can make your way 
around most cities in Britain cheaply using public transportation. 
Do some research here. A lot of public transportation systems 
offer some sort of multiple-ride program, and this may save 
you a lot of money. Another good thing to know is when public 
transport runs. On one of my first trips abroad, I had a very 
early train to catch. I went to jump on the Tube in London only 
to see that it was closed! In those days, the Tube didn’t run 24 
hours a day - nowadays, some lines do. I ended up having to 
take a cab, which was an unexpected expense. So, always check 
the hours of the train/Tube lines you need to use.

One of the most important things in your budget is food. 
I have found myself thinking, “If I only eat one meal a day or 
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just snack throughout the day, I will have more money to see 
things.” In my experience, this is a huge mistake. You need to 
eat well. Set a realistic budget for food. A good hearty breakfast 
is a necessity, and also plan for a light lunch and a big dinner. 
The cheapest way to eat is to get a takeaway sandwich and a 
packet of crisps or buy fast food (you can eat a whole meal 
from McDonald’s for under £5). Do not deprive yourself of 
food money for other things. You will end up hungry and feeling 
lousy. You want to be in top shape to see the sites because 
there is usually a lot of walking involved. Make sure to stay 
hydrated, too!

Last but not least, make sure to leave a little “cushion” 
of funds for the unexpected. It really is a good idea to have 
some emergency funds, should you need them for any reason. 
Make sure you can access these funds while you are abroad 
if necessary. They won’t do you much good if you can’t get to 
them. A credit card with some available credit is handy for this. 

Another word of caution here is to be street smart when 
trying to cut costs. For instance, never take an unlicensed taxi 
cab in the hopes of getting a better deal. You won’t!

Remember: Plan an itinerary, deciding what you want 
to see, research entrance fees for attractions and the cost 
of transportation to get there, and set a good meal plan for 
yourself. With a little bit of planning and forethought, you can 
have a wonderful time on your vacation abroad.

Based on our experience, a good estimate for a trip to 
Britain centered on London is about $3,000- 4,000 USD for a 
single person, and add a couple of grand if there are two of you 
or a small family. You can do it for cheaper, but that all depends 
on how much you want to suffer and which time of year that 
you choose to go.
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2. BEWARE OF BANK 
HOLIDAY WEEKENDS

If you’re going to be in Britain on a bank holiday weekend, 
be prepared for things to be closed, close early, crowded, and 
also more expensive.

A bank holiday is a public holiday in Britain where most 
of the country is off of work – that is, except for people who 
work in tourist hotspots. It can also be more expensive to 
travel on these weekends as you’ll have to share attractions, 
lodging, airplanes, and the roads with other Brits, which means 
prices will be higher as they are peak travel times. This also 
means that anything free will be crowded with Brits in search 
of cheap things to do on a bank holiday!

While most museums and major attractions will be open, 
they usually keep special holiday hours (which will usually be 
the same as Sunday hours).

Here’s a list of the usual bank holidays so you can avoid 
them:

• New Year’s
• Good Friday
• Easter Monday
• May Bank Holiday (first week of May)
• Spring Bank Holiday (first week of June) 
• Summer Bank Holiday (last Monday in August) 
• Christmas Day
• Boxing Day

Some of the holidays will vary on their observance 
between Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland. Check locally 
or Gov.uk for the latest dates.
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3. WATCH OUT FOR 
HALF-TERM DEALS

Britain’s school kids usually get a one-week break in the 
middle of their semesters, and this time is called half-term. This 
means that Britain’s popular tourist attractions will be mobbed 
with kids and families as they seek to take advantage of the days 
off. Free attractions will be especially mobbed. We’ve seen lines 
stretching around blocks in London with people waiting to get 
in, just because it was half-term and they were free. 

While you’ll have to contend with more crowds, keep 
a lookout for special half-term deals. Many of the railways, 
museums, and other attractions will offer special half-term 
deals – even if you’re from outside the country. Many will do a 
two-for-one deal or offer kids entry for free. 

When is half-term time in Britain? That will depend on 
which part of Britain you’re in, but here’s a rough guide:

• Autumn term: Early September to mid-December 
(half term: late October) 

• Spring Term: Early January to Easter (half term: mid-
February)

• Summer Term: Easter to mid-July (half term: late May/
early June)
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4. PROTECT YOUR 
TRIP WITH TRAVEL 

INSURANCE

Bad things happen. Flights get canceled. Hotels get 
overbooked. Natural disasters happen. Pandemics spread 
worldwide. While it’s an added cost to your trip, you may want 
to consider getting some type of travel insurance.

Our biggest reason for recommending this is that if 
something happens, the onus isn’t on your airline or hotel to 
fix the problem. You have to fix it yourself. If you’re on a budget, 
how can you afford to get yourself out of a sticky situation?

You can expect to spend $100-200 per person for good 
travel insurance. It’s worth the peace of mind. While it’s 
uncommon to buy travel insurance for American tourists, 
peace of mind is priceless (though look at reviews for GOOD 
travel insurance, you don’t want to be fighting with someone 
on the phone in a foreign country). 

Travel insurance will come in handy if you also have a 
medical emergency. While generally a visitor can get free initial 
treatment with the National Health Service, if it’s something 
more serious, you will be charged, and insurance will cover this. 
It will also cover medical evacuation.

I should note that if you experience disruption with 
your airline, under EU airline regulations you are entitled 
to compensation, even well after the inconvenience. British 
Airways once cancelled my flight and rebooked me on another 
day. I wasn’t too bothered, but when I learned I was owed 
compensation, I engaged a company that specializes in claiming 
it, and got several hundred dollars in compensation (they took 
a fee to do this on my behalf). Similarly, if you face disruption 
while traveling Britain’s rails, you can also claim compensation.
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5. HOW TO AVOID 
AIRPORT DROP-OFF 

FEES

One of the most surprising costs for American visitors to 
Britain is the airport drop-off fee. If someone drops you at the 
terminal door at virtually any UK airport, they’ll be charged £5 
to £10—even for a one-minute stop. This is almost unheard of 
at major US airports, but in Britain, it’s now standard practice.

The system is cashless and automatic. Cameras capture 
license plates at entry and exit, and fees must be paid online by 
midnight the following day. Miss the deadline, and you’ll receive 
a penalty notice for £80 to £100. If you’re taking a taxi or Uber, 
the driver will typically add this charge to your fare.

The good news? Nearly every airport offers a free 
alternative: the Long Stay or Mid Stay car park, usually with a 
shuttle bus to the terminal. At Heathrow, you get 30 minutes 
free. At Stansted, a generous 60 minutes. Gatwick offers 2 
hours free in the Long Stay car parks—more than enough time 
for goodbyes.

Here’s what this means for your trip planning:
If friends or family are driving you to the airport, have 

them use the free car park instead of the terminal drop-off. 
Allow an extra 15–20 minutes for the shuttle ride.

If you’re taking a taxi, ask upfront whether they’ll add the 
drop-off fee to your fare—most will, typically £5–7 on top of 
the metered amount.

If you forget to pay after using the terminal zone, set a 
phone alarm immediately. The penalty for forgetting is steep. 
We learned this lesson in 2024 when I dropped Mrs. Anglotopia 
off at the terminal at Heathrow before returning our rental car. 
I was unaware of the charge, learned on the spot about it, then 
promptly forgot to pay it. I received a hefty bill and fine from 
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the rental car company a few weeks later. 
Consider public transport instead. London airports 

have excellent rail links—the Elizabeth line to Heathrow, the 
Gatwick Express, the Stansted Express—which may be cheaper 
than a taxi plus drop-off fee combined.

One final note: when you fly home through Paris, 
Amsterdam, or most other European airports, terminal drop-
off is free. It’s one of the few airport costs that’s actually 
cheaper on the Continent than in Britain.
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6. BEWARE OF “FREE” 
WALKING TOURS

You’ll see them advertised everywhere—London, 
Edinburgh, York, Bath, Oxford. “Free walking tour!” the signs 
promise, with cheerful guides gathering groups outside train 
stations and tourist landmarks. But these tours aren’t free. 
They’re tip-based, and understanding how they work will help 
you decide whether they’re actually good value.

Here’s the model: the tour itself costs nothing to join, but 
at the end, the guide will ask for a “donation” based on what 
you thought the experience was worth. This sounds reasonable 
until you realize the social pressure involved. After two hours 
of entertaining stories and insider knowledge, with the guide 
standing in front of your group explaining they work entirely 
for tips, most people feel obligated to hand over £10 to £20 
per person. For a couple, that’s £20 to £40—often more than 
a traditional paid tour would have cost.

The quality varies wildly. Anyone can start a free walking 
tour company; there’s no licensing requirement for tour guides 
in most of Britain. Some guides are knowledgeable locals with 
genuine expertise. Others are backpackers who memorized a 
script last week. You won’t know which you’ve got until you’re 
already committed.

There’s also the sales pitch problem. Many free tour 
companies earn commissions by steering you toward specific 
pubs, restaurants, or evening tours. That “hidden gem” your 
guide enthusiastically recommends? They might be getting a 
kickback every time a tourist walks through the door.

This doesn’t mean all free tours are bad. Some are 
genuinely excellent, led by passionate historians or longtime 
residents who love sharing their city. But go in with realistic 
expectations: budget £10 to £15 per person for tips, research 
the company’s reviews beforehand, and don’t feel pressured to 
tip generously for a mediocre experience.

For context, many traditional paid tours—run by 
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established companies with trained, vetted guides—cost £12 to 
£18 per person and include no tipping expectation. Sometimes 
paying upfront is the more honest budget choice.
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7. FLY MIDWEEK, NOT 
WEEKENDS

Forget the old advice about booking your flight on a 
specific day of the week. Airlines now use dynamic pricing 
algorithms that adjust fares constantly—there’s no magic 
Tuesday or Wednesday booking window anymore.

What does still matter is the day you actually fly. Midweek 
flights to Britain are consistently cheaper than weekend 
departures. Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday tend to offer 
the best fares, with Thursday often the single cheapest day for 
international travel. Sunday is typically the most expensive day 
to fly, so if you can shift your departure by a few days, you could 
save 15–17% on your ticket.

For transatlantic flights, the sweet spot for booking is three 
to five months before departure. Book too early and you’ll miss 
sales; wait until the last few weeks and prices climb sharply as 
airlines target business travelers who’ll pay whatever it takes.

The most useful tool for finding cheap fares isn’t a calendar 
trick—it’s a price alert. Set one up on Google Flights for your 
route and dates, and you’ll get an email whenever prices drop 
significantly. This takes the guesswork out of timing and lets you 
book confidently when a genuine deal appears.

One more thing: be flexible with airports if you can. Flying 
into Manchester, Birmingham, or Edinburgh instead of London 
can sometimes save you hundreds, and regional airports often 
mean shorter queues and easier arrivals. Check fares to 
multiple destinations before committing—you might find that a 
different gateway makes your whole trip more affordable.
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8. TRAVEL WITH A 
CARRY-ON BAG ONLY

It’s no secret that airlines are trying to get every last penny 
they can get out of travelers, and one of their most innovative 
ways is to charge for your checked bags. Well, the joke’s on 
them, because if you pack cannily, all you’ll need is a carry-on 
bag for your trip. This is a great way to save money while flying 
to Britain. You’ll also get through the airport much faster, as you 
won’t have to wait for baggage reclaim.

The other passengers may hate you as your bag will take 
up more space in the overhead bin, but these days, it’s every 
traveler for himself!

The only problem with this plan is that, most likely, you 
will return with more than you left with souvenirs and other 
purchases. Consider shipping those home or checking a 
souvenir-only bag on your return trip. Memories cost nothing 
while souvenirs do twice – when you buy them and when you 
have to try and get them home!

Every transatlantic airline behaves like the former budget 
airlines – they have different ticket levels, and you have to pay 
extra for everything. But if you’re careful and travel carry-on 
only, you can get away with the basic economy fare. 
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9. THE TRUTH ABOUT 
FLYING TO BRITAIN ON 

POINTS AND MILES

You’ve probably heard that savvy travelers fly for free 
using credit card points and airline miles. The reality is more 
complicated—and for most people, the “free” flight isn’t quite 
as free as it sounds.

Here’s how the game works: you earn points or miles 
through credit card spending, airline loyalty programs, or sign-
up bonuses. Accumulate enough, and you can redeem them for 
flights. In theory, this means free travel to Britain.

In practice, several catches apply.
First, you still pay taxes and fees. British Airways is notorious 

for this—redeem Avios miles for a “free” transatlantic flight, 
and you’ll still owe $400–600 in fuel surcharges and taxes. 
Other programs are better; some charge only minimal fees. 
But truly free is rare.

Second, award availability is limited. Airlines release only 
a handful of seats for points redemption on each flight, and 
popular routes to London sell out months in advance. If you 
need to travel on specific dates, you may find no award seats 
available at all—or only at inflated “premium” redemption 
rates that destroy the value proposition.

Third, earning enough points takes time. A typical 
transatlantic award ticket requires 50,000–80,000 miles. Unless 
you’re putting serious spending on rewards cards or churning 
sign-up bonuses, accumulating that many points takes years.

Fourth, the opportunity cost matters. Points have cash 
value—often around 1–2 cents each. If you’re hoarding points 
for a “free” flight instead of redeeming them for statement 
credits or other uses, you’re not actually saving money; you’re 
just shifting when you spend it.

That said, points and miles can genuinely save money if you 
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play strategically. Credit card sign-up bonuses often provide 
50,000–100,000 points for meeting a spending threshold—
sometimes enough for a round-trip ticket from a single bonus. 
Flying with partners matters too: British Airways Avios are 
expensive for transatlantic flights but excellent value for short 
European hops once you’re in Britain.

Our approach: we use points opportunistically rather than 
obsessively. Sign-up bonuses are worth grabbing if you’d qualify 
anyway. Accumulated miles work well for domestic flights or 
upgrades. But we don’t contort our spending to chase points, 
and we don’t delay trips waiting for award availability.

If you enjoy the points game and have the time to optimize 
it, you can save real money. If you’d rather just book a flight and 
go, that’s fine too—you’re not missing out on some secret free 
travel hack. The airlines have made sure of that.
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10. THE CHEAPEST WAY 
TO GET TO CENTRAL 

LONDON FROM 
HEATHROW

The absolute cheapest option remains the London 
Underground. The Piccadilly Line runs directly from all 
Heathrow terminals into central London for around £5.80 
when you tap a contactless card or use an Oyster card. The 
journey takes about an hour, the trains can be cramped with 
luggage, and you’ll share space with an ever-growing crowd of 
commuters—but you can’t beat the price.

However, you now have a better option that balances cost 
and convenience: the Elizabeth Line. This sleek new railway 
opened in 2022 and has transformed Heathrow arrivals. For 
about £13.90, you’ll reach Paddington in just 28 minutes on 
modern, spacious trains with room for your bags. Better still, 
the Elizabeth Line continues through central London, stopping 
at Bond Street, Tottenham Court Road, Farringdon, Liverpool 
Street, and Canary Wharf—so you may not need to change 
trains at all.

One warning: the premium Heathrow Express is heavily 
promoted at the airport, and staff near ticket machines will 
steer you toward it unless you specifically say you want the 
Elizabeth Line. Yes, the Express reaches Paddington in 15 
minutes for £25 (often cheaper if you book ahead or snag 
a deal), but the Elizabeth Line gets you there in 28 minutes 
for nearly half the price. Unless you’re in a genuine rush, the 
Express isn’t worth it.

Coaches remain the slowest but most comfortable option 
for those with heavy luggage. National Express runs buses 
from Heathrow to Victoria Coach Station starting around 
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£10, though the journey takes well over an hour depending 
on traffic. I don’t recommend sitting in traffic after being on a 
long flight.

For most budget travelers, the Elizabeth Line hits the 
sweet spot: faster than the Tube, cheaper than the Express, 
and far more pleasant than either when you’re jet-lagged and 
dragging a suitcase.


