Table of contents

1. Before you leave 

1. What you'll have to know about London 

· Geography

· Weather

· Time

2. Formalities 

· Forwarding your e-mail

3. Other things to think about
4. Going there 

· By Eurostar

· By plane

· Other ways

2. Working in London 

1. The Job Quest 

· Internet

· Temporary work companies

· Jobcentres

· The phonebook

· Door to door seeking

· Call a friend

2. Salaries 

· English aren't lazy !

3. Tax System
4. General advice
5. My personal experience
3. Learning in London 

1. The University College of London
2. Lessons at UCL 

· Validation

3. Other activities 

· Cluster rooms

· Eating at UCL

· Students Union

4. Living in London 

1. Accommodation 

· BDE's choice : London Solutions

· Youth hostels

· Flat sharing

· My personal experience

2. Finding the good flat 

· When ?

· Location

· Price and Payment

· Points to be controlled

3. Opening a bank account 

· General advice

· What to do if you don't have a bank account

4. Money matters 

· Prices in London

· Paying with a French credit card

5. British health system
6. Communication 

· Internet

· Mobile phone

· Calling France

5. Enjoying London 

1. Transports 

· The Tube

· Bus network

· Taxis

· Car

2. Eating 

· Where you can buy

· Markets

· What you can buy

· What you can't buy

· What you shouldn't buy

3. Sightseeing and shopping 

· The top ten

· Shops which worth it

4. Pubs and clubs
5. Other things
6. Appendix 

1. Conclusion
2. Thanks
3. Resources
4. Links
5. Bibliography
6. Credits, contact and copyrights
 

This guide has been updated for the last time the 16th of April 2005.
 

Preamble

Note for native English speakers : Sorry for the spelling/syntax mistakes, I tried to do my best, but English is not my mother language. Anyway, if you wish to correct me, you're welcome ;)

In a few time, you'll leave your beloved (or not) country to spend three or four months in London.

London is a huge city, about three or four times Paris' size. This is the world's capital of bad taste, bad weather and bad food, but I must admit that this is a fantastic city. London looks like American cities rather than European cities. England's capital is also very cosmopolitan : there are people from all over the world, who live and mix up altogether.

You will discover a life sometimes better, sometimes worse, but always different. Well preparing this trip is very important. It will allow you to enjoy this adventure even more. That's why I hope this guide will help you to enjoy your trip as much as possible.

This guide has been especially written for EFREI students, who have to go a trimester in London during their third year of study, but the majority of this text can be useful for all the people who want to go to London.

 

Have a good tour on this website !
I. Before you leave

1. What you'll have to know about London

Geography

The United Kingdom is an island located north of France, and inhabited by strange people : the British... oh, you already know that ? OK, so let's be a little more specific, we will focus on London.

London has 7,172,000 inhabitants, who live in some 1579 km². This is one of the biggest European cities in terms of population, with Paris, Moscow and Istanbul. But in fact it isn't really a city but a metropolitan area called Greater London (like the "Région Parisienne" in France). The Greater London administrative area comprises the City of London and 32 London boroughs (equivalent to French "cantons").

The London that most tourists see is Central London, which comprises the historic City of London, the West End, the City of Westminster, the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, which are the richest areas of London. In contrast, the East End has played host to successive waves of immigrants for centuries and contains some of the UK's most deprived areas.

More details about London in the Wikipedia >>> 

 

Weather

That's the hard point. London's weather is nearly the same as Brittany or Normandy. Very cloudy, there is often rain and always wind. September is usually sunny, with temperatures about 15-20°C. But the remaining months are colder, with temperatures from 12-15° in October to 0-5° in December. In fact, the main problem is the wind, which cools you down a lot. Don't forget your warm clothes !

The other issue is about rain : sometimes it's raining permanently during one week. You'll probably need a good umbrella (and a strong one, British wind is definitely an umbrella killer) and waterproof shoes.

Weather forecast in London >>> 

 

Time

London and the whole UK are under GMT time, and British have summer time like us. In fact, when it's 12:00 in Paris, it's always 11:00 in London, no matter of the summer time. That's easy, isn't it ?

Nonetheless, you will be hit by a small detail. Due to the timeshift and the latitude, the sunset comes very early : in December, the night falls by about 4:00 PM !

Now that you know in what you will put your toes into, let's have a look at formalities and things to prepare before you leave.

 

2. Formalities

You must be sure to have the following papers :

· Your passport, or your ID Card : without it, you just can't go to London. It's better to have a passport, as French ID Card is sometimes not recognized by banks.

· Your Carte Européene d'assurance maladie (which is replacing the E111 form), in order to be refunded if you have any health problem.

· Some papers which can help you to open an account : a letter in English from your bank saying that you're a good customer, and your last three bank statements. You can download an example of the letter here.

· Your CVs and cover letters (at least 50-100 of each if you don't want to do photocopies there)

· Some passport-sized photos (required for discount cards)

· Don't forget to forward your efrei mailbox to another address you can access through a webmail (hotmail, voila, etc.)

Forwarding your e-mail

That's very easy : 

1. Open a session on any Linux/Unix machine at EFREI.

2. Create a file named .forward in your home directory.

3. Into this file, just type the email address you want to transfer your mail to.

4. That's all !

 

3. Other things to think about

Beyond the classical stuff you can bring, there are several things that you should thnk of. Here they are : 

· Take some pounds with you (the amount depends of your accommodation). See the money matters part for more information.

· An adapter for English electricity plugs (don't bring a phone cable for your modem if you have a PC, English phone plugs are not standard). A French multiple outputs plug will be also useful.

· A radio or a music player, with speakers (for example, small computer speakers).

· Some sheets of paper and envelopes.

· A strong umbrella, and good shoes (in general, you'll have to walk a lot).

· An USB key, which is useful for storing data when you're in a cybercafé or at UCL. On this key, put your CVs and cover letters.

· An alarm-clock, or something which can wake you up in the morning :)

· A dictionary (obviously).

· A camera (there is so many amazing pictures to shoot !)

· Do not forget to unlock your mobile phone before leaving, in order to use it with an English SIM card. If you can't do that with your provider, you will be able to unlock it in England (try small phones shops or markets), or by internet.

· Do not forget to book your hostel before leaving !

 

4. How to get there

Now that you're ready to leave, there is several ways to get to London : 

By Eurostar

It is probably the best choice : just two hours and a half and you're in Central London, at Waterloo station. Tickets are from 35 € from Monday to Thursday, if you book in advance on Eurostar.com, but the average price is from 70 to 120 € for a single journey.

Tip : Keep your Eurostar tickets, as EFREI will probably refund them. 

 

By Plane

It can be cheaper than the Eurostar, around 8 € with low cost companies like Easyjet, but you will arrive at Stansted or Luton instead of Heathrow. These airports are 45 minutes away from London by train. The main issue is for your luggage : bringing a 35kg pack with you is not very reasonable or recommended!

Go to EasyJet website >>> 

 

Other ways

By coach, the trip is really cheap, but it lasts about 10 hours (paris-London) ! By car, you have to pay the gas, motorway fees, the boat or the train, and the London Congestion Charge. And, what will you do with your car during four months in London ? Don't forget that British are driving on the left :). In fact, these two ideas aren't really good ones.

Go to Eurolines website >>>
II. Working in London

For many reasons, the “Job quest” is the most difficult task to achieve in London, and the most important, too, for many reasons. First of all, working in London is an incredibly good experience. You will discover lots of new people, and new working methods. The second thing is about money. Staying in London is expensive, and working is the only solution if you want to enjoy the life there. And then, this is useful to validate your “Stage FH”.

Getting a job will probably not be an easy thing. In fact,

· You are French, and French people aren’t English’s best friends,

· In general, you speak basic English,

· You’re coming from nowhere (yes, for an English, France is nowhere), and you have no job references,

· You’re staying in London during only three months,

· You can’t work one day per week, due to lessons at UCL,

· And, worst of all, you have no experience or qualification.

For an employer, you are all but the ideal applicant. If another guy applies to the same offer, he will probably get the job.

 Obviously, your only strength is French speaking. There are about 600.000 French people in London, so speaking French is a good quality. So, if you want a cool office work, look for jobs which require to speak French. But this is certain that this kind of work will not help to improve your English. If you want to do so (and this is by far the best solution), you will probably get one of these jobs :

· Waiter

· Cook

· Cleaner

· Barman

· Cashier

· Or just… Slave !

Or, if you’re lucky, maybe you will be sales assistant in computer shops or boutiques.

 

1. Several ways to solve the problem

There are many solutions in order to find a good job in London :

The best thing is having a contact (or being part of a network) in London. If you’re in that case, lucky you ! For the others, do not expect to find your job from France (by Internet), especially if you give French address and phone number. I think one or two students managed to do that last year.

Because 120 French jobseekers are 120 less chances to get a job, the best thing to do is to go to London before everybody. That’s harsh, but unfortunately, true!

Other ways are :

Internet

There are tons of offers. Jobs are usually interesting, legal and well paid. But these offers are often reserved to very experienced people. You will need to send lots of applications (about a hundred), and be patient, as replies are very slow ! Most of the time, you will already have a job elsewhere when the first answers will arrive. 

Go to the Links section >>> 

 

Temporary Work Companies

I gave my address and phone number to an Adecco office, but I never got an offer from them. In all cases, be patient, and do not rely too much on them, even if some students were successful with this system.

Go to the Links section >>> 

  

Jobcentres (British ANPE)

This is a quite efficient solution. Just go to the closest jobcentre and sit in front of a computer. Then, seek for job ads and call them. There is a great range of offers, and you will probably find some suitable for you. But the rule is simple : first come, first served ! There is always a rush for the most interesting ads, so be quick. Let me give you an advice : go to the jobcentre every day, in order to get the latest offers.

Go to Jobcentreplus' Website >>> 

  

The Phonebook / The Yellow Pages

It’s working very well ! Just choose a random page and call restaurants, by example. You have good chances to find one which is looking for somebody. There is a drawback, though : it will probably be moonlight work, which is very hard and poorly paid.

Go to Yellow Pages' Website >>> 

  

Centre Charles Péguy

This is a French centre, which is located near Leicester Square. This centre has a job ads database, but you will have to pay £50 to read them. Moreover, you have no guarantee to find something, as the number of offers depends of the period.

Go to Centre Charles Peguy's Website >>> 

  

Door to door seeking

An other solution : just walk through London and look for jobs ads on shops’ windows. If you see a good offer, enter the shop or the restaurant, and meet the manager. In the best case, you will be interviewed immediately, otherwise, leave a CV and a cover letter. Door to door is also a good way to discover London !

Each district has a speciality : you will find prêt-a-porter shops everywhere, but especially in central London : Oxford Street, Covent Garden, Leicester Square… Computer shops are essentially based in Tottenham Court Road (London’s Rue Montgallet), and bars are in Soho.

 

Call a friend

If you didn’t manage to find a job, try to call your friends who did. Maybe their employer needs somebody else…

 

To conclude, it's all about patience and luck, but you can be sure that if you are really searching and you are not too selective, you will be successful. Good luck, then !

Now, let’s see some useful information and advice about British’s employment system.

 

2. Salaries

Good news: the average salary in London is higher than in France !

The Minimum National Wage (English’s SMIC) is about £4.50 - £4.85 per hour, but it depends of your age, your job or if you work at night or during the day.

	Job
	Avg. salary per hour

	Waiter, cleaner
	£4.50 to £4.85

	Cook, barman
	£5 to £5.25

	Sales assistant
	£5.25 or more

	Basic office work
	£5 to £6


If you are paid less than the MNW, you are probably working in an illegal job. Some of these works are only paid £3 per hour, so be careful !

Most of the time, you will be paid weekly. Monthly-paid jobs are less common, especially for small works, such as waiter or salesman. Be careful, as you will probably not be paid for the first week. You will receive your salary one week later, in order to avoid brutal leaving. If you plan to quit your job, you will need to warn your manager in advance. Otherwise, you won’t be paid for your last week.

 

English aren’t lazy !

If you like France’s “35 heures”, you’ll be disappointed ! Overseas, most of the jobs are from 40 hours per week to... no maximum. You can find 48h jobs, and even 60h a week for illegal jobs ! Part time works are from 8 to 30 hours per week.

 

3. Tax System 

If you have a legal job, you will be taxed. In fact, you have two types of taxes : NIN (for National Insurance, English’s “Sécurité sociale”), and PAYE (which is very badly named, isn’t it ?). Taxes are about 10% of your salary, but it depends of your work and your Tax Code.

For all I understood, the Tax Code number represents the amount of money you will have to pay. The rules used to determine it are quite obscure to me, so if you think you’re paying too much, tell it to your employer, he may change your tax code. If he doesn’t, go to an Inland Revenue office, and ask them to do so. You will have to fill a form and give it back to the IR office. Your Tax Code will be changed in three or four weeks, and your PAYE tax will be refunded (not the NIN).

In order to be refunded when you come back to France, if you did not manage to change the Tax Code, ask your employer for a P45 form of your last salary (tell him in advance, as it may take several days for him to get it). With this form and all your payslips, you can be refunded in France.

Go to Inland Revenue's Website for more information >>>
 

4. General Advice 

· If you are living in suburbs, do not expect too much to find a job near your location. Indeed, most of jobs offers are in London, so, let me give you an advice : don’t live too far from London centre (zone 3 or 4 is the maximum).

· If you are doing door to door seeking, it is best to wear proper clothes.

· Try to train yourself in the first days of you trip. Take a street, enter each shop which doesn’t have job offers, and ask them. By this mean, you will be ready when there will be a real offer.

· You should always bring CVs and cover letters with you.

· Don’t hesitate to adapt your CV : write a “normal” CV, a “salesman” CV, and a “pub/restaurant” CV. In certain cases, you will be more trusted if you do not mention your EFREI studies and replace them with experience in a restaurant or a shop… 

· In your CV, write your professional experience at the top, and your education after (even if English lessons at EFREI tell us to do the opposite)

· Be strategic and diplomatic ! Don’t tell your manager that you will only stay there for three months. Rather, say that you plan to live in London but you have training lessons one day per week, during two months. But be careful, as you will need to tell in advance that you want to leave !

Looking for a job abroad is a very difficult experience, but it worth it ! I can tell you that you will never be feared about searching a job in France, after that !

 

5. About my personal adventure… 

I had many difficulties to find a job. In fact, I worked during the whole summer, so I took about two weeks of holidays in London ! But when October came, I was really in need of a job. I tried the jobcentre about ten times, but there was nearly no interesting ad. I also did door to door seeking in London, but I was unsuccessful. But, in the middle of October, a friend called me and offered me a job. Oh, excuse me, it was not a job, it was THE job. During two month and a half, I was video games tester for VMC Consulting.

It was an amazing job, we had to test all European games for the XBOX console. I was playing eight hours per day, for a fee of £5/hour. Not bad, isn’t it ? I tested few great games, lots of not-so-great games, and a couple of hopeless things, but it was such a special feeling to be paid for playing !

The job was very funny, but it was very serious, though. There was tons of things to check during testing, and we had to write a report for each bug we encountered. We were doing a lot of multiplayer games tests.

I also met people from many countries : Sweden, Spain, Portugal, Denmark, Germany, Italia, France, and a lot from UK and Ireland, of course.

Unfortunately, it was not a full time work, and I hardly managed to do 140 hours of work (in order to validate the stage FH). My office was also far, far away, as I was spending about five hours per day in transports. But, after all, it was the coolest job I ever had ! 

III. Learning in London

1. The University College of London

The UCL was founded in 1826, by Jeremy Bentham, a famous philosopher. His idea was to build a university for all people, regardless of race, creed or political belief. The University College of London was the first English College to do that (Oxford and Cambridge were religious, and still are).

UCL is one of the best universities in the world. In fact, this is the most important non-religious university in the UK and maybe in Europe. There, you can study almost everything, with the best teachers and scientists in Europe.

Moreover, UCL campus is not big, it's just huge. You know Jussieu, in Paris ? UCL is two or three times bigger ! You will need a lot of training if you don't want to get lost. Let me show you the campus map :

You will be attached to the UCL Language Centre, located 136 Gower Street (E1 on the map), near Euston Square Tube Station, but you will probably have lessons everywhere in the campus.

 

2. Lessons at UCL

If things remain the same, you will have courses one day per week, during eight weeks (from October to November). The promo will be divided into five groups, with an English test you will pass at EFREI, before holidays. Each group will have a different day (Group 1 will have lessons on Mondays, group 2 on Tuesdays,...). At the end, you will receive a "Certificate of Attendance", saying that you have done 40 hours at UCL.

The typical day will be divided into three parts :

· In the morning from 9.00 to 12.00, you will have English class. The main topic is about oral expression and pronunciation.

· From 13.00 to 14.00, it's IT class. You're in a cluster room and you will be taught PHP and MySQL basics. In fact, you will have to copy, adapt and understand some scripts that are given to you.

· And the last part, one hour later, is a lecture. Four lectures about "Leading", presented by an excellent teacher, and four lectures about web applications (technologies, design, security and e-commerce).

All these classes will happen in a great atmosphere, teachers are friendly and interesting. 

 

Validation

In order to validate your lessons at UCL, you will have to be present 80% of the time. If not, you will have to justify your absence.

The last morning, you will have to make an oral presentation and to prepare a small essay. The mark will count for your EFREI semester.

 

3. Other activities at UCL

Cluster rooms

During your (small) scholarship in London, you will have an access to the UCL Cluster rooms (computer rooms). There, you have broadband internet (which is incredibly faster than EFREI's), print service (you have to pay for it), and CD burning. But in fact, the main problem is to find a room which is not full. You can find the complete list of clusters here.

There is a small room which is not often full : go to the Language Centre. There, go to the basement right by the stairs after at the reception, and turn right. The cluster is at the end of the corridor.

 

Eating at UCL

There is a refectory in the main building at UCL (G3 on the map). When you enter the UCL, take a door on the right of Building with the columns. There, follow the corridor and follow the direction "Lower refectory". The basic menu is about £2.40 for a cheeseburger, some chips and a fruit.

If you prefer, there are sandwiches in all UCL cafés. You can also find fast foods or food shops near Tottenham Court Road.

 

The Students Union

The UCL Students Union (UCLU) is like EFREI's BDE, but an hundred times bigger. During your stay, you can enjoy all the facilities given by the UCLU :

· There are night events every week

· You can subscribe for 3 months of fitness for £45 (that's really cheap). More details here,

· You can go to The Bloomsbury theatre for cheap,

And lots of other things ! The best is to go directly to the Student Union, located 25 Gordon Street (H1 on the map) 

IV. Living in London

1. Accommodation

Obviously, finding somewhere to live is something you can't miss. Hopefully, you shouldn't have too many difficulties to find a hotel, a YMCA, or just a youth hostel. But, if a hostel is useful for your first days in London, this is a quite bad idea to stay there during three month. So, you'll need your own roof, which is much more difficult to find. And don't try to rest under London Bridge as weather is not very welcoming !

Let's have an overview of accommodations in London :

 

BDE's choice : London Solutions

For many students, London Solutions is an easy way to get rid of the accommodation problem. But this is not the best choice, especially if you want to improve your English and discover new people ! In fact, this year, EFREI students were... with other EFREI students ! Do you know "residence Louis Aragon" in Villejuif ? Well, it was the same thing, but at Marble Arch, in London centre. Moreover, London Solutions prices are not the cheapest that you can find, and the flats are very tiny ! So, if you really want to enjoy your trip, my advice is to find something else.

Go to London Solutions' website >>> 

 

Youth Hostels

They are good places to rest during a short period. You share a room with other European young people. Depending of the hostel, bathroom and toilets can be in the room or in the corridor. There is often a refectory or kitchens where you can cook your own meal. Hostels are cheap, but be careful with your luggage, because there is theft sometimes. This is also difficult to have a good privacy, as you're almost never alone in your room (from two to twenty beds per room). The best thing to do is to stay there until you find a new (and a more comfortable) home. Hostels are often full, you will have to book in advance to get a bed.

	The Generator
McNaghtan House Compton Place

Russell Square

London WC1H 9SD

+44 (0) 870 042 9291
	The UK's largest, liveliest and funkiest hostel. With over 800 beds, Generator London is the perfect place to meet other students from all over the world and party the night away in the famous Generator bar. Bathrooms are located in each corridor.
   More details >>>

	Halpin House
97 Queens Gate

London SW7 5AB

+44 (0) 20 7373 4180
	This is a very friendly hostel, quite cheap and well situated. And the boss speaks French !
Be careful, as you need to book a long time in advance. There is more hostels of the same group everywhere in London.
   More details >>>

	More addresses on Google >>>


 

The Flat share

This is the best idea, as renting a flat by your own is almost impossible (unless you're a millionaire). There is a lot of possibilities here : you can share a flat or a house with other EFREI students, or with foreign people. In all cases, you will need to search in the newspapers for a home.

The best newspaper for that is the Loot, which is about £1.20. There is thousands of ads, but be quick ! The Loot is released each day in the morning, but you can be sure that all offers are already taken by eleven or twelve o'clock. You can also seek on the net, by example on Easy Roommate.

Sharing a flat with foreign students is easier, as the flat is already rent. You only have to pay your fee, and there is no matter with the time you plan to stay. It will also allow you to meet students (male or female :) ) from all over Europe. For sure, you will have great moments and you will discover new language or cultures. A good advice : bring typical food from France, as students like to share food from their home countries.

If you decide to rent a flat/house with other EFREI students, there is much more work to do. Everything is described in the next chapter.

 

My personal experience

I and four other EFREI students have chosen to live together. But, as we were bringing computers and other valuables, we didn't want to stay in a Hostel. That's why two of us went to London at the end of August, in order to find a flat or a house. They found a small house with the Loot, in Ilford (zone 4, East London), for £400 a week (£80/person). The house was pretty good, there was TV, phone internet access and washing machine. There was two drawbacks, though : we were in zone 4 and transports were £20 a week. And last but not least, we had to pay the four months of renting at the beginning, so we went in London with £6400 in cheques, cash and traveller's cheques.

 

2. Finding the good flat

When ?

Looking for homes from France, via internet, is nearly useless. In fact, ads are always out-of-date, and prices are really high. The best solution is to search directly in London, when you arrive. You can also book a room in a Youth Hostel for some days between the 15th and the 20th of August and look for a home without all your baggage with you.

 

Location

This is a very important point. In fact, you can rent a flat in Central London, or a flat/house in a Greater London suburb. The location will not only affect the price, but also commuting costs, and maybe your job.

	Location
	Flat size
	Transports
	Job seeking

	Central London (zone 1-2)
	Small
	Well deserved by buses, no need of using the Tube (£6/week)
	Easy

	Closer London (zones 2-3)
	Average. It's usually a small house
	Depending of the town, you'll have to take the bus or the Tube (£10 to £15/week)
	You will probably find something in Central London.

	Greater London (zones 3-4)
	A not-that-small house, but cheaper than in zones 2-3
	You will have to take the Tube or the train (£15 to £30/week)
	You'll probably work in your neighbourhood, not in London, it will be more challenging to find something.

	The countryside (zones 5-6)
	Don't think about it, in general there is no transport, no job, nothing.


Now that you have the zone, let's see the town. Even in the same areas, prices are different. You can have a small overview on this map :


You have to know that there is no really unsafe town in London. Some towns are more secure than other, but you can rent almost everywhere. Just visit the area before accepting a contract, in case of.

When you have chosen a town, call every ad in the Loot of this area, or go to see an estate agency.

 

Price and Payment

If you want to share a flat with other EFREI students, you will probably notice that the landlords don't want to rent their houses for three or four months. In most cases , they want you to stay there six months or one year. So you will have to visit a lot of flats to find the good one. Maybe you will have to raise the price to get a home for only four months. Moreover, be careful, as you might have to pay the rent in advance. In this case, you will need to do a money transfer, or to bring a lot of cash, a banker's draft (in Pounds, some French banks can do that for you), or sometimes Traveller's Cheques.

Concerning prices, in general,

· £60-70/week/person is cheap

· £80-100 is average

· £110 and more is expensive

 

Points to be controlled

Be careful when you take a flat, control each part of it, especially :

· Plumbing

· Heating

· Beds (ask for bed sheets, etc..)

· Kitchen (gas, fridge, microwave...)

· ...

Furthermore, beware of the charges (electricity, water, phone, internet access, gas), as they can raise the costs. Check if they are included in the price.

 

3. Opening a bank account

Now, let's head to the most difficult part of our mission : opening a bank account ! Why is it the most difficult ? Because this is the only thing I hadn't managed to do.

The first advice I can give you is : try to open an English account from France ! Ask your French bank if they can do it, or go to a Barclay's in Paris. In fact, since last year, a new law was voted in UK. This law is reinforcing procedure to open an account (probably to block illegal immigration). And I can tell you that banks are applying this law very carefully, so you will have to be very patient to open an account.

Officially , to open an account, you will need a proof of your identity, and a proof that you're living in the UK. But in fact, you'll need to be well dressed, to speak native English, and to be lucky. Bankers gave us different arguments each time, even in the same branch : one said we should be in Britain for 1 year, an other said 3 years (!). Other said we should put £500 on the account, otherwise we can't open it... We even asked UCL (which has a partnership with HSBC) to make us a certificate stating that we were foreign students, and that we need of an account. Bankers answered that we were preparing the wrong diploma, so they couldn't help us. No comment...

I and my roommates tried 27 times, in 13 different companies. We did all that was possible : HSBC, Barclay's, Lloyd's, Halifax, RBS, Abbey, Alliance & Leicester, Nat West... we did also French banks, like SG or the Crédit Agricole, but these two were only for companies. Finally, I became tired of asking, and I never had a bank account.

People who managed to do so were either lucky (they asked the good person at the good time), either helped by their French bank or their employer. But the problem is that you need an account if your employer doesn't want to pay you by cash.

 

General advice

· Be well dressed

· Say that you're French and that you're going to work in England. English banks tries to avoid illegal immigrates, but French are from European Union, so it doesn't matter. 

· Go to the branches near UCL or in Central London, they are used to see foreign students

· Give to the banker a letter from your French bank saying that you're a good customer

· Go to the bank in the morning, when the branch is not too crowded

· Ask a young banker, it may be easier for you

· Don't let the banker give you wrong excuses, be sure of yourself.

· Try, try, and try again !

 

What to do if you don't have a bank account ?

I don't have a kind of magic recipe to get an account. The only solution is to share an account with a lucky student who has one. In that case, be careful with your accountancy !

The last thing I can tell you about banks is good luck ! 

Barclays in France >>> (in French) 

 

4. Money matters

Prices in London

London is the most expensive European city to live in. In fact, prices written on the labels are the same than in France, but in Pounds, not in Euros. That's 40% more. In addition to the exorbitant accommodation rent, you will need to spend a bit more for food, transports, bills and entertainment. Average costs per week are :

· £75-£100 for accommodation

· £30-£40 for food

· £10-£20 for transports (depending of the zone you are)

· £5-£10 for utilities (gas, electricity...)

· £20-£30 for entertainment and other

That's a total of £140 to £200 per week ! Don't worry, if you are working, average salaries for EFREI students are between £160 and £240 per week. You will probably manage to pay everything, unless you've got a part-time job or you spend several weeks without working.

Let's have a small overview of prices in London : 

· A travelcard for 1 week : £12

· A meal in a fast food, Pizza Hut... : £4 to £6

· A theatre ticket : £6 to £10

· A nightclub : £7 to £15

· A beer in a pub : £2 to £4

· A newspaper : £0.5 to £1

· A magazine : £2 to £5

· An hour of internet in a cybercafé : £0.5 to £1

· A visit in a museum : £10-£20 (except national museums which are free, see Enjoying section) 

 

Paying with a French credit card

Before leaving, be sure that you can use your card abroad (check if there is a "Visa" logo on it). You may also ask to your bank if your card needs to be unlocked (at Caisse d'Epargne, you might need to unlock it before leaving).

Once you're there, you will be charged for payments and also for cash drawing in ATMs. In general, there is a permanent charge (around 3€), and a percentage of the amount (usually 1%). So, it's more interesting to withdraw a lot a money at one time.

Tip : if you're at BNP Paribas, cash in Barclays ATMs is free of charge.

 

5. British health system

There are three major rules concerning UK's National Health Service (NHS) :

· Rule #1 : Do not have health problems in England !

· Rule #2 : If you really, really do, go back to France to see your doctor.

· Rule #3 : If the previous rules cannot be applied, cross your fingers and go to the nearest Health Centre. There, you will have to register in the NHS centre to see a doctor for free. Medicines aren't free, though. They're a lot more expensive than in France.

NHS in England >>>
Assurance Maladie documentation >>> (in French, very useful) 

 

6. Communication

Internet

You're from EFREI, aren't you ? So, you will probably need an Internet access. In fact, UCL won't give you an access to the machines until the beginning of the courses, in October. Until there, you will have to surf in cyber cafés. Prices are from 30p to £1 an hour. That's not very expensive.

If you're renting a flat, you may want to order your own access. Be careful, like in France, there is often a minimal period of 12 months for ADSL subscriptions. The solution is to take an unlimited dial up connection. Prices are higher than in France, and lines are often of poor quality.

Tip : don't take a subscription from NTL. Their offer is cheap, but the connection is incredibly slow and unstable.

 

Mobile phone

Calling, or being called in UK from a French mobile phone is really expensive. So, before leaving, don't forget to unlock your phone (if you can) so it can accept foreign SIM Cards. Unlocking from England will be costly. 

The best thing you should do is to buy a new English SIM card. You will probably find boutiques which sell pre-owned SIM cards for nothing, but you'd better to buy a new one. Virgin's pay-as-you-go ("Mobicarte") system is the cheapest. Prices are the same as in France, SMS is 10p, and calls are 35p/min. The SIM card is £10, and you have £5 credit with it.

Tip : We've bought five cards at one time at Virgin Piccadilly Circus, and the seller gave us £3 vouchers each. So, try to purchase your SIM cards together to get a discount !

Another thing : prices are really cheaper if you call from a Virgin mobile to another Virgin Mobile (3p/SMS and 5p/min for a call). So, tell your friends to take the same operator.

 

Calling France

Need to call home ? Don't call from your mobile, even with a French subscription, as prices are definitely too high. Instead, you have several possibilities :

· If you have a computer, a microphone and an internet connection, you can call France for free with VoIP software like Skype (it's working perfectly, even with a poor dial-up connection).

· If not, you can call from a land line (but ask to your roommates before !)

· You can also call for cheap in phone centres (which are often cybercafés)

· There are prepaid phone cards, you can find them almost everywhere

· And the last solution : the Carte France Télécom, which allows you to call from anywhere. All calls are credited on your French phone bill.

V. Enjoying London

1. Transports

OK, now you have a job, an house and an account (don't you ?). It's now time to discover life in London. There is a lot of things to do there, but London is a huge city, so you will have to use the (in)famous London's transport system.

The Tube

If you dislike Paris' Metro, you will hate London's Tube ! In fact, the underground network is like the RER in France, but there is a dozen of lines. Trains are clean and safe, even during the night, you can come back home at any hour, without security problem. Lines are not open 24h a day, though. They close between 11PM and 1AM.

The main issue with the tube is its reliability. There is always delays, and breakdowns or technical problems are common (the famous "signal failure", which is happening almost every day). Moreover, tube is expensive, especially if you travel during peak hours (until 10.30 AM). The daily travel card for zones 1-4 is £7.80, and only 8.00€ in France.

Tube organization is weird : directions are not always well indicated, and sometimes trains from different lines are travelling on the same track. So, be careful, it's easy to take the wrong train.

In some cases, you will have to take commuter trains to go to home, as tube don't go everywhere. There is no difference, ticket prices are the same , but there is less trains during the day.

Another thing :
Don't try to fraud in the tube. There is control agents near each door, you just can't cheat ! Fines are from £10 to £75. It is also very difficult to do that in commuter trains, but it depends of your journey (I managed to save about £150 of train tickets to go to work, because my line wasn't controlled).

Go to Transport For London Website >>>
Download the full tube/train network map >>> (PDF document, 199KB) 

 

Bus network

Buses are a lot better than tube. A trip is £1 per hour, for any distance. Some lines are working 24 hours a day, like in Paris, but there is a bus every 20-25 min, not every hour like the French "Noctambus". Moreover, buses are a good way to discover London. Just take the first bus you see, go upstairs and visit London for cheap !

After all, buses aren't perfect : they're slower than tube (especially if you are travelling outside the Congestion Charge zone). And there is no line map onboard, so the first time it is difficult to find the good stop.

 

Taxis

I've tried the cab one time : for the return to France. We had about 40kg of baggage each, so the taxi was very helpful. Taxis are not that expensive, especially if you're not alone in the cab: about £25 to go from Ilford (zone 4) to Waterloo train station (£8.30 / pers.)

There is two types of cabs : licensed cabs (pictured on the right) and Minicabs. The Minicab is cheaper than an official cab, but you have to book the trip in advance, by calling a Minicab company. They are unofficial, though, so be careful as you have no guarantee.

 

Car

Don't think about it. You will have to pay a tax if you're driving in Central London : the Congestion Charge, which is £5 per day. And, even if you can afford it, think again : would you really drive on the left during four months ? Trust me, don't bring your car, that's a very bad idea. 

 

Discount programme

Last year, we had the opportunity to obtain a student discount card, which allows you to pay 33% less for weekly and monthly travel cards (unfortunately, it doesn't work with daily travel cards). The UCL will give you all the information about that. This card costs £5.

 

2. Eating

You will be surprised by food in London. At first, by its cost. But then, by its taste ! British food is 40% more expensive, and probably 400% less tasty than French products.

 

Where you can buy

After all, you'll need to eat, so I'm giving you a small list of supermarkets :

· Tesco shops are the most represented. They are cheap (for English's eyes), and food isn't too bad.

· Sainsbury's are also common, but they're more expensive, and food quality is not that good.

· Mark and Spencer's are less common, food here is very expensive, but of good quality.

· If you're lucky, you will find a Lidl or another hard-discounter. Food at Lidl is really cheap, but be careful, as some things are really disgusting (we found some suspicious little green things in a yoghurt).

· Ultimate shops are frozen food shops, like Farmfoods. There is good quality food for cheap. And you don't have to look for "best before" dates, as it is frozen...

Tip : in most supermarkets, you will find "reduced" items. That's food which is about to expire, so you will have a good discount on it. You've more chance to find reduced items just before closing.

 

Markets

In general, this is a good idea to buy food on the markets. It's cheaper, and usually tastier than supermarket's. There are several markets everywhere in London. The most famous markets, Camden and Portobello Road, are not selling food, but you can find everything you need in places like Berwick or Borough. In general, markets settle during the weekend, in the morning. Look around, you'll probably find something interesting.

London markets >>> 

 

What you can buy

· The famous jelly (funny, but not bad). I advise you to bring one back to France, this is a good way to entertain your boring family meals,

· Turkey or chicken : meat for cheap,

· A Cheesecake : very good, but avoid Sainsbury's cheesecakes, too heavy for a normal stomach :-),

· French baguette or pastry : there is a lot of French bakeries in London, a baguette or a croissant isn't too expensive.

· Indian food : delicious, but requires lots of water to cool down your mouth,

· Pasta, pasta, and pasta again...

 

What you can't buy in England (unless you're rich and lucky)

· French "charcuterie",

· French cheese (except Camembert which can be found in many places),

· Mustard (English mustard is very... particular),

· Good bread (English bread is definitely tasteless).

Note : You will probably find French products on markets, but prices are very, very expensive. I've seen French mustard for £2.70 (it was exactly the same low price mustard that you can find in France in "Carrefour" for 0.30 € ! ) 

 

What you MUST not buy in England

· Pork meal with sauce at Farmfoods (I never had tasted cat food before, now I have),

· Chocolate Yoghurts at Lidl (cheap but hazardous for your health),

· Low Fat products in general (except if you like tasteless things with bizarre ingredients).

But don't worry, in England you will discover a lot of new and funny tastes, which will probably make you love France even more...

 

3. Sightseeing and shopping

The top ten list

Just one thing : I will not do the tourist guide, there is a lot of sites or books for that (see links section). However, here is a shortlist of things you HAVE to see in London :

1. Camden Town : unique place, unique people and unique shops... nothing else to add, it's simply the best place of London. Better on weekends.
Tube : Camden Town (tube stop closed on Sundays afternoon)
2. Covent Garden : The bigger London's pedestrianised space, and with the best street entertainers in the capital. A cool place for sitting and having a break.
Tube : Covent Garden and Leicester Square
3. Canary Wharf and the City : If you like modern architecture and skyscrapers, this is a must see. You will discover some of the tallest buildings in Europe. Better during the week, as streets are empty on weekends. 
Tube : Canary Wharf (take the DLR from Bank), or Bank and Liverpool Street for the City
4. The British Museum and the National Gallery : Probably the most famous museums in Britain. The first is like the Louvre in Paris, whereas the second holds a fabulous collection of European paintings. Tube : Tottenham Court Road (British Museum), Trafalgar Square (National Gallery)
5. Tate Modern Museum : Both for modern art and for the amazing architecture of the museum.
Tube : Blackfriars, then take Millennium Bridge.
6. London parks : like Regent's Park, Hyde Park or St James. Some calm areas, with lakes, birds and squirrels.
Tube : Green Park, St James's Park, Regent's Park
7. Kensington and Chelsea : The richest districts of London, full of big Victorian-style houses, luxury cars. South Kensington is both the French District and the museums District. A friendly place, with cafés and book shops.
Tube : Knightsbridge, South Kensington and Sloane Square
8. Angel : A quiet place with markets and many music shops, with discs you'll never find elsewhere.
Tube : Angel, obviously !
9. Chinatown : it's a nice pedestrian zone, with Chinese gates in front of each entrance and Asian-style decorations. If you're looking for Asian products, it's here.
Location : between Tottenham Court Road and Leicester Square tube stops.
10. Oxford Street and Regent Street : London's Champs Elysées, with lots of fashion boutiques, but always crowded.
Tube : Oxford Street and Piccadilly Circus
And also, don't forget tourist traps like Houses of Parliament, Piccadilly, Trafalgar, Buckingham Palace, Tower Bridge, the Tower of London,...

 

Shop which worth it

In London, there is a handful of shops you'll never see in France, and maybe elsewhere in the world : 

· Cyberdog and all other shops in Camden : Cyberdog is a futuristic fashion house, and a techno music shop as well. That's just the most crazy shop I've ever seen. What's more, all shops in Camden are very special too.
Location : Cyberdog is located somewhere in the Stables Market, Camden Town.
· England Rocks : a small boutique under the Apple Market at Covent Garden. There you can find everything about British rockstars during the 60's, especially The Beatles and The Rolling Stones. Lots of collectables, and some very exceptional items.

· Harrods : One say that you can find everything at Harrod's. That's true. Visiting this huge store should take an entire day, but don't miss the toys department, the pet shop and the ground floor. So British, and so crazy.
Location : just over Knightsbridge Tube stop, you can't miss it.
· Hamley's : Seven floors of toys, games and teddy bears. It's children's heaven, but I should admit that I enjoyed this store as well !
Location : in Regent's Street, near Piccadilly Circus.
· This one is especially for EFREI students : the Apple Store : This newly opened store is the holy sanctuary for Mac and iPod lovers. The atmosphere is very particular, people are bringing their own Mac and are surfing the net all day long. In the meantime, you will see dream machines with 33-inches screens in free access. Don't slaver on the computers, though !
Location : in Regent's Street, near Oxford Circus.
· And, last but not least : Ilford's Sainsbury ! Well... wait a minute. This shop is not fun, not amazing, not big, not special, nothing. It should be a mistake :) !

 

4. Pubs and clubs

I should say that drinking is not my cup of tea (good joke, isn't it ?). But, if you want good addresses, check out this site : http://www.fluidfoundation.com.

Concerning nightclubs, there are a couple of famous music temples in London :

· The Fabric : It's currently THE club in London, the music is mostly house, techno and electro. Entrance between £10 and £15.
The Fabric, 77 Charterhouse Street, London EC1M 3HN - http://www.fabriclondon.com
· The Ministry of Sound : The other well known club of London, which has discovered many famous DJ. Entrance from £4.
Ministry of Sound, 103 Gaunt Street, London SE1 6DP - http://www.ministryofsound.com
 

5. Other Things

There is a lot of events in London every time, but it's impossible to know a long time in advance what, where and when something will happen. The best guide for everything is Time Out, which can be found everywhere. You can also visit its website at http://www.timeout.com.

VI. Appendix

1. Conclusion

Voila, folks, that's the end ! I hope that this guide has been useful for you, and that it will help you to enjoy your trip a maximum.

For my part, I really enjoyed these four months in London, even if I had some bad moments. Beyond English training, I discovered new cultures, I met many interesting people and I learnt lots of useful things for my future. 

So, do not panic, prepare carefully your trip, and have fun ! This experience is one of the best you can have, do not miss it !

 

2. Thanks

I would like to thank : 

· My roommates who had to bear me during sixteen weeks :)

· Jérémie Zahorski who found me a job and gave me some really nice pictures for this site,

· Bruno Ortega Plaza for his help in making this guide,

· Ken Frier who tried to do his best for his employees,

· Eric, Yuri, Magnus and all the mad testers who helped me in my job,

· the UCL team, in particular Julian and Richard Pettinger, who gave us very interesting and lively lessons.

· and our landlords, the Singh family, who have probably moved to Hawaii with all the money we gave them for the rental ;)

 

3. Resources

There are some useful things to download :

· Going to London (French Assurance maladie brochure, pdf file, 95 KB, French)

· Reference letter for banks (.doc file, 20 KB)

· My Checklist (.doc file, 21 KB, French)

· Things to control before taking a flat (.doc file, 23 KB, French)

· Accommodation enquiry e-mail (.txt file, 1 KB)

· Location of the main towns of London, thanks Stéphane (.txt file, 2KB, French)

· Printer-friendly version of this guide (.doc file, 193 KB)

Some of these links need Adobe Acrobat Reader to be viewed. 

 

4. Links

· Going to London : 
  Eurostar
  Easyjet
  Eurolines
· General London information :
  Visit London
  Wikipedia : London
· Job search : 
  Job Centre Plus (National work office)
  Jobserve (where I found my job)
  Monster
  London Office Jobs
  Top Language Jobs
  London Jobs
  First for Jobs in London
  Let's Temp (temp work)
  Adecco (temp work)
  Manpower (temp work)
  London Careers
  Job Scene
  Just London Jobs
  Computer Weekly Jobs (IT jobs)
  Or just Search "London + Job" on google.co.uk 

· Youth Hostels and Flatshare :
  London Solutions
  The Generator
  London Hostels Association
  Studios 92
  Easy Roommate (flatshare)
  Into London
  Or just search on Google 

· Transport and maps :
  Tube and train map
  Buses maps
  Tube traffic status
  Transport price list
  Mappy UK 

· Money :
  Inland Revenue
  Barclays France 

· Health :
  NHS in England (finding the nearest NHS centre)
  Assurance Maladie documentation (in French)
  Visit London - Health (in French) 

· Tourism - Life in London
  London Markets
  The Fluid Foundation (bars and restaurants guide)
  Timeout (events in London) 

· Other useful links :
  Centre Charles Péguy
  Yellow Pages UK
  Weather forecast 
  UCL Website
  UCL - Information Systems (with cluster rooms map)
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