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THE PERFECT 10 KINGS CROSS

1 London’s Kings Cross used to be dark,
dingy, even downright dangerous, but
how times change. It’s now a thriving
centre of dining, art and green spaces

tinged with a touch of history. The renais-
sance began when part of the desolate indus-
trial area behind the railway station was
turned into lively Granary Square. At the end
of last year, that was joined by a second pre-
cinct, Coal Drops Yard, equally as packed
with chic shops and restaurants. You can
wander looking at trinkets or grazing for
hours, but don’t miss STORE Store, where
talented designers work with local schoolchil-
dren to create individual works of arts. At
Morty & Bobs, the grilled cheese sandwich
oozes melted naughtiness from perfectly crisp
toast, with a zing of dill pickle on the side.
More precincts are still being added and
eventually the revitalised Kings Cross will
span about 27ha; kingscross.co.uk; 
coaldropsyard.com; storeprojects.org; 
mortyandbobs.com.

2 The British Library is the second big-
gest in the world. Up to 3000 books
are read here each day, and the li-
brarians have to be able to locate

every title from a total of 25 million stored in
four basements that descend 24m beneath the
building. Unlike other libraries, this insti-
tution doesn’t use the Dewey decimal system
to file its books. A daily one-hour Building
Tour (2pm, Monday-Saturday; 3pm, Sunday)
explains exactly how it works and it’s oddly
fascinating. If a tour doesn’t fit into your
schedule, it’s still worth a visit. The six-storey
glass tower of 85,000 manuscripts and books
previously owned by King George III that
lines the middle of this building and the Trea-
sures Gallery, which houses priceless writings
from the first Gutenberg Bible to Paul
McCartney’s handwritten lyrics for Yester-
day, are open to all; bl.uk.

3 If liquid refreshment of the bubbly
kind is calling, head to St Pancras
Champagne Bar by Searcys, on the
concourse of St Pancras station.

Here, you can watch Eurostar trains come
and go as you sip one of more than 50 varie-
ties of fizz on the menu. At 98m, it’s said to be
the longest champagne bar in Europe. Don’t
worry about having to leave your cosy booth
for a top-up; pressing the “Push for Cham-
pagne” button will bring the waiter to your
table ASAP; stpancrasbysearcys.co.uk.

4 When it’s time for some history,
walk to the leafy graveyard of St
Pancras Old Church. Here you’ll
find The Hardy Tree, named after

novelist Thomas Hardy. Before he was a writ-
er, Hardy was a junior at an architecture firm
and one of his roles was to move the head-
stones (and bodies) from part of the church-
yard to make way for a railway his company
was building. For reasons unknown he de-
cided to stack a hundred or so of these in a cir-
cular fashion around an old ash tree in a quiet
corner of the property. Since Hardy found
fame, the tree, and its moss-covered grave-
stones, have also become renowned. The
cemetery is the burial site of Eliza Soane,
whose tomb, designed by her architect hus-
band, is said to have inspired the look of the
iconic red London phone box; 
posp.co.uk/st-pancras-old-church. 

5 The regeneration of Kings Cross has
also opened up Regent’s Canal,
which cuts through the middle of the
neighbourhood. Visitors can admire

the pretty lock house, get up close with the
houseboats, shop for secondhand books at the

floating Word on the Water, or simply walk
down the towpath to nearby Camden or Is-
lington. If you’re visiting in summer, the best
way to enjoy the canal is by boat. Try one of
the twice weekly boat trips from London
Canal Museum through the Islington Tunnel
— the £9.25 ($17.50) ticket also includes mu-
seum entry — or sail with Hidden Depths
Canal Cruises, which offers a range of itiner-
aries; canalmuseum.org.uk; 
hiddendepths-canalcruises.co.uk.

6 On trend with the rest of the western
world, boutique gin is big in London,
and Chapel Down produces some of
the best in Britain. Based in Kent,

where it also has a winery, the gin is made
from wine grapes, which sounds unusual but
it works; the brand’s Bacchus Gin won the
Gin Masters Gold Award this year. The Chap-
el Down Gin Works in Kings Cross is located
canal side and has a sunny outdoor terrace
ideal for summer sipping, while big picture
windows let you enjoy the view from inside
during winter. It also has a gin-tasting experi-
ence for £15 a head (bookings required); 
chapeldownginworks.com.

7 Sculptures dot the new Kings Cross,
courtesy of a team of curators work-
ing with local and international art-
ists. Exhibits change regularly but

look out for Tracey Emin’s bright pink I
Want My Time With You on the St Pancras
station concourse and Henry Moore’s Spin-
dle Piece outside Kings Cross Underground
station. Artlovers should also visit the House
of Illustration, Britain’s only public gallery
dedicated to this type of drawing; it was set up

by Quentin Blake, illustrator for children’s
book author Roald Dahl; 
houseofillustration.org.uk.

8 The Ivy in nearby Covent Garden is
one of London’s most famous res-
taurants and is notoriously tricky to
get a table in. An alternative is Kings

Cross’s Granary Square Brasserie, which is
run by the same company and offers a few
dishes inspired by those on the menu of its
iconic sibling, such as the must-try shepherd’s
pie (£14.50) or salmon and smoked haddock
fishcake (£13.95). For true fine dining in the
area, book a table at The Gilbert Scott. Expect
traditional British ingredients such as Cor-
nish lamb rump or Portland crab cooked to
perfection in one of the city’s most spectacu-
lar buildings; granarysquarebrasserie.com;
thegilbertscott.com

9 Green spaces are not the norm in the
middle of London but, when fin-
ished, the new Kings Cross will have
10 parks, and there’s already plenty

to choose from. Architecture fans should
head to Gasholder Park to admire how de-
signers have integrated the towers from what
was originally London’s largest gas works into
the park and nearby apartments. The Skip
Garden shows big city sustainability in action.
Camley Street Natural Park is closed while it
gets a new visitor’s centre, but when it opens
again early next year it will offer the chance
to spot birds, butterflies and bats; 
kingscross.co.uk; wildlondon.org.uk;
globalgeneration.org.uk. 

The dingy London district 
has had a hip makeover 

HELEN FOSTER

BEST BEDS

10 Kings Cross’s cool status
was cemented in July when
hip US hotel chain The
Standard opened its first

branch outside the US. Located in a 
building that once housed the local 
council, the hotel retains the Brutalist 
frontage and makes the most of design
touches such as curved windows. Quirky
London connections include the bar, 
where the blue hue matches that of the
Oyster transport card. In fact, there’s 
colour all over the place as designer 
Shawn Hausman wanted to counteract
London’s sometimes grey image. Don’t
miss the view from the guest-only 
rooftop, where the city is laid out in front
of you. Rooms from £189.05 ($357); 
some interior rooms don’t have windows.
■ standardhotels.com
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