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Kyoto,
Beyond the Postcard

京 都

The temples, the timing, and the quiet etiquette that

separates a tourist from a traveler in Japan's old capital.
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C H A P T E R  O N E

Before You Arrive

Kyoto rewards a slightly different mindset than Tokyo. It's slower, older, and far more particular about quiet,

timing, and respect for tradition. A few things worth sorting out before you even arrive.

Getting In From Tokyo or the Airport

Most visitors arrive by bullet train from Tokyo, a genuinely pleasant couple of hours through the countryside, or

fly into the Osaka area airport and take a train onward. If you're coming from Tokyo and already forwarded

luggage once, the same service works again for this leg. Ship bags ahead to your Kyoto hotel and travel with

just a day bag on the train.

Your IC Card Still Works

The same tap-to-pay transit card used in Tokyo works on Kyoto's trains and most buses, so there's no need to

set anything up again if you already have one. Keep it loaded with a bit more balance than you think you'll need,

since Kyoto leans on buses more than trains, and bus fares add up differently than you might expect.

Choose Your Base Carefully

Kyoto is spread out, and where you stay meaningfully changes how much time you lose to transit each day.

Staying near the central station is convenient for day trips out of the city, while staying closer to the

Higashiyama or Gion side puts you within walking distance of most of the famous historic sights, at the cost of

being slightly farther from the train station for day trips. Decide which matters more for your specific itinerary

before booking.

W O R T H  K N O W I N G  E A R LY

Kyoto receives an enormous number of both international and domestic visitors relative to its size, and the gap

between visiting during peak cherry blossom or autumn leaf season versus a quieter shoulder month is dramatic. If

your travel dates are flexible at all, this is the single biggest lever for how crowded your entire trip feels. 

4



C H A P T E R  T W O

Getting Around:
Buses Rule Here

Kyoto's layout is genuinely simple, a grid, unlike Tokyo's tangle, but the way you actually move through it is

different enough to trip up first-time visitors who assume it works like Tokyo.

Buses, Not Trains, Are the Backbone

Kyoto's subway network is limited, covering only a couple of lines through the center. Most of the famous sights

are actually reached by city bus, which surprises visitors expecting a Tokyo-style train-first city. Learn the bus

system early rather than trying to force a train-based plan that won't reach half your list.

Get a Bus Day Pass If You're Sightseeing Heavily

On a day with several temple visits, a city bus day pass frequently pays for itself after just three or four rides,

since individual fares add up quickly. These are sold at the main station and at convenience stores, and are

worth buying the moment you know you have a temple-heavy day ahead.

Rent a Bicycle for at Least One Day

Kyoto is flat, compact, and far less overwhelming to cycle than Tokyo. Bicycle rental shops are common and

affordable, and a bike genuinely opens up a different pace of exploring, particularly around the northern canal

paths and quieter residential neighborhoods that don't sit directly on a bus line. This is one of the more

underused options among visitors who default to buses and taxis for the entire trip.

I N S I D E R  N O T E

Some of the most rewarding parts of Kyoto, quiet residential lanes, small neighborhood shrines, canal-side streets,

aren't near any bus stop at all and are genuinely made for wandering by bike or on foot without a fixed destination

in mind. 
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