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Japan’s beautiful old capital Kyoto is surrounded by green mountains protecting three
sides of the quaint and modern city. Mysterious geishas, 13 picturesque rivers, thousands
of ancient shrines, festivals, tea ceremony masters, cherished traditions and centuries-old
crafts, excellent public transport, and great food and affordable accomodation to suit all
tastes, make it a not to be missed place for a holiday. (Photos by Erik Hadden & Frank Raj)
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know where Prime Minister Modi got the idea for
his clean India, ‘Swachh Bharat’ campaign – it was
probably on his visit to Kyoto. In Japan cleanliness
has spiritual origins, and many purification rituals
stress good hygiene. Indians however are obsessed
with the ritual aspects alone – with little priority for
community hygiene as seen even in India’s filthy, posh
neighbourhoods. Japan’s obsession with hygiene
started with a systematic national campaign in the Meiji
era (1868-1912), which linked hygiene to nationalism.
The PM should do a survey: ‘Does India need
more hygiene or more religion?’ Then delink religion
from nationalism, and put all the emphasis on ‘Swachh
Bharat.’ In Japan, for character building, students and
teachers together clean and mop up toilets. Tokyo is the
largest urban area in the world, with approximately 37
million people, and its population density matches our
Indian cities, which proves that sanitation standards can
be achieved even in a megacity.

The visit to Japan must have been a humbling
experience for our Prime Minister; my own recent Kyoto
trip filled me with envy and admiration – for its amazing
people and the character of a city where posters and
billboards are discouraged from public display.
Kyoto Mayor Daisaku Kadokawa briefed Modi
about how the “green, smart and modern yet historic
Kyoto” was cleaned up by its citizens. He told Modi that
local students actively participated in cleaning up the
city, reducing the garbage to 40 per cent.
India has signed an MoU with Japan to develop
Varanasi, Modi’s parliamentary seat in Uttar Pradesh,
on the lines of Kyoto. I can’t wait to see our PM develop
India’s sacred destination into a ‘smart city’ by learning
from Kyoto.
I know, I know, this is meant to be a travel article
and I must tell you more about Kyoto and why you
should go there. So let me straightaway dispel a myth
– comparatively Tokyo maybe expensive, Kyoto is not.
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That, as far as prudent Indian
sensibilities go is probably the
best aspect of the city and the
reason why in your travels from
the Gulf, Kyoto must figure high
on your bucket list of places to
travel to.
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Silver Pavilion; and Ryöan-ji, famous for its rock garden.
The Heian Jingu is a Shinto shrine, built in 1895,
celebrating the Imperial family and commemorating the
first and last emperors to reside in Kyoto. Three special
sites have connections to the imperial family: the Kyoto
Gyoen area including the Kyoto Imperial Palace and
Sento Imperial Palace, homes of the Emperors of Japan
for many centuries; Katsura Imperial Villa, one of the
nation’s finest architectural treasures; and the Shugakuin Imperial Villa.
The “Historic Monuments of Ancient Kyoto” are
listed by the UNESCO as a World Heritage Site. These
include the Kamo Shrines (Kami and Shimo), Kyo-oGokokuji (To-ji), Kiyomizu-dera, Daigo-ji, Ninna-ji, Saihoji (Kokedera), Tenryu-ji, Rokuon-ji (Kinkaku-ji), Jisho-ji
(Ginkaku-ji), Ryoan-ji, Hongan-ji, Kozan-ji and the Nijo
Castle, primarily built by the Tokugawa shoguns who
ruled for over two centuries.
Instead of Kansai International Airport near Osaka
it’s probably best to arrive from Tokyo on the amazing
bullet train; dozens depart daily from Tokyo Station,
taking around two hours and 20 minutes. The roundtrip
fare for a reserved seat on the Shinkansen (bullet train)
from Tokyo to Kyoto is ¥27,820. The most important
thing to remember is that you must purchase the pass
outside Japan. On arrival you will straightway notice the
fabulous ultra-modern glass-and-metal Kyoto Station
and a McDonalds and Starbucks just across the street.
To do Kyoto in style there are plenty of options.
One option is to stay at the plush Hotel Granvia Kyoto,
(www.granviakyoto.com) which is located right inside
the JR Kyoto Station Building Complex.
Kyoto Station is a visually striking architectural
masterpiece and includes a department store, museum,
musical theater, and a vast underground shopping mall.
From this convenient location, you have direct and easy
access to and from Kansai International Airport and
major metropolitan destinations across Japan including
Osaka, Tokyo, Hiroshima, Nagoya, and Fukuoka.
There are comfortable business hotels like the Smile
Hotel (www.smile-hotels.com) that offer good value
in the US$100 range with pleasant, clean rooms and
friendly staff in a great location like Shijo Dori, near the
subway, adjacent to convenience stores. Smile Hotel is
within a 10 minute walk of Karasuma railway station and
about 15 minutes to major departmental stores.
The rooms are a bit small, but with so much to see
and do in Kyoto, you mainly need it for sleeping. No
cupboard space seems to be normal in Japan, so you
can’t unpack your suitcase. Skip their breakfast to go to
coffee shops like Tullys, Prinz, Lugol, Inoda etc. where
you can have a nice breakfast for less than US $10.
There are also fine independent hotels like Kyoto
Traveler’s Inn (www.k-travelersinn.com) which like
most hotels in Kyoto or Japan, use seasonal rates in
Like this article? Scan for a free download
You will need a QR code scanner application
installed on your smartphone
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the price range of US$ 50-90 depending on the room,
or numbers of occupancy. Izumi Nagakawa the owner
returned to Kyoto after a long stint in the U.S. and she
is someone worth getting to know in Kyoto.
Budget accommodation in various categories is
also available, just google and checkout options at
http://www.hostelworld.com/hostels/Kyoto/Japan and
the popular online hotel booking sites and you will find
something to suit your pocket.

SHOPPING

Takashimaya is the doyen of department stores in
Kyoto, take your passport to avail of tax free shopping
by foreign tourists for purchases of over US$ 85 (
¥10,000) on one calendar day. In case of consumable
goods, such as foods, medicines and cosmetics,
the consumption tax is waived for purchases of over
¥5,000, but the package of such goods must be kept
unbroken until after departure from Japan. If you want
to see how the locals shop for their needs go to the
famous Nishiki Market for Japanese delicacies and
much more. The Kyoto Art Museum at Okazaki sells a
good range of Japanese arts and crafts such as woodblock prints, Japanese dolls, damascene crafts, pearls,
clothing etc. Kyoto being the cultural capital of Japan
you can find traditional goods like lacquerware, washi
(traditional Japanese paper), incense, ceramics, green
tea, kimono, yukata (light summer robes), martial arts
goods, antiques, scrolls, etc.
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and two and half times less likely to die from colon
cancer. The International Obesity Task Force claims the
Japanese have the lowest rates of obesity (only 2.9%)
in the world, versus 11% for the French and 32% for
Americans. Evidence indicates they live leaner and age
slower than the rest of the world. In fact, they are more
likely to reach 100 years than anyone else in the world,
a fact that most researchers attribute to their diet.
According to Trip Advisor there are about 30 Indian
restaurants in Kyoto and probably the best is Mughal
owned by the intrepid Japanese entrepreneur chef
Yukihide Hirata who launched Mughal 28 years ago. He
has hosted many dignitaries including (believe it or not)
Bandit Queen Phoolan Devi, whose photo he displays
in his restaurant gallery. An authentic non vegetarian
meal for two at Mughal will cost about US$ 100 (
¥12,000) but the portions are good and there are plenty
of options for all tastes.
For Teppanyaki afficianados, Kenji Mita is the 3rd
generation owner of Mikaku and a master of the Teppan

EATING OUT

Dining out is an absolute pleasure in Kyoto, and my
son-in-law Erik Hadden and I being avid foodies were
not in the least disappointed for Kyoto is nirvana for
food-lovers. Research shows the Japanese are eight
times less likely to die from coronary heart disease,
seven times less likely to die from prostate cancer, six
and a half times less likely to die from breast cancer
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with chopsticks! The menu is
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of UNESCO World Heritage sites
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cultural Yin to Tokyo’s Yang. TII
Tosuiro.
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Mikaku Teppanyaki restaurant for the finest
Kobe

steaks

Frank Raj is TII’s founding editor.

