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Three famous names are not automatically three good stops for every itinerary. Learn to count

real days, recognise what is different in each place, and choose what to leave out.

If you are planning your first journey to Uzbekistan, the three names appear quickly: 

Samarkand, Bukhara and Khiva. It is tempting to connect them on a map, reserve one night

in each, and declare the route complete. But a map line does not tell you whether you will have

time to understand a place after checking out, transporting bags, reaching a station, waiting,

arriving and finding your new accommodation.

The useful question is not, “Can I list all three?” It is, “What kind of time will I actually have

in each?” This free guide helps you answer it without buying a travel planner. It gives you a

simple counting method, three distinct reasons to visit the cities, and a decision worksheet you

can use immediately.

First, the cities are not interchangeable

Samarkand is particularly rewarding if you want to compare architectural ensembles with an

older urban and archaeological story. UNESCO identifies the city as Samarkand – Crossroad of

Cultures and describes the ancient Afrasiab settlement, the Timurid-era development of the city,

and monuments including Registan and Shah-i-Zinda [S1]. A visitor who sees only a single

photographic facade misses why the historic city contains multiple time layers. Samarkand can

reward one deliberately chosen route with time to pause and read.

Bukhara is different. UNESCO describes its historic centre as a largely retained medieval urban

fabric, rather than merely a group of isolated landmarks [S2]. Its most valuable experience for

many visitors is not a succession of photo stops; it is the relationship between lanes, religious

buildings, trading spaces and inhabited urban life. If you enjoy slowing down enough to notice

how buildings and streets create an environment together, reducing your time in Bukhara to a

quick pass may defeat your purpose.

Khiva should be named carefully. The UNESCO World Heritage property is Itchan Kala, the

walled inner town of the old Khiva oasis, not a blanket World Heritage designation for every

street and building in the broader modern city [S3]. Its coherent historic townscape and

enclosure offer a different spatial experience from Bukhara's larger historic urban weave or

Samarkand's distinct ensembles. That distinction makes a visit worthwhile for some travelers; it

does not automatically justify the extra transfer for everyone.
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Notice what is missing from these descriptions: a claim that one city is inherently better, more

authentic or a mandatory stop. The choice depends on your interests and the real cost in

travel effort.

The most useful calculation is the number of usable days

Original editorial diagram: Uzbekistan Pathways, 2026. Not a literal map or timetable.

A day on which you change cities is not always a full day for either city. Count your available

days in three categories:

Arrival/departure days: days anchored by international travel or another fixed arrival/

departure. They often have less flexible sightseeing time.

Transfer days: days on which your luggage, station or airport journey, departure, arrival

and accommodation check-in consume attention. An overnight train, when available, can

rearrange the work but does not erase fatigue.

Full place days: days when you can begin and end in the same city without needing to

coordinate a city-to-city transfer.

This is a planning model, not an assertion about the running time of any particular train. Before

booking, consult Uzbekistan Railways' official ticket service for the dates, exact stations, trains

and seats that exist for your journey [S4]. A city appearing in a search field does not prove there

is a suitable direct connection at your preferred hour. Do not treat all routes as high-speed trains,

and do not set transport times by measuring a distance on Google Maps.

A worked example: the seven-calendar-day trap

Imagine a fictional seven-day holiday. Day 1 is your international arrival and Day 7 is your

departure. That leaves five calendar days between them. If you spend Day 2 moving to one city,

Day 4 moving to a second and Day 6 moving to a third, you have consumed much of that middle

span on transfers and check-ins. You can still see impressive places; you cannot honestly label

Days 2, 4 and 6 as three complete sightseeing days without checking every actual connection.

A more relaxed plan might keep two centres and use more of the middle days for full visits,

neighborhood time and the unexpected. It is not “less Uzbekistan” simply because it has fewer

city names. It may be more of the particular experience you wanted.

Seven calendar days do not equal seven full-city days

Day 1

Arrival

Day 2

Transfer

Day 3

City

Day 4

Transfer

Day 5

City

Day 6

Transfer

Day 7

Departure

Example only: actual routes and timetables must be checked with the operator.

The solution might be fewer city changes, not faster sightseeing.

• 

• 

• 

UZBEKISTAN PATHWAYS / FREE READER / 2026 2

https://eticket.railway.uz/en/


Ask four questions before adding Khiva

1. What draws you there that the other two do not provide? If it is the structure and

atmosphere of a walled inner town, that is a distinct motivation. If it is only the urge to say you

visited a third UNESCO site, consider what experience you will sacrifice to get there.

2. Where do you enter and leave Uzbekistan? A traveler who flies into one city and out of

another can have a very different route from someone returning to the same international

airport. Confirm your actual flights before designing a perfect-looking overland loop.

3. Is the relevant train or other transport realistically bookable on your dates? Consult

the operator's live results for both ends, the stations and the date. Add time for the last part

between the arrival station and the accommodation. Do not declare a route viable because a

timetable from another month once showed it.

4. What will you lose to gain the stop? Put a specific activity on each side of the decision: a

slow morning and a full Bukhara day versus an additional city change and a shorter stay. “See

more” is not an answer unless you can name what you will see and how long you will have there.

Three example choices that can all be sensible

Original editorial diagram: Uzbekistan Pathways, 2026. Not a literal map or timetable.

These are fictional planning patterns, not published tour itineraries or validated transport

timetables.

Choice What the traveler

values

Plausible principle What to check before

booking

A. Two-city depth Architecture and

unhurried walking

Give Samarkand and

Bukhara proper full days;

omit Khiva this time

Actual flights, rail seats,

hotel nights

B. Three-city variety Different historic city

forms and enough

vacation time

Include Itchan Kala/Khiva

only if travel days are

separately accounted for

Every intercity leg,

precise stations, the final

airport journey

Three places, three different questions

Samarkand

Different eras and

architectural ensembles

UNESCO property: Samarkand

Bukhara

Lanes and preserved

historic urban fabric

UNESCO property: historic centre

Khiva

Itchan Kala: the

walled inner town

UNESCO property: Itchan Kala

Conceptual comparison, not a geographic map or a ranking.
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Choice What the traveler

values

Plausible principle What to check before

booking

C. One-city focus plus

one companion

A shorter or less mobile

trip

Choose whichever two

environments best match

your interests rather than

chasing a canonical

sequence

Access needs, actual

return route,

accommodation locations

Example A: Amira has nine nights but wants more time to draw, photograph and explore

neighborhoods. She chooses Samarkand and Bukhara. She can describe what she has traded

away: the walled urban experience of Itchan Kala, not an abstract “must-see.” She adds Khiva to

a future-trip idea list.

Example B: Daniel has more time and can confirm each actual intercity segment. He chooses

all three because he is especially interested in the contrast between Samarkand's ensembles,

Bukhara's preserved historic fabric and Itchan Kala's inner walls. His schedule includes honest

transfer days. If a suitable connection is unavailable, he drops a stop rather than quietly deleting

sleep or the departure buffer.

Example C: Leila has a short visit and wants calm afternoons rather than constant departures.

She chooses one principal historic city and, if the booking makes sense, one secondary stop. Her

success criterion is having enough time for the experience, not the number of dots on her map.

These travelers make different choices with the same factual information. That is what

thoughtful itinerary planning should allow.

The easy worksheet: keep, maybe, or leave for later

Write your actual number of calendar days: ______

International arrival day/date: ______

International departure day/date: ______

Days with confirmed transport or appointments: ______

Days left for full-city experiences: ______

City / place Your reason for

going (not just

“famous”)

At least one full

place day

available?

Actual way in/out

checked?

Your choice

Samarkand ____________________ Yes / No Yes / No Keep / Maybe /

Later

Bukhara ____________________ Yes / No Yes / No Keep / Maybe /

Later

Khiva / Itchan Kala ____________________ Yes / No Yes / No Keep / Maybe /

Later
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Now draw two itineraries. Version 1 has every city you want. Version 2 removes one transfer

and gives those hours to the city that most interests you. Circle the version that you would

actually enjoy living through. You do not need to buy anything to use this comparison.

Avoid the “three destinations, one accommodation night each” mistake

One hotel night does not equal one full day. If you arrive at a station after much of the day is

gone, check in, eat and leave the next morning, you may have experienced transport and a hotel

rather than the cultural setting you came to see. There is nothing wrong with a short stop for a

practical reason. The mistake is counting it as a full visit when choosing between routes.

What about day trips?

A day trip is only sensible if the actual outward and return journeys leave useful time and a safe

buffer. A map may suggest two cities look close enough; it does not establish viable same-day

transport. Confirm the live operator schedule, ground transfers and your own energy before

treating a day trip as a substitute for an overnight stay. For distant pairs, a day trip may be a

particularly poor way to create time.

A map should orient, not overpromise

Use these place-name links as broad geographic reference points, not a claimed station pin

or surveyed walking route:

Samarkand, Uzbekistan — Google Maps search

Historic Centre of Bukhara — Google Maps search

Itchan Kala, Khiva — Google Maps search

For your travel plan, verify the actual transport arrival station and accommodation

address, which may lie outside the historic centre. A map pin for a UNESCO property is a

cultural orientation point, not a promise about where your train or taxi arrives.

The decision, in one minute

Include all three if each offers a particular experience you want, your itinerary contains honest

transfer days, and confirmed transport still leaves worthwhile time in each place. Choose two if

the third city mostly adds a hotel move or if time for the experiences you value disappears into

transport. Choose one well if this is a short trip, or if mobility, rest or your interests make a

slower stay more valuable.

Your travel planning does not improve automatically when the city count rises. It improves when

every stop earns its place.

• 

• 

• 
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https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Samarkand+Uzbekistan
https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Historic+Centre+of+Bukhara+Uzbekistan
https://www.google.com/maps/search/?api=1&query=Itchan+Kala+Khiva+Uzbekistan


Primary sources and rights

Checked 30 October 2026. These are site-specific original sources, not a guarantee of 2026

opening hours or transport availability.

[S1] UNESCO World Heritage Centre, Samarkand – Crossroad of Cultures: the city's

multilayer historical and architectural setting.

[S2] UNESCO World Heritage Centre, Historic Centre of Bukhara: the historic urban fabric and

its significance.

[S3] UNESCO World Heritage Centre, Itchan Kala: the precisely defined walled inner-town

property of Khiva.

[S4] O'zbekiston Temir Yo'llari, official e-ticket and journey search: a place to check dates,

station names, routes and ticket availability, not a fixed schedule reproduced here.

Illustrations: The two included original teaching diagrams explain calendar-day allocation

and the keep/maybe/later choice. They are not copied maps, timetables or UNESCO

photographs. The article reproduces no protected map image and makes no claims about having

visited or personally photographed any site.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/603
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/602
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/543
https://eticket.railway.uz/en/
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