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amount of glamour to South Mumbai or SoBo,
as it rolls off the tongue in the ‘townie’ part
of the city. Shobhaa De once offhandedly
said, “We are not aliens in south Mumbai.”
Ironically, the eyebrow wiggle and quizzical
looks shared by South Bombayites to anything
remotely ‘burbee’, weave a completely
different story. The age-old ‘townie’ vs
‘burbee’ debate has been a rather comical
one for us non-Mumbaikars. The infamous
SoBo snobbery and the suburbians sneering
right back are all true to some extent. In fact,
in the suburbs, the phrase ‘SoBo types’ is
almost uttered with a degree of disdain. But
tucked away in the snootiness of SoBo is the
forgotten land of Girgaum or Girgaon, which
exemplifies the spirit of Mumbai. A heritage
village located at the foot of the Malabar
Hills and opening into the plains of Girgaum
Chowpatty, Girgaon is a cluster of wadis,
each with a story of its own. Cut off from the
hustle and bustle, the skyscrapers, and the
constant chaos, it was once a hotbed of social
and political reform movements. What was
once a sparsely populated district, evolved
into a hub for immigrants towards the end
of the 19th century, housing a lively mix of
Marathi, Gujarati, Konkani, East Indian and
Parsi populations. Today, little seems to
have changed in Girgaon in comparison to
the rest of the city which has transformed
beyond recognition.
n roshni subramanian
outlook traveller • june 2020
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One of my favourite poems of all time is Sir Alfred
Tennyson’s Ulysses. I find these lines particularly stirring:
Yet all experience is an arch wherethro’
Gleams that untravell’d world whose margin fades
For ever and forever when I move.
Many might see it as a poem about a restless warrior, or about
the fickle nature of heroism. I have always thought of it as a
travel poem. It’s the closest thing I have to a motto. For those
who are hooked, travel is an insatiable thirst, and we’ve been
without our fix for over two months now. There are only so many
virtual tours you can endure. We want the real thing now.
Finally, there are the faintest glimmers of hope on the horizon.
Flights have taken off. Hotels are dusting away the cobwebs and ironing the linen for an
impending opening, new sanitisation and social distancing protocols in place. For those
who dance to the song of the road, and there will be many more of those now, domestic
borders are largely open. Will we take the plunge? Are we willing to die, so we may live?
Through the lockdown, we’ve all had an existential moment or two. We’re not just
concerned about the future of travel. What’ll happen to all the ancillary enterprises and
ecosystem built around travel, which nurtures it even as it thrives on it? ‘Travel writer’, that
dream job, does not exist currently. Then there’s that whole influencer thing, quivering like
a leaf in a storm.
It would be presumptuous to imagine that travel would be on anyone’s mind, when the
world is crashing and burning around us. We can only hope that it will, like the phoenix,
rise from its ashes. Outlook Traveller certainly will, as we have umpteen times before. Look
out for a big, big surprise in the next issue. And, yes, we’ll be back in print.
@omitdixit

outlooktraveller.com

#WhatsOnTheWeb
W

e’ve settled (mostly comfortably; but our feet are still itching to travel) into
Lockdown 5.0 but with a steady, focussed gaze on the changing world of travel.
Hotels, airport security checks, in-flight experiences and restaurants are adopting new
rules and policies. We have you covered with checklists and prerequisites for all.
At this point, our hope that this global pandemic would disappear as quickly as
the Dalgona coffee trend seems like a lost cause. But we haven’t stopped dreaming.
Destinations of an exotic variety (and those that run primarily on tourism) are slowly
opening their doors to certain travellers. Italy, Iceland and Aruba are top of the list.

S

peaking of all things virtual, keep an eye out for our
#CultureFromTheCouch series. We’ve gone across
the length and breadth of the world (from our couch) to
bring you the best of Dublin, Turkey and Britain among
other countries via podcasts, TV shows and books.

G

earing up for more domestic travel,
we also have some destinations up
our sleeve that do not require taking a
flight at all. Road trips and funky music are
the motto for #Travelin2020.
SHUTTERSTOCK

—AMIT DIXIT

w h at ’ s o n m y m i n d #

SHUTTERSTOCK

E

xperts Speak! What goes
behind a successful eco stay?
Community involvement, sustainable
and more localised frameworks,
they say, is the road ahead. Armed
with quintessentially hyperlocal experiences for you, these
#EcoStays lend a helping hand to
cottage industries, farmers and
native communities.
WHAT I’M READING
Fewer, Better Things by
Glenn Adamson. The
book makes an engaging
case for the value of the
well-designed object in the
digital age. It’s by a former
director of the Museum of
Arts and Design in New
York, so she knows what
she’s talking about.

4
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WHAT RENE REDZEPI
TOLD US
“It is about being together
in these trying times,” the
star chef of Noma told us
about launching a 15-euro
burger and drink combo.
And no reservations
needed.

THE TRAVEL CLASSIC WE
SHOULD ALL READ
Robert Byron’s The Road
to Oxiana. This 1937
travelogue recounts
Byron’s 10-month journey
to the Middle East, ending
in Peshawar. It’s been a
beacon to many modern
travel writers. Bruce
Chatwin called it “a sacred
text, beyond criticism”.

DREAMING OF THIS
PLACE
Ladakh. In Winter. This is
the frozen confluence of
the Indus and Zanskar. Just
saying those names gives
me goosebumps. Soon...

ONE MORE THING...
Michael Palin says: “Once
the travel bug bites there
is no known antidote, and I
know that I shall be happily
infected until the end of my
life.” Yup, it’s an affliction. I
can vouch for it.

I

n this new world, one can walk in and
enjoy a meal in the super-exclusive,
Michelin-star restaurant Noma 2.0
without any reservations. Plus one for
Chef Rene Redzepi, who believes that
“it is about being together in these
trying times.” He is serving a hearty
cheeseburger (or a veggie alternative) and
a drink for just ¤15! We hear there’s more
to come in a few weeks, but for now, we
are loving the simple upgrade.

W

e went deep into the
wild (virtually, of
course) with the man of the
wild himself. A conversation
with Bear Grylls revealed
tips and tricks, and what he
is packing for his next big
adventure!

edited by anshik a nagar

NORTH SOUTH EAST WEST

8 a virtual tour of Studio Ghibli
9 seychelles bans cruises till 2021

●

USA

ART DECK-O

A

The Chrysler
Building’s observation
deck will open the
building to tourists

child of New York City’s
late-1920s real estate boom,
the Chrysler Building was
once the city, and the world’s,
tallest skyscraper. Zoning laws
passed in the early 1900s led
to New York’s skyscrapers adopting unique
silhouettes—like the buildings’ street-side
walls being set back—which also played a role
in Chrysler’s now-renowned Art Deco style. In
1978, the building was designated as a New York
City landmark, which meant that any exterior
construction needed to be approved by the city’s
Landmarks Preservation Commission. Late last
month, the Commission unanimously approved
the construction of an observation deck on the
north and south terraces on the 61st floor of the
iconic, Jazz-era building. The building’s former
observation deck on the 71st floor was shut in
1945. In 2018, the Chrysler building changed
ownership for a modest $150 million and new
owner Aby Rosen announced plans to restore
the building to its former glory. The plans for
this observation deck come just a few months
after Hudson Yards unveiled the highest outdoor
observatory in the western hemisphere, called
the Edge. While the city is still under considerable
restrictions, the timeline for the project has not
been released. The north and south terraces,
however, will need to be revamped with new glass
panels to replace the current metal handrails. This
project will considerably open the building up to
tourists because, until now, Chrysler functioned as
little more than an office building.
shutterstock
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●

ITALY

●

Buon Giorno!

Uttarakhand

song of the bells

A

fter months of lockdown, Italy will
reopen its borders to tourists from 3
June. The move also does away with the
mandatory 14-day quarantine. Citizens
could travel within the country after the
lockdown measures were eased, which
earlier prevented them from moving outside
their region. Italy underwent one of the
most rigid and earliest lockdowns in the
global pandemic. The country was also
among those with the highest numbers of
COVID-19 positive patients and deaths.
However, with decreasing cases, Italy is
now ready to re-embrace non-essential
travel. The announcement came after Italy
saw its lowest number of coronavirusrelated deaths. This was done, partly, in a
bid to revive tourism for the summer, one
of the largest contributing sectors to the
country’s economy.

A

fter months of staying closed, the
Badrinath Temple was re-opened with
a small ceremony on May 15. The puja was
held by the head priest Rawal Ishwari Prasad
Nambudiri in the presence of a few members of
the Devasthanam board. Only 27 people were
allowed inside the temple and all wore masks
and followed strict social distancing protocols.
“Devotees will not be allowed entry into the
temple during that time. The decision has been
taken in view of the guidelines issued by the
Centre amid the COVID-19 pandemic” stated Anil
Chanyal, sub-divisional magistrate of Joshimath.
Badrinath Temple is one of the four temples
which are part of the Char Dham Yatra, dedicated
to Lord Vishnu. As of now, the Char Dham Yatra
stands cancelled because of COVID-19.

●

Europe & americas

Walk the talk
●

Japan

●

Japan

Soot Spirits Return

Stop, Look, Stay Home

f you have seen the animated film My Neighbour Totoro,
then you already know about Studio Ghibli. The studio
was founded by critically acclaimed Japanese animator and
director Hayao Miyazaki along with Toshio Suzuki, Isao
Takahata and Yasuyoshi Tokuma. This iconic Japanese
animation house is known for delivering several classics like
Spirited Away, Grave of the Fireflies, Ponyo, and Castle in the
Sky. Studio Ghibli also hosts a pretty museum in Mitaka,
Tokyo, which
features various
anime-related
artefacts. Currently,
the museum has
released a series
of videos offering
a virtual tour
of its secretive
studio. The studio
follows a strict
no-photography
policy, making
these tours all the more exclusive. Viewers can take a peek
at the museum at night or explore ‘The Room Where Film is
Born’, one of the permanent exhibits. There is even a tour of
the women’s washroom where the glass windows are tinted
with scenes from Kiki’s Delivery Service.

or the first time since 1960, Japan’s Mount Fuji will remain closed
for hiking this summer. According to their official website, the
3,776-metre volcanic mountain saw 2,36,000 climbers last year.
Shizuoka Prefecture, home to Mount Fuji, announced they were
closing three of the four main routes to the mountain’s peak. “The
routes open in summer but this year we will keep them closed from
10 July to 10 September (the only climbing season),” an official told
AFP. The decision of shutting down the hiking trails came after the
nearby Yamanashi Prefecture announced it would close the Yoshida
trail, the most popular among the four.

I

8
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●

SEYCHELLES

Not Cruisin’
I

n yet another effort to stop the spread of COVID-19,
Seychelles intends to ban cruise ships until 2021, starting
immediately. According to Seychelles news agency, Didier
Dogley, the Minister for Tourism, Civil Aviation, Ports and
Marine, said that the measure is in line with the World Tourism
Organisation. “The Seychelles Ports Authority appreciates
the fact that the government has made a prudent decision to
mitigate the impact that COVID-19 may have in the medium
term. It is to be noted that the cruise industry has been a major
catalyst in the spread of COVID-19 throughout the world,” said
the chief executive of Seychelles Port Authority, Ronny Brutus.
Among other preventive measures, Seychelles also announced
that any person who is not a citizen and who exits Seychelles
starting 4 May 2020, will not be allowed to return to the island
country for a period of three months from the date of exit.

W

HO’s ‘Moving Around During the COVID-19 Outbreak’
notice says “whenever feasible, consider riding bicycles or
walking...this provides physical distancing while helping you meet
the minimum requirement for daily physical activity.” And cities
like Berlin, Paris, Milan, London, Bogota and New York are eager
to follow suit; move away from cars, create space for people to
maintain social distancing and become more pedestrian-friendly.
For instance, Paris has introduced a scheme for the city to be more
bicycle-friendly by 2024. Milan will turn roads into temporary
cycle lanes this summer and create Strade Aperte (open roads)
with wider pavements. These roads will be used by children to
play and for people to exercise on. London, similarly, will introduce
cycle lanes (temporary for now). In New York, cars will be banned
across 60 kilometres during May. The long-term aim is to reduce
traffic and turn roads near parks into open streets for pedestrians.
outlook traveller • june 2020
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post-covid-19 trends aviation

Up In
The Air
Change is the way
forward in air
travel, reports
anshika nagar

A

s travel restrictions and
lockdown ease, airports
across the country are
prepping for increased
safety and security now that flights are
operational across domestic routes. The
Delhi International Airport, for instance,
has been focusing on sanitisation, social
distancing and other safety measures to
minimise human contact. As of now, only
Terminal 3 is operational and no visitors
will be allowed in.
Airports across Maharashtra, West
Bengal, Telangana, Tamil Nadu and
Andhra Pradesh are allowing flights in
a limited capacity. These states do not
want an influx of travellers amid the
rising number of cases.
As rules and regulations shift and
adjust to these delicate conditions, our
experience as travellers will also change.
Air travel may be a completely different
story in the future. The fares may rise,
the routes may become fewer and health
check-ups a mandatory exercise even
after the pandemic.
One of the first things to become
10
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compulsory is social distancing
protocols. Markers will be placed at
every turn to remind people to maintain
distance. Authorities and managers
will be present at all kerbsides, security
check areas, check-in halls and at
boarding gates. Travellers will end up
spending more time at the airport and
will be expected to show up at least two
hours before boarding.
To ease the flux of people, each airline
will be assigned a special gate in tandem
with the check-in counters for their
domestic and international flights.

It will align passengers and make for
smoother movement. For instance, at
the Delhi International Airport, Vistara
and IndiGo passengers have gates 1 and
2. Gates 3 and 4 have been assigned to
Air Asia and Air India; SpiceJet, GoAir
and other airlines will use Gate 5; and
gates 6, 7 and 8 have been allocated for
international passengers only. These
new rules will be implemented with
proper signage at various checkpoints to
direct passengers.
The idea is to avoid human contact
as much as possible. Airport staff will
be screened for temperature and any
passenger showing signs of COVID-19
will be isolated according to government
directives. Many airports are also
considering installing UV machines to
sanitise check-in baggage.
We suspect boarding passes may
become a thing of the past. Indian
airlines have made it mandatory for
travellers to web check-in and, if
possible, print their boarding pass in
advance and highlight their names and
flight details to avoid contact. In fact, self

check-in, scan and fly, and self bag tag
facilities are being encouraged.
During the check-in, apart from social
distancing markers, passengers will
be provided with sanitisers at various
touchpoints. As of now, passengers
are only allowed one check-in and
one carry-on bag.
Inside the airport, kiosks and
food courts are going through a
transformation as well. Digital
payments are encouraged and shops
have been set up to sell safety equipment
like gloves and masks. Waiting areas will
have alternate seats marked to allow
staggered seating and high contact
surfaces like desks, chairs, railings,
elevators, escalators, trays and belts will
be constantly disinfected.
Although aircrafts are fitted with
HEPA filters that trap bacteria, viruses
and recycle the air every few minutes,
another mandatory addition to flying
would be PPE. Safety kits (with a
sanitiser, face mask and face shield)
will be provided to each passenger
and staff. Guests will have to use them
throughout the flight until they reach
their destination, retrieve their bags and
exit the terminal.
While boarding, queue managers

will be made available at each gate.
Many airlines are letting go of priority
boarding privileges, instead, opting for
reverse boarding. There are plenty of
in-flight changes coming too: no food
will be served on board (at least for
short-haul flights) and non-essential
movement will be restricted. Lavatory
use may be limited as well.
Passengers will have to follow security
protocols during baggage reclamation
and use hand sanitiser when exiting
buses, cabs and bridges on the runway
and arrival gate. For now, in India, these
rules are applied to domestic flights only.
But many countries, including the US,
have extended them to international
journeys too.
These rules are a quick and (mostly)
efficient response to the global
pandemic. But we are keeping an eye on
the future and wondering what the longterm changes would be like. Airlines
might alter the way seats are placed or
even do away with cramped quarters
of the economy class. Other changes
might be introduced to the often lavish
and indulgent services provided to the
business and first-class passengers.
While airlines have invested years in
making flying the ultimate experience,

there is no denying that in the future,
travellers would prioritise space and
health above all else. No matter what,
the gears in the airline industry are
definitely turning. 
PHOTOGRAPHS: SHUTTERSTOCK
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post-covid-19 trends travel

Into The
Future
As we gear up to put the
worst of the pandemic behind
us, Siddharth Ganguly
reports on how digital
technologies will
shape the way
people travel
post-COVID-19

W

e hoped it would be a year
of travel and exploration
like never before. But
the global pandemic has
left us disconcerted and compelled us to
bid farewell to all our grand plans for the
year. As the novel coronavirus continues
to ravage the travel and tourism industry,
major economies around the globe—
including the likes of Asia and Europe—
are taking a beating, with a bulk of their
finances drying up.
We believe that in the post-outbreak
world, travel will revive and thrive. With
travel restrictions eased, inter-state
movement relaxed and several restaurants
and bars reopened (on a takeaway basis),
there is a beacon of hope that the world
might return to normalcy. With travellers’
increasing aversion to mass tourism, we
expect the post-crisis travel patterns to
look somewhat like this.

Travel Bubbles
What are the odds that your summer travel
plans might actually work out? For those in
the Baltic states, this isn’t far from reality.
Many countries have mooted the possibility
12
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of establishing ‘travel bubbles’ or a
‘corona corridor’, as a route to economic
recovery. Essentially, a travel bubble
involves connecting two countries that
have exhibited a great level of success,
independently, in containing the spread
of coronavirus. Countries like Estonia,
Latvia, and Lithuania have collaborated
to soon let travellers move freely within
the three countries. Australia and
New Zealand also have similar plans
underway. The two countries have
agreed upon a trans-Tasman ‘travel
bubble’ that will allow a quarantine-free
flow of people. Given that both nations
are at similar points on the COVID-19
curve, it would provide an impetus to
their economies, while keeping the risk
of international transmission of the
disease low. This exclusive travel zone
is said to be mutually beneficial and will
kickstart the tourism sector.

Health Passports
The possibility of a vacation away from
the COVID commotion is far from
certainty. But a digital health passport
may be the cue to resuming safe
international travel. A concept akin to
today’s grim realities, and one that has
ignited a ray of hope among travellers,

‘health passports’ that determine and
verify the health status of an individual
might become the norm in the time
to come. Travellers can have their
coronavirus status catalogued either
through self-declaration or via an
authorised verifier. For vacationers in
Europe, this digital innovation is a lot
closer to reality. They could soon count
on a ‘COVID-19 passport’ to travel within
the Schengen states. The adoption
of a health passport will not only
provide significant relief to the tourism
industry, but also substantially boost the
COVID-19 testing capabilities of many
countries.

Travel Windows
For those of us bitten by the travel bug
and longing to put our explorer’s hat on,
intermittent travelling could be the next
big thing. With several countries forced
to extend their lockdown indefinitely,
airports and airlines complying to strict
social distancing norms and ensuring
thermal screening at every checkpoint,
the world might not return to what we
deemed normal. Pardon our cynicism,
but travel might not be at will anymore.
Seasonality and travel windows are set to
be the new buzzwords. As the lockdown

measures are eased, countries may
permit windows of opportunity to travel
that might last only weeks or even days,
before restrictions are resumed and
borders blocked. With airlines desperate
to stay afloat, intermittent travel could
also translate to a limited number of
seats and a drastic surge in fares.

Digitisation
To be fair, we’ve been looking forward
to this digital revolution in the aviation
and hospitality sectors for decades now.
Maybe being armed with just a passport
won’t suffice anymore. A paradigm shift
to touchless travel is much needed. New
health screening, tracking systems and
even wristbands with barcodes—straight
out of the movie Contagion—could be a
real prospect. A number of symptomtracking and contact-tracing apps have
already been rolled out. We’ve pinned
our hopes to complete automation in
the entire sector. An integrated digital
identity will be the key to seamless
journeys in the post-lockdown era.
Travellers could manage their own
profile, collect digital attestations
(health credentials, immunisations,
health status) and decide which
information to share. 
outlook traveller • june 2020
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[ check out ]

king of the desert
The magnificent havelis of Bikaner are the epitome of fine living. Roshni Subramanian delves
into their glorious legacy during her stay at Gaj Kesri

W

e live in a narrative
culture. We thrive on
stories, myths, legends
and folklores, passed
from one generation to the next. The
palaces of Rajasthan stand testament to
this tale. My maiden trip to the former
desert kingdom was in pursuit of these
stories. On a quest to find out what lies
behind the curtains of extravagance, I
found myself en route the camel country.
Think glamour, opulence and charming Rajput traditions. The royal resi14
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dency of the Rampurias is a welcoming
haven of traditional hospitality. A short
drive from the Bikaner Airport—which
at first glance comes across as a mansion
in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by
barren and sandy countryside—it reveals
itself to be an oasis of serenity.
Built on the outskirts of the walled
city of Bikaner, Gaj Kesri, an ‘art’ hotel
in its truest sense, is the passion project
of the textile and real estate mogul
Sunil Rampuria. Sprawling across an
area of 25 acres and surrounded by the

ever-looming desert, it is tailored to give
guests a taste of the regal lifestyle.
Keeping up with the quintessential
haveli-style decor, the rooms are adorned
with Indian motifs and traditional
artefacts. The hotel was established in
2006 and is a reflection of the glorious
Usta art of Bikaner, characterised by
intricate designs in combinations of gold
and bright colours. Rampuria’s penchant
for art and aesthetics is evident in every
nook and corner of the property.
There’s an abundance of colours,

patterns and traditional craftsmanship
on display in the interiors of the hotel,
but it is the beautiful gem-like pool,
exploding with shades of turquoise, teal
and green that beckons a dive. Though
not mammoth in size, the hotel is an ideal
escape from the concrete jungle.
My dip in the pool was followed by
a lavish dinner. I was ushered into the
inhouse, strictly vegetarian restaurant—
Polki. At the risk of sounding clichéd,
I’d have to say, it was a feast fit for kings.
Unfortunately, most of the delicacies
that were once an integral part of the
Marwari cuisine are dying a silent death;
secretly languishing in the sepia-toned
pages stashed away from the public eye.
But I was given quite a glimpse; doused
in desi ghee and laced with the most
complex of spices.
The aroma of baked kheera kachori,
dahi puchka and dahi parwal (pointed
gourd cooked with yoghurt) wafted over
from the kitchen and found its way to the
table. And then came dessert. Though
a part of me was expecting bling and

over the top silver-coated sugary treats,
I was a little surprised by the modest
fare and, honestly, a tad bit relieved too.
The chenna toast and moong dal halwa
oozed warmth and comfort. The chefs
at the restaurant work under the strict
supervision of Ms Rampuria and nothing
escapes her notice; everything that
emerged out of the royal kitchen lives up
to her standards.
Later, I headed to the magnificent
courtyard where local bands performed
live. The classic Bollywood melodies
kept our toes tapping while we indulged
in hors d’oeuvres and drinks.
For Sunil Rampuria, a true-blue
Calcuttan by birth, whose forefathers
had migrated to the city to seek their
fortune, life came a full circle when
he returned to his roots to turn the
ancestral mansion, Bhanwar Niwas, into
a heritage hotel. One of the nine havelis
owned by the Ramapuria clan, the
foundation of the property was laid in
the 1920s by Seth Bhanwarlal Rampuria.
In 1992, the family moved back to

Clockwise from above: the courtyard at Gaj
Kesri; the magnificent façade of the property;
a guest room; and the pool at night

Bikaner and took to converting the
haveli into a hotel. The three-storeyed
mansion built in Dulmera sandstone
boasts of intricate carvings and a
fascinating mix of Indian and European
styles of architecture. With a legacy of
over 90 years, Bhanwar Niwas continues
to be a tribute to the craftsmanship of
the artisans of Bikaner.
Resplendent mansions, architectural
masterpieces and a few sumptuous meals
later, I had experienced the epitome of
grandeur and opulence. 

The information

Location Naino Ka Bas, Jodhpur Bypass,
Ridmalsar Sipahiyan, Rajasthan
Accommodation 41 rooms including 31
art guest rooms and 10 standard rooms
Tariff Approx. `4,500 onwards,
exclusive of taxes
Contact +91-9829919829; gajkesri.com
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AN URBAN OASIS
No one does hospitality like the Thais, as Akanksha Dean discovers at the Banyan Tree Bangkok

I

sweep down the driveway, metres
away from the bustling downtown
Bangkok. The spiffy-looking
doorman smiles and greets me with
a ‘Sawasdee khrap’ which translates to
a warm hello. A lady garbed in cheerful
silk plays a khim, a Thai dulcimer, in the
elegant bronze-and-gold-hued lobby.
A good first impression? I would say so.
The coffee shop, Romsai—attached to
a quaint jungle-scape complete with
waterfalls—instantly grabs my attention
and beckons me to stop by for breakfast,
even before heading up to our twobedroom apartment. I am absolutely
refreshed after those delicious
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rambutans, congee and some local
goodies! Bangkok…now we’re talking!
The four days at the Banyan Tree
Bangkok meld into a blur of long,
tranquil days. A spacious living and
dining area with a couch and desk leads
me into my palatial bedroom and an
attached bathroom with two elegant
black granite sinks (no sharing needed
with Grandma!). Each night there
is a little present at turndown and a
signature essential oil diffuser with
scents changing daily replete with a
menu that explains the aroma and its
health benefits. With my seaweed-print
slippers on, I am an unquestionable

convert to this zen-like experience. I
speedily adjust to the simple pleasures
of my new, luxurious lifestyle—sitting at
the dining table in our traditional-style,
two-bedroom suite with my family,
or having champagne at the lounge
bar where I take in breath-taking
views with every sip. One of the many
benefits you get as a revered suite guest
is admission to the superlative Club
Lounge, which includes complimentary
tea and small bites through the day, and
happy hours in the evening.
The highlight of my stay here, even
topping the ambience and the luxury
suite, is definitely the food. With 10

different restaurants and bars dotted
across the hotel and two outside, I am
spoilt for choice! Somehow, we just
linger over the same amount of food;
waiters seem in no haste to whisk us out.
Nothing can be more important than
enjoying one’s meal, and at the Banyan
Tree Bangkok, they understand that.
Edifices and monuments sparkle,
and a renewed energy seems to be
noticeable in the people on the street.
I experience this, first on the 61st-floor
Vertigo & Moon Bar, which comes alive
at sunset for an outstanding view of the
Thai capital, and then at Saffron, the
hotel’s brand-new cruiser. Booking is
essential, as both these spots are wildly
popular with locals and tourists alike.
As I prepare to board, I see that the
38-metre-long cruiser is styled like a
yacht, all up-to-date and lustrous! The
al fresco Moon Deck, where we are
welcomed with a cocktail, echoes the
hotel’s iconic Moon Bar at Vertigo, its

signature spherical bar ignited in blue,
captivating the stage. Most guests go
down to the lower-deck dining area,
which is air-conditioned and softly lit,
with a see-through glass both above
and to the side offering a panoramic
view of the river. We opt to have our
dinner near the Moon Deck; the wind
is nice and so are the sights. Sailing to
the golden Rama VIII Bridge and back,
Bangkok’s most celebrated sights drift
through the night, from the Temple
of Dawn to the Grand Palace and Wat
Pho. An on-board kitchen helmed by
chefs from the hotel’s Thai restaurant,
who cook a la minute, make the
cruise special.
For some real indulging, the in-house
spa is a must. Candlelight, peaceful
sounds and soothing aromas fill the
air. With a surfeit of options, it can
be rather tough to decide on what
kind of spa experience to opt for, so I
settle for the classic Swedish massage.

Left to right, from facing page: Saffron Cruise
by the Banyan Tree Bangkok; Banyan Tree
Club Lounge; an indulgent spa session; and a
variety of dumplings at Bai Yun

The soft and gentle strokes put me
into a peaceful slumber (strongly
recommended for those trying to get
some shut-eye after an exciting day).
Of course, I end up dreaming about the
Banyan Tree Bangkok. 

The information

LOCATION Banyan Tree Bangkok, 21/100
South Sathon Road, Thungmahamek,
Sathon, Bangkok 10120, Thailand
ACCOMMODATION 327 luxurious rooms
and suites with stylish design, natural wood,
and elegant silk fabrics
TARIFF From THB4,800 (horizon king
room) onwards per night excluding taxes
CONTACT +662-6791200; banyantree.com
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hotels post-covid scenario

Check-In Protocols
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Thermal screenings and luggage sanitisation is going to
be a common sight. Luxury resort Aman-i-Khas is all set
for a disinfectant tunnel with mist sprayers and infrared
cameras to detect and capture temperature records. The
friendly handshake will also be replaced by either a Japanese
style bow with a hand on the chest or the good ol’ Namaste
with folded hands. Most properties are leaning towards
app-based check-ins, however, those still in transition
will ensure interaction through a plexiglass sheet and will
encourage using personal pens to minimise contact. As per
the government mandate, the guests will also have to fill out
extensive and detailed forms and use app-based health data
to determine physical health.

Rooms

Renewed

And Redefined
The buoyant and dynamic hospitality industry is gearing up to
welcome travellers proactively, reports Simrran Gill

I

nfrared cameras, people clad in white bodysuits with
barely visible faces and thermal guns. No, this is not the
opening sequence of a sci-fi movie, rather a glimpse
into your next getaway. Hotels across the world are
gearing up to open gradually, for a season of renewed
travel. Hospital-grade disinfectants, on-call
doctors, sanitisation booths, and indicators
for physical distancing is what’s replacing the
otherwise enriched hotel lobbies now. The
latest government protocols for
‘accommodation units’ in the country
aim to minimise all possible touch
points between the staff and the
guests. And it begins the moment you
hail the hotel’s chauffeur-driven car.
If you’re already packing your bags,
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here is how your next vacation will differ from the last one,
on a whole new level.

Airport Transfers
Stepping into the car, the usual cold towels are going to
be replaced with a sanitiser spray and wipes. Marriott
International, across its properties in eastern India,
is equipping their transfer cars with an amenity
kit consisting of masks, gloves and a sanitiser. The
transfer cars will also undergo a thorough
sanitisation process inside out, between
all transfers. It’ll be no surprise to spot the
chauffeur in a mask and gloves. In order to
ensure minimum contact, some properties
like Lemon Tree hotels have also done
away with valet parking temporarily.

The last time we checked, hotel rooms were decked up with
artefacts and comfortable furniture. Halfway into 2020,
a list of do’s and don’ts have been added to the decor. The
knick-knacks in the mini-bar and more than one toiletry
kit will soon be history. The daily news dose will come in a
strictly digital PressReader subscription. To ensure minimum
contact, Aman properties has assigned a ‘Batman’ to every
tent, who will be the only contact person.

Sanitisation
The latest government protocol specifies the use of a sodium
hypochlorite solution with at least 70% alcohol to clean all
touchpoints such as doorknobs, handles, elevator buttons, etc
on a regular basis. Properties are now to keep a linen count
and handle it only with gloved hands. Taking ‘cleaner’ a step
forward, all Hyatt hotels across the globe will get a Global
Biorisk Advisory Council (GBAC) accreditation and a trained
hygiene manager.

Dining and Common Area Access
Emphasising in-room dining, Hyatt Regency, Delhi, and
Marriott properties in eastern India have come up with
QR codes to access the menu, right on your phone screens.
Dine-in restaurants and bars—which will now need prior
reservations—have also reduced their seating capacity by half.
Disposable cutlery might be the new norm. Now is probably
a good time to ditch the elevator, as the updated protocols
permit only four people, not facing each other.

Check-out Protocols
Mindful at every step of the way, hotels are going to adhere
to minimal contact even while processing check-outs. Hotels
like Aurika require the guests to inform three hours prior to
their check-out, to facilitate the process of electronic billing.
The staff will collect the luggage from outside the room.
And in case of multiple check-outs, satellite counters will
be arranged, information regarding which will be shared
with guests in advance. 	
outlook traveller • june 2020
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cover story Special trips

Shine and

Rewind

Remo Fernandes,
Mandira Bedi and Chef
Ranveer Brar have let
us in on the secret
destinations that
mark the X’s on their
travel maps, as told
to Rupali Dean

T

here’s been a new world order in
place these past few months. All
travellers have been grounded,
physical affection distanced,
and screens have become our most trusted
confidants. We might be trying to reduce
the spread of COVID-19, but our dreams
are far from contained. Here are some of
the picture-perfect, cultural concoctions
that our travelling celebrities can’t wait
to explore and experience again, once the
travel industry gets back on its feet.

A remote
escape sounds
absolutely
perfect

SHUTTERSTOCK

special trips

Mandira
Bedi

The Maldives

I

love the ocean and the Maldives is my favourite place
on Earth. Set in turquoise-blue waters, the islands are
a stunning haven of tranquillity. There are those who
seek the mountains, and then there are those who yearn
for a laidback beach vacation—finding their happiness in the
sun, the sand, and the sea. My husband, Raj, and I fall in the
latter category. As personality types go, we are quite different.
Raj loves to chill and relax, while I like to be in a place that is
chilled and relaxed. I also like to have an agenda and a plan. So,
I make sure to get some work done when I’m in a place like the
Maldives. Of course, I pamper myself too. In fact, I rarely ever
go to the gym when I am visiting the islands. After all, I get to
swim in the ocean. Snorkelling and diving are always wonderful
too. We indulge in all kinds of food, from a lavish breakfast
spread to fresh, local preparations. We go for boat rides and
just soak in the beautiful scenery. Among my top picks are villas
on stilts; you can step out, stand in waist-deep waters and just
enjoy the serenity and stillness. It’s heaven!
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The perfect
getaway,
painted in blue

Chef

Ranveer
Brar

Kochi

I

love the contrast between Fort Kochi, which is the semiurban, semi-European part of the inland that still gives
you a feel of being in Kerala. I think the contrasts in Kochi
are beautiful, the romance of the Chinese fishing nets,
the cobblestoned streets of Fort Kochi, the pepper exchange, the
different cultures that have come together over the centuries: the
Jewish culture, the Gujarati culture and all the others that came
in via trade and the way they have settled and integrated. I usually
stay at the Brunton Boatyard when I am in Fort Kochi because they
have made an effort to collate all the micro-cultures that thrive
in that area. From there, one has to drive very little to experience
the countryside, the backwaters, and the coconut groves. My
wife, Pallavi, and I love sitting by the beach since we’re both water
lovers. I am a sucker for fresh toddy before it starts fermenting, so
we do this thing of paying the toddy tappers and drinking neera
(palm nectar). Also, we love the firewood-smoked toddy shop
food, especially the duck. Every time we’re in Kochi, we make it a
point to visit Mullapanthal Toddy Shop for the shappu curry. It’s a
precious connection we have because we love eating in these shops
more than anywhere else.

Chinese fishing
nets in Kochi; and
(facing page) Chef
Ranveer with his
wife, Pallavi
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special trips
Remo Fernandes
with Zenia Santos
Costa Pereira in
São Miguel

A

Remo
Fernandes
São Miguel, Açores
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part of Portugal, the Açores are
nine tiny volcanic islands in the
Atlantic, somewhere between
Europe and the USA. They
were never colonised; they were discovered
and occupied by the Portuguese while still
totally empty. São Miguel, the capital island,
is the biggest (that doesn’t mean it’s big at
all, one drives along its longest side in about
an hour!), and has incredible natural sights
of all kinds. From mountains to lakes in
volcanic craters, from fields to hot springs
and thermal pools, from beaches to the
ever-present, all-surrounding ocean. We
didn’t even travel to any other island as we
had originally planned to. We decided to
do justice to all that São Miguel had to offer
instead, and left the other islands for ‘the
next time’. We stayed in two charming, oldworld AirBnB on opposite ends of the island
to make our sightseeing easier. The food
was very much like on mainland Portugal,
but the highlight was my birthday dinner
at the gourmet ‘Quinta dos Sabores’. Every
dish was a masterpiece, and the hosts most
friendly, charming and efficient. Book in
advance. Even though we hail from Goa,
we were blown away by the allure of São
Miguel’s tropical beauty and vegetation. I
had the impression that the whole island
was one big bonsai garden, with diverse
landscapes compressed into a tiny piece of
volcanic black land. Will we return? You bet.
outlook traveller • june 2020
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Cover Story special trips

An aerial view of
Mana Island

The

Way

Back
Home
SHUTTERSTOCK
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Bhaichand Patel sets
his eyes down the
aisle of the lesserknown islands of Fiji,
as he hears his
granddaughter’s
future wedding bells

Bhaichand Patel

W

hen I was employed at
the UN Headquarters
in New York, the thing
I prized the most
was the opportunity to travel, both on
assignments as well as for leisure. The
annual leave was generous, for every 12
months at work we would get 6 weeks
off. This applied to everyone irrespective
of rank, from the Secretary-General on
the 38th floor, to the maintenance guy
in the basement.
The UN made the deal even sweeter
for those of us who were recruited from
abroad. It would pay return airfare for
the whole family, including dependent
children, to our home country. This
was known as ‘home leave’ and we were
entitled to the trip every two years. The
fare would be calculated for the shortest
route but you could take any route you
wished, with any number of stopovers,
as long as you paid for the extra costs
involved yourself.
My official work took me to various
parts of the world for conferences,
consultations, and other meetings. I
was also posted in Cairo for two years
and then, three in Manila. I had shorter
assignments in places like Venezuela and
Geneva. I must have gone around the
globe, literally, at least a dozen times. I
have been to some exotic places, one way
or another, in my 26 years with the UN.
From Alaska to Zanzibar, I have seen it
all, done it all. Some of the things I have
done you probably don’t want to know,
for instance, that nudist beach in Ibiza!
What I am trying to say is that I
know a thing or two about places. So,
if I am asked to name a place I would
like to return to, say for a destination
wedding for my granddaughter, I would,
unhesitatingly, say, “Fiji.”
I spent my childhood on the main
island of Fiji, Viti Levu. But I would not
go there. That is where most of Fiji’s
commercial activities take place. I would
head for one of the smaller islands, many
of them so small that there is space for
only one resort. The islands of Maldives
are similar but unlike the Maldives
that caters only for the super rich, Fiji’s
resorts are suited to all budgets.
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Hollywood stars and millionaires fly
in on their private jets to stay in resorts
like Laucala Island and Wakaya Club.
You shell out a small fortune to spend a
night in such places. They will pamper
you with gourmet meals and premium
wines and spirits. In some places,
these are included in the price of your
accommodation.
There are also more modest resorts
on small islands where backpackers can
stay in a unisex dormitory for very little
money. They’ll probably have a better
chance of scoring, if you get my drift.
Beachcomber Island is one such place,
and yes, I have stayed there a very long
time ago. There might not be a swimming
pool, but the beach and the ocean will be
just outside your door.
There is a reason why tourists return
time and again to Fiji. In addition
to comfortable accommodations at

reasonable prices, Fiji is renowned for
its exceptional hospitality. Fijians are the
friendliest people on earth. They love
to pamper their visitors; Fijian women
go gaga when they see babies. In most
resorts, you are not even allowed to tip.
For my granddaughter’s wedding,
I would avoid both ends of the hotel
market, the very expensive and very
frugal. I would rather choose a resort
somewhere in the mid-range. Whichever
resort you choose, you will still have
amazing pearl-white sands, and share
the same crystal-clear seas and blue
skies. There will be facilities for scuba
diving, snorkelling and deep-sea fishing,
and they will even throw in a massage.
Over the years, I have stayed in most
of these resorts. The first place I stayed
was Mana Island, way back in 1973,
when the resort was relatively new and
my wife and I were newly wedded. At

that time, Fiji’s tourist industry was not
as developed as it is today and choice
was limited. Mana Island is favoured by
Japanese tourists, which is rather odd
since it does not have a golf course. Mana
has undergone several renovations since
we stayed there, some of them due to
destruction of property by passing, badtempered hurricanes.
I have fond memories of Castaway
Island resort not far from the mainland.
I have stayed there several times. Here
I remember dancing till the wee hours
with strangers, recently met, to music
provided by off-duty resort staff with
their guitars, ukuleles and repertoire of
native songs. I have not met a Fijian who
can’t play an instrument or cannot sing.
One would be mixing yaqona—the mildly
intoxicating local grog that stimulates
socialisation—and someone else would
pass it around.
PHOTOGRAPHS: SHUTTERSTOCK

Traditonal Meke
dancers; and
(above) a
beautiful wedding
reception

All these resorts are easily reached by
boats from the mainland. Or you can fly
in on a helicopter if you are the impatient,
seasick type. Breakfast is always included
with the room. It will be buffet style and
you will not find more delicious tropical
fruits—pineapples, papayas and passion
fruit—anywhere else. The chef will make
your eggs any way you want. Bread will
be freshly baked on the island itself.
For lunch and dinner, you can have
the harvest from the seas as well as
steaks and burgers. If you ask the chef,
he will make you an authentic Indian
curry—goat, chicken or fish—since the
chefs are invariably Indians, descendants
of labourers who came from north and
south India more than a century ago to
work on sugar plantations. Unless it is
raining, the candlelit tables for dinner
are always laid out in the open among
palm trees. Nowhere do the stars shine as
bright as they do in the South Pacific. The
vast area has little pollution.
Watching television is not encouraged
but there will be a set on the premises
for the television addicts. If you are
allergic to noisy children, as I am to other
people’s children, there are resorts that
don’t allow them under a certain age.
It is a difficult choice for a destination
wedding for my granddaughter. But she
is still a child and so I have time. Keeping
in mind that most of the guests at the
wedding would be friends of the bride or
the groom—the young crowd is difficult
to please—I would probably choose
either Likuliku or Tokoriki. These lovely
resorts are relatively new and I have
enjoyed my recent trips to both. I am not
much into activities these days but there
are plenty to keep the new generation
busy. I’m no longer capable of playing
volleyball on the beach; I prefer to sit by
the pool with a good book and a tall glass
of the local beer. It’s heaven.
As for the wedding ceremony, I
would want it out in the open, with the
sun setting in the background. In the
evenings, a cool breeze is guaranteed!
The hotels would be happy to bring in a
Christian priest for the vows. But we will,
most likely, need a Hindu one. And well,
there is no shortage of them in Fiji. 
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Elsewhere kangra

Bakedand

Steeped

A tea plantation
set against the
Dhauladhar range

Kangra’s soil births not only the world-renowned
aromas of tea, but also little mementoes of the
region’s pottery, finds Prannay Pathak
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Clockwise from here:
camphor; skilled hands of
a potter; a clay exhibit at
Andretta; a grazing
pony; and a Tibetan doll
at Norbulingka

A

s a child, I had read plenty
about the proverbial sea of
green. But this particular
March day, I find myself
floating in one, among rows of tea shrubs,
curious to see what lies on the other side
of the leafy waves. I can make out no
ships—only masts without sails, upon
which the bulbuls and thrushes make
mirthful chatter. The salubrious breeze
and the heady aroma of tea are in the
middle of daytime congress, and I am
worried that they might discover the
snooping bystander in their midst.
Plan Tea is working like a dream. After
capricious mountain showers dashed my
hopes of going up to Bhagsu Nag early
morning and checking out the hippy
village of Dharamkot, I decided to head
out at noon to discover another joy of
Kangra—its tea plantations. A 40-minute
drive offering views of azure mountains
and rolling tea estates on the way later,
we are at Palampur’s Wah Tea Estate.
One of the several privately owned
properties of its kind, the 500-acre estate
was established in 1857 by the Nawab of

34

outlook traveller • June 2020

Prannay Pathak

Wah, now in Pakistan, and has changed
some hands since then.
We have arrived at a clearing that
is fenced off like in children’s picture
books. Completing the pastoral scene is a
grazing pony with a plentiful tail and rich
brown coat. As I attempt to return his shy
glance from under a stone bench, I hear
my name. My guide, Rajesh, has reached
a small tree with a bulbous crown and is
inviting me to have a taste of the leaves.
Chewing on them and having discerned
the flavour, I declare: “Cinnamon!”
Rajesh approves, with an addendum—it
is camphor, cinnamon’s relative.
He walks on and plucks a few cherubic
leaves that aren’t yet old enough to see
what the spring has been doing with the
rose bush. Kangra tea has earned its own
standard for the plucking—‘two leaves
and a bud’, since harvesting them at that
stage ensures freshness. Rajesh proceeds
to smell the thing before chewing it, and
I follow suit with the air of the protégé
who’s growing in stature with every
sampling. The whiff floods my nostrils
with the genetic memory of the whole of

tea-drinking mankind. I chomp and nod
involuntarily in response, and Rajesh
smiles knowingly.
The hit is unmistakably Camellia
sinensis—the edgy scientific name of
what is quite a simple drink. “Usually, the
plucking begins in April (the season of
the spring flush). The softest leaves are
used to make the tea.” he shares. “Kangra
tea is not CTC (crush, tear, curl)—
your usual milk leaf tea, but black tea,
although we do make green tea as well.”
The difference lies in how oxidised the
variety is—white is not oxidised; green, a
little; yellow, more; oolong, a little more;
and I needn’t say where black lies on the
spectrum. Oxidation starts the moment
tea has been picked, and heating is the
way to stop it.
The ancestors of these rows of tea were
brought here in the 1850s by William
Jameson, superintendent of the botanical
gardens at Saharanpur. The newly arrived
migrants thrived in Palampur’s conducive
loamy soil, and over the course of the
second half of the 19th century, the area
of their habitation quadrupled. In 1883,

Prannay Pathak

Prannay Pathak
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kangra

A heap of aromatic
dried tea leaves;
and (facing page)
warmly dressed
locals in Kangra
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it even earned the commendation of the
Kangra Gazetteer, which called it probably
the best tea in all of India. About a decade
and a half ago, the district received the
prestigious ‘geographic indicator’ tag
for tea. These plantations are known for
their aromatic, exclusive black tea variety
that doesn’t require years of tea-tasting
experience to appreciate.
Meanwhile, the site of the tea-tasting
session has everyone smiling with the
anticipation of a boxing match, what
with all the build-up and little table clock
beside the samples. I am set to sip—I’ve
to do it noisily, with a slurp—eight pegs of
green and black tea and try to distinguish
their flavours and aromas. Thanks to
the tasting terms chart, I conclude that
the tulsi black variety is brisk; and the
lemongrass green, aromatic.
At this point, I am confident of my
heightened sensitivity to fine studio
pottery, the other offspring of Kangra’s
fecund soil. Lest these newfound powers
of mine wear off, I kiss the reetha bean
I found in the fields one last goodbye,
and vamoose to the nearby Andretta, to
see what posterity has made of the little
village’s illustrious past. The car snakes
for a few minutes and pulls over by a
nondescript niche into the street.
If the tea estates of Palampur are all
about green, the cool blue light brought
on by the canvas roofing of the shed at the
entrance sets the tone for the Andretta
Pottery centre. The ornate cups and
saucers displayed inside the curious
little showroom and laid out in the open
display area, shine from far away in shades
of cobalt, peacock and Prussian blue,
partnered by the occasional deep red. A
collage of small art pieces decks the light
navy door of the showroom.
I step inside the gazebo where a
wiry man is spinning the throw wheel
with vigour. Kishori Lal, as he is later
identified, has been a potter for at least
forty summers of his life. His sinewy,
fast-moving hands have acquired enough
practice at first inviting, and then eluding,
the visitor’s gaze. And having been
snubbed, it wanders off to a septet of clay
cups resting on the parapet behind. The
light bounces off their slick pot bellies as if

Kangra is known for its aromatic black tea
variety that doesn’t require years of teatasting experience to appreciate
they never left the potter’s wheel.
They, just like the rest of their ilk,
are now drying before embarking on a
long journey of baptism by fire. In the
background, out of my camera’s focus,
a young man with a lightened patch of
facial hair works on a clay cup, shaping
it assiduously. He senses our presence
and walks over for the pleasantries, his
potter’s meditative poise shifts through
the air with him. This is Shubham
Sankhyan, the de facto in-charge here
in the absence of Mansimran Singh, the
celebrated artist who started pottery back
in the eighties.
At the behest of Sankhyan and under
the spell of the charm of the mural on the
showroom’s wall, I saunter in to see the
exhibits inside. The couple perched on
the windowsill wrest my thoughts from
the grasp of the tea plantation, and spritz
them all over their happy matrimony—if
at all it is that. The man seems to be from a
Tolstoy novel, even though he is without
a beard, and his companion seems right
out of a painting by Sardar Sobha Singh
(the celebrated painter has his home, part

of which is a musty old museum, a
little walk from here). At their side are
small clay cups and miniature planters,
and a rudimentary wind chime. The
traditional motifs of these parts, the
bold hues elevated by the diaphanous
glazing, and the play of textures
offsetting that aesthetic of symmetry—
oh, one could spend hours marvelling
at these pieces that are veritable
specimens of utilitarian studio pottery.
Stepping out, the host points to a
little cottage hidden away behind the
pavilioned workshop. Like a furtive
old keeper of secrets that have long
turned senile, the terracotta museum
houses some incredible specimens of
rare terracotta work—tribal masks,
sculptures, clay monkeys, toads and
the like—from around the world. As I
tiptoe towards the little dwelling, I am
told it is not open for visiting. The next
time I’m here, hopefully for a course
in pottery, I wish to be sitting on these
steps, sipping good Kangra tea in one
of these pot-bellied clay cups. For now,
let’s head to the monasteries. 
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photo essay los angeles

Frisky Frescoes
los angeles has a bold and beautiful street art scene
bursting with creativity. photographs by amit dixit

T

here’s something about California that attracts
and nurtures creativity, straddling the spectrum
from art to technology, and everything in between.
Among other things, they’re mad about murals, many in
Downtown Los Angeles, an area the city is trying to revital-

ise, with some success. A lot of the wall art is concentrated
in the Arts District, a neighbourhood on the eastern edge of
Downtown LA, consisting of industrial buildings from the
early-20th century. There’s a nice concentration in bohemian Venice Beach and even touristy Hollywood. 
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kitchen confidential Yangdup Lama

A

Shake It Up
Sidecar is the only bar from India to make it to Asia’s
50 Best Bars list this year. Rupali Dean in conversation with
its co-owner and head mixologist Yangdup Lama

Clockwise from here: Aunt
Emily, a signature cocktail
made with gin or vodka,
elderflower cordial and
dried cranberry purée; the
man himself; and the
interiors of Sidecar

sia’s 50 Best Bars list was
just broadcast online and
Delhi’s Sidecar is the only
bar from India on it. This
also marks India’s debut on the list.
Sidecar’s Yangdup Lama’s 24 years in the
business means a vigorous menu of craft
cocktails, with a lot of the extractions—
from bitters to syrups—made inhouse. Yangdup is also the founder
of Cocktails & Dreams Bartending
School/Consultancy Services, Delhi
and co-founder of Cocktails & Dreams
Speakeasy and Cafe Lungta, Gurugram.
n According to you, what are the top five
things that helped Sidecar make the list?
•From day one of the opening we were
very clear about the quality of service
that we would like to deliver to our
guests. We never compromised on that.
•The look and feel of the place. We
always strove to create a place that was
world-class in terms of ambience. The
décor, even technical details of the bar
and the layout, everything was top notch.
Last but not least, the genre and intensity
of music, which is very critical to the
overall feel of a bar.
•A crisp cocktail menu made with our
series of unique in-house liqueurs,
cordials, infusions, bitters, tinctures and
grog. We truly remained an artisanal
bartender’s bar.
•The curating of events over the course
of the last year and a half has been in sync
with what the place represents, from
interesting book-reading sessions to bar
quizzes and community table events.
•Our collaboration with the bartending
fraternity in India and outside of India.
We would always be open to hosting
bartenders through guest shifts and
special promotions and events. This
helps us stay connected with the
bartending fraternity as well.

n What is your favourite drink to order
at a restaurant?
Bourbon on the rocks.
n Can you share one of your earliest
alcohol memories?
As an amateur bartender, tasting every
cocktail that I made starting at 6pm and
going on till midnight. I would be on a
happy high by the time I was doing the
books at 2am.
n What would you choose to do for drinks
on a special occasion: stay at home and
be the bartender, or go out?
When I am at home I can’t play
bartender, so I’d rather go out to a nice
bar and take a seat on the bar counter.

n What do you have in your fridge
right now?
Crystal clear ice blocks, a few oranges
and some dark chocolate.
n What’s the one piece of advice you
would pass on to young bartenders?
Foundation is the key along with a
disciplined professional life. The
remaining skills can be acquired over a
period of time.
n The secret of your success?
No secrets. That’s the secret of
my success. 

n If you could have only three tools in
your bar, what would they be?
Shaker, muddler and bar spoon.

n What has been the best moment of
your career so far?
Opening the first bar seven years ago
with all the savings my partner and I had
in the bank. It was a dream come true to
have our passion project take shape in
the form of India’s first bartender’s bar.
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Moveable Feast Rajasthan

Spirited
Away

A dash of herbs, a pinch of spices, some chopped-up dry
fruits, and many high spirits. Prannay Pathak blends
Rajasthan’s royal liquors

T

here’s a popular story that
is now recounted among
sommeliers of heritage
brews in India. In the 13th
century, Rana Hammir Chauhan of
Ranthambhore found himself wanting
in the bedroom, thanks to his 11 wives.
A saint came to his rescue, giving
him the recipe for a concoction that
would endow him with the vitality of
a hundred steeds. The recipe for the
grand aphrodisiac is still safe with the
Mahansar royal family: a royal secret.
Man Singh of Kanota’s royal family
claims that their wildly popular heritage
brew—Chandra Haas—has miraculous
properties too. The blend, concocted for
the first time in 1863 by their jagirdars,
features close to 80 herbs, including
saffron, rose, white sandalwood, safed
musli (Indian spider plant), nutmeg
and anise. Man Singh compares its
revitalising and disease-combating
powers to the asura-vanquishing blade
of Vishnu’s khadag. “Iss mein sabhi rogon
ko kaatne ki kshamta hai… [It’s capable of
curing all ailments.] The recipe clearly
mentions that it can restore youth in a
100-year-old if taken regularly. Who
knows what it might bring upon
you?” Singh quips.
Royal families across Rajasthan
had their own liqueur versions,
with Mahansar’s even going back
to the 1770s. However, it was
after the establishment of a
state-of-the-art distillery

Clockwise from here: Rajasthan’s hyperlocal spirits are worth making a trip for;
dates are an important ingredient of the
Royal Mawalin; a bottle of Royal
Jagmohan; and of Royal Chandra Haas

in Jodhpur in 1924 that commercial
production took off. The brews were
banned as the nation got independence,
and they instantly retraced their steps to
the royal houses that they had trickled
out of, to bide their time as ‘baap dada ki
daaru’ for royal posterity.
In 2006, the Chandra Haas, along
with seven other heritage spirits
from different royal families, began
to be produced by the Rajasthan
State Ganganagar Sugar Mills Ltd, at
its distillery in Jaipur. The method
of production—including the use of
traditional ware for distillation and
fermentation—and the ingredients
remained the same, but molasses made
way for spirit. The three erstwhile
classes of liquors—ikbara for the hoi
polloi, dobaara for the officers, and asaav
exclusively for the royals—underwent a
distillation to emerge as a shared swig of
royal history.
Kesar Kasturi, Saunf, Jagmohan,
Mawalin, Elaichi—all of them can give
the headiest of tipples a run for their
money. To be had as a shot or two (30ml
each) after a grand country
meal, these blends are strong,
herbaceous, and overpowering.
A case in point is the late actor
Roger Moore, who fell in love
with Kesar Kasturi as he
filmed for the Bond flick
Octopussy here.
With Kesar
Kasturi, the use of

the musk of the black deer (kasturi) was
discontinued owing to prohibition under
the Wildlife Protection Act, 1972. The
brew is now prepared using saffron and
a variety of herbs, roots, dry fruits, spices
and nuts, all blended with milk, crystal
sugar and ghee.
Hailing from the House of Marwar,
the Royal Jagmohan was born in
Kishangarh, as an older heritage liqueur
called Manmohan, which was distilled
in royal cellars. The Jagmohan is a lively
mix of herbs, spices, seasonal fruits,
murabba and barks, and is primarily a
warming winter brew.
The Royal Mawalin is said to have
come from the aristocratic cellars of the
Sodawas of Jodhpur, and its recipe was
conceded as a jagir by Maharaja Umaid
Singh to Thakur Bishan Singh of Osian.
This bitter spirit is restorative and said to
improve digestion and help in colds and
body aches. It has close to 40 ingredients,
the majority of which are local spices,
along with dates and dry fruits.
One might not really get a taste of
the munawwar pyala that kings and
chieftains served to their foreign
guests. One might not even feel
the blood of a hundred horses
coursing through them after a sip
of Mahansar thikana’s coveted
Royal Saunf that turns milky upon
adding water, but even a shot
of Rajasthan’s heady heritage
liqueurs will prove to be a dip into
its royal past.
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Picture Post

Girgaon was once
the heart of
Mumbai and the
birthplace of many
political movements

time
traveller
Bombay, 1890-1910
l There’s a certain charm and an enviable

courtesy: library of congress
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amount of glamour to South Mumbai or SoBo,
as it rolls off the tongue in the ‘townie’ part
of the city. Shobhaa De once offhandedly
said, “We are not aliens in south Mumbai.”
Ironically, the eyebrow wiggle and quizzical
looks shared by South Bombayites to anything
remotely ‘burbee’, weave a completely
different story. The age-old ‘townie’ vs
‘burbee’ debate has been a rather comical
one for us non-Mumbaikars. The infamous
SoBo snobbery and the suburbians sneering
right back are all true to some extent. In fact,
in the suburbs, the phrase ‘SoBo types’ is
almost uttered with a degree of disdain. But
tucked away in the snootiness of SoBo is the
forgotten land of Girgaum or Girgaon, which
exemplifies the spirit of Mumbai. A heritage
village located at the foot of the Malabar
Hills and opening into the plains of Girgaum
Chowpatty, Girgaon is a cluster of wadis,
each with a story of its own. Cut off from the
hustle and bustle, the skyscrapers, and the
constant chaos, it was once a hotbed of social
and political reform movements. What was
once a sparsely populated district, evolved
into a hub for immigrants towards the end
of the 19th century, housing a lively mix of
Marathi, Gujarati, Konkani, East Indian and
Parsi populations. Today, little seems to
have changed in Girgaon in comparison to
the rest of the city which has transformed
beyond recognition.  n roshni subramanian
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House of Light
Photograph by Siddharth Raghuvanshi
Porto, Portugal
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