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beans come second to the chance of lazing
outside, that window of pleasant sluggishness
between work, study and lovers’ quarrels.
Growing from stiff meeting halls to rousing
intellectual arenas, cafés in France rose in the
throes of revolutionary spirit. That’s why the
awkward gap between patrons here—the fact
that you can count them on your fingers—is
surprising. This is the café of the Indian
pavilion at the 1889 Exposition Universelle
in Paris, the world’s fair that unveiled the
Eiffel Tower. France was celebrating 100
years of her Revolution, and most European
monarchies—including the British Raj—had
refused to participate. Private sponsors,
however, brought colonies and their cultures
inside. We know the Pavilion of India lay
between the Champ de Mars and the Avenue
de Suffren, but beyond that, there isn’t much
to go by. The pillars holding up our curiosity,
and this café, look elegantly carved, but a
closer inspection shows no distinct cultural
relief. Disappointing, but we’ll give the façade
some brownie points. You can’t see it here,
but it correctly channelled the up-and-coming
Indo-Saracenic style, later embodied by Taj
Mumbai and the Victoria Memorial. P.S:
Notice the ‘Sylhet’, ‘Dooars’ and ‘Kumaon’
signs on the first level? We’re guessing the
pavilion wanted some novelty, to entice
visitors from all 35 attending countries. And
what could be more refreshing than secret
brews from our Himalayan tea plantations?
Waiting between the crude jumpstart of
an espresso, and the creamy indulgence
of a latte, was fragrant black tea—served,
hopefully, with a plate of sugary biskoot.
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AMIT DIXIT

Lockdown Cake 2: a decadent,
flourless chocolate cake with salted
caramel topping

I write to you from deep within the lockdown, cosseted by
middle-class privilege. All things considered, it’s been a good hunkerdown so far, although my feet get itchier with each passing day.
There have been amusements and diversions, but also wellness and
mindfulness. We’ve also tasted that quite horrific thing: virtual travel.
(Don’t worry, we have you covered on that as well.) For us, who travel
professionally, it’s been a hard stop. But mostly it’s gratitude I feel for
the time out, for this opportunity to hang up my boots for a bit.
We tend to get carried away by our love for travel. But even though
he was in half agreement, Aman Nath, the wise and venerable
chairman of Neemrana Hotels, adopted a cautionary tone when I asked
him if travel wasn’t essential for us as a species: “People must eat,
drink, procreate, secure themselves—and travel really comes after that. But today it is a part of
urban survival sanity. We all drive ourselves harder than our ancestors did. We multitask and try
to live many lives in one. So travel has become an important way to detox and survive the stress.”
Instead of living in a fantasy world inside our heads—where we all travel happily ever after—
we’ve taken the bull by the horns in this issue, roping in a bunch of experts to opine on what
the future of travel really looks like. We also have an exclusive: an interview with the extremely
articulate Prahlad Singh Patel, Minister of State for Culture & Tourism, Government of India.
He told us some important stuff and it bears paying attention to. There’s fun stuff too, like our
list of secluded getaways for after the lockdown, and important travel trends you need to keep
note of. Do stop by our website, outlooktraveller.com and our video site, outlooktravellervideos.
com. There’s a bunch of virtual travel ideas there (yup, those) to keep you amused.
One day we will travel again, the sun on our backs, the wind in our face, and dear friends by
our side. Till then, keep dreaming.
@omitdixit

outlooktraveller.com

#TheWebEdit
P

E

xperts talked to OT
about F&B, hotels,
transport and wildlife
last month, and we plan
to continue. After all,
breezy travel needs solid
logistics. Watch out for
insights on the aftermath
of COVID-19, and how
tourism will adapt. Danish
chef René Redzepi
(Noma), and Spanish chef
Joan Roca (El Celler de
Can Roca) dish on the
future of restaurants.

—AMIT DIXIT

w h at ’ s o n m y m i n d #

g
bakin

#iso-

what i watched Okay,
I’m a Netflix newbie. But
after a colleague badgered
me about it, I watched The
Witcher—and absolutely
loved it. It’s a bit like GoT,
without too much gore. My
own find has been Dracula
(2020), an absolutely
brill mini-series. But you
can see my taste runs to
the morbid.

4
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where i want to
go next Upside of the
lockdown: I’ve started
cycling again. I’ve become
a cycling fiend, in fact. One
day soon—after Himachal
allows tourists again, of
course—you might find me
huffing my way up on the
Manali-Leh Road.

last trip before the
lockdown It was to
the lovely Palni Hills near
Kodaikanal. Oh, what
wouldn’t I give to be
chased by those cranky
geese right now?

what i’m reading Yes,
I’ve rediscovered reading.
Only rule: it has to be a
physical book. Currently
I’m re-devouring one of
my favourite writers: W.
Somerset Maugham. The
Summing Up, in particular,
stands out for being an
offbeat window into one
of the 20th century’s
finest minds.

the future is
responsible Of tourism,
that is. Reading Sonu
Shivdasani’s wide-ranging
piece in this issue, I was
reminded of my own trip
to Soneva Fushi, where
they even have a recycledglass art gallery on the
island. Talk about holding
a mirror...

PHOTOGRAPHS: SHUTTERSTOCK

ersonal space—now that we’ve
got so much of it—has bumped up
in value. Will road trips come back?
Instead of bringing us together, can tech
safely keep us apart? How will BnBs,
airlines, trains, and cruises promise
solitude? So many questions.

L

imited pantry holding you
back? Try world war-era recipes
that show easy subbing for missing
ingredients. Or baking, to soothe
frayed nerves. Somehow, banana
bread is the unlikely star of this
show, joined by the more ‘serious’
sourdough. Try ‘quarantini’ + clever
cocktails. We’ll show you how to
shake things up!

T

ourism’s future lies in
sustainability. Using local
resources, and empowering
communities. This month, we’re
talking to property owners about
their existing and future projects
around this goal.

T

his lockdown’s the antithesis to
Ramzan 2020—no iftar parties, no
feasts. For the first time in 1,400 years,
Mecca’s Grand Mosque looked deserted.
Only a handful of worshippers were
allowed under social distancing and
surveillance. Our May stories, thus, look at
celebrations in these extraordinary times.

B

ig announcement! Our mailbox is
overflowing with writing queries. So from
May, we’re handing over the mic to readers.
Send your stories and photo essays for a new
series called #MyEpicJourney. We want
travel adventures, under-the-radar spots,
glorious tips, every accidental hack. Email
your ideas to letters@outlooktraveller.com,
and we’ll tell you if it’s a yay or nay!

edited by anshik a nagar

NORTH SOUTH EAST WEST

8 return of the olive ridleys 8 google cardboard
9 dark tourism 9 oktoberfest

●

INDIA

Deep in The Roots

K
Artists performing
Kalaripayattu,
Kerala’s traditional
martial art form

shutterstock
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erala’s martial art form
Kalaripayuttu, the Buddhist chanting
from Leh and Kargil, the practice of
tying turbans or safa in Rajasthan,
Ramlila, Gujarat’s Patola silk or the
making of rice beer in Manipur—
these come together as traditions that have
defined our heritage through centuries. Noting
these and more, the Union Cultural Ministry
recently proposed a National List of Intangible
Cultural Heritage of India as part of its Vision
2024 programme. Released on the ministry’s
website, this list has around 106 items in its draft
version. The Cultural Ministry intends this to be
an on-going project, where people will be free
to suggest additions and amendments without
any time restrictions. While 13 of these traditions
have been recognised officially by Unesco, the
proposed list aims to extend this shadow of
awareness, protection, and preservation. It is
divided into five broad categories: oral traditions,
social practices, performing arts, knowledge
and practices related to nature, and traditional
craftsmanship. As of now, given the limited
categories and overlap of traditions across the
country, the list has a few repetitions. But its
scope is vast, so much so that it could become not
only a rich resource, but also a concerted step in
the right direction to conserve what we have.
outlook traveller • MAY 2020
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●

WORLD

●

Just Keep Swimmin’

UKRAINE

Walking with
Ghosts

W

ith the sea turtle nesting season underway, we can’t help notice the correlation between
the lack of human activity on beaches and the increased number of turtles coming
forth to nest. In Florida, baby turtles are thriving on closed beaches, with reduced littering
and human intervention helping their cause. Closer to home, the situation is quite similar. In
Odisha, 3,30,000 Olive Ridleys came for the mass nesting; 70,000 of them also gathered for
an unusual day-time nesting. While officials in India have denied a direct cause-and-effect,
there is no doubt that human-caused casualties and damage to eggs and hatchlings will
reduce, and that the turtles will remain largely undisturbed this year.

T

his year marks the 34th anniversary
of the worst nuclear accident in the
world, the Chernobyl Disaster. For years,
the decommissioned plant and nearby ghost
towns of Chernobyl and Pripyat have been
accepting visitors, making it a popular spot
for dark tourism. To mark this anniversary,
various companies are now offering virtual
tours of the area. Chernobyl Tour offers
a walk through the exclusion zone and
responds to queries at the end. Another
interesting one is by Chernobyl Virtual Tour;
the company takes you through the towns
and sites, sure, but they do it through the
lens of generations of abandoned pets and
animals that are thriving in the area. It starts
off with a reminder of Chernobyl’s dark past,
attempting to end on a light, happier note.

PHOTOGRAPHS: SHUTTERSTOCK

app
watch

●

Google-y
Eyes

●

The Truffle Shuffle
A

V

irtual this, virtual that. In the past few months, especially for those of us in
the travel industry, virtual is the buzzword that all our hopes have decided
to cling on to. And Google Cardboard opens up a realm of possibilities using a
six-inch screen and some good ole’ cardboard. Gather some cardboard (yes, pizza
boxes are acceptable too), magnets, loop fasteners, hooks and elastic bands and
let Google teach you how to DIY a viewer. Go crazy on decorations (googly eyes,
glitter, stickers and such) or if you don’t wish to put in any effort at all, buy one of
the many Google Cardboard-certified viewers and you are ready to start. Whether
you pair your headset with Cardboard or the numerous other apps like Titans of
Space, Sites in VR or Roller Coaster 360, you are definitely in for a treat. Visit new
destinations, build worlds from scratch, run through a maze looking for treasure
or even fly through space...the possibilities are endless. Google Cardboard is
available on both Android and iOS devices.
8
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ITALY

shave of truffle over linguini, or a drizzle of truffle oil on
dumplings—nothing is as expensive or as indulgent as these
fungi. Most chefs would consider them prized treasures in their
arsenal. And in Italy, hunting for truffles is highly coveted and a major
tourist activity. With the world under lockdown and international
borders shut,
their demand
has reduced by
almost 50 per
cent, especially
in the Tuscany
region. But that
might not be a
bad thing. Lesser
demand means
lesser hunts,
leaving more of
these nuggetsized wonders to thrive. The lack of tourists helps too, as the truffles
are enjoying a much-needed break to grow and reflourish. According
to experts, the reduced carbon emissions are also helping the
surrounding trees like hazel, oak, pine and birch with whom truffles
share a symbiotic relationship. A small silver lining, perhaps.

GERMANY

Malt on a Halt
G

ermany’s Oktoberfest stands on a 200-year-old legacy
and is one of the most popular and largest beer fests in
the world. Held in Munich, the fest attracts around six million
people each year and was supposed to take place from
September 19 to October 4. There’s music, parades, dancing
and, of course, copious amounts of beer, fresh from the tap.
But this year due to the coronavirus pandemic, the risk of
organising the festival “is simply too high,” says Munich’s
Mayor Dieter Reiter, along with Bavarian State Chancellery,
Minister-President Markus Söder. In the past, the festival
has been cancelled due to the cholera outbreak of 1854, and
during World War II.

outlook traveller • MAY 2020
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interview Minister of tourism
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Exclusive

The Road
Ahead
Prahlad Singh Patel, Union Minister of
State for Culture & Tourism, in
conversation with Amit Dixit

n The COVID-19 Pandemic has been very hard on the travel and

tourism industry. How do you see the industry recovering?
Overall, the industry will recover in a phased manner over a
period of time. Having said that, domestic tourism will recover
faster than international tourism. And in domestic tourism, for
all the reasons that we very well know, city tours and day-drive
tours will be the first to recover. Domestic hotels will unlock the
opportunity from the drop in international tourism. This will
be typical globally, where the travel will be domestic primarily
in the form of driving trips which offer safety, hygiene, clean air
and water. International tourism is very difficult to predict; it
will depend on how the foreign governments react in terms of
allowing their citizens to leave their shores to distant lands. The
Investment Promotion Corporations of various states will do
their job and the Trade Fair promotion board will ride with them
for sure; and the tourism industry can support them if they end
up attracting international footfalls. Quarantines are not going to
go away. Safety, hygiene and security will be the path to recovery.
10
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minister of tourism
n Does the Ministry of Tourism have any plans to help ease the

pain? Any special incentives/schemes for the tourism industry?
Given the diverse impact of COVID-19 as well as the different
realities in different states, one single balm will not mitigate the
impact. Both the central Ministry of Tourism and state tourism
authorities have to take action. We have constituted a National
Tourism Task Force for the revival of the hospitality and tourism
industry which is headed by me. This task force includes state
tourism ministers, joint secretary-level officers of the concerned
central ministries, and representatives from associations like
FICCI, CII, ASSOCHAM, WTTCII as well as heads of tourism
and hospitality associations. We will be holding the first meeting
of the task force shortly and make appropriate recommendations
for the revival of the tourism sector in the country.
This does not mean, however, that we have not acted earlier.
Ever since the pandemic started to spread and borders started
closing across the world, we have been continuously in touch
with the tourism industry of the country. The demands of the
industry are already before the Government and I am sure
positive outcomes will come. Within the means of my own
Ministry, I have requested my officials to work out reforms in
the existing schemes like Market Development Assistance,
extending it to promote domestic tourism, and work out
schemes to jointly support the marketing efforts of tour
operators and the hospitality industry.
n Going forward, will the very nature of tourism change in the

post-COVID-19 world? Your thoughts?
Let’s for a moment park international, both outbound and
inbound, out of these conversations and focus only on domestic.
Absolutely. Tourism will totally change. Seen from a demand
side, safety, hygiene, and security will be the top concerns.
Clients will travel to a destination only if they have proof
that the place they are visiting and the bed they are sleeping
in is absolutely virus-free. A safety license from the local
municipality (like a fire license) will not satisfy clients. They will
need continuous monitoring of all the assets and people they
will be encountering during the tour—like an Aarogya Setu app,
they will need something to scan a location before they enter.
One will see more couples, small groups and trusted family
vacations. People will stop travelling in mass group tours. So
industry suppliers must make adjustments accordingly. In this
time of crisis, the world is also turning to Eastern and Indian
healing practices, so I expect this will boost wellness tourism
in a big way. Our Himalayan and Northeastern states have
largely emerged as safe zones during the COVID-19 crisis, so
I anticipate some tourism opportunities there, but we have to
work out new modalities in terms of safe trekking routes and
advanced communication networks, etc.
n What role will tourism play in the recovery of the economy?

It can play a great role—both internationally and domestically.
Let’s first admit that the global campaign ‘Incredible India’ has
created a greater impact than any other campaign. But we need a
12
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new brand called ‘Namaste Incredible India’ because the whole
world is going to be using our greeting symbol. Namaste should
be Safety, Hygiene, Peace and Harmony and this should be equal
to India. That should be the umbrella campaign. Under this
we should attract companies leaving China, we should attract
infrastructure investors and we should attract MNCs to offshore
and outsource services. And, eventually, ‘Namaste Incredible
India’ should also attract tourists when the time is right. In
other words, it will be foolish to say India is a better investment
destination because we can help you earn more profits or offer
a better supply chain. Instead, we should appeal to basic human
instincts by saying ‘Namaste, I am India, I have been around for
5,000 years. Namaste means Safety, Namaste means Hygiene,
Namaste means Peace and Namaste means Harmony...invest in
us because we give you all this and a greater profit and greater
market and more knowledgeable people.’ This campaign should
be done in the same manner Incredible India was done.
A domestic tourism thrust should be given to co-create
holidays with farmers and rural India. This way new wealth will
be created and distributed. So the typical packages will be: ‘do
a weekend to a village, stay in a one-acre farmland, in your mud
house, pluck mangoes, buy fresh veggies, spend the weekend
in nature and return back home on Sunday night’. Tourism
can work with Self-Help Groups to create experiences. Most
importantly, the safety and hygiene standards practiced by
the tourism industry will have an impact in the FDI space. In a
sense, if an investor reads more good things about the safety and

hygiene practices in the Indian tourism industry, more will he
buy the concept of Namaste Incredible India and invest in India.
After the lockdown, will your focus be on domestic tourism?
Domestic Tourism has the attention at the highest level of this
government. None other than our own Prime Minister has time
and again appealed to the fellow citizens to travel and explore
the country. Guided by his vision, in November 2019, we had
launched the Dekho Apna Desh programme, which was all
about promoting domestic tourism. We are further working
on giving shape to this initiative and firming up the guidelines
for the same. If you see, globally, a number of destinations have
managed to overcome their international inbound tourism
losses during the period of recessionary decline by focussing
on their domestic tourism offering. We in India did so in 2008
when our inbound tourism dropped due to the Mumbai attacks
and the global economic meltdown. Our tourism economy is
highly dependent on domestic tourism. Focussing on domestic
tourism potential, encouraging fellow countrymen to explore
their own country, taking a much-needed break within their
own borders will be a winning strategy for India.
n How will you again make India an attractive destination for the

international traveller?
As mentioned, the only way to make India attractive for
tourists is to focus on hygiene, safety, security. Nothing else.
The Government of India’s approach and action in handling

the pandemic situation with a population of 1.3 billion people
has been recognised globally. We tirelessly helped stranded
tourists get back home by organising several repatriation
flights. For those tourists who are still in India, we have
relaxed our visa rules and automatically extended all visas
till 3rd May and allowed exit without any penalties. The state
governments are taking care of such tourist needs at various
places. India, on a humanitarian basis, lifted the ban on the
export of hydroxychloroquine to needy nations. I’m stating all
this to stress that the ‘goodwill’ that India has gained from the
international community will help us to become an attractive
destination. We will encash this goodwill at the appropriate
time. Also, this will bolster demand from adjunct segments
like business travel, long-term rentals, fitness and wellness,
and driving holidays. Finally, I repeat, the only way to make
India an attractive destination is to focus on hygiene, safety,
security. Nothing else.
n What are some of your own favourite travel destinations?

Being born and brought up in a rural setting in Madhya Pradesh,
at heart I am still the same. I love to connect with the land and
nature. I have done the Narmada Parikrama, one of the hardest
journeys, on foot. This remains my favourite. I am also a ‘seeker’,
and spiritual destinations have attracted me. My party work has
taken me to Manipur in the Northeast several times. I have spent a
lot of time there, so the Northeast, and Manipur in particular, can
also be counted among my favourite destinations.
outlook traveller • may 2020
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A Grand Gesture
For Ranee Sahaney, Hyatt Centric in Bengaluru is the comfort of the familiar, a matter of indulgence
and the chance to explore the very best the city has to offer

H

yatt and I are old friends. From
the days in the 1980s when
the chain was marking its
presence in India and joining
Delhi’s skyline to a luxurious stint at
the Hyatt Regency in Chicago (where I
shared an elevator ride with Hells Angels
bikers), to the Hyatt Place’s cosy spot
in Gurugram and in its ritzy property in
Dubai. I’ve found myself accustomed
to its special brand of hospitality and
personalised cosseting.
The last time I was in Bengaluru, I

14
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added another to the list, ensconced
at the Hyatt Centric that offers World
of Hyatt FIND, a specially curated
experience for World of Hyatt members.
Unique and locally-relevant, they include
activities like dining, fitness, adventure
and restoration.
The property’s enviable spot in the
city’s most lively boulevard doesn’t
hurt either. It may not be as spacious as
others in the brand portfolio, but it is just
as luxurious with 143 rooms and suites
to choose from. If you are looking to

splurge, their suites come with private
gardens and are absolutely gorgeous.
That evening, I met up with friends for
a drink at The Bengaluru Brasserie,
a poolside restaurant and bar which
offers a global menu. The Liquid Bar in
an alfresco setting, I heard, sees a lively
turnover during the weekends earning
stripes as a pub-hoppers’ haven.
Having fled the weeping skies of Delhi
the day before, the next morning, I woke
up quite early. I joyfully embraced the
fresh spring breeze and sunny skies on

the road to the Nandi Valley, nestled
in the shadow of the Nandi Hills. Our
destination was the SDU Winery—a
serene boutique winery producing a
range of wines distinguished by finesse
and character, just 75 kilometres away
from the main city.
What made this curated vineyard tour
even more pleasant was the company.
I was joined by a young photographer I
had met on The Golden Chariot tourist
train and he had brought his wife along
and so, we were quite a raucous trio
during the tour of the vineyard, the lab
where the magic happens and the rooms
where some fine wine was resting. Our
lunch that day was abrim with laughter,
indulgent reminiscences and plenty
of reds and white, paired with the
best of food.
The day ended with even more delights
back in the hotel. A walk around the
spa and fitness studio was another
temptation to be indulged. I booked
myself for a leisurely massage. But
guess what? The short nap I allowed

myself turned into a rather longish one
and I missed my slot. Ever happened to
you after too much wine and too much
‘sunny’ company?
Still, not all was over. As I lazily flipped
channels and pored over the day’s
papers, an assortment of finger foods
that in-room service had rustled up
made for splendid company…and the
diet be damned!
I lingered under the rain shower in the
embrace of lemon-scented soaps and
lotions that engulfed the well-appointed
bath. I always dress for dinner when
I’m out…So, cool and collected, I wound
my way to The Bengaluru Brasserie
for delectable kebabs and perfectly
turned out mojitos…No! No! Not the
‘virginal’ but the way they are meant
to be enjoyed. ‘Salud’ to the chef and
bartender who kept them coming as the
conversation flowed on.
Ruminating over my weekend of
indulgence as the car headed to the
airport, I would say looking after your
comfort and giving you a fresh take

Clockwise from top right: grapes ready to be
plucked; barrels of the sweet stuff; the lab
at SDU Winery; and a contemporary
room at Hyatt Centric

on a holiday experience is very much
at the heart of all the Hyatt brands, and
in whichever city you happen to find
one. While Bengaluru had plenty of
diversions of its own, what stood out
for me was that unique exploration of
its surrounds that the Hyatt Centric so
thoughtfully organised for me. 

The information

Location Swami Vivekananda Rd,
Someshwarpura, Halasuru, Bengaluru. An
approx. 40-minute drive to Kempegowda
International Airport
Accommodation 143 rooms including
63 Standard Rooms, 48 King View Rooms,
28 Twin Rooms and 4 Suites with private
gardens
Tariff `10,000+ taxes upwards;
Experiential Tour: `3,000 excluding car
transfer
Contact +91-80-49361234; hyatt.com
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and boutique hotels with plenty of open spaces and natural
ventilation in the rooms should do well post the lockdown.
n How can the government ease the pain? Do you have any

The Bungalow
on the Beach,
Tranquebar; and
(below) hotelier
and restorer
Aman Nath

specific expectations?
Our government has helped contain the virus well in time.
India should now be projected as being the size of Europe—
2,300km of just one mountain range, 7,500km of coastline…
Space is what the world will seek. Social distancing is talking of
one metre. India is spaced out—literally!
Financial help is always welcome, but we can’t do the
national mathematics. The government has to step in to
support the survival of the tourism industry—an industry
which employs crores of people. The government has already
been requested to step in immediately by waiving off GST for
the entire financial year 2020-21, by permitting a complete
deferment of all statutory dues payable by the tourism, travel
and hospitality industry at the central, state, and municipal
government level. Similarly, the government must step in to
support salaries and establishment costs. This is especially
relevant for the heritage hotel sector which supports locals
in the nearby villages and prevents rural migration to urban
slums. The unskilled and semi-skilled workforce needs to be
protected the most—they form the backbone of the Indian
hospitality industry.
n What coping strategies is Neemrana Hotels adopting?

The Great
Hospitality Crisis
Aman Nath, Chairman, Neemrana
Hotels, spoke to Amit Dixit about
the future of hospitality in the
post-COVID-19 world
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n The COVID-19 pandemic has devastated the hospitality

industry. As a leading figure in the space, what’s your take?
How will hotels cope going forward?
The nature and location of the hotels will decide their fate
in the current financial year. The closed, air-conditioned,
corridor hotels may not be sustainable for now. After the
lockdown, people will want to be close to nature in open
spaces. So how will modern hotels sustain themselves? Nearby,
true city escapes—mountain, sea, garden, or riverside—should
work. Hotels will have to reinvent themselves. Heritage

One should remain an optimist even in the most trying times.
Neemrana has always followed a socially responsible tourism
approach. Our focus remains to keep our head above water.
Till now we have prevented layoffs and are managing with
leave adjustments. We may have to explore other options in
the near future but we shall always keep the best interest of
our employees and the company paramount. Neemrana has
always encouraged local employment and after the lockdown
is eased and things return to normal, we shall have a greater
focus on the local areas in which we operate. In the meantime,
in conjunction with the local authorities, we have being doing
our bit to provide food to people in the Neemrana region who
are struggling to put together a meal for their family.
n Are there any past learnings you can rely on at this time?

Plague had no medicine and neither does COVID-19 at the
moment. It's an anti-gregarious virus, rebelling against touch
and togetherness! Maintaining hygiene, social distancing,
building immunity by daily exercise and yoga, consuming
simple, home-cooked meals and natural herbs and remaining
positive is what the world should focus on. No one can throw
dice in the dark and add the figures now. But mankind has
always survived on effort, hope and wishful thinking.
n Going forward, what operational challenges do you anticipate?

There will be several operational challenges but Neemrana
Hotels has always been a pioneer in facing new challenges and
outlook traveller • may 2020
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emerging victorious, so our team is already gearing up for the
same. To enumerate a few important ones:
 Safety and security at the point of entry and exit of each
hotel will become the key areas of focus. Any raw material and
vehicle entering the hotel premises will have to be sanitised
immediately.
 The hotels will have to stay abreast with the WHO, MHA, and
MOT guidelines on a daily basis. There will be a greater focus
on online learning specifically in the kitchen and housekeeping
departments. F&B service will also have to be done using
social-distancing norms—this will be a new challenge for our
industry. At Neemrana, we have always discouraged in-room
dining and encouraged guests to explore our multiple indoor
and outdoor venues. This is now an area which we will have to
look at with a fresh set of eyes. Our young and dynamic team is
already working on tailormade menus that can be customised
according to the palate and preferences of the customers and
served with our well-known hospitality in guestrooms. For
some meals, if we continue with the buffet option, we will have
to ensure that only trained team members serve food as per the
FSSAI instructions.
 The hotels will have to liaison more frequently with
government authorities including gram panchayats,
health authorities, and police for greater transparency and
coordination.
 The housekeeping department will have to be much more
vigilant in terms of sanitising surfaces, hand knobs, handles,
and counters and ensuring best practices 24x7 to build
confidence in our guests.
There are too many variables in an industry which is
dependent on warm, human interaction, but we can't be casual
and “chalta hai" about it. The challenges are there. Even after
years of training on hygiene, clean drinking water, soap and
snow-white linen, when one visits the homes of villagers, they
still have a long way to go. India will have to raise the living
and educational standards of all its citizens, including those in
the hospitality industry, by constant training and monitoring,
and each hotelier from their end can implement and insist on
higher standards. It is a do-or-die situation.

Post-lockdown heritage and boutique hotels
with open spaces will do well. Left to right: The
Glasshouse on the Ganges; and Baradari
Palace’s Portico Restaurant

n Pundits are predicting that the future of travel will be short-

haul and intimate (but social distancing is here for a while), and
guests will give their custom to chains they trust. Your take?
I don’t think it’s going to be our choice. If you have to go long
haul for business, one may combine it with a holiday. But shorthaul with your own car and family in your safety zone, makes
more sense. When we talk of the future, it's not common for
all. We have at least three segments of travel: the bottom, the
top, and the important middle one too. In all segments there
first has to be a proportional excess of wealth before anyone
thinks of travel. If business and trade do badly, then first the
bread-earners' pockets have to be put in order and all fantasies
of travel kept at bay. So it's difficult to predict. One variable, and
the whole scenario changes.
18
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This is a time to give back to
our own country and people—
Incredible India will bounce back
and welcome its own people in
different parts of the country.
Neemrana would love to assist
state governments in developing
authentic local models.
—Aman nath, Neemrana Hotels

n Some are saying travel & tourism can actually help the
economy bounce back? How likely is this to happen?
This is a time to give back to our own country and people—
Incredible India will bounce back and welcome its own people
in different parts of the country. Indians must discover the
beauty and diversity of their own land. How many of us can
actually say that we have seen every single part of our country?
If we do this, the economy will certainly bounce back.
I have always been an eternal optimist and the Indian
hospitality industry shall overcome this phase, stronger and
wiser than before! Nature, health, spiritual retreats, and fitness
within easy reach will be the winners.
n What about the tourism of numbers in our country?

This is most important and we shouldn’t neglect it, especially
if we want our economy to take off. I think ‘Bharat Bhraman’
trains can follow the basic model of Palace on Wheels. India

has some 4,000 railway stations. Many of these can become
the basis of our domestic tourism. The government can involve
local industry, traders and philanthropists to create community
kitchens and toilets so that many more people can travel at little
cost. The divide can be on the price issue but not on sharing
the spread of India. But let us not be Marie Antoinette! Let’s
first put food on the table and work on health, education, and
housing before we talk of the sights!
n If we are basically a nomadic species, isn’t travel an ‘essential’?

Can humanity survive without it?
People must eat, drink, procreate, secure themselves—and
travel really comes after that. But today it is a part of urban
survival sanity. We all drive ourselves harder than our ancestors
did. We multi-task and try to live many lives in one. So travel has
become an important way to detox and to survive the stress. We
cannot survive without it.
outlook traveller • may 2020
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The New

Normal

In a post-coronavirus world, hotels will jumpstart into
the future. Imagine chatbots, keyless rooms and indulgent
wellness retreats. Anshika Nagar reports

W
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e’re thinking a little like this: no long checkins, a Star Trek salute for welcome (we’ll
accept namaste too) and no crowded hotels,
lobbies and restaurants. Luxury will be
a refined concept, automated and cemented in health and
hygiene, at least for a good while. The future is technology and
isolation in the most sustainable fashion, and the warmth of
the ‘human touch’ will become a concept to shy away from.
We aren’t surprised though. Things were slowly moving
in this direction long before the pandemic, with trends like
ecotourism, remote wellness retreats and optimal privacy
already on the rise. Once the travel industry resumes its
operations, these trends will only accelerate, no matter the
industry’s revival speed.
This change will start at home. Many properties were
already leaning towards mobile or app-based check-ins with
in-depth questionnaires weeks before arrival. In the future,
this may become an exercise for all properties; it would not
only minimise human contact, but also reduce the time spent
in public. As for keycards, well, brands like Hilton and Chalet
Hotels have already been moving towards Bluetooth locks or
digital keys that unlock using phone apps.
Carrying the practice of social distancing and self-isolating
forward, “Villas might become more popular as people
will be able to isolate and enjoy the company of their loved
ones,” says Karen Slocombe, Director of Sales & Marketing,
Samujana, Koh Samui. For restaurants, the practice of social
distancing may lead to more grab-and-go options, fewer tables,
an increase in room service and unfortunately, the demise of
breakfast buffets. Sigh.
Of course, a major concern and investment will be
cleanliness and sanitation. Hyatt has already taken up a Global
Care and Cleanliness Commitment and this month, they will
introduce a cleanliness accreditation (GBAC STARTM) for
their properties worldwide. Initiatives like this will include
third-party auditing, sanitisation experts in hotels, enhanced

food safety, and protective equipment for staff and guests.
Physical barriers, social distancing circles and guests taking a
temperature check will become the new norms in all hotels.
Hand in hand with the latest technology, hotels will also
be savvier. Utilising touch-free doors, dispensers and sinks
will be first. The next step would be using ultraviolet lights
to check cleanliness, electrostatic sprayers with top-notch
disinfectants, and full-body sanitising machines. Robots
zipping between rooms for deliveries, contact-less conveyor
belts serving food, and chatbots don’t seem very far-fetched,
Mr Jetson.
While all this seems like a step in the right direction, a big
downside to such measures would be large-scale events like
conferences, MICE events and weddings. After the novel
coronavirus, hotels will have to prepare themselves to lose
revenue from these big gatherings.
On the flip side, however, wellness retreats, resorts
in remote locations and eco-friendly stays will emerge
strongest. According to Patrice Landrein, General Manager,
Pimalai Resort & Spa, Krabi, “After this period, the approach
for tourism will be different...people will definitely want
to venture into nature.” The wish to ‘escape it all’ and
recover from these tense times would motivate people to
look into rejuvenation therapies and wellness for the body,
mind and soul. And hotels are already gearing up to tackle
these expectations.
The novel coronavirus pandemic has forced people to
introspect the human impact on the environment. This
need for a more sustainable approach will become more
urgent with people wanting to use resources wisely and
be more responsible while travelling. This will reflect in
the hospitality space too. This is a resilient industry and
has bounced back from many global hits. And while this
screeching halt may have been a jolt that no one asked for, it
gives time for hotels to revamp and reinvent their identities,
offerings, and come back stronger than before. 
outlook traveller • may 2020
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10
Getaways
Quick
&
Quiet

Short, sweet, and safe—here are 10 trips on Team
OT’s radar for when we start travelling again
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South Goa
W

hen you’re done living it up in all the Bagas, Calangutes,
Titos and Mambos of Goa, a quiet escape is just a short
drive away. Enter: South Goa. If beaches are your thing, you’re in
paradise here. Butterfly Beach, as the name suggests, is a haven
for spotting butterflies, crabs and dolphins. You can even take
a boat or a canoe to explore this hidden oasis in your own style.
Hidden away from the crowds of Palolem and Agonda, Cola
Beach is an elusive wonder where the water is the perfect amount
of still to swim in and watch the hues of the sun set over. Walk to
Blue Lagoon, where a palm tree-encrusted freshwater stream
meets the beach. Yes, this is what paradise looks like. Just south of
Madgaon is Benaulim Beach and this is where all the sea-foodies
need to unite. The vibrant culture is juxtaposed with peace and
tranquillity as you sit around spotting dolphins and crocodiles.
Make sure you do any parasailing or jet skiing before you eat till
you can no longer move. When you’re done soaking in the sun,
head to Assolna to explore the gorgeous Portuguese architecture
of some colonial-era palaces, and don’t forget to shop for some
trinkets to wear later.

must-eat

 Fish fofos: Traditionally
made from cod, these cheesy
fish rolls have been adapted
and made with boneless fish,
shrimp and prawns

Pune

473 KM
(9 hours)

SOUTH GOA

Activity
 Dolphin spotting
 Parasailing
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Alwar

A

gra, Jaipur and New Delhi form a convenient road-tripping
triangle around Alwar—one of the 16 mahajanapadas, and an
underrated collage of Rajputana. If you don’t want to venture
into the state’s interiors, Alwar is the microcosm that has it all.
Start with an early morning visit to Moosi Maharani ki Chhatri—a
cenotaph overlooking a reservoir, ghats and medieval-era homes.
Lift the small boulder inside the main building, and wash your
face with the cool groundwater below. Locals believe it wards off
the evil eye. Next, head to the City Palace and Museum next door.
Done in baby blue and white, its collection houses rare Rajput
and Mughal weapons, religious and literary relics, miniature
paintings and more. Alwar’s forts are intriguing—there’s the small
hilltop Bala Quila (currently under restoration), the scenic drive
up to which is painted in green, white and brown, and the more
expansive Bhangarh Fort. The latter’s supposedly haunted, so you
can’t visit after sunset. Coffee at the windy Siliserh Lake, which
stretches all around a singular viewpoint, and strolls inside the
impeccably landscaped Company Bagh, perfectly bookend this
trip. Post the historical circuit, book a safari into Sariska National
Park (1 hour away). Its grasslands and dry forests turn blazing
orange during sunrise and sunset. Drive through groves of dhok
and along natural pools to spot tigers, nilgai, boar, crocodiles and
hyenas. If cruising in from Alwar, opt for the park’s Sariska gate
to dabble in astronomy at the Stargate Observatory. For a more
secluded experience, head to the Tehla Gate, and glamp under the
stars at Sariska Astroport.

must-eat

 Special thali from Prem
Pavitra Bhojnalaya. It features
dal-baati-churma, roti, papad,
and spicy gatte ki sabzi.
Paired best with stuffed
chillies and kulfi

Delhi

166 KM
(3.5 hours)

alwar

Activity
 Walking tours
 Sunrise safari
 Stargazing
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Kodagu
T

must-eat

 Pandi curry (Coorgi pork
curry) with akki roti
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he breathtaking low hills, rolling teak and sandalwood forests,
roaring waterfalls, and miles of aromatic spice and coffee plantations,
Kodagu is a getaway for those in the mood to awaken their senses, and
coincidentally, also the largest coffee producer in India. Nick-named the
‘Scotland of India’, this gorgeous town, dotted with villages and hamlets is
a rediscovery of the self. Known for its torrential waterfalls, it offers natural
wonders as the Lakshmana Tirtha River tumbles in the Iruppu Falls, and
the Kaveri River snakes through spice plantations and coffee estates, down
green plains and off rocky cliffs into the Abbey Falls, awaiting anyone
willing to make the short hike up. Better known as Coorg, it is also home
to the Nagarhole National Park, which hosts over 270 species of birds and
animals, and dense forests. Head over to the Nisargadhama river-island to
take in elephant sightings and treetop bamboo cottages. If you’re in it for
the caffeine kick, a variety of coffee plantations offer tours of their facilities,
sometimes through pepper and cardamom fields to present the most scenic
views for your coffee tasting. With one of the highest rates of rainfall in the
country, Coorg is also a great destination for trekking, angling, whitewater
rafting, and other adventure sports.

Activity
 Whitewater rafting
 Angling

Bengaluru

250 KM
(5 hours)

KODAGU
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Dooars
S

pread across the eastern Himalayan foothills from West
Bengal to Assam, Dooars is the gateway to the kingdom
of Bhutan. Traverse through its lush tea estates, meandering
mountain streams and varied villages, for an exquisite meeting
with natural beauty. Dooars’ endless stretch of untouched
forests is intersected by the Teesta and Dhansiri rivers. Deeply
rooted in tea, tourism and timber, the region is served with a
network of motorable roads cutting through the dense forests.
The valley is also home to a wide range of national parks and
wildlife sanctuaries, such as Buxa, Jaldapara, Chapramari,
Gorumara, and Manas. Segregated into three parts—Eastern
Dooars, Central Dooars and Western Dooars—the region
abounds is an ecotourism and birding hub. Buxa National
Park in Eastern Dooars offers a great collection of orchids and
medicinal plants, while Jaldapara in Central Dooars is home
to primaeval forests interspersed with sleepy settlements.
The main attraction here is the one-horned rhinoceros.
A preferred destination for wilderness explorers, a safari
through the emerald green forests of Dooars is a great way to
experience nature at its best.

Activity
 Tea garden tours
 Jungle safaris on
the way to Jaldapara
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must-eat
 Bamboo shoots
 Dry fish pickle

Darjeeling

100 KM
(3hours)

DOOARS
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Lansdowne
T

hick oak and blue pine forests paint the picturesque little
hilltop town of Lansdowne. Perched at an altitude of 1,780
metres, this hill station was an established British cantonment
in 1887, and was named after the Earl of Lansdowne, the thenViceroy of India. Located in the Pauri district of Uttarakhand,
Lansdowne is not only known for its quiet natural beauty but is
also the home of the Indian Army’s Garhwal Rifles. The town’s
quaint colonial architecture is a romantic draw for a quick drive
over from Delhi with a special someone, while the Bhulla Tal is
ideal for boating getaways with friends or kids. Stop by Tip-InTop Point for some spectacular views of the Shivalik Range, the
Darwan Singh Regimental Museum for a dose of defence history,
or visit one of the two colonial-era churches—St Mary’s and St
John’s—for the gorgeous stained-glass windows. The Kalagarh
Tiger Reserve is about 13 kilometres from Lansdowne and offers
not just the big cat, but also a variety of deer and bird species. For
the more religious, the Kaleshwar Temple is a popular shrine to
Lord Shiva, and the town is a must-visit during the Mahashivratri
celebrations. Lansdowne is the perfect getaway for birders, casual
hikers, couples, and nature lovers.

Activity
 Birding
 Hiking
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must-eat
 Bhangak khatai: A local
chutney made of bhang
(cannabis) seeds, mixed
with cumin, red chillies and
lemon juice

Delhi

257 KM
(6 hours)

LANSDOWNE

the list

Nahan
L

ike every other hill station in the country, Nahan
features itself as a languid stretch of colourful rooftops
peeking from lush vegetation, with perhaps a viewpoint
or two and definitely, a Mall Road. The capital of erstwhile
Sirmaur, what sets this hilltown apart is the number of
things one can do, if they choose to. For those who seek a bit
of an adventure, we would suggest the trek to Jamu Peak or
Churdhar Peak. There is rock climbing, camping, fishing
and boating too; Renuka Lake (the largest in Himachal
Pradesh) is just 38 kilometres from Nahan. Tourists can
also opt for safaris at Simbalbara Wildlife Sanctuary and
Renuka Wildlife Park. Located on the banks of Markanda,
Suketi Fossil Park is the first of its kind in Asia, one of the
earliest spots where fossils were discovered. The town
is a popular spot for pilgrims who travel to visit Renuka
Temple and Trilokpur Temple nearby. The Jagannath
Temple, dedicated to Lord Neel Madhav, resembles its
namesake in Puri. One can also dabble a bit in history and
architecture; Jaitak Fort was built using the remnants of
Nahan Fort and offers stunning views of the hills. Most
intriguing is Rajbans Tal, a place shrouded in curses and
mysteries, the ruins of a once-great city.

must-eat

 Himachali thali with
favourites like rice, pude and
maah ki dal

Chandigarh

86 KM
(2 hours)

NAHAN

Activity
 Trek to Jamu Peak
or Churdhar Peak
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Silvassa
S

ilvassa, former Portuguese colony and the capital city of the
Union Territory of Dadra and Nagar Haveli, is endowed with
nature’s benevolence. Surrounded by the lush Western Ghats,
Silvassa is nestled between Maharashtra and Gujarat. Since the
land was a Portuguese territory till 1954, traces of their strong
influence are evident even today. The churches, chapels, forts
and old quarters scattered all through the town are remnants
of Silvassa’s rich history and culture. Our Lady of Piety Church,
one of the oldest Portuguese structures here, still stands tall
exuding an old-world charm. Furthermore, Silvassa also boasts of
a rich tribal culture. Located in the heart of the town, the Tribal
Museum seeks to preserve the legacy of the indigenous tribes. The
artefacts on display include handmade ornaments, household
utensils and other ancestral knick-knacks. The pristine Dudhani
lake is nearly 40 kilometres from Silvassa. Located amidst small
hillocks, this waterfront formed by the Madhuban Dam is a hub of
aquatic adventures. From kayaking to canoeing, it offers a plethora
of watersports. Once you’re done with your dose of culture,
indulge in a rustic shopping spree. From thrifty spenders to the
shopaholics, Kilvani Road caters to all. Warli paintings, intricately
carved wooden smoking pipes, palm-leaf mats and paper bags
made using ragi flour are definitely worth the splurge.

must-eat
 Ubadiyu, a mixture of
vegetables and herbs cooked
in an earthen pot

Mumbai

173 KM
( 3 hours )

SILVASSA

Activity
 For watersports lovers,
Dudhani offers numerous
options like jet skiing,
kayaking and canoeing
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Wayanad
T

he verdant hill station replete with jungle streams and
luxury homestays is Kerala’s green paradise. Located
about 76 kilometres from sea-facing Kozhikode, it lies on the
southernmost tip of the Deccan Plateau and boasts of not
only a diverse and rich flora and fauna but is also home to
Kerala’s famous spice and coffee plantations. Different types
of spices are grown in various sections of the plantations.
However, it is the modest kitchen gardens here where one
can find an incredible array of spices. From cardamom and
cinnamon to cash crops like coffee and pepper, the spice trails
in Wayanad are a peek into history and heritage. One of the
prime highlights of the region is the Chembra Peak. At 2,100
metres, it is the highest peak of the Wayanad hills. A trekker’s
delight, it offers a panoramic view of Kozhikode, Malappuram
and Nilgiri. If you’re a nature lover then Wayanad has plenty
to offer. The Meenmutty Falls, with its milky white streams,
is an ethereal sight. The district is also home to the largest
earth dam in India—the Banasura Sagar Dam built across
the Karamanathodu tributary of the Kabini River. With its
tribal culture and rich natural resources, Wayanad is the ideal
weekend escape from Bengaluru.

must-eat
 Gorge on some authentic
Malabar delicacies—chemmeen
unda puttu or prawn dumplings,
Thalassery biryani and fish
moilee, a rich curry cooked in a
coconut base

Bengaluru

275 KM
(6hours)

WAYANAD

Activity
 Trek to Chembra Peak
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Tharangambadi
T

must-eat

 Tharangambadi Fish
Curry at Bungalow on
The Beach
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harangambadi (or, more popularly, Tranquebar) is straight out of a
poet’s dream, the ‘land of singing waves’. There is much to draw a
weary tourist: a small little town that is best explored on foot, a number
of glimmering beaches to relax on and some interesting tales to carry it
all forward. Located in Tamil Nadu, this sleepy town was once a Danish
colony, sold to the British in 1845. Much of Tranquebar’s architecture
is reflective of this history, emboldened in white and peach hues. A
bonus? It’s a bit offbeat, especially when compared to Pondicherry and
Goa, making it the perfect getaway. A trip to the city must start with the
Dansborg Fort, which also houses a small museum. The beach-facing fort
was, in its prime, the second-largest Danish castle in the world. There
are plenty of churches to visit, Zion Church and New Jerusalem Church
being the most popular. Head to the Old Danish Cemetery and then to the
700-year-old Sri Masilamani Nathar Temple, which shows a surprising
mix of Chinese and Hindu architecture. The Ziegenbalg Museum
Complex is a true gem, home not only to the first printing press in India
but also to the first printed book, a Bible.

Activity
 Boating through
Pichavaram Mangrove Forest

Chennai

286 KM
(6 hours)

THARANGAMBADI
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Yercaud
T

ake a seat, take a hike, take a dip. But first, relax
your shoulders and take that sigh of relief. You’re in
Yercaud, Tamil Nadu—a breezy hill station with no room
for stress. Twenty-somethings will love the 20-something
hairpin bends on the drive from Salem, the nearest town,
which passes through fruit and berry plantations. Pack a
lunchbox for a quick picnic, as pit stops are scarce. Once
inside Yercaud, cycle or hike through the 32-kilometre
Loop Road that begins and ends at peaceful Yercaud
Lake. The Kiliyur waterfall here is a jovial sight after the
monsoons. Later, climb up to the sunset viewing points
of Lady’s Seat. Before you ask—yes, there is also a Gent’s
Seat, and it’s only a few minutes away. Set in the Eastern
Ghats, Yercaud is a biodiversity hotspot—beyond the
citrus and pear orchards, you might encounter bison,
civets, jackals, anteaters, pythons, and rare endemic
flora. Take your kids to the National Orchidarium here,
for a look at the insectivorous pitcher plant. Don’t worry,
they’ll remember it from Pokémon. And for a lesson in
punctuality? Show them the neelakurinji plants, which
bloom once every 12 years.

Activity
 Cycling through
Kottachedu Teak Forest
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must-eat

 Chettinad specialities like
kothu parotta, mutton urundai,
traditional banana leaf meal
with all the fixings

Salem

30 KM
(1 hour)

Yercaud
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F

or those of us in the travel and tourism industry, the uncertainty of this pandemic has hit
too close to home. Every day we wake up to higher numbers, the world at a standstill and
the travel industry at the crossroads. While experts believe that travel will bounce back
soon enough, the potential reset of what travel means looms over our heads. Reinvention is
imperative and some new trends are on the rise. Change, perhaps, will be a good thing after all. We at OT
delve deeper into these patterns and what the future of travel looks like in the post-COVID-19 world.
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The Next

BigThings

As the dreaded coronavirus hits the travel
economy hard, Roshni Subramanian reports key
trends that will shape the future of travel

Hit the Road

T

aking to the skies might not be the most viable option
after the lockdown. As the need for social distancing
increases by the minute, travellers around the globe seem
justifiably leery of flying. It would be wildly optimistic to
assume that air travel would recover anytime soon after the
pandemic, with health and hygiene marking a major shift in
our priorities. Before the masses can get back to flying, the
classic road trip will be resurrected. A far less scary prospect
and a much cheaper alternative than a trip to a faraway
obscure land. Added bonus: you get to steer clear of the
hassles of planning and can avoid large crowds.

Domestic Travel

P

ardon our millennial enthusiasm, but
here’s a petition to make High School
Musical’s “We’re all in this together” the
official COVID-19 anthem. After all, it’s akin
to the rallying call of the times. Unfamiliar and
unsettling as it may be, international travel is
certainly going to take a back seat in the days
to come. We believe it is the domestic tourism
sector that holds the key to post-lockdown
industry revival. Though an uphill battle,
it’s not an impossible feat. Reports suggest
that Indian destinations are placed at a much
better position than their American and
European counterparts. If you’re looking for
places to head to, we’ve got some ideas. How
about ticking off that long list of Indian states
on your bucket list? Home to some spectacular
hidden marvels, India has destinations to
suit every kind of traveller. So, the shift from
‘glocal’ to ‘local’ is much anticipated.

Green on the Go

W

hile it was climate change that brought the topic
of sustainable tourism to the forefront, the recent
chain of events has forced us to rethink the way we travel.
From picking greener abodes to being a responsible guest,
travellers will wish to be more eco-conscious. Pro tip:
ditch that plane ride. Opt for ‘slow travel’, a more laidback
way to explore the world. Furthermore, eco-lodges have
drawn the interest of environmental enthusiasts. Another
strand of responsible tourism that has huge potential in
the post-COVID-19 era is voluntourism. Going beyond
the realm of environmental conservation, voluntourism
focusses on contributing towards society and is a great way
of connecting with locals (but probably with a bit of social
distancing going forward).
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Luxury Getaways

travel trends

A

luxury experience on a shoestring
budget. That’s what dreams are made
of. As the coronavirus pandemic hammers
industries, it’s no surprise that the travel and
hospitality sectors have been hit the hardest.
But what does it mean for the luxury travel biz?
Reports suggest that in the current economic
slowdown, the aviation industry could lose $113
billion worldwide, while the hotel industry
will suffer a $30 billion setback. This means
reduced rates, free cancellations, free extras,
airport transfers and many other perks. Fivestar hotels have seen a major drop in prices, said
Sabina Chopra, co-founder of Yatra.com, and
at the LeMeridien in Delhi, the rates are down
to `8,000 from the usual `12,000. Although a
‘normal summer’ this year seems like a distant
dream, we’d really like our luxury travel fix
before we get back to the grind.

Treat or Retreat

T

he lockdown blues are real. The anxiety, the stress, the
uncertainty and the need to escape from it all. Experts
suggest that it is the wellness and luxury travel space
that might be the antidote to all this tension with more
and more people looking for a chance at recuperation.
Moreover, as our screen obsession reaches an all-new
high, it won’t be surprising if digital detox retreats
witness a boom. What are the odds of your smartphone
being within arm’s distance, if you’re not already using
it to read this? We end up spending 45 minutes surfing
through streaming sites, deciding what to watch, while
typing out that work e-mail and half scrolling through
Instagram. It’s time we switch off and switch out.

 Microcations

 Isolation is Key

I

f we had a penny for every time our Goa plans
were cancelled, we’d be rolling in dough
right now (armed with sanitiser and masks,
of course). It all starts with too many ideas,
no agreement, and no Goa. Haven’t we all had
enough of that? Honestly, who needs a travel
companion when you’re quite well-equipped
yourself. With social distancing becoming
the order of the day and amid rising health
concerns, group travel is on the backburner
for the time being. Gone are the days when
you’d wait around for the ideal travel partner
to come along. Our mantra is ‘go it alone’. And
in the post-outbreak world, this is more likely
to be the norm. With social distancing as the
need of the hour, travellers may consider
avoiding group travel altogether, resulting in
the reawakening of solo travel. If we’re not
doing it, we’re certainly dreaming about doing
it. Several travel companies are focussed on
catering to this not-so niche segment. The
Backpacker Co, ‘India’s first experiential
travel company’, is offering experience-based
informal travels and aims to assist backpackers
discover the best of local culture. You could
also opt for VueIndiaTours, specialising in
high-end luxury experiential travel.

T

here’s only so much Netflix and Call of Duty the mind
can absorb. We suggest noting down long weekends
and vacation days and planning your next adventure,
correction, micro-adventure; a guilt-free way to slip in
and out of work without a full-blown getaway. It’s also
likely that there will be an increase in properties offering
staycations, which are a short drive away. Easy to plan
and easier on the pocket, the staycation versus vacation
debate has finally been put to rest. If you’re one of the
culture vultures then maybe Champaner in Gujarat could
make it to your bucket list. Set nearly 47 kilometres from
Vadodara, it was the capital of Gujarat back in the 14th
century. For those seeking an offbeat microcation with
a dash of history, culture and adventure, this is the X on
your treasure map.
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cover story lockdown

W

e don’t know if you remember, but the world
was a beautiful place. We were birds with our
aluminium wings, flying across countries and
continents. Sand in our toes, pine needles in
our hair, the greatest cities, the deepest forests, it was all just
hours away. We were a thing of envy, the ones to be: we were
travellers. And although all that might seem like a distant
dream now, trust it will return. As you spend these few weeks
travelling between your bedroom and your living room with
occasional stopovers at the refrigerator, we have a few things
that might make it just a little more fun.

Down,
But
Not
Out

Culinary Trends
W

ho are we kidding, we’re all Masterchefs now. When you’re
trying your hand at the new gourmet creation from your
pantry leftovers, give these a shot. On outlooktraveller.com,
Abhishek Gupta, Executive Sous Chef, The Leela Ambience
Gurugram, can walk you through some at-home quarantine
recipes, or you can get your hands on one of the cookbooks we’ve
curated to spend a few hours of me (or we) time in the kitchen.
Get down and dirty with some new and ingenious cocktails with
your leftover stash like the Ratnagiri Martini or the CucumberBasil Fizz. Throw on some Salt.Fat.Acid.Heat, whip up a batch
of jhal muri, and enjoy your 5-o’clock-somewhere treat while
listening to the British History Podcast. You can also try recipes
online of crowd favourites from Disneyland. Mhmm, churros.

When the going gets tough, the
tough get doing. Labanya Maitra
lists out Outlook Traveller’S guide
to surviving the lockdown
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 Hobby Mongering
S
peaking of hobbies, if there’s ever a time to
DIY, it is now. Upcycle That is full of ideas
and inspiration to upcycle household items
into quirky statement pieces for whenever
holiday season comes next.
If you’re looking for something out of
the box, have you considered lending your
computer’s power to boost COVID research?
You can download the Folding@home app
developed by Stanford University and get
started on your own scientific breakthrough.
In the same vein, you can also help with

Virtual Tours
B

elieve it or not, but spring’s blooming outside and
Keukenhof—the world-renowned Dutch flower park in
South Holland—is bursting with colours. While the park might
be closed, you can still experience the vibrant hues of the tulips,
daffodils, hyacinths, orchids, roses, lilies and more virtually!
While you’re at it, you can also trek up El Capitan at Yosemite,
tour the volcanic Mount Bromo in Java, trudge through the
Namib Desert, or join in on a three-hour-long game drive
through Ngala and Djuma Private Game Reserves in Africa. And
yes, even climb Everest and watch the northern lights.
We made it through April, and summer is right around the
corner. While you may be itching to go sightseeing and tour
exciting museums, why not consider doing them from the
50
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comfort of your couch? The planes might be grounded but the
Museum of Flight, in Seattle, has opened its wings for visitors
to browse through its air and spacecraft collection, and even
rummage through the cockpit. For the art lovers, museums like
the Louvre, Dalí Theatre-museum, Vatican Museums, Uffizi
Gallery, and the Palace of Versailles all offer virtual tours. In fact,
the Google Arts and Culture Project grants access to content
from over 1,200 leading museums and archives across the globe.
You can get curated content daily, right on your screens.
What else? You can literally (well, virtually) explore the
5,000-year-old Egyptian tomb of Queen Meresankh III from
your living room in the morning and spend the evening at the
Empire State Building in Manhattan!

research in science, arts, and culture at
Zooniverse. Become a citizen scientist and
work on some super-unique projects.
Would you like to be a famous painting?
No, not a painter. The Getty Museum has
put out a new challenge to test your goofy
remixing levels. Pushing quarantined
followers to creatively use time at home, the
company announced an artwork recreation
game for viewers old and new. Practice your
expressions in the mirror, play with some
good lighting, head to their website, et voilà!

Travel Shows
W

e’re not going to sit here and pretend that about 90 per cent of our existence
doesn’t revolve around Netflix, Amazon Prime, Disney, and Hulu these days.
So, if you’re trying to satisfy your clichéd ‘wanderlust’, might we suggest some
classier offerings? A refreshing cocktail of comedy and travel is presented in Vir Das’
Jestination Unknown, where he travels to various destinations in India in an attempt
to understand the culture, heritage, history and of course, the local sense of humour.
Most Dangerous Ways to School is a documentary series available on YouTube that
highlights the trials and tribulations of children in various countries as they take on
the rough road for a better future. Dark tourism has seen an incline in the past couple
of years with Chernobyl and Auschwitz being turned into tourism hotspots. Dark
Tourist is a Netflix show on which journalist David Farrier visits spots around the
world that have gained fame through tragic events. Head to bit.ly/2WcgiJ6 for a list
of shows you can binge on, COVID-free!
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 Virtual Performances
U

nfortunately, there might not be any garden concerts
to look forward to this summer, but hey, art has no
bounds, remember? Artists from across the world are coming
together to bring you performances you can watch in your
PJs. Radiohead’s 2006 show at Bonnaroo, Nirvana’s MTV
Unplugged show from 1993, Red Hot Chili Peppers’ Live at
Slane Castle in 2001, and Arctic Monkeys’ 2011 concert at the T
in the Park festival are just a few you can binge from your couch.
For those of you who don’t need no education, Pink Floyd has
streamed their full 1994 ‘Pulse’ concert on YouTube, for free.
But that’s not all. From opera to Broadway, spike your
at-home date nights with a little bit of oomph, as the
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Vancouver Symphony Orchestra, Royal Opera House, Berlin
Philharmonic, and the Vienna State Opera all release their
performances regularly on their websites. And for $8.99
(approx.`681), you can get access to the entirety of Broadway’s
musicals. P.S.: They also offer a free one-month trial.
New York City has taken it a step further with the Met,
MoMA, and the Frick Collection, all offering virtual tours.
The cherry on top comes with the New York Comedy
Club and the Tribeca Film Festival also going virtual this
year. Speaking of film festivals, you can also stream SXSW,
Greenwich International Film Festival, TCM Classic and
CPH:DOX online.

Get Travel Ready
B
ecause how could we not dream of lands near and far?
Start a travel journal with a solid idea. Plan the colour
scheme and overall vibe, and get on the hunt for household
materials. Use maps, illustrate, draw, paint, write, make
your journal stand out so that no matter where you put it,
it’s a constant reminder of where you’d like to head next.
Don’t forget to pay attention to your body while you enrich
your mind. Make sure to get a few hours of exercise each
week to maintain a healthy balance. YouTube channels,
such as Athlean X, put you through the ringer with their
carefully designed, punishing home workouts. If videos
aren’t your speed, fitness apps such as Freeletics design

full workouts of varying difficulties, and offer a collection
of these in front of the paywall. If all this fails, just solicit
the help of your gym-rat friend to show you the ropes
on a video call.
Energise and plan, plan, plan! One of the best ways to
prepare for a trip is to learn the language of your destination
or at least a few basic phrases. Spend up to half an hour on
Duolingo, learning any language of your choice daily. By the
time you’re out and about in the world…¡Estarás listo!
You’re ready!
But remember, if all else fails, memes are always the
answer to get through the pain.
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opinion Tourism

The Future
OFTRAVEL
(Inthe post-COVID-19 era)

Can travel & tourism have a net
positive contribution to conservation,
the environment and the community,
asks Sonu Shivdasani

SHUTTERSTOCK

T

ravel and flying are often
highlighted as prime examples
of human behaviour that
contribute to global warming,
and things that need to change with
immediate effect if we are to hand over to
the next generation a world similar to what
we have been able to experience and love in
our own lifetimes.
While air travel will account for a bulk
of an individual’s own ecological footprint,
it today still accounts for only about 2% of
greenhouse gases. The damage it causes
pales when one considers the contribution
to global warming of agriculture, especially
the beef industry, where the numbers are 10
to 20 times that of air travel.
There are also some examples of tourism
over-development such as the coast of
Spain where developers constructed
large concrete jungles that today remain
ghost towns for most of the year. The local
community lost out big time and their
overall quality of life deteriorated. For the
developers tended to be foreign, generally
engaged foreigners and the tourists tended
to consume packaged products brought in
from outside. Wherever local ingredients
or resources were consumed, it was at the
expense of the local community. So, in
general, the profits of the operations were
repatriated, salaries were spent back home,
and the local community rarely benefitted
from this new commerce. They just suffered
from the inflationary pressures on certain
qualities of life that they had taken for
granted such as cheap seaside living, or fish,
which they could no longer afford.

PWC have established a measurement
index—T.I.M.M. (Total Impact Monitoring
& Measurement)—that they are
encouraging governments to use in order to
drive behavioural change that avoids such
examples in the future.
In spite of the above, I remain a strong
advocate of the overall positive impact of
travel & tourism and the key role it plays in
conservation. Vast tracts of South and East
Africa would now be farmland if it were
not for the conservation efforts of the many
lodges and camps whose tourists indirectly
fund these efforts. Five years ago, President
Bongo of Gabon transferred 11 million

Here’s hoping we
have something to
smile about in the
post-COVID-19 world

hectares of land from timber concessions
and mining concessions to a national park
with a view to attracting tourists to visit.
Closer to home, the Government of the
Maldives banned the fishing of both sharks
and turtles. Part of the Maldives—Baa Atoll,
where one of our resorts is located—has
become a UNESCO Biosphere. The catalyst
for these actions was the calculation that
a shark or turtle swimming happily in the
ocean was considerably more valuable.
It will be vital for travel and tourism
to have a net positive contribution to
conservation, the environment as well as
the community in order for this industry,

Tourism
which has been my life for the last 30 years,
to survive in a post COVID-19 era.
We must consider that combined with
this new customer sentiment, the pace
of innovation is such that the ‘ecological’
solutions will more and more become the
most ‘economic’ solutions. So, whereas
in the past, a business, in order to survive
beyond 5 or 10 years, had to have a high EVA
(Economic Value Add), today, businesses
will still need to have a very high EVA but
the E in EVA will stand for ecological more
than economic as the two elements will now
be tied together at the hip.
Let me share with you our own
experiences at Soneva which I hope will
reinforce the case for travel & tourism as an
overall source of good.
When my wife Eva and I opened our
first resort in 1995 we held a firm belief
that a company must have a clear purpose
beyond just making money. We were also
convinced that a successful business is the
one that combines apparent contrasts and
makes these ‘opposites’ compatible. When
this is achieved and it works, it creates
an experience that is both unique and
accepted, and one develops a strong level of
loyalty from the guest.
While we wanted to create a hideaway
that would satisfy our desires for a dream
destination for those who liked to travel
in luxury, we also had this overwhelming
desire to protect the environment. The
end result was born out of the philosophy
of simple sophistication and returning
luxuriously to nature, whilst also
shouldering the responsibility of being
custodians of the places we operate in.
Today, two decades later we’d like to
think that our guiding principle of creating
engaging and imaginative SLOWLIFE for
our guests, which is our moral and operating
compass, has also provided a blueprint for
the future of the hospitality industry.
Our vehicle for delivering the SLOW
LIFE is our core philosophy of “Intelligent
Luxury”. It is about combining the
traditional opposites of sustainability and
wellness with luxury. We believe that these
things actually complement each other. The
definition of luxury is something that is a
rarity, but the wealthy of today come from a
different context to the wealthy of the past
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Clockwise from here: the
lush environs of Soneva
Fushi; the recycling centre’s
motto; and coconut shells
transformed into charcoal
for barbecues

when some of the more traditional luxuries
were established. In today’s society, luxury
translates into peace, time and space. It is
about the sand between the toes and dinner
under the canopy of a billion stars, about
reconnecting with oneself and the natural
environment. For guests who live in a
cramped and polluted concrete jungle, true
luxury is to eat a freshly picked salad, grown
in our organic garden while breathing fresh
air and enjoying a beautiful view.
This SLOWLIFE focus has led to levels
of guest loyalty and repeat business that far
surpass industry norms, and this tells us
unequivocally that the values of a company
matter to those who consume its products.
This is rare in the modern world but Soneva

distinguishes itself because combined
with the space, privacy and comfort of
our villas and rooms, and the intuitive
service provided by our hosts, we have also
demonstrated how sustainable materials
can have a great aesthetic.
Being sustainable is also part of our
DNA and we are always striving to limit
the negative environmental impact of
our activities—something which is both
difficult as well as critical for a company
which operates resorts in remote places of
pristine natural beauty. We may sometimes
fall short of our own high standards, but we
are very clear about our responsibilities as
custodians of the communities we operate
in. This responsibility to one’s community

is somewhat complicated for a company
such as ours whose guests jet in from all
over the globe. As a result, our social and
environmental responsibilities are as much
global as they are local. We, therefore, set up
the Soneva Foundation (a UK-registered
charity) to not only focus on local initiatives,
but to also focus on change at a level far
beyond the direct communities in which
our resorts operate and to recognise our
obligations to society in general.
Nearly all of the Soneva Foundation’s
funding has been derived as a result of
changes to the way we do business at our
resorts, not donations. Let me explain:
Twelve years ago, I noticed a huge number
of plastic water bottles washed up on our

beaches at Soneva Fushi in the Maldives. We
decided not to point fingers at those who
were allowing their water bottles to spoil
our oceans while still serving bottled water
in our resort. So, we took the decision to stop
offering branded bottle water, and instead
serve water filtered, mineralised, alkalised,
and bottled on site in reusable glass bottles.
Today, all the revenues from our water sales
go to the Soneva Foundation to fund the
work of charities such as Water Charity and
Thirst Aid, and, recently, Soneva Namoona.
Soneva Namoona is a partnership
between Soneva Fushi, the three nearby
Baa Atoll island communities of Maalhos,
Dharavandhoo, and Kihaadhoo, and
international NGO Common Seas. The

partnership seeks to provide a blueprint
for all Maldivian islands on how they can
cleanly and effectively manage their waste,
reduce the use of single-use plastics, and
inspire a love for the natural environment.
(Recycle, Reduce, and Inspire.)
In the middle of 2019, we installed the
first glass water bottling centre on one of
the inhabited islands. Traditionally, the
water consumed in restaurants, guest
houses and generally by the public on
islands is from plastic bottles from the water
bottling company in Malé, the capital of the
Maldives. Soneva Namoona Water filters
and mineralises the desalinated island water
and then places it in sterilised glass water
bottles. When the bottles are returned, the
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Tourism
Clockwise from here: gathering
plastic waste with local kids;
plastic transformed in a
moulding machine; and growing
herbs in coconut shells

user achieves 20% saving on their water
purchase compared with if they had bought
the water in plastic bottles from Malé. So,
they are financially better off.
In February 2020, we celebrated a
Maldives’ first: Maalhos became the first
island in the country to end the practice of
burning its garbage in open bonfires. This
was made possible by the opening of the
island’s Eco Centro waste-to-wealth centre,
funded by Soneva and modelled on Soneva
Fushi’s own Eco Centro. The Maalhos Eco
Centro is a waste processing facility that
sorts all the waste into different types such
as plastic, glass, tin and wood; compacts,
crushes, and chips it where possible, and
sends it off the island for recycling. Later
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in 2020, we hope to open Eco Centros on
Dharavandhoo and Kihadhoo.
Let me share with you another example
of how we changed the way we do business
which generated funding for the Soneva
Foundation. In 2008, we realised that
our approach towards measuring carbon
emissions was limited as we were only
measuring scopes 1 and 2, not scope 3,
which covered the externalities, i.e., guests
flying in, supplies coming into our resorts,
etc. We thus decided to measure scope 3.
To our great surprise, we discovered that
85%, yes, 85% of the CO2 emissions from
Soneva Fushi come from scope 3, which the
industry in general does not measure. So, we
took the simple step of adding a mandatory

2% environmental levy to our guests’ bills,
to offset all our emissions. It was a small
change, and relatively small charge, which
we found our guests more than happy to
accept. And the rewards have been great.
In 12 years, we have raised about US $7
million, which the Soneva Foundation has
used to fund a reforestation programme
in northern Thailand. Through this, we
have planted around half a million trees,
mitigating around 400,000 tons of CO2.
Additionally, funds have financed windpower generators in South India, and even
a commitment to 150,000 low-carbon
cooking stoves in Myanmar and Darfur.
The Soneva Foundation also previously
hosted the Soneva Symposium, which
convenes some of the world’s greatest minds
across science, business, philanthropy and
policy. It is remarkable that many children
in our island nation, the Maldives, do not
swim. A fear of the water is compounded
by a nationwide waste problem that sees
local island beaches used as a dumping
ground for household waste. Following
the 2013 Soneva Symposium, Soneva Fushi
established a “Learn To Swim” programme
with our neighbouring island Eydhafushi.
By teaching children to swim, we hope that
they will learn to love their ocean, and when
they love it, they will protect it.
In a post-COVID-19 world, consumers
will be more conscious of the impact that
they will have on both nature and the
communities which they visit. The example
of the Costa Brava in the 1970s will never
be allowed to happen again, not just by
government, but by the visitors themselves.
I mentioned above that whilst air travel
is a big part of an individual’s ecological
footprint, it is a very small contributor to
greenhouse gases and its contribution
is slight when compared to the negative
impact of the beef and dairy industry. In
October 2018, I was diagnosed with stage-4
lymphoma. Fortunately, today, I am fully
recovered. I have been in remission for
more than 12 months. My cure was a result
of following traditional medicine such as
chemotherapy, but combining this with
alternative healing and, importantly, a
change to my diet. I dramatically reduced
my consumption of sugar, white flour and,
importantly, dairy, and red meat, especially

beef. Apart from overcoming cancer, I found
that I became much healthier. In fact, whilst
I would normally experience three or four
colds/flu, every year, I have not been ill since
the end of 2018 when I was first diagnosed
and started to change my lifestyle.
Our hotels have followed the change in
my diet. Our chefs have, as one of their Key
Performance Indicators, the reduction of
sugar, dairy, white flour, and beef in our
menus. Beef consumption has reduced
by 75%. Dairy consumption has reduced
considerably as well. It is our goal to bring
the consumption of these two ingredients
almost to zero. Apart from being good for
our guests’ health, this approach has also
been good for the environment. For, after
the built environment, the dairy and beef
industry are the next biggest contributors
to greenhouse gases. According to the FAO,
animal agriculture and the associated deforestation is responsible for more than 18% of
greenhouse gas emissions. This dwarfs air
travel, which is at 2-3%, and transportation
as a whole which is at about 8%.
I’ve always been a big fan of Janine
Benyus and her concept of biomimicry.
In her book, she describes Innovations
Inspired by Nature. For example, Leonardo
Da Vinci imagined the first helicopter by
closely observing the behaviour of the
hummingbird. Leonardo’s drawings helped
Igor Sikorsky in his invention of the first
helicopter. So, the helicopter is the result of
biomimicry. At Soneva, we have always used
nature as an inspiration for our innovation.
It is my hope that in a post-COVID-19
era, we will become more sensitive
to nature. I hope that we will work in
harmony with nature rather than against
it. COVID-19 itself, this terrible virus came
about because we ignored nature’s laws.
Let me share with you a recent success at
Soneva which emphasises this point. In
the middle of last year at Soneva Fushi, we
set a target to become the first island to be
completely mosquito free. We decided to
trap mosquitoes by studying their habits and
creating a natural trap. We have installed
500 buckets throughout the island. In each
bucket is a little swab that mimics human
sweat and the smell of lactic acid. We then
mix sugar and baking soda and create a
pump system to generate CO2. So, these

traps smell and breathe like a human being.
The mosquitoes are lured into the net and
then cannot escape. After we started this
initiative we sent Rentokil, our pest control
operator, home. No more toxic spraying.
Just these buckets. In the first days of
implementing, our 500 buckets caught
about 9,000 mosquitoes a day. The catch has
now reduced to early double digits. It is my
hope that this will be a perfect example of
how by closely following and understanding
the laws of nature, and innovating around
it, one can find solutions that end up being
more effective than solutions that are the
result of engineering nature.
I would like to end by quoting Ervin
Laszlo in a recent article: “Some of our

technologies have developed a life of their
own. They are shaping human life and
the human world. This is a dangerous
development. It could lead to a variety of
‘collateral damages’ even to the creation of
quasi living organisms such as malignant
viruses. We must ensure that our
technologies are safe, and that they serve
our needs. This means achieving a healthy
balance that allows all life on earth to
flourish in harmony.”
Sonu Shivdasani is an Indian-British
hotelier, who is the founder and CEO of
Soneva, an eco-conscious, sustainable
luxury resort chain with properties in the
Maldives and Thailand.
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special report wildlife

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a huge negative
impact on tourism, including wildlife tourism. What
does the tourism lockout have in store for our
national animal? Julian Matthews weighs in

TIGER

By The Tail
I

t’s only a few months ago we were celebrating the
remarkable story of the bounce back of one of the
world’s most loved—and feared—creatures, the
Royal Bengal Tiger. From an estimated low of 1,400
in 2004, the Indian government and its forest departments
went into overdrive and have turned around the animal’s
dire extinction predictions, and reported a doubling of wild
tigers across India’s forests in July last year. With a tsunami of
environmental horror stories over the last decade—here at last
was great news.
Could this all be about to collapse thanks to the latest
threat to humanity—COVID-19—and the social and economic
lockdown that is the tragic result?
“No, not yet, but it’s already having an impact,” says Dr G.V.
Reddy, the stalwart Principle Chief Conservator of Rajasthan.
“It’s a problem, from earning Rs 25 crores (US$3.3 million)
from Ranthambhore park gate fees alone, that helps us pay for
livestock kill compensation, village works and park protection,
to suddenly having to pay a lot of it back. This is not good for us,
or for the thousands of our bordering communities who now
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have no income from tourism. This is not yet a problem—but it
can’t last for too long.”
The good news is that the forest departments across India
are exempt from the travel restrictions, and so the guarding,
intelligence and protection can go on as before, but will need
added intensity and surveillance over the coming weeks.
The more worrying threat is now more from the outside
than the inside of many of India’s parks and tiger reserves.
The parks themselves are shuttered to the outside world,
and now left in relative peace from both visitors and locals
under lockdown, but millions of migrant workers, that had
flocked to the cities for work have been forced to return back
to their villages without work or income, and the temptation
for them to go back to bushmeat—wild pig, nilgai and spotted
deer—to provide protein, will be a real threat as the coming
weeks of lockdown continue [at the time of writing]. Crude
snares and electric wires around fields can take a rapid toll
at night for herbivores determined to eat their crops as the
grasses wither in the heat.
Dr Ullas Karanth, one of India’s leading wildlife scientists,
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has already highlighted this threat in his latest blog:
In some of the best tiger habitats in the Western Ghats,
there appears to be a surge in local poaching, with hunting of
tiger’s prey species ratcheting up, because patrol intensity and
protection have declined under the lockdown. Unemployed
rural workers, deprived of wages and sources of domestic
animal protein, are once again turning to wild meat as was the
case in the 1950s and ’60s. The police being busy otherwise
and forest officials facing constraints of movement are
emboldening a new wave of poachers, as recent reports from
Kodagu and Shivamogga show. This resurgence of poaching,
once unleashed, will be hard to prosecute and control.
Hashim Tyabji, locked down in his home on the borders
of a park in Madhya Pradesh, highlighted another problem
that has everybody worried. “Our local supplier of milk has
had two of his cows killed by Bandhavgarh’s tigers recently,
and monetary compensation—instantly paid when visitor
revenues poured through the park gates—has not be so quick
or so generous, and his income from milk has evaporated. The
reality for him is simple. The next cow that gets killed by one

of the park’s tigers may have to be poisoned. What choice does
he have than to kill the animal to protect his stock?”
Living with large predators as your neighbours is easier
when your livelihood depends on these wild cats being alive,
and being able to earn your daily living from them. This has
been a key reason why so many tiger parks in India have found
it so much easier to protect them, than those that have not had
this monetary economy to help conserve them.
Today there remains a chasm between those protected areas
that benefitted from the advent of a nature-based tourism
sector, a new economic stimuli in a number of remote and
often marginal farming communities, themselves once victims
of everyday conflict with wildlife in their farmlands, and those
parts of the country where security, politics or division has
ensured the benefits of this economy have failed to materialise.
Such states include Odisha, Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and the
Northeastern tribal states, which have few tigers left in their
parks, and poaching remains a real issue, with or without
lockdown. My own visit to Simlipal reserve in Odisha was
heart-breaking in its absence of mammal sightings, especially
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wildlife

The question that still remains is: Can we use
this pandemic as a trumpet call to change
exactly where humanity is heading?

prey species, or even birdlife that this glorious sal forest
ecosystem should be able to maintain. The reason was obvious
to me as I drove out of the park at dusk; a large hunting party
with snares and bows were walking in the opposite direction.
Most other tiger-range nations outside of South Asia are
suffering the same extinction fate, including Myanmar,
Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, China and Southeast Asia.
Few have any nature dependent economies that can turn
around local villagers’ needs to survive off their wilderness
landscapes, except by poaching, extracting produce and
wood felling. Take Srepok Wildlife Sanctuary in Cambodia,
once part of Southeast Asia’s vast cradle of nature, a veritable
‘Serengeti of Asia’ that included swathes of Vietnam and Laos.
As I walked through these open woodlands, I was reminded
of the Pench Tiger Reserve in Madhya Pradesh. Similar
tree species and similar fauna; yet it was altogether more
unsettling. It was absolutely quiet. It was dying. It had stopped
reproducing itself. Much like COVID-19 patients today, the
forest was in planetary intensive care. It had been ravaged by
unsustainable poaching and extraction. Was it possible, WWF
personnel had asked me, to reintroduce tigers back to these
forests as a way of ‘kick starting’ nature and tourism again? My
answer was no—not until fundamentals had been undertaken:
poaching stopped, rewilding started, prey species restored,
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and alternative livelihood options generated for locals.
The visionary Indian Prime Minister and founder of Project
Tiger in 1973, Indira Gandhi correctly stated, “Unless we
are in a position to provide for those that live in and around
our forests, we cannot prevent them for poaching and
despoiling our vegetation.” So it proved, till an economy that
was non-extractive and dependent on nature itself could be
invented to change the lives of rural communities. My own
organisation, TOFTigers calculated in 2010 that a single wild
tigress generates over US$100 million in local revenue in
her lifetime, from the hundreds of thousands of visitors who
had the privilege to view her in her wild habitat. Machali,
as our research tigress was called, had become tiger royalty
across the globe by the time she died in 2016, and wild tigers
had gone from being worthless to being invaluable alive—
rather than dead.
Recent studies which TOFTigers have funded, and
undertaken by an eminent tiger ecologist, Dr Raghu
Chundawat, have complimented these original studies,
highlighting for example that Madhya Pradesh’s nature
tourism industry in four key parks was worth over US$25.94
million in direct revenues from park fees, lodgings and other
services and employed 2,526 people, 82% of who were local
from bordering park communities. Importantly villagers who

had had the benefit of tourism revenues and employment were
up to seven times better off than their neighbouring villages
without such tourism’s economies, and had better health and
enjoyed better education too. Tigernomics, as I have called
it, was working—and working well for conservation and
many communities.
As our social media feed is filled with visuals of wild animals
including herds of elephants trampling up high streets and
ambling along dual carriageways, regaining lost lands, the
question that still remains is: Can we use this pandemic as a
trumpet call to change exactly where humanity is heading? Has
this pandemic taught us what visionaries and conservationists
have been saying for decades? Our forests are dying, our air
is polluted, our soil’s fertility is poor and our natural habitat
is collapsing. The atrocious wildlife trade has caused this
pandemic—so let’s start right here to stop it and let nature have
an equitable place on our planet and in our hearts again.
For 30 years, since the founding of Project Tiger in 1973,
governments and NGOs had worked frantically to save the
downward spiral of wild tiger numbers, but it took the ‘money
bags’ of nature tourism, since the start of the new millennium,
to help governments turn the tide on extinction. Its arrival
had given Indian and Nepal a reason to be cheerful about wild
tigers’ future in their ancestral forests. It’s now hugely ironic

that one of the major economic sectors, travel and tourism—
that has so fundamentally changed the likely survival of
this species, and today provides a new economic stimulus
to restore, conserve and rewild across the globe—is also one
of the guilty parties in both climate change and biodiversity
loss. Who could ever have predicted such a calamitous event
affecting air travel and tourism so rapidly and so dramatically
than the situation we find ourselves in today.
However, unlike East African wildlife destinations, the
tourism behind India’s tiger conservation stimulus is mostly
domestic, with far fewer carbon-emitting air miles, those
same carbon pollutants that have helped to block out views
of the snow-capped Himalaya for a whole generation of
Gangetic plain dwellers—until just a week ago.
However, we simply cannot, indeed must not, go back to
the travel and tourism ‘business as usual’ after this. Planetary
sustainability must be our guiding mantra.
If societal, political and behavioural change towards
sustaining our nature world is the likely outcome of this
worldwide lockdown, then it will all have been worth it—
however costly the medicine.
Julian Matthews is founder and chairman of the collective
travel action charity based in New Delhi, TOFTigers.
www.toftigers.org
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Tourism Rajasthan

Clockwise from
here: the Hawa
Mahal in Jaipur; a
bird’s-eye view of
Jaipur’s Amber
Fort; the festivities
of Gangaur; and a
virtual glimpse
into Rajasthan’s
folk music

Screen Safari
From the lakes of Udaipur to the forests of Ranthambhore,
Rajasthan will now be wherever you are, reports Labanya Maitra

T

here are a few experiences
in life that money can’t buy,
they say. Watching the sun
go down over the Great
Thar, ankle deep in the cool sand, as the
sweltering day turns into a chilly desert
night…yes, that’s one of them. If you’re
lucky enough to visit the Sam sand dunes
on a full-moon night, the desert looks like
chandi, they say. Like silver.
But there’s more to Rajasthan than
just the desert, although arguably it
is the most breathtaking. Just about
a 45-minute drive away from Sam is
Jaisalmer, home to the Golden Fort, the
only living fort in the world. Jodhpur
beckons you with the Mehrangarh Fort,
as mighty as the city is blue. And for a
budget traveller, Zostel is probably the
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best location to stay, through the winding
lanes and into the heart of the old city. It
seems as though the fort was built just to
watch over you. The promise of Udaipur
is its lakes, over half a dozen of them. And
through the lakes are the magnificent
heritage structures that make this city,
quite literally, fit for kings.
March is considered peak tourist
season in Rajasthan. The weather has
yet to descend into its summer heat
of hell, desert spring is blooming, and
the vibrance of Rajasthani folk music
and dance can be experienced at every
corner. This March, however, was
different. As the state grappled with its
first COVID-19 cases, which came with
Italian tourists, the travel and tourism
industry took a massive hit.

Nearly 90 per cent of travel to Rajasthan
was cancelled, all events called off, and
hotels saw an 80-90 per cent rate of
cancellations, according to Shreya Guha,
Principal Secretary for Tourism, Art and
Culture, Government of Rajasthan. The
season had ended before it even began.
But the state is nothing if not resilient.
In order to revive interest and keep
the morale high during the lockdown,
Rajasthan is creating, collecting and
curating virtual experiences around
its monuments, cities, wildlife and
culture. The state’s government wants
to proactively provide this service to the
people, available for free on their website!
“We have created virtual tours, and
will be putting them up sustainably
throughout the period of this lockdown,
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and even after,” said Guha. “The focus is
on digital and virtual events for the next
three or four months until travel goes
back to normal.”
You can cruise through the Jantar
Mantar and Hawa Mahal, take in the art
and architecture of the City Palaces in
both Jaipur and Udaipur, relish some
ghevar and kachoris, experience the
hustle bustle of the Masala Chowk and
the Gangaur Festival, and even go on a
pilgrimage to Ranakpur Jain Mandir
and the Pushkar Temple. But that’s not
all, the festivals of Rajasthan are also
brought straight to your couch (or bed;
we don’t judge). You can enjoy the Teej
Festival with locals and even stomp some
hooves at the Pushkar Camel Fair!
“We are also planning on introducing
digital walkthroughs of monuments,”
said Guha. “These will include
exhibitions of our state archives, where

we will display photographs, documents
and other archival materials.”
And the best part is that this is just
the beginning. Hits on the website have
doubled in a single day, and the state
is all set for more. There are online
contests, people cooking authentic
Rajasthani delicacies, wildlife films and
documentaries, curated events, concerts
and tributes in the works.
Recently, the department paid—
virtual—homage to Mahatma Gandhi’s
150th birth anniversary and also
had different artists from across the
country record music at their homes
for the state to compile as a tribute to
frontline workers.
“We are catering to requests coming
from the people,” said Guha. “And we’re
exploring new ideas every day.”
Visual Arts organisations are also
putting up art camps where both

established and up-and-coming artists
would pick a theme and interpret it in
their own style.
The government has also launched
the Lok Kalakar Protsahan Yojna, which
aims to give back to local artists who
reside in remote areas of Rajasthan. As
tourism is a large part of their livelihood,
the government is encouraging these
artists to record videos of themselves
performing—while maintaining social
distancing protocols, of course—and
sending it in. A few select videos will be
showcased on the website and the artists
will be given a basic remuneration.
“This situation has really been a
gamechanger,” added Guha. “The
tourism industry will have to change
with it. The products and services
that we offer, the sanitation standards,
social distancing norms, everything will
undergo a massive shift.”
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Heritage Morena
Bateshwar, a
sandstone imprint
of the GurjaraPratiharas

Santosh Ojha recalls
temple trails in Morena,
madhya pradesh and
finds an unlikely alliance
alive and kicking

Temple
Run
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Morena

W

ill we encounter dacoits
on the way?” I ask
Omprakash Narwaria,
my guide for the day,
only half in jest. I had spotted some
speeding motorcyclists with guns slung
jauntily on their shoulders.
It is a foggy winter morning. We are on
the road on a short drive from Gwalior,
about 30 kilometres, to the once dacoitinfested Morena district in Madhya
Pradesh. He smiles. “Not at all. People
here carry shastra (arms) as a status
symbol, so rest assured. But, of course,
daakus (dacoits) have a key role to play
in the story of the temples we are about
to visit today.”
This is a story of an unlikely
collaboration between the dreaded
dacoits of Chambal, Madhya Pradesh, and
Indian government functionaries. Or is it
a story of one man and his fearless team?
Of near superhuman efforts to bring to
life some hitherto unheard-of beauties
of Indian heritage? Or a tale of oncemighty dynasties that built these temples.
Whichever way you look at it, one cannot
help but be filled with awe when you first
see the beautiful and forgotten structures.
Narwaria is quiet, sombre even. He
works with the Archaeological Survey
of India’s (ASI) Gwalior office, and was a
part of the team that worked on restoring
the temples. He also has a Master’s degree
in Archaeology. I am fortunate to have
him as our guide for the day—he is quite
patient, forever willing to answer my
constant queries.
We drive past the locked, eight-feet
tall spiked gate into the compound of the
Bateshwar group of temples, our first
port of call. Alighting onto a sandstone
pathway, we murmur how there is not a
soul in sight. Crying peafowls greet us,
and stay throughout the visit. From a
distance, through the fog, I see a cluster
of beautiful, mounted temples—arrayed
in rows and columns on an elevated
platform. Walking closer, I notice the
hefty rubble strewn around.
“When we first visited the site, the
entire area was filled with the debris of
the temples,” explains Narwaria. “Not
one temple was standing.”
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The Gurjara-Pratihara dynasty ruled
a large swathe of north and central India
from mid-800 CE to mid- 1100 CE. They
were rich and powerful, their might
stopping Arab visitors who conquered
much of the areas they entered around
Asia. The Gurjara-Pratiharas were
great temple-builders too. Their style
of architecture can be seen in several
monuments, such as the Baroli temple
complex in Chittorgarh, Rajasthan and
most notably at Bateshwar’s group of
temples. Khajuraho in Bundelkhand, built
by the Chandelas, actually mimics the
style of Bateshwar— the Chandelas were
vassals of the Gurjara-Pratiharas.

Immense heaps
of rubble, and not
a temple in sight.
The Creator had
showered millions of
Lego bricks from the
sky, for experts to
reconstruct the past
A cataclysmic event around the 13th
century destroyed the Bateshwar temples.
There are many theories around it. Some
say it was invaders, while others say it was
an earthquake. Judging by the state of the
rubble, in my assessment, it seems the
latter. No human intervention could have
created such havoc.
In my telephone call with him,
K.K. Mohammed comes across as an
unassuming person. Now retired from
the ASI, he is still passionate about the
conservation and restoration of ruins.
“When I was appointed the ASI chief
for Madhya Pradesh, I was quite keen on
seeing the work in store at various sites
across my jurisdiction,” he says. This
included Bateshwar. But Mohammed was
dissuaded by his colleagues, who were
worried about the dominance of dacoits

in the area. The Bateshwar temples were
a known hideout of a gang, but ironically,
their presence became a blessing in
disguise, warding off local villagers from
pilfering blocks of stone from the site.
Not one to be discouraged, Mohammed
began talks with Nirbhay Singh Gujjar,
the gang leader who carried a bounty of
2.5 lakh on his head. Not a small sum of
money some 20 years ago. “Permission”
was then granted for the ASI to work at
the site from dawn to dusk, after which
the dacoits would take over the place.
Mohammed would descend on the
location with his team, which included
Narwaria. What they saw was immense
heaps of rubble, and not a temple in sight.
It was as if the Creator had showered
millions of Lego bricks from the sky, and
the archaeologists had to reconstruct
the past. There were no model
pictures of what the finished structure
would look like.
But some past experiences, like
restoring the Mahakaleshwar temple in
Khargone, helped, as did old treatises on
Hindu temple architecture. The team
worked rapidly and rebuilt a total of 70
temples in just five years. Mohammed was
then transferred to New Delhi. The work
has since been somewhat tardy, with 120130 temples yet to be rebuilt.
Only 80 temples stand at the site today.
Still, I would point out that nowhere else
would you see such a high number of
temples in an area as small as 25 acres. It
reminds you of the complex at Angkor
Wat, except the math is a little different—
Angkor Wat has five times the number of
temples, in an area sixteen times the size
of the Bateshwar group.
The temples here are small; some are
basic cells with a shikhara. The others are
more elaborate, with intricately carved
pillars and supporting lintels, shikhara,
amalaka (a grooved stone disc) just below
the kalasha which sits atop the temple
structure. Some bear the shivalinga,
while others have only the pedestal
without any idol. Being an ASI site, no
worship is allowed here. One of them,
the Bhooteshwar temple (another name
for Shiva) is just like the others, bells and
all. Bateshwar derives its name from this

Shiva linga amid
the ruins of the
Kakanmath Temple

Mitaoli’s curious
10th-century
‘blueprint’ for our
Parliament; and
(facing page) lions
greet you at Garhi
Padawali

Morena

I’ve never seen a monument so intricately carved with scenes from
Hindu epics. And yes, for good measure, a sprinkling of erotica too
particular member.
I sit quietly amid the temples, all by
myself. The atmosphere in this little
valley, surrounded by the lush green
Aravallis on three sides, is undeniably
serene. A cacophony of birds and
peacocks is nudged now and then by the
fresh, cool breeze blowing by, which
carries the remnants of warming winter
sunshine. Could I pack a few books and
return again?

Garhi Padawali
A stone’s throw from Bateshwar lies
this ornately carved temple to Shiva
from the 10th century. But it is not the
temple you see first. What looms large
is the bastion and walls of a small fort.
Look closer, and you see odd pieces on
the stonework that seem entirely out
of place in a defensive structure. This,
notes the ASI, is because the Jat ranas of
Gohad had taken fragments of temple
masonry and incorporated them into
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the walls in the 18th century.
A pair of stone lions straddle a steep
staircase, and you are welcomed to climb
the 26 steps to the collapsible metal
gate that guards the temple. The Mukha
mandapa, the outer sanctum and entrance,
is first, followed mostly by ruins that lie in
a heap in the courtyard.
I have never seen a temple—or any
other monument—where each square
centimetre, both external and internal,
was so intricately carved with scenes from
Hindu epics. And yes, for good measure, a
sprinkling of erotica too!

Ekattarso Mahadev Temple
Mitaoli village, a four-minute drive from
Padavali, hosts our next gem for the day.
On a hillock some 100 feet high, I spot a
circular construction, slightly obscured
by foliage and dust. The steep climb
over the rocky incline is rather tough;
I stop twice to catch my breath. I reach
the flat top, and am now up close with

the complex, which is also known as
the Chausath Yogini Temple. Perfectly
circular, this has a novel structure with 64
small temples along the circumference,
each with its own open mandapa and an
image of Shiva. It is believed each of these
spaces originally held figures of yogini—
spiritual masters who represented the
sacred feminine. In the middle of this
circle is a smaller temple, the main shrine,
dedicated to Shiva.
The site has an uncanny resemblance
to the Indian Parliament. At Mitaoli, the
columns are on the inside of the circular
structure while our Parliament features
columns on the outside.

Kakanmath Temple
This structure, I think, stands solely on
will power. A 130-feet Shiva temple built
by Kachchhapaghata king Kirttiraja,
it stands on a broad platform as a
remarkable feat of engineering. Built
by stacking large, chiselled stones, the

structure shows no use of concrete
or binders, its solidity coming solely
from the pressure cast by the rocks on
one another.
King Kirttiraja built this temple in
the early 11th century. Folklore says that
Shiva himself commanded his ghostly
followers to build a temple for him.
They worked through the night but ran
away at daybreak, leaving the temple
unfinished. I am sure that the genesis of
this story lies in the appearance of the
temple from a distance. As Mahesh, the
ASI officer at the site, observes, “It looks
like a kankaal (skeleton).” The columns
and capitals have intricate iconography—
ditto for the walls. Sadly, all the idols
have been mercilessly disfigured. None
of the archaeologists have dared to go
around fixing this temple, since it is
in such a precarious stage. Narwaria
remembers a particularly stormy night
when he was sure the structure would
fall apart like a pack of cards.

The Nareshwar Temples
I pat myself on the back after having
reached this cluster of 21 temples in the

middle of nowhere. It lies 18 kilometres
northeast of Gwalior, and we drive to
the nearest motorable point and walk
the remaining 2 kilometres uphill on a
rocky path. Even after nearing the temple
complex, I am barely able to see it. I ask
Narwaria how other visitors manage to
find the temple. He says, “Not too many
come here. Those who do ask the local
villagers for directions.”
I clamber over the non-descript stone
wall erected to keep out cattle, and
descend into a shallow valley. I then see
the small temples across multiple levels,
and that they are connected by steps.
Shiva and Durga are the primary deities
here, and the site displays the earliest
Valabhi-style shikharas (a rectangular,
vaulted roof style) in Central India. Some
of the temples are cut into cliffsides,
with rock faces forming their roofs. The
Durga temple has a fresh red curtain at
its entrance with bells hanging down.
Locals must drop in for worship.
I am in a state of euphoria after
visiting all these temples. Gems of our
heritage, barely any distance from
Gwalior and yet few Indians have heard

about them—I did not encounter any
other visitor during my trip.
And what about the danger, you ask?
The days of dreaded Chambal Valley
dacoits are long gone. The ex-dacoits,
who were staunch worshippers of the
deities that allowed them sanctuary
in these complexes, appealed to the
government to accelerate restoration
here. The campaign was spearheaded
by the notorious, 90-something
Mohar Singh, who wrote to the Prime
Minister last year.
I will let you in on a secret—there still
are dacoits in the region. These are the
temples themselves, waiting to steal
visitors’ hearts. They wait patiently, for
the hum of an engine, for curious eyes
to gaze in. 
Gwalior is your ideal base to explore
Morena. It has hotels for all budgets, and is
the nearest railhead and airport. Take direct
flights from Delhi, Kolkata, Hyderabad,
Bengaluru, Jammu and Indore to reach
Morena, or the 3.5-hour journey on the
Shatabdi Express from Delhi. The temples
in this story lie north of Gwalior, the furthest
about 60 kilometres away.
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moveable feast germany

What is common between a monkey from Berlin, the Black
Forest and the world’s most expensive gin? Anuradha Sengupta
has some answers up her sleeve
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ASpirit
toRemember

Spätzle, a
traditional German
noodle-like dish;
and (facing page)
herbal extracts in
bottles reminiscent
of an old apothecary
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germany

W

e are facing a technical
issue. Please return
to the lounge area.”
The rather ominous
announcement from the pilot evoked
sleepy grunts. Reluctantly, everyone
stumbled out into this remote section of
Paris’s Charles De Gaulle Airport where
our tiny aeroplane was waiting to take us
to Stuttgart. At the small airport lounge,
a worried passenger asks, “Do you think
it’s because of the storm?” referring to
the impending Storm Sabine. It probably
was, I said. Some 45 minutes and a strong
coffee later, we were back on the plane.
With little shudders of turbulence now
and then, and an extremely friendly
cabin crew at our service, we made it to
Stuttgart in the nick of time. Sabine hit
Germany the next day. We watched her
hurricane-like winds from the relative
safety of our rooms, at the 230-year-old
Traube Tonbach Hotel in Baiersbronn, in
southern Germany’s Black Forest region.
I was here, braving an extratropical
cyclone, with a motley crew of
bartenders, cocktail creators and
travel writers from Indonesia, New
Zealand, and India. Our visit was to a
distillery making gin that connoisseurs
were hailing as the best, and perhaps,
most remarkable in the world. The
intriguingly named ‘Monkey 47’ had
acquired a cult following. Even Robert
Parker, one of the most influential wine
critics in the world, had said it was the
greatest gin he had ever tasted. “If ever
a gin deserves 100 points, it is that.” It
came to India in 2017 and retails at about
` 5,000 for a 500 millilitre bottle.
The same night, a cooking class was
scheduled for us, to be held by the chefs
at Traube Tonbach. The hotel houses
two Michelin-starred restaurants,
Köhlerstube and Schwarzwaldstube. In
fact, our hotel wasn’t the only one in the
area with Michelin stars. Baiersbronn,
it turns out, is quite the unexpected
hub of culinary excellence with several
Michelin-starred restaurants. This
area was part of Swabia, or as the locals
call it Schwabenland, a cultural, historic
and linguistic region that rose with
undefined borders in the southwest.
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The class began in a brightly lit room,
anchored by a shiny, industrial-feel
kitchen-top in the middle. The gang was
trying their hand at rustling up spätzle, a
popular pasta-like dish made with eggs,
flour and nutmeg, native to Swabia.
The word is derived from the Swabian
diminutive of ‘spatz’ or a little sparrow,
to describe the shapes formed ranging
from ‘small sparrows’ to ‘small buttons’.
Variations can be found in neighbouring
countries like Austria, Hungary, and
Switzerland, but it is the Swabian
spätzle that has been recognised by
the European Union with a Protected
Geographical Indication mark.
The chef showed us how to roll slabs
of dough onto the wetted board, quickly
cutting off tiny strands that went
straight into a simmering pot of water. I
didn’t realise how much skill and swift
wrist movement it required. Most of
our efforts resulted in thick, misshapen

The chef showed
us how to roll slabs
of dough onto the
wetted board, cutting
off tiny strands that
went straight into
a simmering pot
of water

noodles. Fortunately, it was the chef ’s
own efforts that were served up for
dinner, with a light cheese sauce, topped
with a dollop of creamy, melted onion.
On the side was a plate of schwäbischer
kartoffelsalat (the most amazing potato
salad I had ever tasted) and greens.
However, it was dessert that everyone
was really looking forward to—the
fabled black forest cake, the region’s
most famous export to the world. Also
known as schwarzwälder kirschtorte,
the moist, light and fluffy dessert was
whipped up by a soft-spoken pastry
chef with a little bit of help from us.
We didn’t do much, though, other
than splashing generous amounts of
kirschwasser (a cherry brandy) on the
multiple chocolate layers, piping some
whipped cream florets, and sprinkling
shaved chocolate curls for the garnish.
The cherries were local, as was some
schnapps distilled locally from Black
Forest fruit.
Next morning, we set off for the
distillery, navigating through wet
mountain roads, villages and towns.
The pretty houses had sharply sloping
roofs, covered in wooden shingles that
resemble fish scales. The Monkey 47
distillery is located in Schaberhof, in
the Vogelsberg region. Schaberhof is a
refurbished old farmstead built in 1840,
and its exterior is covered in the same
classic hand-split wooden shingles
typical of the Black Forest area.
The distillery, also called Zum
Wilden Affen (German for ‘The Wild
Monkey’), is set amid fields and rolling
hills bordered by dense forests. A
1,400 square metre complex, it houses
spaces for maceration, storage, and
tasting spread across three buildings;
a bee house; an apiary; and a small
herbal garden.
Our tour starts off in the tasting room,
needless to say, with a glass of gin. As
we enter, the rows of brown bottles,
similar to the ones that can be spotted
in old pharmacies, immediately catch
my attention. Neatly lined up on one
side of the long room, their purple
postage stamp-styled label features
the eponymous monkey in the middle.

Clockwise from here: the
signature pretzels; spätzle in
a simmering pot of water;
Maultaschen, a southern
German variation
of ravioli; Swabian potato
salad; and juniper berries
used to flavour gin
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A Gin from Germany
I

n the strictest sense, gin is defined
as a combination of spirits distilled
from herbs and fruits. And nowhere
else in the world will you encounter
the wealth of distilling expertise
and centuries of experience that are
to be found in southern Germany.
This is where the world’s most
renowned distillers work, and where
traditional coppersmiths build
the world’s best distilleries. So it
comes as no surprise that British gin
producers often place their trust in
the expertise of southern German
equipment manufacturers and the
skills of Swabian coppersmiths. Baden
Württemberg in particular—with
more than 23,000 active microdistilleries—has a concentration that
is unrivalled in its diversity worldwide
and includes establishments that can
draw on a centuries-old tradition.
The accumulation of distilleries
in this German state makes Great
Britain, the home of gin, look like a
miniature distilling monoculture by
comparison. The reason for this is
delightfully simple: the Black Forest
region not only benefits from its

natural landscape, venerable distilling
tradition, and innovative inhabitants,
but it also provides essential
ingredients, such as pure spring water
and exceptionally aromatic berries
and varieties of fruit. And so, the
idea of making a gin here in Germany
appeared to me at this point to be
quite logical, since the key ingredients
needed for a Schwarzwald Dry Gin
were all right here, in the Black Forest.
—Alexander Stein

A bar-like counter is stacked with the
bottles, and wooden boards laden with
local cold cuts, cheeses and buttered
laugenbrezel (like pretzels, but so
much better).
We are served cocktails in Monkey
47’s signature clay cups—these, too,
have a small monkey engraved inside.
Intense in flavour, with notes of zingy
citrus, sharp pepper, herbal juniper, and
a dose of lingonberries, the concoction
has a whopping 47 ingredients that give
it its name. This includes those sourced
from the Black Forest itself, like the
angelica root, acacia flowers, bramble
leaves, and even spruce shoots. We learn
that the juniper berries come from the

Clockwise from here:
Schwarzwälder
Kirschtorte, German
black forest cake; copper
still created for
Monkey47 by Arnold
Holstein; and chef line-up
at Traube Tonbach

Mediterranean, either from Tuscany or
Croatia, as the sunlight in those regions
brings out a stronger aroma.
The story behind the gin begins with
Royal Air Force Wing Commander
Montgomery ‘Monty’ Collins, the son of
a British diplomat from then-Madras.
After the Second World War, Collins
was posted in Berlin and eventually got
involved in rebuilding the city zoo, to
the extent of even sponsoring an egret
monkey called Max. When the wing
commander moved to the Black Forest
area in 1951, he opened a country house
named Zum Wilden Affen. But the
Brit in him couldn’t wait any longer to
embrace his passion. When the locals
were busy making schnapps, the British
Monty, having been acquainted with the
76
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Clockwise from here:
picturesque view of the
Black Forest region;
traditionally designed
apothecary bottles; and
Zachary Connor de Git,
brand ambassador of
Monkey 47

While one room is packed with boxes of herbs, another is filled
with the heady aroma of fresh citrus fruits
Black Forest tradition of distilling fruit,
started making rudimentary gin with
juniper and local herbs.
In 2008, Alexander Stein, a
descendant of the family that had
founded the distillery in the region,
teamed up with reputed local distiller
Christoph Keller, who was known for
fruit brandies. They developed Monkey
47 under Stein’s new company, Black
Forest Distillers GmbH, much before
the craft gin craze had begun.
The gin’s eccentric story is reflected
in its design and packaging—from the
traditionally styled apothecary bottles
whose corks have silver rings, to the
playful illustrations and graphics on
coasters and stickers featuring Max
dressed in various costumes. There’s a
touch of whimsy and perfectionism.
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A tour of the gin-making process
shows why this drink enjoys the
reputation it does. The distillery
concentrates on crafting layered
aromas. They have different rooms for
different ingredients, each carefully airlocked. While one room is packed with
boxes of herbs, another is filled with the
heady aroma of fresh citrus fruits. They
are hand peeled every day, a process
that makes a profound difference in the
flavour of the gin.
The leftover fruit is given to local
restaurants and bars that make various
preserves and balms. Some of it is even
used to make biogas. Botanicals like
lingonberries, juniper and angelica
seeds are ground up before macerating.
A blend of varietal peppercorns is
ground fresh and weighed on a gram

scale for each batch in a secret ratio.
The oils of the ingredients are extracted
and added layer by layer, starting with
the lingonberries which go into the
maceration barrel first. The rest of the
botanicals are macerated for 36 hours
straight in air-tight tubs. Black Forest’s
soft spring water is used in the process,
and is essential for the final taste.
The procedure involves distilling the
macerate and using steam extraction
to channel the alcoholic vapours
through fresh botanicals using a
Carter-Head still—the setup bathes
the botanicals in vapour to extract
their flavour compounds and oils. It
produces a lighter, fresher distillate.
The steam extraction helps selectively
regulate the distillate, allowing to coax
out its individual notes with a high

degree of precision.
The distillation is done by the jawdropping centrepiece of the place—a
gigantic copper still designed by
German coppersmith and pot-still
expert Arnold Holstein. It is housed in a
large room with steel-framed windows
looking out into the Black Forest.
Instead of the conventional 1,000-litre
still which is used by many distillers
looking to go industrial, Stein and Keller
opted for four 100-litre distilling vessels
which gives them the freedom to finetune the process for higher-quality gin.
In addition to their flagship gin, they
also produce a limited edition Distiller’s
Cut every year with new botanicals
added to the mix. The signature
botanical is referred to as their ‘species
rara’. While the 2018 version featured
mustard grown in an underground farm
in London, the 2019 version had mace
sourced from the United Arab Emirates.
The Swabian culinary journey

continued with a memorable lunch at
the distillery. We had maultaschen, pasta
pockets stuffed with lightly minced
meat and served in a delicious broth.
Digging deep into the origins of the dish
revealed that it is associated with Lent

when meat is off the menu. Hardcore
meat-eaters came up with the idea of
concealing it in these pockets.
That night, the tail end of Storm
Sabine resulted in a mild drizzle as we
walked up a hill. Our dinner destination
was the Blockhütte (log cabin), and
we were carrying lit torches in order
to see in the dark. Hungry, tired and a
bit damp, the elaborate meal of warm
soups, melt-in-the-mouth steaks, and
salads was like manna from heaven.
The pitch black night, the dim red
glow inside the cabin, and the wind
whistling through the tall trees gave the
experience a mystical air. Here we were,
in the fabled forest which had exerted a
magical hold on the human imagination
for centuries. It had been home to fairy
godmothers, magic mirrors, witches
and goblins from the Brothers Grimm.
Sometimes gentle and old, sometimes
dark and threatening, the forest gives
you dreams forever.
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traveller
Paris, 1889
l In a Parisian’s love for cafés, the magic

Servers and
patrons at the
multi-level café
inside the
Pavilion of India

courtesy library of congress

beans come second to the chance of lazing
outside, that window of pleasant sluggishness
between work, study and lovers’ quarrels.
Growing from stiff meeting halls to rousing
intellectual arenas, cafés in France rose in the
throes of revolutionary spirit. That’s why the
awkward gap between patrons here—the fact
that you can count them on your fingers—is
surprising. This is the café of the Indian
pavilion at the 1889 Exposition Universelle
in Paris, the world’s fair that unveiled the
Eiffel Tower. France was celebrating 100
years of her Revolution, and most European
monarchies—including the British Raj—had
refused to participate. Private sponsors,
however, brought colonies and their cultures
inside. We know the Pavilion of India lay
between the Champ de Mars and the Avenue
de Suffren, but beyond that, there isn’t much
to go by. The pillars holding up our curiosity,
and this café, look elegantly carved, but a
closer inspection shows no distinct cultural
relief. Disappointing, but we’ll give the façade
some brownie points. You can’t see it here,
but it correctly channelled the up-and-coming
Indo-Saracenic style, later embodied by Taj
Mumbai and the Victoria Memorial. P.S:
Notice the ‘Sylhet’, ‘Dooars’ and ‘Kumaon’
signs on the first level? We’re guessing the
pavilion wanted some novelty, to entice
visitors from all 35 attending countries. And
what could be more refreshing than secret
brews from our Himalayan tea plantations?
Waiting between the crude jumpstart of
an espresso, and the creamy indulgence
of a latte, was fragrant black tea—served,
hopefully, with a plate of sugary biskoot.
n
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A Field Day
books

l Mumbaikars know Shanta Gokhale as a prolific
writer, theatre personality, and warm member
of the cognoscenti. For those of us hailing
from beyond city limits, she’s the author of the
evocative Rita Welingkar (1995), and among her
acting chops, suspenseful Om Puri-starrer

Ardh Satya (1983) immediately
stands out. But in Shivaji
Park, Gokhale gingerly
sets aside these influential
moves to paint a portrait
of her neighbourhood and
its central grounds, Shivaji
Park. Gokhale has spent 78
years looking down from her
flat in the area’s Lalit Estate,
watching the old coconut
trees and huts be replaced
by dusty roads, cricket boot
camps and that famous statue
of Shivaji (did you know it’s
one of the rare pacifist ones
and does not wield a sword?).
Being the second unspoken
sentry over the area, Gokhale’s
research is lent an objective
air of narration. She states
in her author’s note that not
featuring in the book herself
(except for the resident’s
view) is a conscious choice.
This foresight allows the mini
tome to become a reference
book for the generations,
moving beyond the restricted
realm of being a celebrity-

heavy diary entry.
This is not a general
encyclopaedia of every
connection to Shivaji Park.
Instead, it has razor-sharp
focus (kudos to Gokhale
and her editors), knowingly
omitting modern-day
Mahim, Matunga West and
Prabhadevi. But for prehistory’s sake, you can’t
skip out on the kingdom
of Mahikavati, which later
became Mahim. Settlers
came from higher up in the
Konkan coast at the behest
of King Pratap Bimb of
Champaner. They weren’t
exactly democratic about it—
the chronicle of Mahikavati,
as collected by a historian,
shows the casteist distaste
Bimb had for the indigenous
fishermen and Adivasi folk
living in Mahim, the ‘good
Brahmins’ moving in with a
saviour complex.
If you look at Shivaji Park
today, some might say the
past has carried on, the area

often labelled as a stronghold
of the Hindu nationalist Shiv
Sena. At the same time, the
grounds’ iconic presence as a
rendezvous for the freedom
movement and its diversity
of speakers, make sure that
label doesn’t have too much
to adhere to. Gokhale is clear
that despite the many political
rallies in the area (enough that
citizens filed a PIL about the
noise), the average resident
prefers the heterogeneous
mix of communities and
beliefs. Gokhale the resident
steps in here, noting how she
grew up playing with Tamil
children, hearing church
grumbles from the Goan
Pereiras (the new Portuguese
Church seemed far less gilded
than what they were used to),
and sniffing at the aromas of
East Indian curries wafting up
from a flat below.
Inseparable from Shivaji
Park is its role in shaping
Indian cricket, notably at the
Sharadashram Vidyamandir

where on
earth?

Shivaji Park: Dadar 28:
History, Places, People
By Shanta Gokhale
(Speaking Tiger; `499)

 There is no dearth of
stunning and artistic statues
around the world. But might
this ‘peeping tom’ be the
quirkiest of all? A popular
landmark among tourists and
locals, this bronze statue
peeking from underneath a
manhole cover has become
an integral part of the city’s
fabric. Installed before 2000,
it was unveiled at the opening
of a pedestrian zone. Though
the subject of much
speculation, it has two major
theories revolving around its
name and origin. Some
believe the structure
symbolises the average
communist-era worker, while
others think that it’s just an
old man resting his head after
a hard day’s work cleaning
the sewers.
 name the statue and the
country in which it is
located.

and the Shivaji Park
Gymkhana. But Gokhale
points out there are many
more sporting areas inside,
pinpointing the dedicated
mallakhamb zone. You
might’ve seen a snippet of this
traditional sport on reality
dance shows, but Shivaji Park
is the figurative pole on which
the legacy of this aerial yoga
has continued in Mumbai—
so much so, that it hosted
the world’s first mallakhamb
championship.
With a large volume of
(sometimes dry) facts fit into
less than 200 pages, moments
of reader fatigue do creep in.
But then there’s historical
showstoppers that are
absolute gems. Case in point:
the Bombay Plague of 1896,
which, it turns out, actually
led to the formation of Shivaji
Park, and holds lessons for
urban planning amid the
outbreak of disease. How?
Read the book and find out!
n

Winner

march 2020
ZENON TELES
GOA
In March, we featured the
Devil’s Bath in New Zealand
mail your entries to
‘Outlook Traveller Quiz’,
AB-10 Safdarjung Enclave,
New Delhi 110029
by May 31.
Or email us at
letters@outlooktraveller.
com. Only one entry per
person will be accepted.

nayanika mukherjee

On the Shelf
T
The Lost Pianos of
Siberia: In Search of
Russia’s Remarkable
Survivors
By Sophy Roberts
(Penguin Random House;
£9.99)

he best titles are simple, exact, and keep writers on track. Despite the vast wilderness
of Siberia, journalist Sophy Roberts never strays from her mission: finding a worthy
instrument for a Mongolian pianist. The piano rose in Russia under Catherine the Great,
becoming status symbols and soft friends to the exiled. Today, many of these uprights sit in
remote communities, their cryo-d connections thawed by the author’s hungry spirit that pushes
forward on trains, snow-mobiles and resourcefulness. Roberts recalls her journey into this
‘sleeping land’, Dostoevsky’s ‘house of the living dead’, with lyrical prose. Among other things,
you learn anthropology, of frenzied fandom in the 1800s, of human kindness in the gulags, and
of the ecological apathy that comes from being at the end of everything. Much like Siberia, the
narrative is endlessly absorbing—and in a rare win, even the author’s note is dreamy.

One lucky reader who
answers correctly will win a
copy of Outlook Traveller
Getaways: Girls On Holiday

SHUTTERSTOCK
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Sentry Duty
Photograph by PRADIP SIVARAMAKRISHNAN
Maasai Mara, Kenya

Wanted! Your travel photos—from
Beluga to Belgaon, Kozhikode to Krakow.
Give us your best shot (high-resolution
300dpi/at least 2MB, along with a
caption and date) by May 20 and win
a copy of Outlook Traveller Getaways:
Meghalaya Top Ten. Email your entries to
picturepost@outlookindia.com.
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