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↑  Joined the legions of viewers 
who have binge-watched emily 
in Paris. mixed feelings, though

↓ Spent the night in a 
traditional ‘chang’ tea 
bungalow in assam

ithink I’ll make a habit of being 
an itinerant letter writer. There’s 

nothing quite like it, especially if you 
get to call it work. This one comes to 
you from the balmy foothills of eastern 
Arunachal Pradesh, where I am tapping 
it out from the somnolent confines 
of a planter’s chair, while watching 
the Siang—which is what the mighty 
Brahmaputra is called in Arunachal—
flow swiftly by. I’m in Pasighat—the 
oldest town in the state—to participate 
in the Siang Rush, an annual showcase 
of travel and tourism now in its third 
year, where a select few are invited to 
experience the best that Arunachal 
Pradesh has to offer. This year’s 

highlights included Tawang and Dirang. But the 
signature event of the trip is two days of rafting down 
the Siang which, thankfully, turned out to be a tame 
affair. The soft adventure was further cushioned by 
camping on a silvery river beach lit up by a waxing 
moon, much singing and dancing by the fire and top-
notch gourmet fare to feast on.

Arunachal truly is a one-of-a-kind destination, 
with much to offer, from heritage to nature, and 
culture to adventure. Its remarkably low population 

density ensures tranquillity and, pertinent in today’s 
context, easy social distancing. Arunachalis, when you 
do run into them, are friendly and hospitable. A meal 
we had at the village of Rottung—currently vying to 
become Arunachal’s cleanest village—will remain 
etched in my memory for all of these reasons.   

It’s great to see travel slowly bouncing back with 
more and more people hitting the road or taking 
flights. This issue, we reached out to thought leaders 
in the tourism and hospitality space to find out 
what ideas could help catalyse tourism in the post-
pandemic scenario, in a safe and effective manner. A 
lot of interesting insights came up and we’re sharing 
them with you. Hope 2021 is the year when we finally 
start travelling again.

amit dixit   @omitdixit

arunachal is a one-of-a-
kind destination, with 
much to offer, from 
heritage to nature, and 
culture to adventure. Its 
low population density 
ensures easy social 
distancing

croSSed oFF my  
readinG LiSt

the Food of Sichuan

Fuchsia dunlop

This deeply informative 
book has become my 
window into one of the 
most fascinating regions 
in the world. Read more 
about it on p. 79. 

up next

Japonisme

erin niimi Longhurst

That travel 
‘rush’

3 things 
i did this 
month

Something i ate
my stay at the 
mancotta chang tea 
estate was memorable 
for many reasons. one 
of them was...eating 
tea leaf fritters!

← took my first 
flight after the 
lockdown. historic 
moment, naturally
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Exploring the 
Unknown
Discover new cultures, new 
people and new flavours 
through these travel 
documentaries.

the Salt of the Earth 
Sebastiao Salgado • The 
documentary offers a 
glimpse into the lesser-
known corners of continents 
like South America, Africa 
and Central Europe

Gringo trails  
Pegi vail • It follows the 
long-term effects of tourism 
on local communities, 
their culture and the 
environments

Way Back Home 
rohan Thakur • An 
introspective journey across 
the seven valleys of the 
lower Himalaya

the Maze of Lanes 
Kaplana Subramanian • 
Enchantment, mystery and 
curious complexity. Find out 
the legends associated with 
the pathways of Varanasi

for more such documentary 
recommendations head to 
our website

NATURE 
TRAIL

@ManikSrathore  
Not everybody is 

blessed enough to be living 
in the lap of nature, away 
from the race of time, 
leading life at your own pace 
without the desire or greed 
for more

@bakshinehadutta 
 Life is beautiful when 

you are one with nature. 
Enjoying the sand between 
my toes and waves beating 
against the shore...

@mj_gandhi Lost youth or just an indicator of where 
smiles have been?

@chaosofcolours When all 
the world’s a stage

@travelwithdanish Decked 
up in festive colours

VidEo Ghost town of the 
south | Dhanushkodi

X nandGaon

X rajaStHan

X uttarakHand

#OTHallOfFrame
We scoured through our feed, brimming with all kinds of 
gems, to bring you the rarest of our finds

LEttEr of tHE MontH

Walk on the 
Wild Side
The wildlife issue of OT has 
always been a delight to 
read. I’ve been trying to plan 
a wildlife getaway for quite 
some time now. But I wasn’t 
really aware of the national 
parks that had reopened 
their doors to tourists. 
The additional information 
bytes and pro tips provided 
in the Oct 2020 issue were 
of great help. I’ve been 
following Suyash Keshari’s 
work closely for the past 
few months. His advice on 
how young individuals can 
get more actively involved 
in conservation was very 
helpful. I’m looking forward 
to exploring the lesser-
known wildlife reserves, 
untouched by tourists.  
rifa BakSHi, MuMBai

 on tHE 
CHannEL

once a thriving 
tourist town reduced 
to mere ruins 
today, dhanushkodi 
situated on the end 
of the Pamban island 
weaves a melancholic 
tale of disaster

PoLL to PiCturE  
So many travellers, so many 
travel styles. Here’s what 
you picked!

HoTel                             HoSTel

CiTy life          CouNTrySide

CoTTage                          CabiN

euroPe                                aSia

fAceBook / InsTAgrAm / youTuBe   
@outlooktraveller 
TwITTer @oltravellerThe Chatter

We love mail! Write in to 
letters@outlooktraveller.com

HogwarTS                  NarNia





Raising the baR:
PuRi’s golden beach is 
blue Flag ceRtiFied
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A stretch of fine golden sand, choppy waters and a dose of mystical charm, Puri’s 
Golden Beach offers the thrill of nature as well as spiritual salvation
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in a bid to project Odisha’s brand 
globally, the Puri administration 
threw open the Golden Beach, 
whose makeover for Blue Flag 

certification is an inspiration for India 
and South Asia. The project comprises 
a 900- metre stretch between Mayfair 
Hotel and Gandhi Park as a secure 
and safe bathing zone, and one that is 
differently-abled friendly.

Along with a pedestrian track, deck 
chairs and beach huts have been 
installed for tourists. Proper sanitation 
and a solid waste management system 
have been put in place to keep the 
beach clean.

Tan & Turquoise Therapy–Odisha’s 
Pristine Beaches
Blessed with a 482-kilometres 
coastline, Odisha offers some of the 
most pristine, sun-kissed beaches 
that you can set foot on in the country, 
washed by soothing waters and dotted 
with casuarina and mangrove forests.

From the enigmatic receding beach 
at Chandipur, to the Puri–Konark 
Marine Drive brimming with divine 
calmness and the quaint Gopalpur on 
Sea, the beaches of Odisha will delight 
you beyond your wildest imagination.

Glamping Redux:  
The Eco Retreat is back!
Odisha Tourism is set to bring back the 
eastern India’s first glamping festival, the 
Eco Retreat. Having created a wave with 
its debut last year as the Marine Drive 
Eco Retreat, the festival will be organised 
at four other unique locations, besides 
the iconic Ramchandi Beach at Konark. 
Through the Eco Retreat, Odisha Tourism 
will offer unmatched experiences of 
glamping in a forest, by a reservoir, amid 

mangroves and on riverine sandbanks.

Stay updated with Odisha Tourism’s 
digital platforms

@OdishaTourismOfficial
@odisha_tourism
@odishatourismofficial

clockwise from here: eco retreat in the middle of nature’s bounty; on the shores of 
the Gopalpur Beach; yoga session at the Blue Flag-certified beach; jogging track at 
the Golden Beach; and the sun-kissed Puri Beach

“Golden Beach of Puri has received the coveted Blue Flag Certification 
by FEE Denmark by conforming to the stringent environmental norms 
and ensuring world class sustainable tourist amenities. The renowned 

eco-label will add to the charm of the World Heritage City.”
 — ShRi NavEEN PaTNaik, Chief Minister of Odisha
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Find the arresting statue of the boy who 
lives astride the Nimbus 2000 in the 
heart of Leicester Square

X London

Even more than two decades later, JK Rowling’s 
fantasy fiction series continues to cast its spell 
on Potterheads around the world. For a whole 
generation, the true magic of the Potterverse 
lies not in the prose but the model of fandom 
that it helped nurture. While the first novel of 
the series was released more than 20 years 
ago, the fanaticism is still going strong with fan 
conventions, theme parks, international sporting 
competitions and  even musical genres dedicated 
to the series. 

As an homage to the protagonist, an official 
statue of the boy wizard was recently unveiled 
in London’s Leicester Square. The monument, a 
depiction of a quidditch scene from Harry Potter 
and the Philosopher’s Stone joins the likes of 
Paddington Bear, Mary Poppins and Mr Bean, that 
form an integral part of the ‘Scenes of the Square’, 
an interactive film trail. An audio tour, hosted by 
Alex Zane, a British television presenter, will give 
visitors a 30-minute walking tour of the trail. The 
Westminster Council recently granted long-term 
residency to the sculptures through 2023.

� Leicester square was first home to a cinema in 
1930. the first premiere took place in 1937

Snitch!
Accio
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The barsi bridge on the manali to Leh 
Highway will open soon for tourists

The Barsi Bridge, deemed to be the 
second longest bridge in India is all set 
to be inaugurated soon. Spanning over 
360 metres, it took nearly 10 years 
to construct it, owing to the difficult 
terrain, inclement weather and limited 
working season. The bridge runs over 
the Bhaga River in Darcha. It is believed 
that the structure will not only improve 
the flow of traffic but also prove helpful 
in increased load-carrying ability. 

�Darcha is located in Lahaul, about 
33km from Keylong

Joy Ride

516 Arouca is now the longest 
pedestrian suspension bridge 
in the world

Suspended 575 feet above a 
foaming river, the 516 Arouca, 
near Porto, has bagged the 
title of the longest pedestrian 
suspension bridge. The bridge 
connects the Paiva Gorge to 
the Aguieiras Waterfall. It aims 
to attract both nature lovers 
and adventure seekers alike.

� The 516- metre-long bridge 
also has a see-through metal 
mesh base

Palm Jumeirah has unveiled 
the world’s largest fountain

The Palm Fountain, spanning 
an area of 14,000 sq ft 
is located at The Pointe, 
a lifestyle and dining 
destination in Palm Jumeirah. 
The fountain features 128 
super shooters, over 3,000 
LED lights and 7,500 nozzles 
that can shoot water up to 
105 metres. It will host 20 
bespoke shows and five will 
run on a daily basis from 
sunset to midnight 

 � Guests can also enjoy a 
three-minute performance, 
every 30 minutes 

A Bridge Too fAr

Portugal

A new spring

Dubai
UPDATes
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After ‘flights to nowhere’, the 
city-state plans to launch 
‘cruises to nowhere’

The Singapore Tourism Board 
has partnered with Genting 
Cruise Lines’ World Dream and 
Royal Caribbean International’s 
Quantum of the Seas to launch 
cruises to nowhere. To ensure 
that safety and hygiene 
protocols are maintained on 
board, the ships will operate at 
a reduced capacity and will be 
restricted to the residents of 
Singapore only. 

� The cruise ships will have no 
port calls in between

cruise conTrol

Singapore

The temple town will soon 
begin diesel-powered buggy 
trains for visitors

Travellers heading to Hampi 
will soon get to travel 
around this Unesco World 
Heritage Site in diesel-
powered buggy trains. The 
42- seater train, installed by 
a Bangalore-based company, 
will hit all the popular spots 
including Kamalapur Mayur 
Bhuvaneshwari temple, 
Virupaksha temple, Queen’s 
Bath, Kamal Mahal and 
Krishna Temple. 

�Tickets are priced at ̀ 300 
per person

Buggy TrAil

Hampi
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Cow Face Pose
A relatively complex posture, the Cow Face Pose 
might not be the easiest to master, especially if 
you have stiffness in the muscles. The position of 
the arms stretch the shoulders, armpits, triceps 
and chest, strengthen the back muscles and tone 
the arms. The pose demonstrates how different 
the two sides of most people’s bodies are. It 
improves the functioning of the kidneys, reduces 
the risk of diabetes and relieves stress and anxiety. 
The pose can also help you correct your posture 
and equalise your flexibility. Those suffering from 
severe back and shoulder pain are advised to avoid 
practicing the asana. 

1. Start the pose by sitting in Dandasana. Half Lotus or Fire  
Leg pose can also work well, as your legs are already 
stacked in them.

2. Bring the right foot over the left thigh; slide your thigh 
close to the left hip. Bring the left ankle around the side of 
the right hip.

3. Gently slide both the feetfar behind your hip area. Make 
sure that you maintain the position and are comfortable 
in the same.

4. Maintain your spine in a straight and vertical position 
while you keep your head facing forward.

5. Raise your right arm, gently bring it over the shoulder and 
place it behind your back. Stretch as much as possible. You 
can even use the left hand to gently shift the right elbow 
towards your midline.

6. Now wrap the left arm around your back and try to grasp 
the left hand with your right hand. Clasp your fingers 
tightly together.

7. Inhale and lengthen up through the spine. Exhale and press 
your head back into your arm, keeping the chest open.

8. To release from the position, take a deep breath and slowly 
come back to Dandasana. Repeat on the other side.

How to do Gomukhasana
Wise Men Say
“Yoga is not just about physical well being. Spiritual 
evolution has always been the primary focus. 
Bhagwad Gita recommends various paths of yoga 
namely—Sankhya yoga, Karma yoga, Jnana yoga, 
Bhakti yoga, Raja yoga, Sanyasa yoga. Mind you, 
none of these paths are limited to postures and 
movements, but enable oneself to perform physical 
duties better.

Equating yoga to physical flexibility, appearance 
or a sense of calmness is to limit oneself from 
achieving self-development and striking the 
balance of mind, body and soul. Simple application 
of on-the-mat yoga principles to off-the-mat life 
can help us harness the 
power of yoga for self-
transformation 
and spiritual 
development.”

—Suyash 
Singh, from 
Vana, a 
wellness 
retreat in 
Dehradun that 
brings together 
the traditions 
of Ayurveda, Sowa 
Rigpa and yoga
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An addictive blend of acrobatics, 
therapeutics and yoga, this partner-based 
yoga style takes you from the realm of 
practicing solo into one that involves co-
creating moves. Yoga is often perceived as a 
solitary practice. However, acro yoga bursts 
that bubble, forcing an interaction and 
encourages trust and cooperation. One 
of the oldest demonstrations of acroyoga 
is that of Tirumalai Krishnamacharya, in 
the late 1930s. It might look and sound 
complex to beginners, but the practice 
isn’t about being flashy. It involves 
careful movements between partners and 
cultivates a unique sense of playfulness, 
trust and connection. Today, acroyoga is a 
worldwide phenomenon with millions of 
practitioners across the globe.

On Trend:  
Acroyoga

Catch A Breath
Bhramari Pranayam

It focuses on soothing the nerves and relieves 
stress and anxiety. In this pranayam, it is 
imperative to close your ears with the thumb and 
your eyes with the help of fingers. Take a deep 
breath and exhale while making a loud humming 
sound like a bee.

anulom Vilom

An alternate breathing technique, it facilitates 
the proper functioning of lungs and reduces 
anxiety.  This exercise can be done through deep 
inhalation and exhalation while alternating 
between the right nostril and left nostril with the 
help of your fingers.

Sheetali Pranayam

This breathing practice effectively cools the 
mind and body. Make an ‘O’ shape with your 
mouth and inhale deeply. Hold your breath for 
as long as possible and exhale through the nose. 
Start by doing 2-3 rounds and work your way up 
to 15 rounds.

ujjayi Pranayam

This technique calms the mind and warms 
the body and is used throughout Ashtanga and 
Vinyasa yoga practices. It involves mimicking 
the sound of the ocean waves. While you inhale 
and exhale, try to constrict your throat, creating a 
‘friction sound’.

KaPalBhati

It is a Hatha yoga practice that involves 
active exhalation and passive 
inhalation. During inhalation 
the stomach sinks in. Begin 
by taking a deep breath and 
exhale with force, sucking 
your belly in as you expel all the air. Repeat 
this 20-30 times.

nadi Shodhana

It is a Hatha yoga practice that purifies 
the nadis through alternate-nostril 

breathing. It aims to clear the 
blocked energy channels. Press 
down on your right nostril and 
use your left nostril to inhale. 

Hold your breath and switch 
your thumb. Repeat the process 10-15 times.



The high SpiriTS Café 
The go-to destination 
for comedy nights, 
indie music, live gigs 
and sangrias.  
• J1,400 for two

� Don’t miss the iconic 
Bob Marley murals 

The Burger Barn 
Burgers, sandwiches, 
hotdogs, fries...all 
washed down with some 
thick, frothy shakes. 
• J800 for two

� We recommend the 
spicy chicken burgers

Don’t forget to ride around on your scooters 
through the lanes to spot little stalls and stores 
selling hipster jewellery, scarfs, harem pants 
and flip flops.

X The MuSiC 
DiSTriCT in The 
norTh of The CiTy 

 Look for 
Koregaon 
park in maps

Bus Stop: 
Westin Bus 
Stop

eat

drink

Affordable 
Street Food

••

Pune’s Iconic 
Music Venues

••

Club Hopping

••

Tryst with 
Serenity

••

Dessert 
Paradise

Indie music, swingin’ cookouts, and sangrias by 
the bucket...what happens in KP, stays in KP

Koregaon
Park

pune’S nighTlife

MyfroyolanD  
Customised frozen 
yoghurt with a range of 
flavours and toppings, 
we like to call it “healthy”  
• J400 for two
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Koregaon
Park

1  Burger 
Iconic sandwiches and 
easy on the pocket

2  The SaSSy Spoon  
Innovative and indulgent 
comfort food, with 
healthy options

3  BeeTrooT BiSTro  
Fairy lights, outdoor 
music, and finger food 
made in heaven

4  one o eighT Café  
All-vegetarian, eclectic 
brunch spot

Eat the world
From sweet to 
savoury, what’s  
your pick?

Check out 
the momo 
and vada 
pav stands 
at the 
corner of 
each lane to 
soak up the 
booze!

1  penThouze nighTlife 
Cocktail lounge, DJ nights 
and city lights

2  MurphieS All about 
music and potatoes

The Brewer’s 
Lane
Beer • Whiskey • Wine • 
Vodka • Gin • Tequila

Iconic Buildings3  effinguT BreWerKz 
An enviable selection of 
brews on tap

4  SWig Bar & eaTery 
Quirky and bohemian vibes 
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C  SanSKriTi 
lifeSTyle 
Homestyle 
teakwood furniture, 
home decor and 
enamel trinkets

Compiled by laBanya MaiTra  
Illustrated by ChiTvan paTel

e  gerMan BaKery 
Instagrammable, 
delicious and real 
must-visit

a  The WeSTin  
At the riverfront and 
pet friendly

D  oSho TeerTh 
parK 
Japanese garden 
and holistic 
therapiesB  ShiSha Jazz 

Café 
Flavoured shisha 
and Irani food

5  The frenCh 
WinDoW paTiSSerie  
Cosy breakfast nook and 
dessert stopover 

5  preM’S reSTauranT 
Casual family-style 
restaurant dining
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M aNy a times i  am asked by my 
friends to describe the Scandinavian 

countries. Recognising that the mind 
searches for simplicity, I try to express my 
opinion in a few words. For instance, I find 
Denmark surprisingly entrepreneurial of 
the lot despite it being the smallest in size. 
Fairness and simplicity come to mind when 
I think of Sweden. But I always struggle 
while describing Norway in a few words. 
Allow me to explain why.

Norway is by far the most beautiful 
country that I have ever visited. Its fjords 
and mountains carve out an unparalleled 
dreamscape. With the fourth-highest per-
capita income in the world, it is also one 
of the richest countries in the world. And 
where does the money come from?

Oil.
Till the 1960s, Norway was one of the 

poorest countries in Europe. Had it not been 
for the discovery of oil in the North Sea, 
it would have remained so. Today, oil and 
gas production account for roughly 20 per 

cent of the economy. The other sectors—
hydropower, fish and forestry—don’t 
even come close. 

Did I mention that Norwegians are quite 
prudent? Norway has managed its money 
well. All the revenues from oil go in a 
sovereign wealth fund, which was created 
to smoothen the effects of fluctuating oil 
prices. The aim of the fund, as is officially 
stated, is ‘to ensure responsible and 
long-term management of revenue from 
Norway’s oil and gas resources in the North 
Sea so that this wealth benefits both current 
and future generations’. Today, this fund, 
created in the 1990s, is the world’s largest, 
and is a significant investor in the likes of 
Apple and Facebook, and owns 1.5 per cent 
of all shares in the world’s listed companies.

Norwegian prudence is also visible in 
the landscape of the country. If I ask you for 
a minute to imagine how the cities of an 
oil-rich country look like, perhaps glass-
panelled skyscrapers come to your mind. 
Norwegian cities, including the capital Oslo, 

ain’t like that. They are largely flat with 
a fair share of greenery punctuating the 
thoughtful construction.

What is quite noticeable, however, are 
the Teslas! Norway is Tesla’s second-largest 
market in the world. You would imagine an 
oil-producing nation to favour oil-guzzling 
cars. Not Norway. I called up my good friend 
Reider, a Norwegian, to understand the 
mind-boggling success of electric cars in 
this small country. “Well, we value cars that 
are environment friendly, for we want to 
preserve our nature,” he said, “and if you buy 
an electric car, the annual registration fee 
is waived, as are tolls, and you get access to 
less-congested traffic lanes.”

When I thought more deeply about the 
contrasting shades that Norway wears—for 
example subsidising electric cars with 
all the oil money—it didn’t appear that 
surprising after all. Norwegians love their 
fjords, mountains and waterfalls, and have 
used the good fortune of discovering oil 
in their backyard to protect the nature. 
However, one arguement that can be put 
forward is that all their efforts are limited to 
their own country, while the world outside 
is rapidly turning into a smokehouse. But 
well, as someone famous once said, “You 
must be the change that you want to see  
in the world.”

↙ Living in sweden for over 12 
years, he hopes to travel the 
world in a boat

↖ a typical Norwegian fishing village with 
wooden houses on the coast

IllustratIon: nItIn Chaudhary

N i t i N  C h a u d h a ry

The Scandinavian Outlier
If I ask you for a minute 
to imagine how the cities 
of an oil-rich country 
look like, perhaps glass-
panelled skyscrapers 
come to your mind 
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X dhaka It’s all in the shades, tints  
and combos 

@ashrafularefin

X koLkata raising a colossal frame 
from mud, straw and clay 

@snehasish_bodhak

X kumartuLi Weaving legends with 
threads of art

@jeet_the_go_getter

X koLkata a glimpse into the divine 
power of the goddess

@chitro_kar_98

X kumartuLi the prowess of durga 
depicted in 10 hands

@aritra_ak_kundu_1994

X koLkata Behind the scenes with 
the idol makers

@monkk_traveller

X koLkata reflecting on your inner 
demons and warring souls 

@swarnendu_sarkar_official

Tune Into 
the Fest 
Packed streets, festive chaos, 
intricate works of art and 
a grand feast, the majestic 
grandeur of the pujo season has 
a lot more in store 

@i.msurit_official 
 
koLkata, West beNGaL 
drawing the drapes closer during the 
final days
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old WoRld, 
neW chaRm
Hidden treasures, cultural richness and numerous tribes, 
Chhattisgarh will leave you yearning for more
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muria dance by 
the Gond tribe 
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monumental and natural heritage in 
the form of numerous caves, ancient 
temples and iconic waterfalls is a land of 

surprises and historical wonders. The state’s culture 
and festivals speak volumes of the glory of the 
local tribes, and boast of an inherent connection 
with nature that has remained untouched over the 
years. The landlocked state has been generously 
endowed with museums, dense jungles, wildlife 
sanctuaries and natural escapes.

At a time when the need of the hour is physical 
distancing, Chhattisgarh proves to be an offbeat 
traveller’s first choice, boasting of unexplored 
locations across the state. In a bid to revive tourism 
in the post-COVID world, the state government is 
taking holistic steps to ensure sustainability and 
responsibility. Additionally, Chhattisgarh will soon be 
home to up and coming projects for both, water and 
adventure tourism. With various projects in line, the 
state is all set to become the next major tourist hub.

NaTuRal EScaPES
Boasting of a vast natural heritage, Chhattisgarh 
is home to the broadest waterfall in the country—
Chitrakote Waterfalls. According to a popular 
folklore, the waterfalls has been named after herds 
of deer (called chitar in the Halbi dialect) that lived 
in the surroundings. Located approximately 275 
kilometres away from the capital city, Raipur, these 
waterfalls are famously known as the ‘Niagara Falls 
of India’. Surrounded by sal forests and cliffs, the 
sight of a rainbow at the waterfall is every visitor’s 
dream come true.

Another feather in the hat is Jashpur in the north-
eastern corner of the state, nestled amid lush green 
valleys and aided by a rich historical culture. Home 
to three waterfalls—Rani Dah, Danpuri and Rajpuri, 
two caves—Khuriarani Cave and Kailash Gupha, 
Jashpur does not fall short of options when it comes 
to exploring Chhattisgarh’s rich environs and history.

Interestingly, Ulta Paani or Visarpani in Manipat is 
a site that remains shrouded in mystery till date. It is 
known for the enchanting colors that the skies paint 
all over the horizon during dawn and dusk.

WildlifE 
Chhattisgarh houses various national parks and 
wildlife sanctuaries. The Kanger Valley National 
Park in the Bastar district, derives its name from 
the Kanger River. The park, also home to the 
state bird—Bastar hill myna—is a mixed humid 
deciduous forest, where sal, saugaun, teak and 
bamboo trees can be found in abundance. Apart 
from being a wildlife hotspot it is also home to three 
exceptional stalactite and stalagmite caves, namely, 
Kutumbasar, Kailash and Dandak. The national park 

clockwise from here: the mammoth 
chitrakote Falls in Bastar; catching 
a glimpse of the bison; friends of the 
forest posing for the shutterbugs; and  
nilgais in the wild

Surrounded by sal forests and cliffs, 
the sight of a rainbow at this waterfall 
is every visitor’s dream come true
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a sneak peek 
into the 
kutumsar caves 



t
r

a
v

e
L

 
p

r
o

m
o

t
i

o
n

is also known for the presence of underground 
limestone caves with dripstone and floston. 

The Barnawapara Wildlife Sanctuary, bound 
by the Mahanadi river is a perfect escape. With a 
plethora of wildlife species such as leopards and 
rare birds, it is worth a short drive from Sirpur. 

The Achanakmar Tiger reserve in the Maikal 
range is also a promising wildlife experience with a 
dense sal and bamboo cover in the Bilaspur district. 
The reserve is ideal for both short treks and longer 
wildlife expeditions. 

caviNG iN
There are no dearth of options in Bastar as well. 
Being the centre of a diverse and thriving tribal 
culture, it is also home to several globally-famed 
caves. Head to the Dandak caves to spot delicate 
and intricate carvings on the walls. Legend has it 
that Lord Rama passed through the Dandakaranya 
forest in the region during his 14-year-exile.

The Kailash Cave on the other hand is known for 
its massive stature. Approximately 1,000 feet long 
and 120 feet deep, these underground caves are 
the oldest in the region with some of the earliest 
limestone formations. They assume the shape of 
a ‘shivalinga’, hence the name Kailash, and are 
frequented by worshippers from across the length 
and breadth of the country. The Kutumsar caves, 
again dedicated to Lord Shiva, are located amid 
dense Sal forests in the Kanger Valley National Park. 
Several species of frogs and fishes can be spotted 
in these caves under the limestone formations.

TRiBal culTuRE
Chhattisgarh has a diverse and glorious tribal 
culture. One of the largest surviving tribal groups in 
India, the Gonds are concentrated in the southern 
part of the state . With a strong astronomical belief, 
the Gonds gave their own local names to the sun, 
the moon, the constellations, and the entire Milky 
Way galaxy too. 

Residing in the foothills, the Abujhmadia tribe has 
no historical record regarding their origin. According 
to popular folklore, a Madiya Gond couple ran away 
from home and settled in the Abuzhmad area, 
hence the name of the tribe. Primarily, the tribe is 
involved in agricultural practices and has thatched 
houses with two or three rooms. Women of the 
tribe can often be spotted with tattoos, which are 
considered a permanent jewel.

Another colourful tribe here is the Pando 

Once destroyed by a major earthquake, one 
can find archaeological remnants of the past at 
Sirpur, near the Mahanadi river.
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bamboo crafts and bell metals that are 
skillfully crafted by the tribals.

One of the most notable crafts, Dhokra 
art, can be found in the Bastar and 
Raigarh districts. The primary materials 
used in this art form are cow dung, paddy 
husk, red soil and most importantly, 
beeswax. It also involves the use of bell 
metal to make gold figurines. 

Utilising the well-preserved forest 
reserves, the tribal communities here 

also make bamboo handicrafts including 
mats, baskets, tools for hunting to home 
decor items such as wall hangings, table 
lamps etc. 

Chhattisgarh is also known for kosa 
silk, that comes in a variety of patterns 
ranging from block to embroidered to 
painted. Kosa is drawn from cocoons 
feeding on the sal, arjun, and saja trees. 
The soft texture of the silk lends the 
fabric an elegant and graceful look 

tribe. Each sub sect within the Pando 
community has unique traditions, 
adding to the charm of the state's 
heritage and traditional legacy. Generally 
concentrated in the Surguja district, the 
members of the tribe mainly engage in 
small scale farming practices. 

The Kamar tribe with house walls 
painted in white clay, are both mountain 
and plain dwellers and have acquired the 
‘Special Backward Tribes’ status. 

Finding abode in Chhattisgarh is 
also the heavily tattooed Ramnami 
community. Covered in tattoo designs—
called Gonda—the community has 
devised their various traditions that 
promote simple living.

aRT aNd cRafTS
Exemplifying the local traditions of the 
tribal communities, the state is home 
to numerous art forms, all made using 
traditional methods. Make a pit stop in 
Jagdalpur for its handicrafts including 

The Gond tribe speaks the Gondi 
language, a Dravidian tongue closely 
related to Telugu.
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and is used to make saris with intricate 
patterns and details.

hiSTORy aNd hERiTaGE 
History, legacy and heritage walk hand 
in hand here. Pay a visit to Karkabhat 
in Balod, where you can find the 
‘Stonehenge of India’. Karkabhat, is 
where the menhirs can be found. These 
monumental stones erected by the Maria 
tribe in memory of the deceased, vary in 
size indicating the person's status.

Chhattisgarh is also home to palaces 
such as Bastar and Kanker. The Bastar 
Palace features delicate carvings on 
its walls and treasures and artefacts 
depicting a wonderful saga of the rulers 
of Bastar. The Kanker Palace, on the 

other hand was originally built in the 20th 
century and rebuilt in 1937 with a fresh 
look, while still retaining its historical 
charm. The palace also hosts jeep safaris 
and boat safaris, offering a complete 
royal experience.

Adding to the state’s legacy is also 
the Kawardha Palace, known for its 
royal architecture, including the famed 
marble staircases, sprawling courtyards, 
well structured dome and the durbar 
hall. Situated amid the Maikal Range, 
one can head to the palace through the 

clockwise from here: traditional bell-metal casting; motorboating in satrenga; the serene 
kurdar eco hill resort; the sprawling sarna Balachhapar; a tribal woman in a traditional 
garb; and colourful threads of raw silk

main gateway, Hathi Darwaza (meaning 
Elephant Gate) for an experience that is 
beyond exquisite.

Apart from promoting tribal culture and 
tourism, the state also aims to shed light 
on religious tourism. Keeping this in 
view, the Ram Van Gaman Path tourism 
circuit is being created. Chhattisgarh 
also happens to be the place where Lord 
Rama passed through during his 14 year 
exile. The circuit aims to retrace the exact 
same path that Lord Rama followed. The 
first phase of the project includes the 
development of nine sites along with 
ecotourism parks at an approximate cost 
of R135 crores.

hOW TO REach:
Chhattisgarh is well connected to 
all major cities. The state’s primary 
airport, Swami Vivekananda Airport is in 
Raipur. Other airports include the Maa 
Danteshwari Airport in Jagdalpur and 
Bilaspur Airport.

WhERE TO STay:
When in Chhattisgarh, travellers can 
choose their accommodation from the 
resorts and motels provided by the 
tourism board. Additionally, the board 
also runs notable wayside amenities 
to provide a holistic experience to 
travellers. One can choose to stay in 
local tribal homestays in the Bastar and 
Kawardha regions or spend the night at 
the picturesque locations of Kurdur and 
Jashpur. One can also opt to stay at the 
Dandami Luxury Resort at the Chitrakote 
Waterfalls or in the wilderness at the 
resorts in Achanakmar Tiger Reserve. 
Apart from government properties, 
various luxury hotels are also available in 
cities such as Raipur and Bilaspur.

Did you know that the longest 
running festival in the state, Bastar 
Dussehra, is celebrated for 75 days?

According to certain legends,  Lord 
Rama spent a considerable amount 
of time in Chhattisgarh during his 
exile. Head to the Mata Kaushalya 
Temple in Chandrakhuri, the only one 
dedicated to the Chief Queen consort 
of King Dasharatha.
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Tourism
how CAn wE

Reboot
in indiA?

28
Post-coVid 

traVeL

What’s the big idea that can kickstart tourism in a post-
pandemic world? We spoke to the best of the best and they 

shared some transformative thoughts with us
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Priya Paul
 park hoteLS

T ravelling is not just about the destination, the 
journey is equally important. The idea of travelling 

happily and secure is what I think will transform tourism 
in India. Travelling should be easy and not overwhelming 
or intimidating. Unfortunately, this pandemic-related 
lack of safety is not in our hands. But we could look at 
how we can make our journey and destinations safe, 
secure and hygienic always. This is something that 
travellers complain about. I hope that a focus on hygiene 
and safety continues beyond the pandemic and makes 
tourism in India truly wonderful.

Aman nath
 neemrana hoteLS

S ave or Transform. 
I think that 

these two words are 
not alternatives. We 
should be saying Save 
by Transforming 
or reverse it to: 
Transform to Save. 
The stage of words 
written or spoken 
and a few mildly 
flattering appearances 
on endless webinars, 
don’t really zoom 
down to footfalls. If 
the Tourism Ministry 
still thinks it knows 

the pulse and holds the solutions, they should know in their 
hearts that this isn’t true. You can’t have a learner with little 
continuity in the studies to preach veteran teachers, can 
you? Just ask the trade to lay pro-growth policies. FAITH 
(Federation of Associations in Indian Tourism & Hospitality) 
is a well-intended organisation, the apex policy platform, 
a strategic think tank & federation of all the national 
associations representing the complete tourism, travel and 
hospitality industry of India—ADTOI, ATOAI, FHRAI, HAI, 
IATO, ICPB, IHHA, ITTA, TAAI, TAFI. Together they represent 
the complete value chain of Indian tourism hotels, travel 
agents, restaurants, tour operators and tourist transporters 
across all key tourism verticals. Let them lay the rules.
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Kapil Chopra
 poStcard hoteLS  

and reSortS

i believe India needs to wake up and 
realise the potential of domestic 

tourism. Let’s look at the numbers: about 10 
million foreign inbound travellers come into 
India and 26 million outbound travellers 
go out of India every year. Imagine if even 
30% of these outbound travellers stayed 
back in India every year and explored what 
the country has to offer? The one thing that 
can transform tourism in our country is 
the availability of sites and a very strong, 
clear policy on building eco-friendly hotels 
in coastal regions and wildlife parks. For 
instance, if tomorrow I want to do a hotel 
in Kaziranga, is there a site that I can go to 
and painlessly build and operate a hotel in? 
I believe there lies the potential—making 
more sites available for tourism. That 
will be a boost for hoteliers to set up hotels 
effectively, experiential tourism to grow 
and for travellers to continue to explore our 
diverse and beautiful country, in turn also 
giving a boost to the local community. 

Rajesh Magow
 makemytrip

For a black swan event like COVID-19, there is no 
one silver bullet on the anvil that can fix things fast 

besides an effective vaccine. But as they say, there is an 
opportunity even in adversity. This period presents a never-
before opportunity to build and grow domestic travel as 
international travel would largely be on the backburner 
for a while to come. To seize the day, the government as 
well as the industry will need to rise to the challenge of 
transforming Top-20 Indian destinations as world-class 
tourist attractions. This requires an integrated, inter-
sectoral approach and investment from the government 
to build supporting infrastructure and stellar service and 
customer experience from the industry that can propel 
domestic tourism in India like never before.
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Alok Gupta
 principaL Secretary, raJaSthan touriSm

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused an unprecedented crisis throughout the 
world and has perhaps affected the tourism sector the most. In Rajasthan 

international tourist arrivals have come to a naught and domestic tourist arrivals 
have also suffered. However, green shoots of recovery are visible, as we are seeing 
movement of tourists over weekends. I believe that tourists are concerned about their 
safety and are preferring destinations which are away from the hustle bustle of cities. 
I expect that their preference for lesser-known destinations and excursion sights 
near major destinations would increase significantly. This I believe will be the next big 
driver for attracting tourists. Rajasthan offers many such offbeat destinations where 
tourist infrastructure is also in place: Kumbhalgarh near Udaipur, Osian near Jodhpur, 
Jawai Dam near Pali district (where there is a leopard safari), Sambhar Lake near Jaipur 
which offers a unique birdwatching experience, etc. We have recently announced a 
new Tourism Policy which also has many provisions for lesser-known destinations. 

Ritesh 
Agarwal

 oyo hoteLS & homeS

in my opinion, small is the new big 
for the hospitality and tourism 

sector in India and the world. Holiday-
goers will prefer small, independent 
hotels and vacation homes as they 
offer private space while maintaining 
distance from others. Technology, 
through digitisation of processes, is 
further enabling limited touchpoints 
for guests. At OYO, we are using 
technology for empowering small 
hotels to deliver a safe and hygienic 
experience to guests and will continue 
to do so in the future.

Ratish nanda
 aGa khan truSt For cuLture

o ften, India’s monuments—of diverse material, 
architectural style, or function—yet always 

GRAND, have been considered the major draw for 
national and international visitors. Yet, India has not 
realised even 1 per cent of the tourism potential of 
our built heritage. First things first, our medieval and 
modern monuments need to be conserved and not be 
presented as ruins—of interest only to history buffs! 
While conservation may take a decade for say, 100 
iconic sites, it’s now time to revitalise these sites with 
cultural activity. There can be a million possibilities 
of public and private events that cause no harm to 
monuments yet allow people an experience worthy 
to pay—again and again. Here we can learn much 
from countries where cultural assets are leveraged for 
national economic gain.    
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Aditi Balbir
 v reSortS

2020 is not what the travel sector expected. But what 
COVID-19 has shown is that travel is no longer discretionary; 

it’s a dire necessity and the pent-up demand of domestic travellers 
looking for quick getaways is evident. Certain other trends are 
evident too, the search for offbeat travel, the need to disconnect 
from schedules and the appeal of immersive experiences. But the 
strongest trend, that has the ability to change the sector itself, 
is emerging in the area of sustainability or what I call micro-
tourism. Micro-tourism essentially means that a large percentage 
of the benefits of tourism flow to the local community—direct 
jobs, entrepreneurial opportunities for locals, direct procurement 
and inclusion. This works best in developing countries, where 
infrastructure is poor and the last mile broken, because this 
model ends up being cost-effective and reduces break-even 
levels. From the supply side, there are tens of thousands of such 
small properties in offbeat areas in India. From the demand side, 
customers are looking to explore such places, engage with locals 
and take in new experiences. The only need is for aggregation and 
standardisation and we have a hugely scalable model fuelled by 
the ever-increasing domestic traveller segment.  

Mickey desai
 bLackbuck LodGeS

The travel and tourism business is on its knees 
worldwide. The twin challenges at this stage 

are to save businesses and save jobs. The Centre must 
provide businesses with institutional access to working 
capital and enable liquidity through a deferment of 
loan repayments. The government should reduce GST 
and luxury taxes on the tourism industry, in order to 
reduce the cost to the consumer, thereby enticing them 
to start travelling. I predict that we’ll start travelling 
with short trips to destinations to which we can drive in 
our own private vehicles. Staycations will also emerge 
as a popular first choice. That means consumers will 
likely look towards secluded places of incredible 
natural beauty when planning their first vacation post 
the pandemic. But it also means they are likelier to 
select destinations and hotels that practice responsible 
tourism. The five key factors driving all of the above 
trends will be: safety, health, hygiene, brands (those that 
stand for quality will win) and value.
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husna-Tara Prakash
 GLenburn tea eState

An Indian traveller defines luxury tourism as a stay in a 
five-star ‘branded’ hotel. What will transform our industry 

today, is an awareness of ‘conscious luxury’ which is personified 
by a growing breed of small, intimate hotels—palaces, plantation 
retreats and jungle lodges—where the ethos is defined by 
transformational travel that educates, enriches and encourages 
a digital detox when asked for, but allows connectivity when 
one needs it. The international traveller will try to avoid the 
Golden Triangle, and the crowds that swarm to the places that 
conventionally define India. The real travellers who will risk 
a post-COVID-19 journey to an exotic location, will seek out 
the less-trodden nooks and crannies of this vast subcontinent, 
unearthing its beauty far beyond the ‘Taj’.

Raj Singh
 antara Luxury river cruiSeS 

The present crisis has reiterated the importance 
of trust and reliability in the people in our lives 

and the marques we choose. Luxury travel is no longer 
a name, a brand, or an icon: it is the seamlessness and 
thoughtfulness of travel, the authenticity of cultural 
immersion, the transformative nature of learning, and 
the warmth of interactions with local people. People 
are itching to travel and even microvacations need to 
have a long-term meaningful takeaway. River cruising 
is one such experience that is not only new but is also 
authentic and offers a unique way to see India and 
the hidden gems along the riverbanks. At Antara we 
believe travelling along our ancient and mystical rivers 
has a very grounding effect and the experience on our 
small ships offers all the intimacy, personalisation, 
authenticity, and attention to details that a luxury 
traveller may seek. With India’s waterways opening up, I 
believe river cruising will emerge as one of the trending 
experiences for 2021. 



n o V e m B e r  2 0 2 03 4

E
X

P
E

R
T

 S
P

E
A

K
 

c
o

v
e

r
 S

t
o

r
y

Syed Junaid Altaf
 empyrean Skyview proJectS

i f the 1920s changed how the world travelled 
with the introduction of commercial aviation, 

the year 2020 was overtaken by the Covid pandemic 
and travel across the world came to a grinding 
halt. Everyone related to the industry had to 
shift gears and think anew. Fortunately for us, 
we at Empyrean were ahead of the curve as we 
have just launched Skyview Patnitop at Sanget 
Valley, a new mountain tourism and lifestyle 
destination for new-age travellers looking for 
serenity, unsurpassed hospitality, differentiated 
luxury, eclectic gastronomy, holistic living, culture, 
adventure sports and folk art against pristine 
and undiscovered surroundings. We believe that 
tourism will be led by developing new destinations 
offering bespoke experiences, much like those we 
offer for solo travellers or groups, curated specially 
by our local experts at a very attractive price. 
This is a destination that is safe for travellers, is 
environmentally conscious and responsible, and one 
that gives back to the community—all values that 
hold multi-fold importance in society today.

Anjali Singh &  
Jaisal Singh

 SuJÁn Group

A s the world continues to manoeuvre through these challenging 
times, travellers must also look for new ways of exploring. Now, 

more than ever, people need to travel with a purpose. Whilst SUJÁN 
was built as a responsible conservation tourism model, the time has 
come for other hotels to follow suit and travellers themselves need to 
support businesses that are honestly and transparently using tourism 
to help make a positive impact, not just for their guests, but for the 
regions where they are located. To travel is undoubtedly a luxury but 
we have always believed it should be seen as an investment in the 
wider world, in communities and ecosystems outside of our own 
bubble. It is not enough for hotels to do little gestures and simply talk 
the ‘sustainability’ talk; travellers should look for evidence of hotels 
rolling up their sleeves and visibly working towards measurable 
sustainable-impact goals. We hope that travellers will think more 
carefully about where they holiday and take time to research hotels that 
are operating responsibly and clearly making a positive impact. This 
could be visible through many different facets, for example through 
the way a hotel supports 
its local communities, or 
perhaps is promoting wildlife 
conservation or the local 
culture. SUJÁN is proof that 
travel, like all businesses, can 
become a transformative 
force for good, whilst still 
being spoiling, luxurious and 
unforgettable! We hope travel 
will be a more responsible 
decision, and that where 
people choose to spend their 
money and valuable holiday 
time going forward, is a 
decision they are proud of. 

Yeshwant Rao holkar
 ahiLya experienceS

i f 2020 has taught us anything, it is to slow down. To be in the moment. To connect 
with those around us. And to stay connected. In fact, I think that’s also how I 

see the travel experience evolving. Going forward, apart from being socially and 
environmentally conscious, I believe discerning travellers will want to go beyond a 
hotel’s walls and connect with, understand the local culture, history, people, and their 
traditions. At Ahilya, both in Maheshwar and in Goa, our aim has always been to ensure 
that we offer more than just a unique hospitality experience; one that leads to a lasting 
connection to each destination. At the Ahilya Fort Heritage Hotel, for instance, guests 
experience our family’s ancestral rituals, which have continued unbroken for hundreds 
of years. They spend time with the traditional handloom weavers of REHWA Society, 
learning about the rich history of the craft and its artisans. Such experiences creating 
meaningful and lasting connections that go far beyond what remains on one’s Instagram 
feed. The future then, to me, is in what I like to call ‘Connected Travel’.
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Ajeet Bajaj
 Snow Leopard adventureS

In India we have every conceivable geographical terrain, 
are a global bio-diversity hotspot, have 73 per cent of a 
culturally diverse Himalayan range, rich fauna, flora and 
avifauna. The one thing missing is a national Sustainable 
Tourism Policy leading to immense issues with frequent 
changes in rules and tariffs as also court cases and National 
Green Tribunal interventions mostly to ban activities. 
As an example, the recent ban on beach camping and 
camping in bugyals in Uttarakhand has led to immense 
heartburn among tour operators and tourists. There are 
issues of ‘over-tourism’ and carrying capacity that need 
to be addressed urgently. The UNWTO global sustainable 
tourism criteria must be adopted in letter and spirit across 
the country, as part of the policy. Adventure travel is a $683 
billion industry globally showing a 21 per cent Compound 
Annual Growth rate since 2012. Given our huge potential 
vis-a-vis adventure and sustainable tourism, we can 
easily double our inbound figures, presently at 10 million 
tourists (UNWTO) in the next three years (post-Covid) 
through adventure tourism alone. According to a Nielsen 
report for the Ministry of Tourism and industry estimates, 
adventure tourism in India is presently a 2,000-crore 
industry (pre-COVID-19) and is ranked 96 out of 163 
countries in the 2019 Adventure Travel Development Index 
of the Adventure Travel Trade Association, USA and George 
Washington University. India needs a National Adventure 
Tourism policy with clear guidelines, online processes and 
an enabling environment for investors. This policy must 
be adopted and implemented by all state governments. 
The policy must focus on improving our ranking on the 
Adventure Tourism development index, involving all 
stakeholders and state governments.  

Mandip Singh Soin
 ibex expeditionS

i think we have to pay attention to the travellers’ role 
and responsibility in terms of the impacts they make 

as these can be good or bad. Whilst there has been some 
work done on making the industry more sustainable and 
indeed government policies more eco-oriented, if we can 
focus the attention on educating the traveller to have a 
positive impact from his/her travels then this can be the 
next big thing. This ‘customer’ can also trigger compliance 
to responsible travel ideas by the industry in turn and 
then we can all be in a happy cycle of one good action 
triggering many others...In fact, the Responsible Tourism 
Society of India just launched a set of Responsible Traveller 
Guidelines on World Tourism Day (September 27).

Amit Sankhala
 bandhavGarh JunGLe LodGeS

The new era of travel needs to be more sustainable, 
conscious about impact and move towards slow 

travel. India is so beautiful, and we are always running to 
tick everything off the list. Slow it down, take it all in and 
enjoy the experience along the way that will transform 
you. Spend more 
time in a region, 
knowing its people, 
its history, food, 
culture, festivals, 
etc. Adopt slow 
travel and let the 
experience guide 
you through 
the journey. 
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Altaf Chapri
 ab chapri retreatS

As many parts of the world prepare to 
reawaken to a more conscious attitude to 
travel, India is in a prime position to focus 
on its strength as a leading destination for 
wellness tourism among some of the greatest 
scenery and cultural heritage on earth. The 
industry should focus on personal space, and 
sustainability, combined with discreet and 
dedicated service to create opportunities for 
guests to discover more about themselves and 
their surroundings. To live their lives in a more 
intelligent and integrated way with family and 
friends or to simply connect with nourishing 
and romantic seclusion of outstanding natural 
beauty and safe heavens.Riyaaz Amlani

 impreSario handmade reStaurantS

i believe that COVID-19 is here to stay for a long while, and 
the only way to get back to life is to adapt to these times 

and change the way we play the game. Socialising while 
distancing is the new big trend that will shape the industry 
for the next two years at least. The entire point of communing 
now is about ‘coexisting’ and not ‘overlapping’, and this will be 
seen across industries. One of our latest outposts of the all-day 
café and bar chain SOCIAL in Dwarka which is India’s first 
CoVid-19 response-ready restaurant offers a good prototype. 
The maxim for this outpost is ‘SOCIAL with distancing’ and 
the space has been planned and designed in such a way that 
it is primed to promote social distancing in the best possible 
way. Similar prototypes will be seen across the board, with 
industries quickly adapting to new ways of operating.

Amit damani
 viSta roomS

When COVID-19 first struck, tourism received an immediate and 
intense blow. But it has grown into an unexpected opportunity. 
With WFH and virtual schooling becoming a reality for a significant 
number of people, travel has gone from being an annual treat or a 
weekend possibility to being an anytime option. The hospitality 
industry has to offer stays that aren’t just good for visits but are 
livable. wi-Fi connectivity is essential, as are functional kitchens. 
Pet-friendly homestays make it perfect for tourists and slow 
travellers. Besides, privacy has gone up the hierarchy of needs from 
something that spells luxury to something crucial to safety.
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Julian Matthews
 toFtiGerS

The Covid pandemic has been brilliant at shining a light on our present 
trajectory and the catastrophic cost to the natural world. It’s a once-in-a-

lifetime opportunity to change course, to build in sustainability, to remodel 
the basic tenements, structure and policies on tourism, especially those wholly 
based on nature—to become more inclusive, more community derived, more 
cooperative and more sustainable. Travel is not a right—but a privilege. A 
visionary new Ecotourism Policy that many colleagues and I worked on over 
six months in 2018, and was put to the MOEF&CC by the Ministry of Tourism, 
needs to be debated, agreed and effected to ensure we don’t go back to old 
ways post-COVID-19.

A.d. Singh
 oLive Group oF reStaurantS

The hospitality industry would be helped to 
bounce back with a scheme similar to the one 

the chancellor of the UK set up where for a period of 
time 50 per cent of people’s bills at restaurants were 
picked up by the government. That both packed places 
and gave people the comfort to start going out again. 
Separately, the mass availability of a reasonably priced 
vaccine would be of great help.

oken Tayeng
 aborcountry traveLS & expeditionS

i think it’s about time the government refrained from over-
promotion and cut down on the spending on promotional 

campaigns. In this day of the internet, minute details of 
destinations are available, but sometimes it’s good to leave an allure 
of mystery. More resources should be spent on infrastructure, safety, 
protection of natural places, cleanliness, and capacity building in 
order to provide world-class experiences for visitors. The Northeast 
has vast potential, many destinations are still unexplored, 
especially for outdoor and adventure activities. Arunachal has, for 
example, the Siang, one of the top rivers in the world for whitewater 
rafting, and the unexplored Gorichen (6,858m) and Kangto (7,060m) 
peaks. These can be promoted with world-class safety measures 
and guidelines in place. It is important that bodies like ATOAI are 
headed by people with solid adventure experience rather than 
desk experts. It’s about time these organisations have chapters in 
the Northeast. As most destinations in India are trampled by mass 
and low-value tourism, the Northeast can be developed with a 
clear vision to be a niche destination. Guidelines should be put in 
place for travellers especially domestic. Operators should make a 
conscious effort to engage locals in the chain of operations. State 
governments should promote authentic community festivals 
rather than manufactured carnivals and so-called tourism festivals.

OMIT MODI
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Latika nath
 reSponSibLe touriSm Society oF india

T ravel post the pandemic is evolving. It’s going to be more meaningful and 
purposeful. There will be more emphasis on factors like where, why and with whom; 

what adventures and stories can you carry back; and how it makes your life richer and 
fuller. Travellers will develop an appreciation for places not easily accessed, experiences 
that are not mass, exploring the nuances of cultures and traditions and living closer to 
nature. It’s going to be about longer, planned and more immersive stays. It will be less 
about big hotels and group tours, more about individualised itineraries and unleashing 
the nomad within you. Focus on friendship, food and people you break bread with. The 
concept of travel will revolve around the time you spend with the people you care for and 
giving back to the places you visit.

Sunil Mehta
 tree houSe reSortS

Tourism in India truly stands at the crossroads right now. Despite the pandemic, I 
feel there is definitely a silver lining to the dark clouds. Three major factors will 

drive future tourism in India: 
> Surge in domestic tourism: The 1.3 crore-plus tourists who travel abroad each year 
(as compared to about 65 lakh in-bound tourists) will provide a tremendous boost 
to high-end domestic tourism of the type detailed below, as international travel will 
remain majorly out of bounds for at least the next few years. 
> open resorts: Open luxury resorts, rather than centrally air-conditioned box-type 
hotels, will benefit from this revival. Even after we see the last of the pandemic, the 
scars and the fear will take a long time to heal. Already, luxury resorts with large open 
spaces are getting equal or more business as compared to the pre-Covid times. Resorts 
at easily drivable distances from the metros will benefit the most. 
> wildlife and Eco-tourism: These will definitely take off as potential travellers 
understand the need to be with nature and in open natural surroundings.

Aly Rashid
 Jehan numa wiLderneSS

when we think of tourism today, we cannot 
ignore the impact of the ongoing pandemic. 

The COVID-19 situation has opened up our eyes 
to what we should have seen a decade ago. To drive 
tourism forward sustainably is key and from now 
on it will be imperative for all stakeholders to take 
positive action in this direction. India is blessed 
with diverse landscapes rich with biodiversity 
and a culture that dates back centuries. It is now 
that the industry needs to awaken to the several 
opportunities that we can harness to enable 
inclusive benefits for operators, conservation/
preservation and the communities involved.
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explore
WanderinG 

throuGh cities 
Far and Wide 

a Lake In the woods 42
•

Lucknow’s nawabI Legacy  50
•

the Lost garden of deLhI 58
•

beyond the sea In goa  66
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phOTOGraph: shuTTersTOCK

with chambers laced with secrets,  
lucknow’s Bara Imambara is set right in 
the  heart of the city. legend has it that the 
magnificent 18th-century hall was in fact a 
major famine relief project. unparalleled in its 
architectural opulence, the Bara Imambara 
comes alive during muharram, as believers 
take out taziyas or moveable shrines.
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* * * 
 b i r d i n g 
h a v e n 

The himalayan naina 
Devi Bird reserve

* * * 
F r e s h w a te r 

L a k e s 
panna, nal Damyanti, 
Garuda and sita Tal

* * * 
d o s e  o f 

a d v e n t u r e 
Trekking, kayaking 
and rock climbing

42
sattaL

Song
Hills
Of tHe
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Away from the confines of life on the 
grid, looking benignly from above, 

Sattal has an enchanting tale to tell. 
Text and photographs by  

ahtuShi 
deShpande

↙ Garuda tal, 
one of the 
seven lakes 
that comprise 
sattal

b
BetWeen tWo hiLLs

A hill home is a dream many mountain-loving 
people harbour, and I was no exception to the rule, 
but it never quite materialised. However, when our 
COVID-19 induced virtual lifestyle started stifling 
me and my near and dear ones, we hatched a plan 
to move home for a month. Airbnb came to the 
rescue popping up Surya Villa, Delhi-based, Amita 
Bhandari’s hill home in the Nainital district of 
Kumaon. The three-bedroom furnished villa came 
with a cook, a caretaker and most importantly, the 
promised good wi-fi connectivity. Life had zoomed 
in on us in a strange way, with most interactions 
being online in nature. As school, college and work all 
became virtual, I, along with my extended family of 
eight headed for the hills, armed with our unlimited 
mobile data plans and additional dongles. 

After over nine hours on the highway (with halts 
for e-pass and covid report verification) we turned 
into the easily missable Bhorakoon turn, a short 
detour off the main Bhimtal road, leading to our 
destination at Suryagaon. As we turned the final 
steep stretch of the five-kilometre road, Surya Villa 
came into view. It enjoyed a pretty perch with a large 
garden sit out, a hammock-studded nook to the other 
side and two terrace gardens. Right below the hill, 
approximately a hundred-odd metres, glimmered the 
serenity of the interconnected lakes. Sattal comprises 
seven freshwater lakes. the largest of the lot Ram, 
Sita and Bharat take up the bottom of the bowl. The 
other lakes, hidden within the nooks and smaller 
hills, were all short walks left for local explorations in 
the coming days.

to the  

forested  
estate

The following morning on my walk up I bumped 
into my neighbour, Alka Budhraja, who invited me 
to Glenwood, her charming home. We sat at her 
lake-view sit out surrounded by her six dogs, one 
of whom she had rescued from a leopard trap cage. 



n o V e m B e r  2 0 2 044

S
a

t
t

a
L 

e
x

p
L

o
r

e explosive blend of flavours. A candid chat 
with him revealed his plans to begin bee 
farming and hopefully create a model that 

villages in the district can emulate. 
Another evening stroll resulted in a 

chance encounter with Usha Upender, 
a passionate horticulturist and birder 

with the most exquisite garden. Usha 
and her husband Upender ran the Sattal 
Forest Resort, a set of four well-appointed 
beautiful cottages perched on the hill. On 
Tinchau, the adjoining hill, Nitya offered 
fully-equipped and furnished hill cottages 
and studios for guests.

GoinG Back to 

 nature 

As I was the only one relatively free in my 
‘hard-at-work’ family, I had pretty much 
covered most of the trails around Sattal. 
With a new walk every other day, I had 
explored the hillsides, walked through the 
forests, seen the lakes from all possible 
vantage points, encountered leeches and 
butterflies, snakes and saints, and above 
all kicked off my newfound birding hobby 
with much enthusiasm. With over 250 
species of resident and migratory birds, 
Sattal—along with nearby Pangot—are 
Kumaon’s top birding destinations. 

While seasoned bird watchers talk of 
the rare species that they are yet to spot, 
for me, every new bird in sight was a 
beautiful rarity. I, along with Ankit Das, 
a fellow naturalist, roamed the entirety 
of Sattal for over six hours. However, the 
showstopper was spotted not on the trail 
but rather, when we halted midway, near an 
old water spout. “They will come ma’am,” 
Ankit assured me. And boy did they stick 
to his word—the russet sparrow, rosefinch, 
oriental white eye, the powdery blue 
verditer flycatcher and many more frolicked 
in the stream, as I continued feasting my 
eyes, glued to the binoculars. 

The walk to the Hadimba Temple in 

Amita had mentioned that we were on a 
private hill, but I had not quite fathomed 
just how private and sequestered it was. 
Conversations with Alka revealed the 
labour that went behind what was today 
Naveen’s Glen, comprising not one but 
two private hilltops. Way back in 1991, 
Alka’s husband Naveen, a young mountain 
loving civil engineer, had chanced upon 
Suryagaon and saw potential in a place that 
was a parched wasteland, abandoned by the 
villagers due to lack of water. The villagers 
were more than eager to sell the dry land, 
and slowly, the Budhrajas acquired a fair 
bit of it on the two hills. With no water, 
electricity, or connectivity, the situation 
was quite dismal. It required tremendous 
foresight and vision for anyone to carve out 
the estate that it is today. What started as 
a one-room tenement with Alka cooking 
meals on a wood-fired stove on their short 

vacations here, developed into 35 beautiful 
cottages spaced well apart, occupying 
the two hilltops of Ararda and Tincheo, 
connected by the ridge at Panch Raasta. 
Trees were planted by the thousands to 
reforest the land. While Ararda had bespoke 
views of the lake and forest, Tinchau with 
its ridge-top location offered 360-degree 
views of the lakes, the Khaan Valley and 
the Gola River meandering through the 
flatlands of Haldwani. 

One thing the Budhrajas were clear 
about was that they wanted a community 
of like-minded, nature-loving folks here. 
Friends and family bought into the idea, 
and Naveen, who was a great planner, went 
about designing and making idyllic hill 
cottages, all of them picturesquely nestled 
amid the forest. What was originally known 
as the ‘Wooded Glen Estates’ has now been 
fondly renamed ‘Naveen’s Glen’ after his 
untimely demise a few years back. The 
testimonials on their website by the various 
homeowners pay glowing tribute to the 
man who helped make their dream a reality.

Today, Alka and her children have 
taken the mantle forward. Upon deciding 
against building any more cottages, the 
focus shifted towards conservation and 

protection and the add ons that enhance 
the experience. Most of these projects 
were executed by planting more trees, 
prioritising cleanliness of the area, and 
organic farming to bring fresh produce 
for the denizens. 

For a family that definitely loves food 
more than anything else in the world, a 
hearty meal is all that we could think of. 
Our meals were mostly home-cooked, 
doled out by Kailash, our man Friday, or one 
of us. ‘Babs’ Café In The Woods’ is the only 
eatery around run by Alka and her daughter 
Nitya. The succulent mutton patty burgers 
here are to die for. Top it up with the perfect 
crème brûlée and caramel chocolate mud 
pie for dessert. 

humminG With the  

locals
The credit for the best pizza that I have 
ever sampled goes to Agnay, Alka’s son. He 
used to run a successful pizza outlet called 
‘The Wood Fired Pizza Company’. But for 
this homemade delight, you will need an 
invitation from the host. Thankfully, I made 
the cut and was invited to one such lunch at 
Alka’s. With a mix of cheeses ranging from 
ricotta, feta, mozzarella and gouda, making 
their way onto the perfectly fluffy dough 
along with secret ingredients, it was an 

* naveen’s Glen is situated at an 
altitude of 5,000ft above sea level. 
it is spread across two adjoining 

mountains called ‘tincheo’ and ‘ararda’, and 
a valley called ‘khaan’. all three locations 
offer remarkably different sceneries

Be spoilt for choice at the Mall 
road market in Bhimtal. pIck 
from an array of local items 
including handicrafts and 
paintings. Do not miss 
the fresh breads at 
Brownie Bakery. 

The sattal-pangot region is packed 
with many vibrant birds that migrate 
to the lower himalaya during the 
winters. head to the woodpecker 
point to catch a glimpse.

what started as a one-
room tenement with 
alka cooking meals on 
a wood-fired stove, 
on their vacations, 
eventually developed into 
35 beautiful cottages 
occupying the hilltops of 
ararda and tincheo, well-
connected by the ridge at 
panch raasta
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↑ the 
Woodsville 
cottage set 
amid pine 
forests

↓ Lounging 
on a 
hammock 
at the surya 
Villa

→ reclaiming 
the love for 
nature while 
on a jungle 
trail 
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adorned with seven eye-catching lakes, this 
paradisiacal destination, situated in the kumaon 
region, is a cache of nature and serves as a shelter 
for many wandering birds
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↖ mist 
rolling in the 
sattal hills 
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← the 
signage 
pointing out 
the two hill 
routes 

↑ Pizza 
party at alka 
Budhraja’s 
quaint 
homestay

↓ into the 
the upper 
forested 
reaches of 
sattal
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lovely. I mistakenly forayed onto the jungle 
trail instead of the cemented path. Right 
opposite, at the far bottom near the main 
Sattal lake was the beautiful property of 
the Sattal Christian Ashram founded by 
Dr E. Stanley Jones in 1930. Occupying the 
entire forested hill, the ashram consisted 
of two churches and a few quaint British-
era bungalows. The Garuda Tal, perhaps 
the most charming of all the lakes mostly 
because of its quiet location and size, 
beckoned a dip. Sukha Tal was a tiny lake, 

 where to Stay 
x Surya villa a quaint and quiet 
vacation home situated amid lush 
green landscape

x naveen’s Glen a 3-bedroom 
spanish villa, overlooking the sattal 
lake. head to Babs Café in the 
woods, the only eatery that 
serves the guests at 
their cottage 
and studio 
units

out and About

nearest airport: delhi, 280km

by rail: The early morning Kathgodam express is a great way to reach sattal. 
suryagaon is a 45-minute drive from the station

SattaL

x Trek through the rhododendron 
and oak forests or take a stroll along 
the pristine lake

x rock climbing, rappelling, river 
crossing and mountain biking are 
some of the action-packed activities 
offered by the adventure camps

x paddle in the waters of sattal 
if jungle adventures are not 
your calling

x local authorities must be 
contacted for permission and for 
hiring equipments for fishing

traveller

and Nal Damyanti was the seventh lake 
with a rather gory old tale to its credit. 

As we embraced autumn, the wafting 

clouds of the receding monsoons turned to 
crisp, clear skies and cooler temperatures. 
The chirping of birds became more 
prominent over the din of cicadas, and 

the skies blanketed us with stars looking 
upon. Sadly, all good things come to an 

end. It was time for us to pack our bags 
and return. I was reluctant to leave the 
paradise. A month of living like a local 
had suited me quite well. To quote 

Ruskin Bond, “Once you have lived in the 
mountains, you belong to them. There is 
no escape.” T

Though sattal is open to tourists 
throughout the year, november 
to March is the ideal time to 
visit. you can spot different 
species of moths, beetles 
and butterflies. Keep an eye 
out for the asian barbet 
and Oriental dollarbird. 

x Sattal Forest resort a boutique 
resort, set amid thick pine and oak 
forests that offer bird-watching 
experiences and nature trails

x vanatara  a hidden retreat 
with cosy cottages and a large 

meditation room. Do not 
miss out on the authentic 
Kumaoni fare

under The wing 
x a combined tour of pangot-sattal 
is recommended for an unparalleled 
birding experience

x visit the local Butterfly Museum 
where you can watch over 2,500 
butterfly and moth specimens

x hire a guide for bird watching or 
take an experienced birder along 
to know more about resident and 
migratory birds that reside here
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* * * 
a r c h i te c t u r e 
a n d  h i s to r y

Bara Imambara  
and hazratganj

* * * 
G a s t r o n o m i c 

a f f a i r
Kebabs, nihari and 

matar ki chaat

50
LucknoW

SOjOuRn
awadhi
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* * * 
r e t a i l  

t h e r a p y
Janpath and 
sugandh Co.

Going past the names, dates and battles, 

Simrran GiLL 
finds herself lost in the regal shades  

of Lucknow

↖ a tonga 
passing over 
a cobbled 
street

phOTOGraphs: shuTTersTOCK
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famed Bara Imambara. I heard a whisper 
finally. But much to my dismay, it wasn’t my 
name. As I walked through the labyrinth, 
trying to figure my way out, Mirza popped 
up. And upon asking, he blamed the motley 
crowd and rather amusingly continued 

to tell stories from the past in his thick 
Awadhi accent. 

I wasn’t sure whether one could hear 
the name from within the walls or not. 
But I definitely knew that I couldn’t have 
weaved my way out of the maze had it 
not been for him. It has over a thousand 
passages—1024—if Mirza is to be believed. 
I was told that the whole purpose of this 
monumental maze was to confuse and 
delay the invaders. 

Built in 1784 by Asaf-ud-Daula, the 
fourth Nawab of Awadh, various myths 
surround the Bara Imambara. Erected 
as a famine relief project, it is said that 
construction workers built the structure 
during the day, which was demolished on 
orders from the Nawab at dusk, only to be 
rebuilt the next day. 

The seemingly straight façade gradually 
and gracefully gives way to the labyrinth 
which offers great views of the sprawling 
city of Lucknow from various levels. 
Characterised by a massive central hall, 
Mughal-inspired windows, and a large 

dome built without any external support, 
the structure is now used for religious 
gatherings. Within the premises, the Asafi 
Mosque and the Shahi Baoli also find a 
home on either side.

If not for tactful construction and some 
buried secrets, the majestic dome would 
have been destined to doom. Forget a 
cement or brick base, it is rice husk that 
keeps the dome erect, aided by the labyrinth 
which reduces the weight of the ceiling, 
hollowing it out. 

My maiden 

Visit to the 

to the city of nawabs and kebabs was an 
absolute delight, to say the least. An early 
morning train, a cramped auto ride, and 
a drive past the green landscape of the 
cantonment area, I couldn’t have asked for 

the seemingly straight 
façade gradually and 
gracefully gives way 
to the labyrinth which 
offers great views of 
the sprawling city of 
Lucknow from various 
levels of the monument

I
Pressed my ear FirmLy 

against the wall and tried hard to focus. 
Amid multiple echoing voices, I tried to 
make out the one taking my name. My 
guide, Taqi Mirza, a resident of Awadh; as he 
likes to call it, had assured me that he would 
whisper my name against the wall on one 
end and I’ll hear it from the other. Despite 
several noisy tourist groups adding to the 
cacophony, I remained undeterred. After all, 
I had spent half a day getting drenched in 

It is believed that the maze inside 
the Bara Imambara is an accidental 
construction. legend has it that it 
was later used as a cell for prisoners. 
some also believe that the structure 
has underground caves, which have 
now been blocked.

↑ the 
labyrinth 
inside Bada 
imambara

↓ hard at 
work in 
hazratganj 
post sundown
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rays of the 
sun hit 
the rumi 
darwaza 
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* the ring theatre after a couple 
of years was converted into a 
special court. it was here that 

hearings of the kakori train dacoity 
happened and ashfaqullah khan was 
sentenced to death

↗ the asafi 
mosque within the 
Bara imambara 
complex 
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flaky kulcha and the rich meat stew cooked 
overnight with a mix of spices, which of 
course is not public knowledge. 

History, myths and flavours seamlessly 
align when in Lucknow. The city’s culinary 
scene is full of ancient, well-preserved 
secrets from the royal kitchens of Awadh. 

The imperial kitchens had khansamas 
(male chefs) from all across the globe. 
Hence, the cuisine draws heavily from 
familiar global flavours. However, it is the 
Awadhi kitchens that brought the art of 
slow cooking to India, and later made it 
native to Lucknow. The richness of Awadhi 
cuisine doesn’t come as a surprise. But what 
lends this richness is a mix of raw spices,  
including saffron, considered the most 
expensive of the lot.  

as soon as 

I thought 

my rendezvous with the city’s historical 
past was over, I found myself sauntering 
through the well-lit lanes of Hazratganj. 
I was later informed that my sauntering 
had a more colloquial term, ‘ganjing’ and I 
wasn’t the only one caught in the act. Quite 
literally the heart of the city, Hazratganj is 
a touch and go with nostalgia. Little nooks 
and crannies, British-styled buildings and 
iconic food outlets here are always ready to 

woo their visitors. 
According to connoisseurs, a trip to 

Lucknow without indulging in its iconic 
dishes is borderline blasphemy. Even 
though my taste buds are very Delhi, 
as some would say, I mostly find myself 
experimenting with them, within safe 
limits of course. And dare I upset the clan 
vouching for Lucknow’s street food. Royal 
Cafe’s famed basket chaat was up first. A 

o u t L o o k  t r a V e L L e r 55

more. After a hearty home-cooked meal 
(all thanks to friends and family residing in 
all corners of the country) I wasn’t willing 
to waste even a single minute sitting idle. 
After all, I only had the weekend to make 
the most of the city famous for its mehman-
nawazi. Fortunately, I got the opportunity 
to experience this hospitality right at the 
onset of my journey at Rahim ki Nihari at 
Chowk in the old city.

What sets the old city apart from its 
newer counterpart is the magnificent 
Rumi Darwaza, standing tall in all its glory. 
The ornate gate exemplifying Awadhi 
architecture served as the entrance to the 
Old Lucknow city in the bygone era, and like 
the Bara Imambara is the result of the battle 

against the decade-long famine. 
As we navigated through cobble-stoned 

streets, it was hard to not draw similarities 
between Old Delhi and Old Lucknow. Both 
were former British colonies with narrow 
lanes and just enough space for two to walk, 
flanked by decades-old family-run shops 
on either side.

Finding Rahim’s wasn’t a herculean task, 
contrary to popular belief. Partly because 
my host could walk the familiar route even 
in darkness and the trailing whiff of the 
slow-cooked meat was a better guide than a 
map. Generally, one has to wait for hours on 
end before savouring the signature nihari-
kulcha. But on an overcast day like this one, 
most locals could be spotted within the 
shops with a steaming hot cup of tea. 

Rahim’s, also a family run business, 
has been the go-to place for locals since 
its inception in the 1920s. However, their 
famed nihari-kulcha, the reason to visit, 
was conceived only two decades later in the 
1940s. Rather than diversifying to match 
their contemporary counterparts, the 
family-run kitchen believes in carrying on 
the legacy of their forefathers with only 
limited dishes on the menu, including their 

the richness of awadhi 
cuisine doesn’t come as a 
surprise. but what lends 
the richness to this royal 
cuisine is a mix of raw 
spices, including saffrron, 
considered the most 
expensive of the lot  

The rumi Darwaza in lucknow 
is sometimes referred to as the 
Turkish Gate as it bears a strong 
resemblance to the Bab-i-
humayun or the Imperial Gate in 
Istanbul, Turkey.
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happily walked with a bag full of fragrances. 
It wasn’t until at Janpath that I realised 

the whiff of the attar lingers long after 
you’ve left the place. Famous for its 
chikankari kurtas and dupattas, if you’re a 
lover of the crafts,  I suggest you fix a budget 
before heading for a dose of retail therapy.

However, Hazratganj is not just about 
shopping and street food. Once the centre 
for all kinds of cultural and social activities 
in the pre-independence era, it is almost 
ironic how Indians were prohibited from 
participating in the pomp and show. It was 
here in Hazratganj that British men and 
women would often meet over a drink, or 
engage in some casual evening theatre at 
either the Mayfair building, Ring Theatre, or 
at Filmistan.

a short 
driVe aWay 

in Lalbagh is another culinary legend, 
Dastarkhwan. The rich looking interiors 
were nothing compared to the richness of 
flavours of the galouti kebabs served with 
rumali roti. The melt-in-mouth kebabs 

were truly to die for. Little did I know that 
fighting this post-hogging food coma 
would be harder than I thought. 

Just in time to catch my train, I took a 
last fleeting glance at the city on my way 
to the Lalbagh station, promising myself a 
long-lasting affair with the land of nawabs 
and kebabs. T

slight crunch followed by a wave of flavours, 
I couldn’t help but reach out for another 
spoonful. It was the matar ki chaat that 
turned out to be the underdog. Unaware of 
its existence up until now, it tops my ‘must 
have’ list in Lucknow. 

Post my taste buds, the olfactory senses 
were next in line to be delighted. I was 
lost in the myriad scents of Sugandh Co. A 
family-run business since the 1850, they 
are one of the oldest perfumers in the city 
and a one-stop shop for aroma therapy. 
One can always spot a heavy crowd here 
post sundown. And this evening was no 
different. After some hassling and haggling, 
I narrowed down my preferences and 

it was here in hazratganj 
that british men and 

women would engage 
in some casual evening 

theatre at either the 
mayfair building, ring 

theatre, or at Filmistan

* a Farsi term, ‘dastarkhwan’, literally 
means tablecloth. however, its 
connotation can also be a lavish or 

ceremonial dining spread

↑ royal cafe’s 
famed basket 
chaat served 
with a smile

↓ dastarkhwan 
in Lalbagh is 
known for its 
galouti kebabs 

↘ the 
delectable 
nihari at 
rahim’s

attar or ittar is a fragrant 
essential oil or perfume 
obtained from flowers 
or petals. 
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chhota imambara 
also known as the hussainabad Imambara, 
the ornate structure has a gilded dome. It 
was built by nawab Muhammad ali shah 
and houses his and his family’s tombs.

LucknOwtraveller

hussainabad clock tower  
a mix of gothic and victorian style, the 
tower is over 200 feet and was built to 
mark the arrival of sir George Couper, the 
first lieutenant Governor of the united 
province of awadh.

chhatar manzil  
exemplifying Indo-european and nawabi 
architectural styles, it derives its name 
from the dome, built on top and covered 
by an umbrella. It initially served as the 
residence of the rulers of awadh and is 
now set to be converted into a museum, 
displaying the region’s heritage. 

constantia 
established in the year 1845 and now a part 
of the la Martinière College, the building is 
an unusual mix of architectural styles. The 
college was built to honour the founder, 
Major General Claude Martin’s will.

dilkusha kothi 
an 18th-century building, initially intended 
to be a hunting house, it was shelled 
during the 1857 sepoy Mutiny. what 
remains today are just the walls with a 
few towers and an expansive garden.

bara imambara 
Famous for its maze-like structure, the Bara 
Imambara was constructed as a solution for a 
famine that lasted for a decade. The structure 
draws influences from gothic, Mughal, and 
rajput styles of architecture. 

the residency 
Originally a complex of many 
buildings, these architectural ruins 
once witnessed the dramatic 
events of the first war of 
independence unfold. Overlooking 
the river Gomti, remnants of India’s 
colonial past can be found here.

Lucknow’s rich history is well preserved in its iconic buildings that boast of various architectural styles. a cultural 
epicentre under the awadhi rulers as well as a strategically prominent city during the British raj, it holds a significant 
position in india’s history. drive through the city and witness its grandeur unfold every few kilometres. 
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* * * 
r e n d e z v o u s 
w i t h  h i s to r y

azimganj

* * * 
u r b a n 

w i l d e r n e s s

sunder nursery

* * * 
L e g e n d s 

a n d  m y t h s

sunderwala Mahal

58
neW deLhi

LOSt 
SpRIng, 

autumn 
Sonata
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← the 
walkway to 
sunder Burj

I
amBLe GinGerLy 

on the paved walkway leading up to the Sunder Burj, 
my pace losing its morning vigour with every passing 
second as I undergo a quiet hypnotism impressed 
upon me by the bridelike majesty of the structure. 
The spell is momentarily broken when the scent of 
autumn, diffused in the air by the flowers crushed 
under passing feet, meets with my sense of smell. 
This is despite the restrictive grasp of the mask on my 
face that the times have necessitated. But it is a cloth 
mask, cotton, to be precise and is coordinated nicely 
with the setting on account of the little blue flowers, 
so who’s complaining?

Yes, with a pandemic raging, we have decided, after 
much haunt-hunting, to hand ourselves to Sunder 
Nursery on an overcast Delhi morning. I remember 
stepping out of home like a baby that first learns to 
walk and into the Uber rather circumspectly, like I 
had never learned to entrust myself to a vehicle. In 
the space of the half hour it took us to reach here, we 
sanitised our hands twice, not afraid of setting our 
palms on fire in the Delhi sun, whose wicked nature 
even the virus doesn’t seem to have softened after all.

Anyway, all the hassle seems to be paying off. 
Deprived of travel and free mingling with the great 
outdoors, this 90-acre arboretum speckled with 15 
heritage monuments (six of them Unesco World 
Heritage Sites) already seems to have upstaged the 
Garden of Eden itself in my imagination.

Built in the 16th century, the freshly restored 
Sunder Burj hides behind its extraordinary stature 
a channel for water to flow in, interspersed by 
fountains and rivulets complemented sublimely by 
flowerbeds. The benches here provide stimulating 
angles to view the supreme architecture of the titular 
structure of the park. We even spend a good half-hour 
climbing up to the platform and venturing inside, 
stocking up to feed our hungry Instagrams when 
another pandemic strikes. 

The end of the water channel diverges into two 
circuits. Being modern humans, we haven’t got Robert 
Frost’s individualism so we take the road presumably 
more travelled by. Thankfully, the area plan is such 
that you have to be really special to miss a lot. 

A nip in the air, familiar scents and a 
walk through Delhi’s green lung  
was the much needed escape.  

Text and photographs by 

prannay pathak 
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↑ the 
fragnant and 
beautiful 
frangipani

By the time we circle the lake to reach the 
forecourt of the Azimganj Serai, the sun is 
out a bit. We just stand for a moment and 
take in the canna garden, even though there 
are no butterflies, as a bespectacled child 
rightly points out in adorable indignation. 
It was through this place that the Grand 
Trunk Road passed and it was here that 
travellers to and from Central Asia stayed at 
the Azimganj Serai. It actually does feel like 
a sort of crossroad.

Before 2018, when the new face of Sunder 
Nursery was revealed to the public, the 
young and the old, the high and the low, 
the dog walkers and the sloppy kissers—
all flocked to Lodhi Gardens. But having 
visited it on a daily basis as a child, it has 
in the last few years become something 
of a bore.

Sunder Nursery, on the other hand, 
with its sophisticated spaces—water 
features, amphitheatres and dedicated 
plant houses—and the promise of active 
upkeep thanks to the entry charge element, 
offsets the familiar drabness of the city 
park formula. No mossy lakes with the 
hackneyed bridge over it here, no tombs 
trod upon yet by marauding bands, no grass 
hills for children to roll off of. 

Flanked by the canna garden and a 
bonsai house, the contemporarily named 
Arc of Discovery leads to the gorgeous 
Sunderwala Mahal. It is here that heritage 
is having a moment in the presence of an 
ongoing family card game and the prying 
author of its hagiography—both parties 
practising social distancing even without 
the pandemic requiring us to.

* tucked in a corner of Sunder nursery, 
behind the arc of discovery, is a lush 
patch known as the wilderness. 

watch peacocks disappear behind the 
bushes or pick up fallen eagle feathers as 
you take a slow, long walk

Don’t be afraid to use your phone—keep 
an eye out for the different flower 
varieties for your nature photography 
collection. The intricate patterns  
inside the tombs work like an optical 

illusion when viewed 
through the lens 

of a camera or 
smartphone.

And it leads towards a waterbody whose 
exotic composure is accentuated with 
each passing second by the approaching 
cloud cover. The opposite bank overhangs 
with dramatic laburnum, and a couple of 
women softly discuss politics under it. It 
is an artificial lake, we learn by ourselves 
somehow, and loutishly hog a bench with 
quaint armrests to fully soak in the foreign-
country feel that we prize so much here. I 
remember muttering to myself: “No, don’t 
say yeh toh India ka Scotland hai.”

At our back is a little passageway 
through a row of trees leading towards the 
Lakkarwala Burj that sits sequestered in a 
corner of the park, almost like a forgotten 
first queen at a royal palace, sitting with her 
back to the visitor atop an arcaded plinth. A 
garden of hybrid roses with names such as 
Christian Dior, Mon Cheri, Oklahoma and 
Charleston, lies prostrated at its feet, aptly 
named Gulistan.

But thanks to the mid-pandemic 
resurgence (hopefully it is mid-pandemic) 
of the cycling people, who like so-called 
introverts, seem to be leaving no stone 
unturned and no milestone untouched, no 
landmark can sit in silence for too long at 
Sunder Nursery. In fact, there are so many 
of the community here that they almost 
seem to be bait-hired by the authorities to 
show the walkers around. Great move I’d 
say, considering there are dolts like myself 
strutting around with the guide map in my 
sling bag. Facepalm.

the denizens oF  

gulistan 

look like highbrow snoots in comparison 
to the wildflowers that thrive in 
gregarious fraternity throughout. 
The self-sacrificing champas 
strewn all over the walkway leading to 
the Sunder Burj, compete with the flushing 
marigolds of the section named Garden of 
Delight, even as the messy bladderwort-
lookalikes overgrown in the Azimganj Serai 
make merry in the forecourt flowerbeds. 
The ubiquitous jasmines aspire to be 
periwinkles and the carefree occupants of 
the lotus garden sway merrily along with 
affectionate hyacinths. Georgia O’Keeffe 
would have been happy. Van Gogh would 
have left his ear alone.

↓ the vibrant  
yellow 
cosmos 
blooms all 
summer

↑ the indian 
Blanket, also 
called the 
sundance, in 
full bloom 
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↑ of men 
dead and 
alive—the 
sunderwala 
mahal 
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This exceptional mausoleum with 
identical faces follows the fancy hasht-
behesht style in Mughal architecture. We 
step inside briefly and sort of confirm 
whether there are indeed eight rooms 
surrounded by a single hall. But for all my 
love for architecture, I would like to step 
outside once again, and admire its arches 

and friezes and the spooky silhouette of the 
tree on its lawn that I strongly suspect isn’t 
barren just because it’s autumn. 

across the road that is a  

friendly 
border 

of sorts between Sunder Nursery and the 
adjoining Batashewala Complex, a long 
open walkway leads to the larger-than-life 
entrance of the Bada Batashewala Mahal, 
where Akbar’s son-in-law Mirza Muzaffar 

← Pupper 
and human 
spotted on 
their daily run

↑ Peeking 
via the Bada 
Batashewala 
mahal

↓ an elegant 
ceiling that’s 
surely worth 
a stiff neck

sunder nursery has three trails—the 
nature Trail, the Discovery Trail and 
the heritage Trail. use the guide 
map available near the entrance to 
find out where they begin.
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dang in front of its entrance appears like 
a malformed lyre of a reclusive musical 
genius with long, unkempt facial hair. The 
grass lawn the structure overlooks has 
transformed over all these months into a 
haggard field claimed by dogs whose eyes 
have forever waited for humans to return. 
Like we always have.

The hasht-behesht plan is repeated 
here, too, and the restoration work is 
impressive, from the plaster medallions 

↑ Flopping and 
swaying, lotuses 
blooming in the 
pond

↓ master of all 
she surveys—at 
the sunderwala 
mahal

* Hasht-behesht (literally eight 
paradises) is the name of a floor 
plan within the timurid palace 

building style. two storeys of four 
corner rooms are constructed around 
a central domed space. the term’s 
significance within islamic theology has 
been explored in amir khusrau’s 1302 ce 
eponymous poem
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fancy water bottle for a hundred bucks but 
that pain is assuaged a bit when I realise it’s 
a perfectly cylindrical glass bottle.

On the way to the exit, I sense a black 
drongo fly past and alight on a branch, its 

distinctive tail unmistakable even 
from a distance. I realise we 
actually missed two spots—the 
wilderness and the peacock 
habitat—when we took the Arc 

of Discovery. But our thighs are 
chafed from walking so much in 

a day after so many months. But 
as they all say…I’ll be back. T 

and the muqarnas on the delicately restored 
ceilings to the tiles and the fine patterns 
that might have first adorned these walls. 
The complex comprises two other, smaller 
tombs, the Chota Batashewala and another 
unnamed tomb from the Mughal era.

We flit out of the Batashewala Complex 
back towards the amphitheatre. It is late 
afternoon but pleasant, and so there are 
more of our species out on the lawns of 
the Sunderwala Burj. They are laying their 
thermoses and lunch boxes out on the 
park furniture and on sheets spread on the 
ground, all of them busy recovering the 
remains of a spring lost to coronavirus. The 

Being an arboretum (Delhi’s 
first), the area is home to close 
to 300 tree species, several 
of them endemic to India. One 
can also spot trees such as the 
rare african Mahogany in 
the 30 acres of 
its biodiversity 
zone that is 
also host to 80 
bird species, 
40 butterfly 
species, and 
54 varieties of 
flowers.

nearest airport: Indira Gandhi Intenational 
airport (14.8km, 30 mins away)

traveller SunDeR nuRSeRy

what to eat 
x nizamuddin Basti has 
some excellent hole-in-
the-wall establishments 
if you’re craving kebabs, 
nihari or Moradabadi biryani

x looking for a fine-dining 
experience? head to Cirrus9 on 
Zakir hussain Marg or to Dastarkhwan-e-Karim 
for some authentic Mughlai fare

know before you go
x an annual pass costs 
`3,000

x Don’t forget to get 
the information brochure 
with a detailed guide map 
at the entrance (`20). Or 
download the free flier at 
sundernursery.org

x Check out the organic 
market for produce and 
lifestyle items every 
sunday

x visit the wilderness 
area and the peacock 
habitat zone to spot some 
rare avifauna 

where to go
x Can’t get enough 
of the greenery and 
heritage? right next door is 
humayun’s Tomb; entry fee 
`35; 6.30am to 6.00pm

getting around
Cars, bikes and cabs are 
available within the city; 
`6/km up to 20km with 
`60 as base fare
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Goa

tuRn Of

the tide

phOTOGraphs: shuTTersTOCK

phOTOGraph: TaJ hOTels

Going beyond the beaches, booze, and bikini, 

roShni Subramanian 
finds the Goa that remains elusive

↓ View from 
the lobby 
at taj Fort 
aguada

↑ sunset 
at the 
candolim 
Beach

↓ thai-style 
noodles 
with tofu 
and fish ball



o u t L o o k  t r a V e L L e r 67

g
O

a
e

x
p

L
o

r
e

t
the FamiLiar strains oF  

the Bee Gees flow into the low-lit cabin of Vistara’s A320, as a 
modest trickle of passengers shoves their bags in the overhead 
cabinets. No big crowds, no constant announcements, just 
stillness. If I’m being honest, the silence was quite confronting. 
Masks were the rule, not the exception. Who’d have thought 
being back in the skies would seem this unreal. 

Till now, I had only heard of the ‘zombie airports’—the 
living dead of aviation, with the only sign of flight being the 
tumbleweeds bouncing in the air, down the deserted runways, 
and through the empty terminals. Never in my wildest 
imagination did I expect the mega-airports, including the likes 
of the one in the national capital, to join the fleet. On my first 
post-pandemic visit, the airport looked nothing less than a ghost 
town. The hand-sanitising stations installed every few metres, 
outnumbered the travellers. Taking a flight felt like going to war. 
From crew and passengers wearing PPE kits, flight attendants 
distributing face shields to thermal screening at almost every 
checkpoint, the increased surveillance meant a longer and a 
rather complicated airport and flight experience. But, hey this 
was the ‘new normal’.

With no Covid test, no e-passes, and no mandatory quarantine, 
I headed for my first post-pandemic trip to the land of sunshine 
and sand. The liberating feeling of driving along the endless rice 
paddies and palm-fringed beaches, working out of quaint cafés, 
indulging my taste buds in authentic Goan curries, and calling 
charming old Portuguese houses ‘home’ for a few weeks—this 
was all that I needed to retreat into ‘susagade’ mode. Throw in a 
slice of ‘Tajness’ and you’re in heaven.

Honestly, the notion of ‘Tajness’ has never ceased to intrigue 
me. It suggested and promised a whole load of things. It was an 
allure, an adventure. But could it be defined in concrete terms? 
Perhaps not. The only way to get to know it is by experiencing it, 
like I did, first-hand, during my recent Goa trip. 

With history woven into its walls, Taj Fort Aguada Resort and 
Spa is luxury redefined. Set in the sylvan surroundings adjacent 
to Fort Aguada, the magnificent architecture in Goan-Portuguese 
style meets the splendid waters of the Sinquerim Beach below. 
The Balinese landscaping, swaying palms, and a panoramic view 
of the sea create a theatrical setting for a lavish stay. Built on the 

ramparts of a 16th-century Portuguese fortress, the resort is part 
of a sprawling 73-acre complex. The signature Taj hospitality 
is most evident in its restaurants. Morisco, overlooking the 
Calangute-Candolim Beach, works wonders with seafood. With 
freshness and flavour written all over it, the heritage Goan thali, 
available in three variants (vegetarian, meat, and seafood), aims 
to deliver the diversity and vibrancy of Goan cuisine in a compact 
and convenient form.

I heard through the Goa grapevine that the Banyan Tree 
holds the title for Goa’s first authentic Thai restaurant. Set in 
the shadow of a 300-year-old banyan tree, the sight, sound, and 
aroma make the complex flavours of Thai cuisine more evocative. 
With hand-plucked herbs, spices, and regional ingredients, the 
menu combines classic Thai dishes with new-age fusion options.

My time in Candolim was 
coming to a close. Luckily, 
Goa is small enough to 
travel between the North 
and South easily. Braving 
a balmy, humid afternoon, 
I found myself en route 
the sleepy countryside of 
Loutolim. Like a sepia-
tinted flashback, it seemed 
as if I had stepped back 
in time. I was facing the 
ancestral mansion of 
the Figueiredo family, 
sitting at the end of an 
unkempt serpentine road. 

Commanding immense grace and stature, the mansion pre-
dates the Taj Mahal by decades. The sumptuous interiors stand 
in juxtaposition to the natural beauty of the paddy fields and 
coconut trees that surround it. Several large rooms with antique 
furniture flow into each other with crystal chandeliers, waxed 
wooden floors, family portraits, and paintings a collection of old 
Portuguese books. Probably one of the best-kept heritage homes, 
this museum-cum-homestay is the kind of time capsule you just 
can’t simulate.

Goa may be India’s favourite holiday spot but there’s a lot 
more to it than the beaches and shacks. Beyond the typical 
Goan experience, there exists a more nuanced culture that is 
more refined and elusive. A walk through Fontainhas, the Latin 
Quarters of Goa, reveals this old world charm that Goa has 
preserved for ages. Flanked by Portuguese-style houses and villas, 
the narrow lanes reflect the European flavour left behind. I spent 
my afternoon admiring the colonial houses, some rundown, 
some faded, nevertheless oozing with charm. In true Portuguese 
fashion, all the houses had porches that opened towards the road.

From crossing paths with blue-eyed young lads to 
encountering colourful villas, Goa had me lost and found. T

* try the seafood thali at morisco consisting of prawn 
curry, rawa fried slice of kingfish, dry shrimp kismoor, 
tendli sukhem and sol kadhi

Set in the sylvan 
surroundings 
adjacent to 
Fort aguada, 
the magnificent 
architecture in 
Goan-portuguese 
style meets the 
splendid waters 
of the Sinquerim 
beach below
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Bite at a time

anchaL bhaLLa 70
•

opheLIa  71
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Bon AppéTiT

paris
nothing encapsulates the Parisian way of life as 
authentically as the legendary café de Flore

ever wondered what is it about the French capital that 
makes you fall hopelessly in love with it? Is it their 
chic and effortless style or the decadent croissant and 
vintage wines? Or perhaps the art of ‘flaneuring’? we’d 
say it’s the parisian café culture, ingrained in the city’s 
identity, along with its iconic architecture and haute 
couture. netflix’s latest rom-com offering, Emily in Paris 
is all about this French way of life. Despite all its clichés, 
the show is exactly what we need right now—blissful 
escapism. a virtual French vacation at the core of it, 
some of paris’s most iconic vistas serve as the backdrop 
for the protagonist’s adventures and cultural gaffes. 
The iconic Café de Flore also makes a cameo in one of 
the episodes. One of the “coolest cafés in all of paris”, 
Café de Flore has played host to some of the greatest 
French writers and philosophers including the likes of 
sartre and picasso. situated on the corner of Boulevard 
saint-German and rue saint-Benoît, this was the spot 
for literary meetings, philosophical debates, and artistic 
daydreams. even today the café continues to buzz with 
energy, a constant stream of tourists and locals and the 
unrelenting hum of their conversations. and while it may 
not be cheap, it offers you the chance to be a tiny part of 
paris’s history. 

� try—when you can—café de Flore’s emblematic and 
excellent hot chocolate for €7 and café crème for €4.60
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� can you elaborate on tastesutra’s 
efforts towards preserving india’s 
food heritage? 
The idea of Tastesutra is to give an 
authentic experience to travellers. We 
introduce guests to traditional methods 
of cooking home food with Indian spices. 
Additionally, we offer insights into our daily 
lives by taking them to the local market, 
teaching them how to knead dough to make 
rotis, cooking without adding preservatives 
or artificial flavours, and serving food in 
copper utensils and eating with hands. 

� who is your culinary inspiration?
My father. He was an amazing cook and 
made me try everything from street food to 
gourmet dishes. That is what made me fall 
in love with the culinary world.

� how did your philosophy of ‘cook.
bond.eat’ come about? 
Food is the most universal thing. It is not 
just about eating together or making a 

with guests coming in from  
all across the globe, chef  
anchal bhalla’s Tastesutra, a 
hands-on cooking studio, follows 
the motto ‘anyone can cook’

� tell us about your foray into the 
culinary world. 
My fondness for cooking was developed at 
a very young age . What followed was just a 
natural transition of converting my passion 
into profession. 

� how did tastesutra begin? 
It was during my visit to Turkey, while 
taking a cooking class, that I thought of 
combining my passion for food and love for 
travelling into something meaningful. The 
inspiration and idea of starting a cooking 
studio which offers a culinary experience to 
travellers was a result of the trip.

� how do you go about hosting 
corporate sessions? 
Cooking is a learning experience that 
always bonds people. It’s a fun team-
building activity. We offer culinary 
activities which require the participation  
of the entire group.

Anchal Bhalla    
cook. Bond. eat 

� you’ve travelled extensively and 
sampled multiple cuisines. what is 
that one cuisine that is the closest 
to you? 

I love Thai food because of the 
balance of spicy, sweet, sour and 
umami and the rich aroma, texture, 
colour and flavour.

meal. We provide an experience of cooking 
together and sharing it with pride. We 
believe that simplicity of food comes from 
the fact that anyone can cook.
 
� how has the pandemic impacted 
the cooking studio? 
We are yet to reopen our studio. Lately, we 
have diversified into virtual classes. We are 
now conducting classes from home and are 
reaching out to a global audience who’d like 
to know more about Indian cuisine.
 —roShni Subramanian

papad Rolls with  
chilli Aioli

cheF recommendS

Bhalla’s MusT-Try DIshes FOr 
The Cheese lOvers  

paneer coated with papad and 
served with chilli aioli. It’s the 
perfect appetizer for cocktail 

parties and quick to make.

cheesy Jalapeno 
poppers 

a modern take on mirchi ke pakode 
and dhania chutney but stuffed 

with cheese. They can be whipped 
up in a couple of minutes with 

minimal effort and are loaded with 
flavour and healthy fats.
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IllusTraTIOn: ChITvan paTel

↑ traditional thai red curry soup 
with shrimps and prawns in a thick 
coconut milk base
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mediTeRRAneAn AFFAiR 
 euRopeAn 
TApAS And BAR
A stone’s throW aWay  from the Ashok Hotel’s 

mighty façade is Ophelia, borrowing equal parts 
drama and character from its namesake. While the 
high-end tapas bar’s outdoors exude a contemporary, yet 
minimalistic and laid-back vibe with illuminated cabanas 
on wooden decks, it is the interiors that transport you to 
a British ball. Think imperial décor, plush designer chairs, 
crystal chandeliers along with scattered fragments from 
the Victorian era. 

Famished after a long drive, we dug right into the 
delectable Turkish starters, beginning with the Mezze 
platter, both vegetarian (with paneer shashlik) and non-
vegetarian (with lamb). On the side was a generous serving 
of tahini and three dips—hummus, muhammara and 
spinach—along with balloon bread. 

The mains, a fine selection of European and Turkish 
delights, had all the right flavours. The braised lamb 
with saffron mash is a good place to start, followed by 
quinoa and soft cheese steak with ratatouille . While the 
vegetarian variant was loaded with cheese, not that we’re 
complaining, meat lovers will vouch for the tender lamb 
set atop mashed potatoes spiced with saffron. 

Ophelia definitely scores brownie points for 
presentation. Cutting straight to the chase, we got our 
hands on the signature cocktail, the Hamlet, a jasmine-
infused gin served in a flask stashed inside a novel.

Without any qualms we made room for desserts and 
h-apple-y topped it all off with a serving of apple crumble 
cheesecake and sorbet on the side.  

 —Simrran GiLL

ophelia 
X deLhi

Chef ahmet algan crafts a unique 
Mediterranean experience, serving 
rare and authentic recipes with 
legendary flavours

� hotel ashok, 50-B, diplomatic 
enclave, chanakyapuri, new delhi

• 3pm-1am

← John Dory with multigrain risotto

* try the chocolate shell with 
mascarpone cheese topped with 
fresh fruits and soft mousse
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posh 72
traVeL is 
Leisure
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Tropical 
treasure
Is this the ultimate island holiday?  
amit dixit checks into soneva Fushi, the 
original ‘barefoot luxury’ resort

L onG BeFore i  arriVed in the maLdiVes, 
I had decided exactly what music I wanted 

playing in my villa, what bath salts I preferred, what 
snacks I wanted my pantry stocked with, what extra 
amenities I needed, what activities I was planning to 
participate in, etc, etc. All fed into a detailed document 
called My Soneva Preferences.

Only so, once I was there, I wouldn’t have the 
distraction of choice. I could tell the stress was going to 
slip away. It would be like home. Only much nicer. 

At Malé airport, I learnt I had missed my seaplane 
transfer, thanks to the late arrival of my flight from 
Thiruvananthapuram. No matter, they were putting 
me on a domestic flight to Dharavandhoo, the closest 
airport to Soneva Fushi in the serene Baa Atoll. A Tesla X 
whisked me off to the Soneva Lounge where I waited for 
my next flight. When I alighted into the speedboat for 
the last leg of my transfer, I was asked to take my shoes 
off. They disappeared into the cream confines of a shoe 
bag which had Soneva’s famous tagline emblazoned 
across it: No News, No Shoes. Who needs shoes in 
paradise anyway?  

I had been booked into a Crusoe Suite, but that 
really doesn’t begin to describe the palace of pleasures 
I was checking into. I had my own pool, beach, several 
bedrooms, a kitchen, sprawling living room, an open-air 
bathing area that would put Cleopatra to shame, and 
numerous other nooks. The mod cons were top notch. 
I also had my own gym. Elbow room has long been 
a marker of luxury. There was nothing garish about 
this self-assured luxury...no shiny bells and whistles. 
Just the weathered beauty of timeless materials like 
old-growth wood and rough-hewn stone. Unlimited 
lounging areas with oversized cushions encouraging 
a certain expansiveness of mind. A sense of sanctuary, 
memories to be made, something to be treasured. 

The bell rang. Thank god, it was...Mr Friday. At Soneva 
you’re assigned a dedicated Mr or Ms Friday who’s in 
touch even before your trip starts, and then handholds 
you through the entire stay. Mine was Mickey and he 
was escorting me to dinner. 

↙ Luxury can be 
redefIned If you put 

your mInd to It

↑ the scenic 
setting of 
Fresh in the 
Garden
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When we stopped the electric buggy 
and walked—barefoot, of course—over the 
water to Out of the Blue, Soneva’s funky 
overwater dining venue, the place was 
buzzing like a dive in Manhattan (pre-
pandemic reference!). This is where I met 
the charming and cerebral Chrissy Ryan, 
the resident Barefoot Bookseller. It’s a lovely 
concept, getting someone who actually 
knows a thing or two about books—few 
booksellers do—to run a bookstore on 
the island. The book collection had been 
curated with extreme care, as I realised 
when I visited the bookstore next morning. 
A pandemic later, Chrissy’s moved back to 

the UK, and her job caught social media 
by storm when it was up for grabs a few 
months ago. I hope the baton’s been passed 
on to someone as worthy as her. 

Over the next few days, I ventured—
reluctantly—beyond the comforts of my 
villa. I had been assigned my own bicycle 
on which I could zip around the island—it’s 
called Kunfunadhoo, by the way—at my 
leisure. The flip side of not having a single 
plastic water bottle on the island, is having 
a certain amount of broken glass around. 
Soneva did the logical thing and opened 
a glass recycling centre. The Glass Studio 
makes the most exquisite works of art out 
of old shards and there are rather-riveting 
daily demonstrations.

Recycling and sustainability are big 
on the Soneva agenda. At the Eco Centro 
Waste-to-Wealth Centre there is impressive 
waste segregation and management in 
place. A whopping 90 per cent of the solid 
waste at the resort gets recycled. One of the 
culprits is coconut, and every bit is put to 
use. Don’t miss the all-natural mosquito 
traps. Food waste gets turned into compost, 
which nourishes the extensive organic 
vegetable and fruit gardens (no mean 
challenge on sandy soil surrounded by salt 
water). At Shades of Green, set in just such a 
garden, I had a five-course plant-based meal 
created with Nordic techniques that was 
truly farm to fork (or fork in farm). 

The food across the venues is stunning, 
and a big highlight of the stay. There are 
a startling number of bespoke, gourmet 

* complimentary inclusions at 
Sonvea Fushi include—believe 
it or not—unlimited access to a 

chocolate room and an ice cream parlour

↑ if you love 
the stars, 
come to 
soneva Fushi

experiences too. But, in a banquet of 
excess, sambhar and coconut chutney 
became my basic meal, given the peculiar 
restrictions of whatever fad diet I was 
pursuing at that point (this was before 
the COVID-19 pandemic shut down all 

international travel—the good news is, 
it’s all up and running, with the Maldives 
and India having created a travel bubble 
between themselves). No one frowned, 
because at Soneva they just let you be, 
with minimal fuss. You’re on holiday after 
all. Oh, well, after every meal, I did pop by, 
shiver me timbers, the world-famous ice 
cream (So Cool) and chocolate (So Guilty) 
rooms, where unlimited supplies of these 
elixirs were on offer. The food at Soneva 
is super healthy (in fact, they are making 
a conscious effort to bring down their red 
meat offerings). But don’t expect to lose any 
weight while here. Harried parents may, of 
course, rate the Den—a kids activity zone 
where they can be left, under watchful eyes, 

if you ask someone like 
me, who has his eyes on 
the stars, the biggest 
attraction is their private 
observatory. the sky 
was magical, but the 
observatory itself is a 
thing to behold
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for the day—above all else. 
But if you ask someone like me, who has 

his eyes on the stars, the biggest attraction 
is their private observatory. The night 
sky hadn’t cooperated early in my stay, 
but eventually the heavens smiled and 
one evening I sauntered over for some 
stargazing. The sky was magical, but the 
observatory itself is a thing to behold. 
Naaz, the resident astronomer, pointed out 
Canopus, the ‘twinkliest’ star in the sky and 
Sirius, the brightest. We also spied a deep-
sky object, a nebula in the constellation 
Orion. A place where stars are born. 

The Maldives are one of the most 
beautiful places on our planet. The island 
heaves with the intense hues of the deep 

tropics. It’s a self-sufficient world away 
from the world, so much so that you 
sometimes ignore the sea and retreat into 
your own mental island. If you wish to gaze 
seawards, they’ve just launched overwater 
retreats, said to be the largest in the world. 

I did go on a sunset cruise hoping to spot 
dolphins, but was so engrossed in the nice 
food they kept serving up that I failed to 
notice if any marine mammals had popped 
their snouts out.

It’s priceless, being made to feel at 
home. And non-transactional, even if 
momentarily. No one presented me with 
a bill during my stay, since I had opted to 
settle in the end. I recommend this strategy.  

Soneva Fushi’s inception is well 
documented, how it brought high-end 
experiential tourism to the Maldives, so I 
won’t dwell on it. For a resort that opened 
in 1995, it has aged well. And if the Maldives 
don’t disappear from the face of the earth, it 
will be standing for a long, long time. T

after every meal, i did pop 
by, shiver me timbers, the 
world-famous ice cream 
and chocolate rooms, 
where unlimited supplies 
of these elixirs were on 
offer. don’t expect to lose 
any weight while here

← the 
cheery 
interiors of 
a villa

↑ there’s a 
bookshop on 
this island

↓ something 
fresh from 
Fresh in the 
Garden

↓ even the 
servers 
are happy 
at the ice 
cream room
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* a veritable carnival of folk music and dance, kulasai 
Dasara is the grand festival of the 300-year-
old kulasai Mutharammam Temple, located at 

kulasekharapatnam in Tamil Nadu. Each year thousands 
of devotees can be seen in the guise of Goddess kali 
herself (the main deity here). These devotees arrive for the 
festival after undergoing a fast for 41 days
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The ‘Other’ 
Shangri-La

Journey through the 
Sino-Tibetan frontier 

Travel classic
Jack Kerouac’s 

journey to find the 
ever-elusive ‘it’

The Food of Sichuan
Revisiting Sichuan and 

recreating classic recipes 
 with Fuchsia Dunlop

Pick a room
Tips and tricks to choose 
the right kind of stay in a 

post-COVID world 

Door lock, sound 
amplifier and 

heated insoles
The monthly roundup

— BOOkS —

— HOw TO — — GEar —

little 
things to 

fill in youR 
jouRney
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One  
Heart. 
Two 
Worlds: 
The Story of 
the Jews of 

Kochi 
by Dr KS MaTHeW  
& YaMini nair

This illustrated coffee 
table book documents 
the history of the Jews 
in Kerala for over 2,000 
years. Even as their culture 
wanes, it thrives with the 
keen attention of this 
community, who wish only 
to preserve their slice of 
life in the state. With the 
Jews’ tenacious history 
unfurling worldwide, 
Kerala became a much-
needed haven. One Heart. 
Two Worlds: The Story of 
the Jews of  Kochi is laced 
with pictures depicting 
their life, some anecdotes 
and small informative 
sections on the religion 
and its practices, on 
symbols and instruments. 
Flipping through the 
book, one can find many 
handwritten songs and 
recipes. For instance, 
to make curries kosher, 
coconut milk is poured in 
so as to not mix dairy and 
meat. Or how tapioca is 
used in place of gelatin as 
a binding agent. There is 
much to unpack in this 

On the Road
by Jack kerouac

Two friends, a dense network of roads 
and a constant search for something 
more than the average American 
middle-class life. All of that with a 
backdrop of jazz music makes most 
of Kerouac’s On the Road. Of course, 
it’s all topped with drugs, alcohol, sex, 
police encounters and a lot of personal 
growth for both Sal Paradise, Kerouac’s 
fictional alter ego and Dean Moriarty, 
based on Neal Cassady. Exemplifying 
the Beat generation, Kerouac’s 
classic is a journey through the United 
States looking for a spiritual trans 
while driving battered automobiles. In 
post-war America, Sal and Dean are 
as though trying to progress towards 
a sort of new worldly social order, 
seeking the ever elusive ‘it’—more 
than what is visible. Kerouac’s writing 
is timeless and influential, and left 
an indelible mark on the following 
generations in terms of lifestyle and is 
also the go-to classic when it comes to 
the literary-cultural movement of the 
Beat era. 
     The book takes us not only through 
the length and breadth of the United 
States of America but also through Sal 
and Dean’s personal upheavals. While 
their lives change with each journey, 
what remains is the Beat ethos, that 
they know what the ever-elusive ‘it’ is.

� rupert Hart-Davis K499

I N october 2016, Singapore-
based Shivaji Das (he is Asia-

Pacific Managing Director at Frost & 
Sullivan) and his wife Yolanda Yu—
fondly called Lobo—overcame their 
fear of dirty toilets, which China has a 
reputation for, and headed off into the 
remoter parts of Sichuan, to its Wild 
West, where the plains of the province 
meld into the Qinghai-Tibetan Plateau 
and Tibetan and Han cultures overlap.  
     The travel-struck couple started 
their journey at Chengdu, heading 
towards Kangding. The pretty town 
is famous all over China for the 
‘Kangding Love Song’ and extremely 
popular with domestic tourists. 
From Kangding, they proceeded to 
Tagong, where they encountered 
Tibetan nomads, followed by Litang 
(the ‘World’s Highest Town’), on to 
Daocheng in the south, where lies the 
Yading Nature Reserve (named by the 
local government as Shangri-La). From 
here they returned north, passing by 
Chengdu on their way to Sertar and 
Larung. Larung is home to Larung 
Gar—the world’s largest monastery—
and possibly an illegal settlement.  
The journey ended at Danba, the  
valley of the beautiful women and the 
tall towers. 
     The itinerary could perhaps be 
described as ‘touristy’ if it were not 
uplifted by Das’s sharp observations 
and empathetic outlook on the people 
and places he encounters. Here’s a 
quietly humorous take on Kangding: 

“The town of love was naturally the 
town of babies. Soon I realised that 
nowhere else in China—a country of 
exceptionally low fertility rates—had 
I seen such a proliferation of babies. 

The mountain 
weather gave 
these babies 
bulging red 
cheeks, just like 
the oversized 
red radishes on 
display in the 
roadside stalls in 
Kangding.”

The journey 
is through one 
of the most 
stunning 
landscapes on the 
planet, and the 
few photographs 
in the book 
confirm that. Here 
is a lucid window 
into a fascinating 
place, gently 
peppered with 
history. Das’s wry 
and perceptive 
travelogue on 
a region that is 
‘not-quite-Tibet’ 

shows that things are never black 
and white. The style remains chatty 
and approachable, making the book a 
pleasure to read. 
                                                        —amit Dixit

the ‘OtheR’ ShangRi-La

by sHivaJi Das
koNark K299

the travel-
struck 
couple 
started their 
journey at 
chengdu, 
the capital 
of Sichuan, 
heading 
towards 
kangding. 
the pretty 
town is 
famous all 
over china 
since the 
1950s for the 
‘kangding 
Love 
Song’ and 
extremely 
popular 
for that 
reason with 
domestic 
tourists

Chasing the 
lost horizon
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I N 1825, tHe celebrateD  French 
gastronome Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin 

wrote in his Physiology of Taste: “Tell me what you 
eat and I will tell you what you are.” To paraphrase 
him with a pinch of fleur de sel: If you want to 
know a country or a people, know their food. It 
is nothing but serendipity that I am reviewing 
two books in this issue which have to do with 
the same region: Sichuan. Maybe the universe is 
telling me something.

But never mind me. This book is a culinary 
gem—written with great depth of knowledge 
and even greater affection—and has survived 
the test of time. Since this bestselling window 
into the world of Sichuanese food was first 
published in 2001, much has changed in the 
world as well as the region, including the cuisine 
itself. Dishes that were popular in the 1990s—
when the West was just discovering Sichuanese 
food (before that Chinese food popular in the 
West was mostly Cantonese, although the same 
can’t be said of India, where the fiery flavours 
of Sichuan found favour a long time ago)—have 
disappeared and new ones have taken their 
place. Some enthusiastic chefs have dipped into 
Sichuan’s heritage to revive authentic dishes, 
while others have embraced cheap flavours and—
horror, horror—MSG. This new edition brings 
us up to speed on a constantly evolving cuisine, 
supplemented with sensational photographs by 
Yuki Sugiura.

The Food of Sichuan
by fucHsia DuNlop 
bloomsbury K1,699

Dunlop writes from first-hand experience, with a 
finely sharpened cleaver in hand as it were, and her 
own journey has been no less engrossing. Her trial 
by Sichuan pepper began in 1994 when she landed 
up at Chengdu’s Sichuan University on a British 
Council scholarship to study Chinese. The move was, 
in part, guided by her interest in the food, which had 
been piqued by a few previous visits. She eventually 
signed up for private classes at the Sichuan Institute 
of Higher Cuisine. After she finished her course at 
Sichuan University, the principal of the cooking 

school invited her to 
enrol as a regular student. 
This was a rare honour, 
since no foreigner had 
done it before. Thus 
began three months 
of intense training, 
including educational 
stints at local restaurants. 
Over the decades, 
Dunlop’s knowledge 
of Sichuanese food has 
widened. So, when it was 
time to revise the book, 
she took up the challenge 
gamely. (“Writing a 
cookbook that attempts 
to encapsulate the cuisine 
of a place is like pitching 
a tent on quicksand.”) 
The recipes were retested, 
revised and refined, 
taking in advice from 
local chefs.

The food of Sichuan 
has such a reputation for 
fieriness that of people 

headed to Sichuan, their friends will politely inquire 
if they are ‘afraid of chilli-heat’ (pa la) or not. Even 
the local women are known as la meizi (‘spice girls’). 
But chillies were only introduced in China by the 
Portuguese in the late-16th century (like they were 
in India) and found culinary use much later. It’s 
really the Sichuan pepper you should be looking at, 
which creates a peculiar tingling and numbing effect 
in the mouth and is the most distinctive ingredient 
in the Sichuanese repertoire. Beyond the populist 
perception, this is a sophisticated cuisine—one of 
the world’s greatest—and Dunlop’s excellent book 
will reveal its subtle layers to you. 
                                                                                      —amit Dixit

after Fuchsia 
Dunlop finished 
her course 
at Sichuan 
University, the 
principal of the 
Sichuan institute 
of higher cuisine 
invited her to 
enrol at the 
cooking school as 
a regular student. 
this was a rare 
honour, since 
no foreigner had 
done it before. 
thus began 
three months of 
intense training, 
including 
educational 
stints at some 
of the local 
restaurants
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k → Addalock 
Made from chrome-plated carbon 
steel, this door lock can be installed 
for an added layer of security. Its 
unique shape makes it 
adjustable to 
various door 
thicknesses.

� From $17.95 
• addalock.com 

Vago

↑ SoundBender
Connect this compact device to 
your iPad to amplify and enhance 
your audio experience. Its unique 
design allows you to always keep 
it on. Toss it in your pocket or 
magnetise it to your cabinet.

� From $11.79  
• thesoundbender.com 

xaimed at 
creating more 
luggage space in 
3 easy steps

xminimises 
unpleasant odour 
and bacteria 

xweighs 86 
grams and is 
70mm long

→ ThermaCELL 
Heated Insoles
These remote-controlled 
insoles are made out of 
breathable polyurethane 
foam to conduct heat 
efficiently. They offer 
shape retention, 
shock absorbency 
and comfortable 
temperature that helps 
to avoid overheating.

� From $78.99 • amazon.com 

Swatch BLUERANG 
SISTEM51 Irony 
Collection
x 1 screw for 51 components 
x see-through watchcase back 
x three-winged seconds’ hand 
x resists wild shock, strong 
emotion 
x the Nivachron spiral allows for 
highest possible resistance to 
magnetic fields 

� J18,469 • myntra.com 

November  
Picks

portable door lock, heated insoles, 
and a sound amplifier, pack these 

essentials when planning  
your next adventure!

GearBox

←

� Available in 4 colours 
• vago.global

↑ VSSL Flask
Made from military-grade 
aluminium, this adventure flask 
also doubles up as a 4-mode LED 
light and a precision compass. 
It is waterproof and the flask 
fits two collapsible shot glasses 
inside for a drink outdoors.

� $95 • vsslgear.com 

xautomatically 
detects pressure 
and stops 

↑ PuriFi 102
A multifunctional UV steriliser 
box with a 10W wireless charger, 
it comes with a built-in ozone 
function for a 360° disinfection 
and sanitisation. The UV lamps 
automatically turn off upon 
opening the magnetic switch 
cover, to prevent exposure  
against ultraviolet light.

� J1,899 • portronics.com 
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Away From 
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Planning to be out and about? 

Here is how to choose the right 
accommodation while travelling 

in a post-pandemic world
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What to keep 
in mind before 

choosing your next 
accommodation?

What’s Your Pick?

x ensures complete privacy 
and security 
x Avail luxury amenities such 
as gyms, laundry services, etc

Compiled by simrrAN gill

1
be well-informed about the 
sops for hospitality units, 
such as the requirement 
of a negative Covid-19 
certificate.

2
inspect the site virtually before 
you make the booking and ask 
for a room that has not been 
occupied for a few days.

3
read the sanitisation and 
cleanliness procedures and 
ensure they conform to Who 
guidelines.

4
Check for contactless 
amenities such as 
Qr-coded menus, 
in-room dining options 
and digital press reader 
subscriptions.

5
ensure that the property has 
facilities for contactless check-
in/out.

6
ensure that the 
property is equipped 
to handle medical 
emergencies.

Hostel
x easy on the pocket 
x great way to meet fellow 
travellers

Homestay
x hands-on hyperlocal 
experiences 
x personalised cosy space

What To Pack
x hand sanitiser and alcohol-
based wipes

x two face masks

x A self-declaration form

x portable locks

x Cash, in case of emergency

x Water bottle

x emergency contact list

Check for amenities to facilitate 
your workcation. longer stays 
at discounted rates, wi-fi for 
extended hours, access to the 
lounge area with unlimited 
beverages or facilities to organise 
virtual team meetings.  

before making the 
bookings, be sure to 
check all Covid-19 
related protocols for the 
destination. look out for 
e-pass requirements, 
quarantine duration and 
facilities, if any, along 
with the restrictions on 
movement of tourists.

Workcation 
Prerequisites

Safety Alert



N o v e m b e r  2 0 2 082

T
i

m
e

 T
r

a
v

e
l

l
e

r
B

a
c

k

The partition 
of Punjab 
had not only 

wounded the pride of the residents 
but had also left East Punjab (in India) 
without a cultural and administrative 
capital. Consequently, the Nehru 
government decided to create a modern, 
peaceful city. Narrowing down the 
foothills of the Shivaliks as the ideal 
location, they began looking for the 

right man for the job. After a brief stint 
with New York-based planner Albert 
Mayer, the cabinet decided to move 
elsewhere and found themselves in Le 
Corbusier’s Paris atelier. Laying out the 
city’s plan, Corbusier drew an analogy 
with the human body, neatly defining 
the heart, lungs etc and basing it on four 
major functions—living, working, caring 
for the body and spirit and circulation. 
Although the planning was done by the 

Swiss-born French architect, there were 
several hands on deck which led to the 
city’s completion in the early 1960s. 
The city’s tenet of “open to give, open 
to receive”, is also exemplified through 
its official emblem, the giant metallic 
open hand. With a dense green cover 
and traditions diversifying with time, 
Corbusier’s Chandigarh might just be 
the ideal habitable city. 
                                               —Simrran gill

Chandigarh 
1953

courtesy: Punch





Vast and varied 
in its unique way, 
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