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HOMESPUN HOSPITALITY
It’s true, I thought, as I’d never have 
admitted 15 years ago: my ancestral 
homeland has the fi nest hotels in the 
world these days, blending effi ciency 
and romance with eager service and 
intricate glamour. For so long, the 
intensity of India was such that the 
noise, the smells, the imminence of 
chaos seemed to penetrate even the 
most protected of sanctuaries. India 
was knocking at my door, slipping 
through the window, calling on the 
phone at every hour of the day. But 
now, for the fortunate with resources, 
India (even for those in search of an 
ashram or a straightforward business 
hotel) has become a trailblazer in the 
subtle art of combining the comforts of 
home with the seductions of abroad. 
It’s no surprise that much of New 
York’s Upper East Side is jetting here 
for holidays, while half of Belgravia is 
plotting a wedding in the desert.

Of course, you’d expect such splen-
dour in luxury properties, from the 
Falaknuma in Hyderabad to the up-
market palaces of Rajasthan. But what 
amazes me is that even modest estab-
lishments offer a warmth and enthusi-

asm I don’t expect to fi nd in many 
countries. For three long springs ear-
lier this century, I stayed in Chonor 
House, the 11-room guesthouse across 
from the Dalai Lama’s home in Dhar-
amsala; I’d give anything to be back 
right now, taking breakfast on its lawn 
as sonorous gongs echo from the medi-
tation hall across the way. At the Su-
koon houseboat on Dal Lake, I enjoyed 
all the slow-paddling ease I’d heard 
about for decades, but never expected 
to fi nd in today’s Kashmir. And on two 
recent stays at the Trident in Bandra 
Kurla, I devoured delectable room-
service Thai curries at 3am, and 
wondered how everything could be so 
impeccable and well-organised.

A hotel may not be an emblem of its 
environment, but it is a sure symbol of 
how any place presents itself to the 
outside world; in that regard, it’s like a 
business card that tells you whom 
you’re dealing with and what to ex-
pect. And, if even the costliest of In-
dia’s properties long seemed a little 
shifty and unreliable, now many of the 
more affordable seem determined to 
hew to international standards.

Of course, there are wonders to be 
savoured in many other countries: I’m 
not sure I’ll ever be free of a longing 
for the minimalism of Aman Resorts, 

or the understated intimacy of Ta-
waraya, an 18-room tucked into the 
heart of Kyoto, where kimono-ed 
maids serve you multi-course dinners 
in your room, as they’ve been doing for 
more than 300 years. For civilised lan-
guour, it would be hard to beat the  
Mandarin Oriental in Bangkok and for 
cosy nostalgia, Brown’s in London can 
prove irresistible.

RETURN TO ROOTS
But when I was planning my honey-
moon, the critical test for any travel 
writer—I came to see that there was 
only one itinerary that would assure 
my new bride of both convenience and 
transport. We fl ew into the beautifully 
restored Imperial in Delhi and then on 
to the Lake Palace in Udaipur. We pro-
ceeded to Jaipur, driving out into the 
desert as night was falling for an unfor-
gettable stay at the majestic Rajvilas. 
And then we made our fi rst trip togeth-
er to friendly Chonor House before 
concluding in the palace that had sur-
rounded my parents in their youth, the 
Taj across from the Gateway of India.

I never expected that, on many a 
return trip now, we’d feel we’re on a 
honeymoon again and again. ■
Pico Iyer will bring out Autumn Light, 
A Beginner’s Guide To Japan, and 
City Of Tomorrow in 2019.
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