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. Sleepless in

MADU

Vibrant, colourful and diverse, Madurai is
a gastronomical paradise; a delight to explore.
b TEXT AND PHOTOGRAPHS BY ANAND SANKAR
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T IS HARD TO MISS the temple town imprint on
Madurai. Driving into the city, the most prominent
directions are to the focal point, the Meenakshi-
Sundareswarar Temple, followed by the assortment
of smaller places of worship that dot the city and its
periphery. The typical hustle and bustle associated with
a place of pilgrimage is ever-present. Yes, it can be
a harsh sensory overload if you are a first-time visitor.
Finding time and space to yourself in Madurai,
immediately, can be tough indeed.

That is precisely the reason | felt some R&R (rest and
rejuvenation) should be first on order as soon as | set foot
here. It's easler to achieve that agenda if your room comes
with a pool. The city's newest hotel, Heritance Madurai,
promised a breath of fresh air, and a couple of hours lazing
around in the floral-scented plunge pool delivered exactly
that. The Heritance is Madurai's first luxury spa and resort,
located in an expansive campus on the fringes of the heart
of the city (not the outskirts) and it seemed the right kind
of launch pad to explore the city from

The spanking-new Heritance follows on from the
Heritance brand's critically-acclaimed properties in Sr
Lanka. The 70-plus capacity resort, has been designed in
accordance with the legendary Lankan architect Geoffrey
Bawa's “tropical modernism” design philosophy. Distilled,
the essence of the design is raw minimalism. Design cues
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taken from Madurai's temple and Chettinad architecture,
which is the granite pillars, flooring and tiled roofs, have
been pared down to go with the minimalist theme. The
rough-hewn granite pillars and rough-finished outdoor
flooring is a visual delight. Indoors meanwhile, the rooms
while retaining the minimalist theme, offer feather-soft
beds and wooden flooring. Also, the rooms incorporate
a “public private space" concept, wherein you
have plunge pools that are open to the sky and
tollets and baths kept private by cleverly-
placed walls rather than doors.

“We want to bring an entirely new
concept and experience to Madurai. We felt
definitely there is space for such a property
in Madural, as the city has a lot of potential
as a destination,” said S Thiagarajan, CEO, a
ETL Infrastructure Services, who have
developed the property, with operational
expertise and branding from the Heritance brand,
which is owned by the Sri Lanka-based Aitken Spence
Hotel Managements.

Taking the first steps into Madurai city, | decided to
first sign off the obvious from my list. Up bright early at
sunrise, | set off to explore the famed Meenakshi Temple.

HO

two. Inclu

My enterprising taxi driver seemed to sense my mood and

upon nearing the temple suggested, “Sir, can | take you
in through the north entrance? It is the least crowded.
The sast and south will be packed because they are
considered auspiclous.” | didn't disagree. The wildly-
coloured carvings on the north tower were resplendent in
the morning light. The temple renovation finished just
a faw months ago.

architecture, especially the exquisite carvings in the

1000-pillar hall. But it doesn't take long to realise
that the temple renovation job has been overdone. The
biggest eyesores are the ugly iron railings erected for
security and crowd control. The lotus pond is the biggest
casualty, with its view destroyed. The ambience in the
temple was far removed from a visit in the past. It is
jmpossible to now grab a nap in one of the cool

courtyards or for children to have fun i !

Tnere is no denying the magnificence of the temple's

just running around from pillar to pillar,
Thankfully, the chirping of numerous

2 nights at

22,000 for
stay in villa,
nsfers,

green sacred forest. The temple is at the base of the hill,
while on top is a freshwater spring, whose water, the locals
will swear, has infinite medicinal properties. Meanwhile,
Thiruparankundram is home to another unique distinction.
While at the bottom of the hill is a temple for the Murugan,
son of Shiva, at the top is the 14th-century dargah, which
houses the grave of the Islamic saint Hazrat Sultan
Sikandhar Badhusha.
The dargah is not the only Muslim shrine in Madurai.
The city has an Islamic heritage that is equally important
as the Hindu one. The religious
hierarchy in Madurai gives equal
credence to the Aadheenam (the Hindu

birds lent some soul to the ambience
and it is always fun to press a coin
into the temple elephant’s trunk, to
get blessings.

A lot more interesting to explore
are Madurai's two other big temples,
Alagar Kovil and Thiruparankundram.
Both are located on hillocks at
Madurai's northern-eastern and south-
western extremities. | explored both
early in the morning on two separate
days to beat the blazing summer sun.
Dedicated to the god Vishnu, Alagar
Kovil, which again features some
exquisite carvings, Is set in a lush-
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Visit Idaikattur, 30 km away, for Sacred
Heart Shrine, a replica of the Cathearal
of Notre-Dame, Reims, France. The
church was buit by a French
missionary Father Ferdinand Ceile in
1894, The church's architecture,
especially the gothic arches, is quite

a sight in the idyllic village on the banks
of the river Vaigai. The road fo Idakattur
Is quite scenic with lush green paddy
fieids and tamarind trees on aither side.
On the way back you can vistt the
viliage of Tirupachi, famous for
manufacturing TN's favourite machete.

head) and the Kaziyar (Muslim head),
and they are followed by the
Archbishop of the Roman Catholic
Church in Madurai, who compared to
the other two, has a smaller following.
Thus, it is worth visiting the Kazimar
Mosque in the heart of Madurai, near
the main temple, and the Goripalayam
dargah, where, curiously, people come
with padiocks as offerings to the
graves of saints.

At this point | began to learn there
is much more to Madurai than just
temples. Just a stone’s throw from
Thiruparankundram, | stumbled across
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called Kaithirinagar, which when translated means
s colony'. It is home to weavers from Saurashtra
me to settle in Madurai in the 14th and 15th
They are said to have brought with them the
ow to practice the tie-and-dye, Over the centuries
ars have assimilated into local cuiture but retain
ken language, Saura Senl (which | am toid is
Saurashira now), and their cuisine. The village
lanes resonate with the “clackety-clack” of handlooms and
a weaver Kumaran was happy to show me around his
home, whose centrepiece is the massive loom,
There is precious little architecture, apart from the

s, that has survived in Madural, Almost all the old
ouses have been razed for modern structures. But again
as my driver, whose name | now leamt was aptly Shiva,
who took me to see a stately old wooden house located
wear the Madura Coats textile factory, which is a city
wi. Called a Kodal House, it is a grand buiiding
g intricate woodwork. and the style it seems was
ferred by the wealthy in the city. Then there are
urashtra-style houses, which seem straight out of
n the areas around Pandhad| Street, once home to
OITI weavers,

what rocks the most in Madurai is the food. You
5it the city to eat, It is in fact quite hard to
decide where to begin describing food in Madural. You

art a typical day with steaming-hot feather-soft idiis and
brown dosas from any of the thousands of roadside
Skip drinking water at these pavement joints and
find the hygiene is good. Lunch, if you can
stomach it, can be a Chettinad meat
feast, which Is as hardcore as it
gets. My driver revelled in fish,
prawns, crab, shark, chicken,

weaver:

who

centuries

the

thed

axtnct ir

Rajko
han

mutton, pigeons and rabbits while | dropped into College
House, a landmark near the main temple, for a traditional
Brahmin thali. For dessert, the local drink jigarthanda is
a must, It is a heady mix of cold milk, agar agar, sugar,

a flavoured syrup, kesar-pista ice cream and soaked
sabudana

t nightfall, the city’s eateries don a new avatar,
AMadu'aJ's evening cuisine is exclusive and

restaurants start only by 7p.m. and stay open till
4a.m., giving the city the nickname Thoonga Nagaram
(sleepless city). And considering the food on offer, it is no
surprise you have to stay up the night to eat and then walk
about for effective digestion. Starters again were idlis and
onion uthappams at the unimpeachable Murugan Idly
Shop on West Masi Street. Apart from the best food,
the restaurant makes a spicy chutney powder to die for.
The evening main course staple is parota, appams or the
aska, a form of biryani, which are served with spicy
chutneys and kurmas. The king is the kothu parota,
a scrambled parota.

Madural has definitely grown beyond what its original
creators Iintended centuries ago. It is today far from the
lotus-shaped city that was envisioned. Moving out of town,
my driver pointed to new glass and concrete structures on
the city's outskirts. They were buildings for technology
parks, the city's new "temples”. And then my attention was
drawn to massive billboards featuring a politician, which
are all over the city. To that, my driver quipped in typical
Madural humour, “He is the new deity”. ®

GETTING THERE

Madural arport and ralway stalion are connected to all major
citles of the country.

WHEN TO GO
Al year round, except Apni-June, which can ba very hot.

STAY

PHeritance Madural (0452-238 5455) resort and spa Is
tadior-made for a leisure traveller,

EAT

For a Chettinad meat faast drop into Amma Mess and Kumar
Mess at Mattuthavan! flunch and dinner), and Konar Kadal near
the railway station (dinner anty).

SHOP

Buy handioom sarls at the oity's oldest stores is Thevang
Chathram on Kamargj Road (noar City Cinema)

SEE

An sarly moming hike up the Thiruparankundram hillock is best
f you want a bird's eye view of Madural,

INCAA TOOWY THAVEL PUUIS  WMAY 201
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N EIGHT-HOUR journey by
cab from Chennai to Madurai
can leave anybody tired, but
the ‘resortin the city’, the
old Heritance Madurai 4
Kochadai, makesthelongdrive
worth it. A good option if you
are looking for a quiet
filling weekend getaw.
resort is the first in India from
Aitken Spence Hotel

Spread over 17 acres of land,
the place used to be the British
Madurai Club, with the Club
House designed by the world-
renowned architect, Geoffrey
Bawa.Ithassincebeenrestored,
and Ilove how the key elements
space lh(wmnvpll
and flooring — have
tively untouched
d floors have been
, but with granite of

Details: 0452 1385555

The Pongal

the same colour sourced from
the quarry as used in the origi-
nal. This attention to detail
retains the old world charm of
the place.

When you get to the resort,
expect to be impressed by the
very entrance to the lobby —
the porch has decorative 18th
century Chettinad columns
from Karaikudi, as there is an
intricate antique door that
forms a backdrop to the area.
All furniture here is teak. You
will also find yourself spend-
ingalotof time inorby the pool
—the‘temple pool’, inspired by
thetank at the Thirumaya tem-
ple in Chettinad, has a lovely
banyan tree providing shade
and a serene backdrop.
Checking into a luxury villa
suite,ataroundteatime,Idecide
to head down to the coffee shop
rightaway. Thespace isprettily
lit with lanterns, and I settle
down to a cup of south Indian
coffee and some samosas. 1
learn that the multi-cuisine
aurant is most popular for
Lankan and Chettinad
“nergy levels recharged,

Isetout toexplore theresorton
a buggy. stopping by the lel(
ferent villas — luxu
deluxe and standard
The resorts plans to expand lt\
accommodation up to 81 villas,
I'mtold.

.
COmmq u
Don’tmissthe olonial bun-
galows that have been refur-
bished. Each suite has five air
conditioned rooms, with indi-
vidual plunge pools, LCD TV
tea and coffee makers,

bar and piped music
the anvil is an eight-bed spa,
Svasthi,andagym.

Thirst busters

The Swig & Tee Bar at the
resort serves up delightful
mocktailsand cocktails. Their
signature offerings — Swing
Martini and Throughout
Month are prepared from a
blend of five fruits.

Need to know

Best time to visit: March to
July apart from Christmasand
New Year and the festive sea
son. Theresort is cashinginon
summer vacations when even
the locals check in for an aver-
age of two days and a night.
With Madurai being a tourist
hotspot, expatriates are regu-
lars here. Room rates begin at
000 a night. Deta’
2385455 or log on to www.heri-
tancehotels.com

Activity zone

The resort is introducing an
exclusive package

promote the state
al heritage. This would include
a tour of Madurai and
Chettinadu, as well asfun work-
shops ondrawing kolams, mak-
ing garlands, wearing sarisand
dhotis, making and applying
mehendietc.

— Shankaran Malini

Indulg

aexpressbuzz.com

Colonial bungalows,
plunge pools and
cultural offerings —
Heritance Madurai
plans to make ‘quiet’
weekends addictive
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Cool itin a

Visit temples,
explore
Chettinad,
or just watch
life go by at
Heritage
Madurai, a
sprawling
hospitality
property in the
temple town.

ALKA KSHIRSAGAR

he April sun is glowering down

on the denizens of the southern

temple town of Madurai, and

the most pressing impulse is to

seek outa pool of water, within
the cool confines of which you can ruminate
unhindered and watch life go by through
half-closed eyes.

At Heritage Madurai, a sprawling hospi-
tality property that perfectly blends both old
and new elements, it is possible to fulfil this
impulse. Magnificent trees — huge, feathery
tamarinds laden with fruit, majestic ba-
nyans, languid mangoes, golden laburnums
amongst others — etch an arabesque against
the cloudless sky. The air is redolent with
the fragrance of frangipani and the birds
twitter ceaselessly. What’s more, there’s a
private plunge pool in your very backyard,
quite literally speaking, in addition to a huge,
temple-tank style swimming pool accessible
to all residents of the resort.

Located on 17 acres with an abundance of
green, it is the architecture of the buildings
that makes Heritage Madurai distinctive.
Designed by Geoffrey Bawa, the late Sri
Lankan architect, the squat, whitewashed,
single-storied buildings with roofs of terra-
cotta tiles exude a charm that is alluring.

Built in the 1970s as a club for officers of
Madura Coats, the place passed into the
hands of the Chennai-based ETL Hospitality

Services Ltd a few years ago. S. Thiagrajan,
the promoter, restored the existing structur-
es, and added what is, today the main lobby
and the reception area. To keep in step with
the aesthetics, Bawa’s associate Vinod
Jayasinghe was called upon. The brief: to
build upon the same theme and use materials
sourced from the vicinity as in the original
building.

UNDERSTATED ELEGANCE

At the end of the process, Heritage Madurai
emerged a masterpiece in understated ele-
gance. The main portico is supported by four
tapered wooden pillars — the top-end in-
tricately carved — sourced from a Chettinad
home. The roof of the wide lobby (that is
open on one side) rests on magnificent
wooden beams, while honey-coloured co-
lumns of unpolished granite run along its
length. An intricately-carved door of a May-
urbhanj palace (sourced from Thiagrajan’s
collection of antiques) provides the back-
drop at one end. Two latticed windows and a

clutch of unique floor-mounted fans with
blades fashioned from cane, complete the
charming setting.

The restoration also addressed seven ex-
isting colonial style villas, with wide veran-
dahs running along the entire length. Each
villa was reconfigured to house five luxuri-
ous 1,600-sq-ft suites, complete with plunge
pools. Happiness could well be a private dip
followed by a snooze on a recliner that waits
invitingly under the shade of the blossom-
loaded frangipani.

Modern-day lifestyle merges seamlessly
with that of the past here. The rooms have
wooden flooring, and modified brass diyas
for bedside lamps, in addition to the best of
amenities, Water in the spacious bathroom
— you could live in it — is solar-heated. The
tariff differs with the time of the year, rang-
ing from Rs 3,500-Rs 6,200 (Rs 10,000 dur-
ing September-February). Construction of a
spais under way, but in the meanwhile, you
can opt for an ‘in-room’ massage (Rs 1,400
for an hour) to shed your stress.

Should you elect for this, expect an at-
tendant to arrive with what looks like a large
suitcase. This opens out into a massage bed.
Within minutes, the room has all the trap-
pings necessary to make a massage really
relaxing: the two-in-one is playing soothing
music, essential oils from the aroma lamp are
diffusing into surroundings, and a bow! of
scented flowers rests on the floor at the head
of the bed. You can choose from lavender,
orange or ylang-ylang for the rub-in. At the
end of the appointed hour, sip on the herbal
teaand savour the goodness of it all.

LEISURE OPTIONS

Another highlight at the resort is the virtual
golf course. The affable Robin John, a pro-
fessional on the Indian golfing circuit, is in
charge here. Golfers who sign up for a ses-
sion can work on improving their handicaps
or putting skills and pick up nuances that
matter under his keen eye; novices could get
a lesson or two on the basics. A fleet of golf
carts, used toferry guestsaround the proper-

ty, can be used toadd a touch of real for those
really serious about the game.

Banyan Tree, the dining room, is large,
and offers plenty of variety including some
interesting Chettinad fare. Adjoining thisisa
24-hour coffee shop overlookinga large fam-
ily of banyan trees.

Heritage India, the management of which
recently passed from the Sri-Lanka based
Aitkin Spence Group to Grand Lukes Hospi-
tality (an arm of ETL), has prepared a three-
day, two-night package (Rs 19,999 per cou-
ple covering domestic travel, airport
transfers, stay in a luxury suite and sight-
seeing) that includes a visit to the temples,
beginning with the famed Meenakshi Am-
man Temple and a day-trip to Chettinad
heartland. Indoors, you could take lessons
on stringing mallipoo (jasmine buds), drap-
ingasaree or playingone of several stringed-
instruments at the cultural centre.

You could choose some of these options,
or simply elect to stay put and enjoy the
hospitality. Either way you win.

Clockwise
from left:
The reception
lobby;
Swimming pool
built to
resemble a
temple tank;
Portico with
pillars sourced
from a
Chettinad
home.
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displays to the

\arkets, prac

tically one in
1, with Juicy red watermelons,
iny fluorescent green bitter gourds to

white fragrant mounds of the famous

Madurai malll (jasmine), to brightly painted

homes and internet cafes...colours were

ave

ywhere! Not that I'm complaining,

colours are great mood lifters!
[

RICH HERITAGE

The Heritage Madurai hotel is my

gdestination. | re

there post 10 kms

of drive and of love at first

3 case
Sight. The hotel is an ©
All 1

S

s of serenity

s if somebody
has pressed a mute button on the city’s

acresof iL Itis

sounds, | drink in the refreshing silence
A huge stone urn filled with pink hibiscus
and cream frangipani welcomes me
outside the reception area, which is a
throwback to the days of the Raj. | learn
ion soon, that Hertage
Madurai is the former British Madurai

of the conne

Club, designed by the renowned architect

s

.

BOTTOM A PART OF THE RECEPTION

Geoffrey Bawa and which has now been
restored by a Sri Lankan architect Vinod
Jayasinghe. Close 10 the reception is a
beautiful antique Chettinad door, It adds
lop of character to the lobby

a large swimming pool fashioned
on the typical temple tanks of south India,

15 Inspiration being the temple tank of

Thirumaya temple. A few grassy steps
away stands a grand Banyan tree under
which some foreign guests are taking
yoga lessons, surely an idyllic setting
for yoga.

DIPPING INTO LUXURY

I've been allotted a villa, a villa with a
plunge pool! Whoopee! The villa roof
is tiled in a shade of burnt sienna, and

The bedroom opens

to the most delightful
sight, a plunge pool
fashioned in the temple
tank style with a deck
chair under a flowering
frangipani tree

FACING PAGE TOP: A VIEW OF THE PLUNGE POOL AT HERITAGE MADURAI BOTTOM AN ANTIQUE
CHETTINAD DOOR THIS PAGE TOP LEFT: THE VILLAS AT HERITAGE RIGHT: THE MAIN SWIMMING POOL

Is along a stone paved corridor with
pillars and long rattan benches... it

doesn’t get more colonial than this!
The room Is plush with the luxuries

of a five star hotel, and the bedroom
opens to the most delightful sight, a
plunge pool fashioned In the temple
tank style, with a deck chair under a

flowering frangipani tree and open from
top! Wasting no time, | change and get
into the cool pool, when | look up | see
an azure sky framed by ancient trees
and | spend my time listening to the
rustle of the leaves and a delightful
symphony of bird songs. | then decide
to spend the evening exploring the hotel
grounds. | step out into the balmy air
and the fragrance of the eranji flowers
fills my senses, | spot a lovely canopy of
an eranyl tree Just outside my villa. | am
instantly transported to my childhood
holidays in Kerala where | would spend
hours under this tree gathering the
scented brownish and cream star
shaped flowers, | do the same now! It's
a warm day and as | walk | can feel the
heat rising from the earth like a warm
blush. | can put down this walk as one
of the best spent in solitary splendour!
Back in my room, I'm pleasantly
surprised 1o find a large bowl of Madural
Malii fiowers by my bed, it's a charming
practice of the hotel to present the
guest every evening with it.

e ot )
T len oAt

JUNE 20101 125
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MADURAI'S DIVINE LIFELINE

thing on my

st of the

Ve dergone many changes

3 decade ago

nce then, for

tin 1569, the ter

14 towers, including

or the main deities

hiva and his beloved consort
M ikshi
leciure and the energies
re inspiring and
you enter the temple
| are ted with the sweet
and jasmine garlands
t the favoured flow
oddess Meenakshi)
vibhut! and incense sticks
dazzling silks, with
bies on their hips, men the temple complex or sit by the
with a single minded large temple tank and soak in the
3 good darshan, their divine atmosphere.
f ng for a glimpse of the
idy of the temple, Meenakshi MEANDERING IN MADURAI
nctum sanctorum doors We drive around the streets of Madura
C enzy of chants and walking in the fiery afternoon is sure

tanding there in all her rad

6 on a heat stroke! We get off

it prompts everyone 1o visit the Thirumalai Nayak Mahal, a
heir ollectively paiace built in the 17th century by King
) h with the Thirumalal Nayak. A classic fusion of

>0 |dea to walk around Dravidian, Islamic a European styles.
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