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New Zealand’s hot water beach

Set on the Coromandel Peninsula, Hot Water beach in New
Zealand has the seaside equivalent of underfloor heating. Subterranean hot springs filter up through the sand, and visitors
can burrow down and create their own hot-water pool to soak.

LOIRE VALLEY

KUMARAKOM
FRENCH CONNECTION The magnificent Chateau Chambord;
(below) golden yellow canola
flowers (PHOTO BY AUTHOR)

Chasing castles
CHARUKESI RAMADURAI journeys through Loire Valley, France’s wine country,
known for its sprawling, extravagant chateaux that hark back to the time of
Renaissance grandeur

A

t first glance, chateau Chambord seems like a mishmash of
towers, turrets and chimneys.
From up close, the impression
remains unchanged.
Travel writers have often referred to
Chambord as a castle straight out of a
fairytale. Me, I think of it as some kind of
medieval Disneyland. Except, one designed by the latter’s young visitors (hey,
let’s throw in one more chimney here, it’s
so much fun), rather than by an architect
with a sense of moderation. This is not to
say that I do not like it; I marvel at its size
and scale, and the opulence carelessly scattered across every room.
Home to royalty
In the Loire Valley region in the west of
France, vestiges of
the country’s royal
past take the form
of a 100-odd stately
chateaux. In all this,
Chambord easily
stands out as one of
the grandest. Looking
at it, it is tough to believe
that it started life as a humble hunting lodge of King Francois I. “Humble” may be misstating the
facts a bit, for a mansion with 440 rooms
— of which only 80 are open to the public,
but believe me, even that is far too much
to explore — and 85 staircases, all roofed
by over 300 quirkily shaped chimneys.
The fact is that the king, who believed
himself rivalled in greatness only by God,
wanted his hunting lodge to showcase his
power. And every element in the chateau
works to that end: from the two massive
spiralstaircasesinthe middleof thecentral
hall, to the fading tapestries hung on the
walls,andthesprawlingparkthatencircles
the mansion. Sadly, the high ceilings and

draughty rooms made the chateau mostly ||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||
inhabitable, and the king spent only a total
of 42 days here over the years. All this trouble, all this expense, for a stay of six weeks
—butthen,eachvisitwasaregaljamboree, TO GET THERE:
with 12,000 horsesaccompanyingtheking Fly to Paris and take the train
to transport his entourage and luggage.
(http://www.raileurope.co.in) to
The design of this Renaissance-style the city of tours, an ideal base
building is often wrongly attributed to to explore Loire Valley.
Leonardo da Vinci. On the same king’s invitation, Da Vinci did spend the last years For more information on Loire
ofhislife(1516-1519)inAmboiseintheLoire Valley, and to plan your trip,
Valley. But construction of this chateau be- visit http://in.rendezvousenganonlyaroundthetimeofhisdeath,ruling france.com
out Da Vinci’s hand in it. Till today, the ar- |||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||||
chitect’s identity remains unknown.
I climb up this very staircase and
walk through room after room
of unbridled splendour: a royal
bedchamber here, a library
there, an ornate chandelier
onaceiling,agildedfireplace
in a corner. My most pleasant experience here is the
time spent on the terrace,
taking in the splendid views.
I can see for miles all around
me: the moat around the
chateau, the roads leading up to
it laid out in a neat pattern, and the
lush woods that are still home to hundreds of deer and boars.
Chateau Chambord has recently entered into an agreement with Udaipur City
Palace to link their rich heritage and share
knowledge on conservation.
If you can judge a region on pure
grandeur of its buildings, then Loire Valley
proves itself second to none. France’s
longest river, Loire, makes the entire area
fertile and prosperous. During the tiresome Hundred Years’ War (between
France and England in the 14th and 15th
centuries), the Loire Valley played a role
of strategic importance. Add to it the region’s proximity to Paris. Therein lies the
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reason for all the castles here, which were
later converted into pleasure palaces by
the rich and famous.
Of past glories
Loire Valley is also home to chateau De
Chenonceau, just by River Cher, and also
counted among the most magnificent and
picturesque in France. What makes this
16th century castle extraordinary is that it
was managed and protected by a series of
shrewd and capable women. And dating
back to an even earlier era is Chinon, the
castle where a young Joan of Arc spent
sometime.Unlikemostoftheothers,which
were royal residences or mere status symbols,Chinonwasmeanttobeastronghold.
But Loire Valley is not just about displays of pomp and power in the form of
grand chateaux. On my drive through the
region, I pass one picture postcard village
after the other. Sprawling vineyards are
just beginning to sprout leaves and fields
of canola flowers keep me company
throughout.
My time in Loire Valley area ends with
anotherchateauexperienceattheDomaine
de la Tortinière. This time, I am staying at
this 19th century chateau converted into a
luxuryhotel.Afteralongdaycrammedwith
French cooking lessons and wine tasting
sessions between all the chateau-chasing, I
am glad to put my feet up at this charming
castle tucked away in a quiet country lane.
Ithasalltheclassictrappingsofthechateaux
from this region — sweeping driveway,
pointyturretsandrollingparklandsincluded — but the décor in the rooms borders on
the comfortably modern.
The entire valley has been designated a
world heritage site by UNESCO, which
describes it as an “outstanding cultural
landscape.” Not surprising, I think, given
its natural abundance and manmade
treasures.

Nature’s
symphony
S

himmering blue waters, rows of swaying coconut palms lining the shores,
lush green mangrove forests and paddy fields, countless banana trees loaded
with fruit. Sounds like the perfect setting
for a relaxing holiday, doesn’t it? That’s exactly what Kumarakom is, the PERFECT
holiday destination.
Situated just 16 km away from the
town of Kottayam, Kumarakom is easily
accessible by road, rail, air and water
routes. Many buses, taxis and autorickshaws ply from Kottayam, which is the
nearest railway station. Cochin International Airport is the nearest airport and
Kumarakom can also be reached by boat
from Muhamma.
Backwaters beckon
Kumarakom is a backwater destination, set
ontheeasternshoresoftheVembanadlake,
whichisthelargestfreshwaterlakeinKerala.
The large expanse of the lake with serene
waters,coconutpalmsgracefullyswayingin
thebreezeinthebackdropofclearblueskies
is a sight to behold. The Vembanad lake is
hometomarineandfreshwaterfishlikethe
pearl spot or the famous karimeen, shrimps
orpoovalamchemmeenwhichareextensively
used in the local cuisine.
House boats and yatches slowly moving
to and fro on the tranquil waters of the lake
are a common sight. The backwater cruise
on these houseboats or kettuvallams are a
major tourist attraction of this place. This
cruise is a wonderful and unforgettable experience as it provides a panoramic view
of the backwaters and the natural scenic
beauty of the place. One can get also get a
glimpse of the flora and fauna of the backwaters. There are various options which
one can choose from, like a two-hour
evening cruise, a half-day cruise or an
overnight stay on the houseboat. As most
of the resorts are on the shores of the lake,
the guests going for the cruise are picked
up and dropped off at their resorts.
Watching the glorious colours of the
sunset on board the boats, with just the
sound of water and birds, is an exhilarating
experience.

Luxury on water
Originally, kettuvallams were used to carry
rice and spices across the waters, but with
the advent of other modern modes of
transport, their use slowly deteriorated.
So the locals transformed these architectural wonders into houseboats, which are
like floating cottages. Eco-friendly materials like bamboo, cane, coconut fibre,
planks of jackfruit tree, wood and coir are
used in the construction and decor of these
boats.
The other major attraction in Kumarakom is the bird sanctuary. Spread
over 16 acres, this sanctuary is home to
different species of birds like egrets,
darters, herons, waterfowls, cuckoos, wild
ducks, kingfishers, Siberian cranes, teals,
larks and fly catchers. The best time to
spot the birds is in the early morning
hours. A half an hour trek on the well laid
out pathways leads to the watch towers
which give an excellent view of the birds
in their natural surroundings.
My trip to Kumarakom has given me
some really marvelous and unforgettable
experiences, be it the backwater cruise or
the spectacular view of the lake from the
hammock tied to the coconut trees on the
shore, the birds and the lush greenery and
the most special one being spotting two
rainbows at the same time. This place is really a jewel in God’s own country.
HEMA ANAND

A ECO HOLIDAY The pristine green sights of Kumarakom.
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Going in search of Tagore
A

s we prepared to drive to Horsley
Hills in Chittoor district, Andhra
Pradesh, we learnt that we would
pass Madanapalle, en route to the summer
resort. Reading about it before we left Bengaluru, we made an exciting discovery.
Nearlyacenturyago,RabindranathTagore
had graced the town with his presence.
Travelling through South India, the literary luminary had accepted an invitation
from an Irish friend, James H Cousins, to
spend a few days with him and his wife
Margaret. Cousins was a writer, actor and
teacher. Margaret was no less remarkable.
An ardent supporter of worthy causes, she
went on to become head of the National
Girls’ School in Mangaluru and, later, the
first woman magistrate of India. When
Tagore arrived at Madanapalle, Margaret

was teaching English at the Besant Theosophical College (founded in 1915 by Annie
Besant) where her husband was the principal.
On the evening of February 28, 1919, the
couple’s distinguished guest participated
in cultural activities with the students.
TagoresangoneofhisSanskritisedBengali
compositions, dating back to 1911, and his
youthful audience joined in the rousing refrain.WhenaskedforanEnglishrendition,
Tagore complied and the gifted Margaret
set down the musical notation for the
melody. From Madanapalle, where James
Cousins used the lyric as a college prayer
that he dubbed the “Morning Song of India”, “Jana Gana Mana” garnered widespread acclaim, eventually attaining the
supreme status of our National Anthem.

Once we had decided to stop at the site
of those historic happenings, I googled the
name and number of the present principal
of Besant Theosophical (BT) College.
When I called K Swarna Rani, she suggested that we drop by at 10 am. The following
day, we duly descended on BT College.
A gentleman on the campus suggested
that we first see the place where Tagore
had stayed during his brief sojourn. It was
down the road, and a caretaker unlocked
the small house to reveal four rooms. The
modest dwelling, which was being renovated, was a conspicuous contrast to
Tagore’s ancestral mansion, which we had
RESTORING REMAINS The cottage once
visited in Kolkata. Outside the Madanaoccupied by Rabindranth Tagore; (left) a palle cottage stands a bust of the
bust of the poet in Madanapalle, Andhra ‘Viswakavi’ (as he is referred to on the
Pradesh. PHOTOS BY AUTHOR
pedestal), officially unveiled on January

24, 2012. Close by, a museum to display
Tagorememorabilia isunderconstruction.
Back at BT College, we were welcomed
by the principal. She deputed a person to
take us around, and he showed us the hall
where Tagore had viewed dance performances from an elevated gallery. Of greater
interest was the little art room where he
had worked on the English translation of
“Jana Gana Mana”. The ‘Tagore Room’ is
now used for lectures and, entering it reverently, we were struck by its nondescript
appearance. The Nobel Laureate completed his task in that simple setting. Anyone
familiar with the finished product would
find it hard to believe that the subject Gurudev disliked most as a child was — English!
SURYAKUMARI DENNISON

