
Divine Drive
Text: Bob Rupani
Photos: Bob Rupani and Dinesh Shukla

Going from the holy Golden Temple to the heights of Himachal

this voyage of worship 
started from Chandigarh, 
which is India’s first planned 
city designed by Le Corbusi-
er, the Swiss-born French 
architect. It is free of chaos 
and congestion, and this 
(along with the fact that our 
Sardar, Kishie Singh, lives 
here) was the reason for us 
embarking on this journey 
from Chandigarh. 

A blue BMW 3 Series was 
waiting for us at the airport 
and we straightaway headed 
out to the holy city of 
Amritsar, a great place to 
start or end any journey, 
because it’s not only the city 
of the Golden Temple, but it’s 
also known for its delectable 
and unique North Indian 
cuisine. To get there we 
drove across the plains of 
Punjab on NH1, better known 
as the Grand Trunk road. 
Almost all through the drive 
we were surrounded by the 
rich cultivated fields that have 
made Punjab the ‘Granary of 
India’. En route we passed 
towns like Jalandhar and 
Ludhiana and were struck by 
the prosperity and number of 
shopping and eating places. 

After a nice four-hour drive, 
we reached Amritsar and 

headed straight to Ranjit’s 
Svaasa Heritage Boutique Spa 
Resort (www.svaasa.com) that 
is located just off the 
aristocratic Mall road. Housed 
in a 250-year-old quaint 
haveli (possibly one of the 
oldest surviving ones in 
Amritsar), Ranjit’s Svaasa lies 
within the private estate of 
Rai Bahadur Rattan Chand. As 
we entered the haveli, the 
insides of which were 
illuminated by a speckle of 
lights and incandescent 
candles, we immediately felt 
the tranquility and a sense of 
peace. After a quick shower 
we met up with Vishaal 
Chand who along with his 
twin brother Abhimanyu (and 
the rest of the Rattan family), 
runs this very charming 
property that has won a lot of 
awards and acclaim. This is a 
place where silence speaks 
more than words, and in our 
opinion it is easily the best 
and most charismatic place to 
stay in Amritsar. It offers 
excellent home food made 
from organic produce, 
ayurvedic therapies, supreme-
ly comfortable rooms and 
above all, a peaceful atmo-
sphere amidst scented plants 
and greenery, and all this in 
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the heart of the city. Knowing 
we were keen to sample the 
street food, Vishaal very 
sportingly took us into the 
old city and treated us to the 
best meat kababs, tandoori 
chicken, Amritsari fish, saag 
paneer, and hundreds of 
other mouth-watering 
delicacies. The culinary 
delights of Amritsar are truly 
unmatchable and no other 
place in the world even 
comes close.

After a night of indulgence, 
it was time to pray to the 
‘gurus’ and visit the Golden 

Temple. It’s also known as 
the Harmandir Sahib and is 
the spiritual and cultural 
nerve centre of the Sikh faith 
and every Sikh tries to make a 
visit here and bathe in the 
holy water. The ‘Guru Granth 
Sahib’ or ‘Holy Book’ of Sikhs 
also resides here and it’s said 
that if you follow its proces-
sion within the complex, all 
traumas are scattered to the 
winds, and what remains  
is an air of deep devotion  
and happiness. 

Amritsar is one of the most 
ancient and sanctified cities 

of India, and we spent a 
couple of days visiting the 
various monuments and sites 
before we got into our most 
comfortable and fun-to-drive 
BMW, and headed into the 
‘Hills of Himachal’. Another 
four to five hours of happy 
motoring brought us to 
Dalhousie, which is nestled at 
the foot of the Dhauladhar 
Range at an elevation of 2300 
metres. It is an important 
base for the Indian Army and 
also a quiet place where you 
can enjoy wandering through 

beauty. The following day it 
was time for a little bit of 
Tibet and a scenic and 
somewhat longish drive 
brought us to Dharamshala, 
from where His Holiness the 
Dalai Lama, rules in exile. 
There are several hotels but 
in our opinion the best place 
to stay is the Clouds End Villa 
(www.cloudsendvilla.com). 
It’s been recommended in the 
Tatlers Travel guide as one of 
the 50 best hotels in the 
world and is an ideal place to 
laze around, read a book, or 

the forests and also experi-
ence some of the British 
ambience in the town. The 
best place to stay is the 
Grand View (www.grand-
viewdalhousie.in). It was 
founded in the 19th century 
and the colonial architecture 
offers you a taste of the past. 
It is owned by Ashish Chadha 
and both he and his wife take 
an active interest in the 
running of the hotel. The 
other nice place to stay is the 
Mount View (www.hotel-
mountview.com) which is 

located just below the Grand 
View. As the name suggests, 
Mount View offers a nice view 
and very good food, possibly 
the best in Dalhousie.

Next day we drove to 
Kalatope Wildlife Sanctuary 
before motoring to Khajjiar, 
which travel agents say is the 
closest you will get to 
Switzerland without flying. 
It’s quite pretty and after 
soaking in its beauty, we 
drove to Chamba, the ancient 
capital that is richly endowed 
with both history and natural 
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go for walks where you inhale 
the fresh mountain air and 
listen to the calls of many 
birds. Clouds End is owned 
and run by the erstwhile 
rulers of Kangra-Lambagraon 
– Tikkaraj Ashwarya Katoch 
and his wife Tikkarani Shailja, 
endeavour to give their 
guests the experience of 
living like royalty. Guests are 
pampered by the elegant 
service of the family staff, 
while indulging in the 
authentic local delicacies 
prepared by the master chef 

whose family has been with 
the Raja for generations. 

After the royal splendours 
we returned to the road and 
again discovered that driving 
in most of this region is fun. 
Clouds dance between the 
mountains that change hues 
in tune with the passage of 
the sun. The air is crisp, 
redolent with the scent of 
meadows spangled with 
flowers. Here rhododendrons 
riot in pink and green and the 
road twists and turns 
inspiring you to get into the 

Palace (www.taragarh.com) is 
placed in a 15-acre forested 
estate and was built in the 
1930s. After India’s indepen-
dence, the royal family of the 
neighbouring state of Jammu 
and Kashmir acquired it. They 
own it even today and have 
converted it into an enchant-
ing heritage hotel. The 
Taragarh Palace offers 
splendid views of the sur-
rounding snow-capped peaks 
of the Dhauladhar Range and 
combines all the charm and 
beauty of a remote and 
peaceful mountain resort, with 
the splendour and elegance of 
a princely preserve.

 After getting ‘High in the 
Hills of Himachal’, we 
descended to Chandigarh. 
Here our Sardar Kishie Singh 
took very good care of us and 
then it was time to return the 
BMW and wing back home to 
Bombay, or amchi Mumbai as 
it’s now known. And as I sit 
penning this and sipping 
some tea (purchased from the 
garden of ‘two-leaves-an-a-
bud’ in the prominent 
tea-growing centre of 
Palampur), I can’t help but 
wish I was back on the road.

groove and drive to its 
rhythm. The BMW 3 Series of 
course made the ideal 
companion on the curving 
mountain roads and we had 
another memorable drive to 
Palampur, the tea town that 
enchants instantly. Taragarh 
is just 11km down the road 
and if you want to park 
yourself in an elegant and 
atmospheric heritage 
mountain resort, this is where 
you should head.

Situated at an elevation of 
1000 metres, the Taragarh 
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