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TRAVEL

A mAgicAl hAven nestled in 
the nilgiris in the indiAn stAte 
of tAmil nAdu is exActly whAt 

hArried city slickers need!

TexT and PhoTograPhs: gusTasP & Jeroo IranI

It was a former school friends’ reunion: six middle-aged 
women with a shared past had set out to re-discover 
their lost youth and its crazy magic. Demanding hus-
bands and their pesky brood were left behind in the 
city to bond. We met the giggling gaggle of women at 
Coimbatore airport and in the course of our informal 
chat, discovered that they, too, were heading to Ku-

rumbadi in the Nilgiris, 14 km from Coonoor in Tamil Nadu, to 
re-connect and revitalise old attachments.  

From Coimbatore airport, we drove across mountains awash 
in shades of green tinged with mid-morning dew, to arrive at 
our haven — the Kurumba Village Resort — off-trail and off the 
grid. Sculpted artfully into a former 10-acre spice plantation 
and into the contours of a hill, the resort blended into the red 
earth like it belonged. The thatched cottages, reception area, 
swimming pool etc have been built without felling a single 
tree so jacaranda, jackwood and rosewood trees rise strong 
and tall like totem poles across the resort and a dense forest 
girdles it all. We opted for a duplex suite and felt enveloped in 
a haze of forest green and wafted by soft mountain breezes.

The light-filled cottages were bright with Kurumba (one of 
the five Nilgiri tribes) motifs. Our large picture windows field-
ed views of the Nilgiris as did the bay window of our capacious 
bathroom. Pakka Suran Mountain, whose contours etched the 
horizon, filled our line of vision and our imagination during 
our stay. In its wrinkled ancient folds snuggles one of Tipu 
Sultan’s forts and it is whispered that a demon lurks in its gran-
ite depths.

The next morning, just as a mist-smudged Pakka Suran 
greeted a new day, we set off on a gentle forest trek with our 
resort guide. The girls, who had left their husbands behind 
at home to look after the kids, joined us. In the course of our 
two-hour trek, we stopped to inhale the fragrance of wild 
flowers, craned our necks to watch the swoop of a great In-
dian hornbill and delighted in the antics of a bush-tail giant 
Malabar squirrel. Our guide pointed out fresh elephant dung 
left behind by a herd that had passed that way early in  
the morning.

Our forest walk was spiked with the excitement of forging 
into the unknown and encountering the unseen. Suddenly, a 
couple of huge bisons loped out of a thicket and began to cross 
over to the other side. We hid behind a thick-trunked tree to 
gaze at the bulky rippling masses of muscle and sinew and 
could almost hear the heave of their mighty hearts as they 
loped past. Could they feel the frightened skittering of ours?   

The bisons melted into another thicket with elegant noncha-
lance that belied their massive girth. Our ears, virtually dead-
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ened by high-decibel city 
sounds, had come alive to ev-
ery whispered secret of the 
forest — the creaking of giant 
stands of bamboo, the insis-
tent tapping of a woodpecker 
on a tree bark, the sweet trill-
ing of birds, the grumbling of 
a distant fast-flowing stream... 
Delicate wild flowers blushed 
in the caress of a now bright 
sun which drizzled its honey-
gold light through the out-
spread branches of trees.   

On our return to the resort, 
we polished off our hearty 
breakfast in the open-sided 
dining area even as a variety 
of birds fluttered past us in 
search of handouts.   

Later that morning, we 
drove to Lower Coonoor which 
turned out to be slabs of con-
crete plastered on to once ver-
dant slopes. Upper Coonoor, 
however, is a different world 
— wrapped in the embrace of 
lush tea plantations and a co-
lonial hangover. We drove ini-
tially to waterfall-streaked 
vales around Dolphin’s Nose, Lamb’s Rock, the luxuriant Sim’s Park, 
explored quaint churches and other colonial remnants.   

We rubbed shoulders with the ghosts of the British Raj at Tran-
quilitea, a tea lounge ensconced in a 19th century colonial mansion. 
We sipped and tasted different teas on the lawns, thinking about 
how the stiff upper lip of our colonial masters would have quivered 
with delight at the setting.  

Raj nostalgia again flowed thick and fast when we boarded the 
Nilgiri Mountain Railway the following day for a joy ride. The little 
train that has chugged into UNESCO’s World Heritage Sites list de-
parted amidst much fanfare, whistle blowing and flag waving, 
puffed through tunnels, and snaked around tracks that clung to 
the edge of dizzying cliffs. We were conscious of embarking on a 
historic journey, dating back to 1899, as the train valiantly chugged 
from Mettupalayam to Ooty via Coonoor, taking in 208 curves, 
mist-wreathed valleys, tunnels and viaducts.

Two more days slipped away at Kurumbadi, like birds in flight. 
On our last day, we had lunch at the six-room Tea Nest, an exclusive 
home stay complete with working fireplaces and simple period 
furniture, 3 km away from Coonoor. We sipped tea on its sun-
stunned porch and gazed at the Nilgiris, a stage for the play of light 
and shadow, and 1,800 acres of green terraced tea plantations rip-
pling away in the distance. 

The home stay is located in an old mansion and in two adjacent 
planters’ bungalows as well as an annex that seems to exist in a 
charmed circle of its own. 

Women, with baskets on their backs, clipped two leaves and a 
bud in the neighbouring plantation. Occasionally, dark shadows 
would clump through the plantations — bison feeding on unwant-
ed undergrowth. The women ignored them and shooed them away 
only if they came too close. Later, in the cosy dining area, shielded 
by fluttering lace curtains, we savoured a tea-based menu for lunch, 
comprising tea-flavoured mushroom soup, tea-infused pasta, fish 
grilled in tea leaves and even a tea-tinged soufflé... 

That evening, we were back at the Kurumba Village Resort where 
we savoured a romantic dinner for two in the resort’s tree house 
while the velvety night embraced us.  
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fact file
coimbatore is the nearest 
airport, situated about  
56km away. Buses and taxis 
ply to kurumbadi. Alternative-
ly, the resort can arrange a 
transfer or better still, take the 
toy train which runs between 
mettapulayam and ooty and 
hop off at coonoor. 

while march to may is the 
tourist season, kurumbadi is 
pretty during the rest of the 
year, too. 

there are farmhouses, home 
stays, guest houses and five 
star resorts in the nilgiris. 
however, kurumba village 
resort is the only deluxe 
outpost in kurumbadi and is 
located on the ooty-mettapu-
layam road. 

for more information, visit 
tamil nadu tourism: www.
tamilnadutourism.org and 
kurumba village resort: www.
natureresorts.in/kurumba
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naTure TraILs  1. rays of sun streaming through the forest; 2. an 
Indian bison; 3. a tea plucker with a clipping machine;  4. a tea 
factory in Coonoor; 5. a train ride into a tunnel; 6. nilgiri passenger 
steam engine; 7. The Kuramba resort; 8. a balcony with a view at 
the resort; 9. different varieties of tea
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