
LAST year’s Commonwealth Games 
catapulted the term ‘Delhi belly’ back 
into the headlines as swimmers and track 
stars blamed lacklustre performances 
on the age-old malady. Perhaps their 
youthful stomachs were overreacting to 
a few spices. Who knows? But I have 
never contracted even the mildest 
stomach complaint during multiple visits. 
Especially not these days with the city 
so hell-bent on catching up with glitzy 
Mumbai and determined to show the 
world that it has ‘arrived’ as the major 
metropolis of ‘Chindia’ in the up-and-
coming new world order.

As far as tourists are concerned, Delhi 
languished in the role of linchpin in 
‘Golden Triangle’ tours linking Delhi, 
Agra and Jaipur for years. Yet the former 

The other modern marvel that has Delhi-
wallahs reaching for the superlatives is 
the $7.5 billion Delhi Metro, and not only 
for its whisper-quiet trains and spotless 
carriages. In a country where major 
infrastructure is chronically delayed, 
the 212km network was completed on 
time or close enough to it. Locals love 
it, and visitors will too, for its low fares 
which begin at 25c and rise to 85c for 
the longest ride. 

I have The Imperial on speed dial 
whenever a trip to Delhi is imminent. As 
the name suggests, this luxury hotel is 
for those who fantasise about the days 
of the Raj. Located on Delhi’s grandest 
boulevard - the Janpath – it’s the full 
1930s ‘tea and tiffin’ deal, from its low-
rise colonial architecture to its close 

in fashionable South Delhi, a string of 
suburbs that stretches from Humayun’s 
Tomb to the Qutab Minar, the world’s 
tallest free-standing minaret. Turquoise 
Cottage is a scene of slim-hipped guys 
and girls, smoke and Kingfisher beer as 
local bands blend Sufi mystical music 
with rap. If you want to talk and be heard, 
go to Ego Lounge in the Italian restaurant 
of the same name (4, Community Centre, 
New Friends Colony) for low lights, huge 
sofas and music that riffs from bhangara 
to Western. Wine bars have become a 
real trend, too, serving locally made and 
imported brands. Names to note are 
Spago, InSomnia, Swagath Restaurant 
& Bar and The Patio. 

Delhi’s history stretches back to the sixth 
century BC but fast-paced development 

Turquoise Cottage is a scene of slim-hipped guys and girls, smoke and Kingfisher 

beer as local bands blend Sufi mystical music with rap.
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stronghold of the Mughal emperors is 
worth much more than the one night and 
a day timeframe usually allotted to cover 
its 1000-year-plus history.

It could take you that long to work your 
way around the new $4 billion Terminal 
3 at Delhi’s Indira Gandhi International 
Airport. Officially opened last July as a 
symbol of the ‘new India’, the futuristic 
glass-and-steel structure is India’s 
largest publ ic bui lding. Sprawl ing 
over nine levels and spread over 50 
hectares, it boasts plenty more of the 
sort of statistics Indians love. There are 
160 check-in windows, 20,000 square 
metres of shops and India’s biggest car 
park with room for 4300 vehicles, and 
the new facility boasts that it can handle 
34 million passengers a year, lifting the 
airport’s total capacity to 60 million. 

proximity to the symbols of Sir Edwin 
Lutyens’ ‘New’ Delhi - the Rashtrapati 
Bhawan (formerly the vice-regal lodge 
and now the president’s palace) and 
Parliament House. It’s hard to suppress 
a frisson as you swing up the central 
dr iveway l ined with 24 palm trees 
where Pandit Nehru, Gandhi and Lord 
Mountbatten met to discuss the future 
of India following independence. Just 
the place for a chota peg of Whyte and 
Mackay scotch and soda, the Scottish 
whisky maker now owned by India’s 
United Breweries.

Nostalgia can be suffocating after 
a while and the need to break can 
strike unexpectedly. Staid was once 
the only description of Delhi’s nightlife 
but in the past five years over 200 
bars and nightclubs have opened up 

was kick-started at the tail-end of the 
12th century. Get a jump start on the 
eons with an early-morning tour of the 
World Heritage-listed Red Fort and the 
Jama Masjid, the city’s principal mosque 
- both commissioned in the 17th century 
by Shah Jehan, builder of the Taj Mahal. 

Like the Taj Mahal, the Jama Masjid 
boasts impressive construction stats - 
5000 labourers and six years to build 
- and is the largest mosque in India and 
Asia. If you’re fit it costs 20 rupees to 
climb to the top of one of the minarets 
for the best panoramic view of Delhi. 
If you aren’t, experience the gorgeous 
architecture by wandering through the 
loggias and past the central pool where 
thousands of worshippers wash their 
hands, feet and faces facing Mecca to 
the west.
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Many people call Humayun’s Tomb 
the ‘test run’ for the Taj Mahal. But the 
wonderful symmetry and magnificence of 
this enormous red sandstone mausoleum 
built for Shah Jehan’s great-grandfather, 
the second Mughal emperor who lost 
an empire and then regained it, is no 
second banana to i ts architectural 
descendant. The beautifully restored 
gardens are a welcome wedge of quiet 
amid Delhi’s busy traffic, too. 

Most visitors eat in their hotels. No 
bad thing when prices are only about 
$25 for all-you-can-eat buffets at lunch 
or dinner, even in the five-star variety. 
Bollywood stars have made wine drinking 
fashionable in a country that is the 
number one whisky drinking market 
in the world - locally produced, not 
imported Scotch. So Delhi now has 15 
restaurants with dedicated wine lists - a 
recent phenomenon in India. At the 1911 
restaurant in The Imperial Hotel, a 15-
page wine list features premium bottlings 
from around the world with a bill to match. 

The Indian government sees liquor 
sales as a cash cow so keep drink 
bills to a minimum by slurping at Ploof 
(Lodhi Colony Main Market) which 
sel ls international wines at market 
rates on Mondays and Thursdays. 
Gourmets should note the following 
restaurant names: Bukhara, Chor Bizarre, 
Moti Mahal Delux, Park Balluchi, Varq, 
Embassy and Karim Hotel. The ‘new 
India’ is entirely absent at Karim Hotel, a 
Delhi institution since 1913, which serves 
food prison-canteen-fast in an ultra-noisy 
environment but the tandoori chicken and 
curries are more than worth it. Just the 
place to enjoy a Kingfisher beer, India’s 
largest brand and so popular that it’s 
made Vijay Mallya the country’s most 
visible billionaire and owner of the world’s 
only airline named after a beer.
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