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Chennai, formerly madras, has often struggled 

to gain recognition alongside its more successful and 

populous cousins delhi and mumbai. But on arrival, i can 

soon see the attraction of Tamil nadu’s capital. nothing 

compares to the city’s colour and vibrancy; the luminous 

materials of sarees flash up and down the streets and even 

the lorries’ petrol tanks are jollied up with illustrations in 

bright, primary yellow, blue and red paints.

The city has evolved over the last few years into 

a buzzing metropolis with the help of booming car 

industries; BmW, ford and renault-nissan are just a 

few who have production plants in the area. it is also the 

happy home of the largest information technology park in 

asia. The surrounding areas may be a culture shock to 

some; whether alone or with a guide, Westerners receive 

constant hassling for spare rupees. But there is never a 

shortage of friendly smiling faces too.

a short 20-minute drive from the airport and i feel 

like i have experienced all of this. Getting around during 

rush hour can be a mission (hour-long traffic jams are 

notorious) and when the roads are clear there are a few 

reckless drivers to spice a journey up, so i am relieved 

to find that the hotel has provided a chauffeur for the 

duration of my stay. as well as people crowding the 

motorways (i learn that you can fit at least four people 

on the back of a small motorbike), there are a few stray 

cows, also known as “brake inspectors,” the friendly driver 

explains to me as he slams his foot down. 

When i arrive at The leela Palace, tucked away from 

the hustle and bustle, i am soothed by the enchanting 

indian finesse and tradition. after a welcome introduction 

with a garland of flowers and a red bindi pressed on my 

forehead by staff at reception, i am shown to my room, 

one of 326 at the hotel. There is a spacious bathroom 

and dressing room with mood lighting and sound system 

throughout – just so you don’t miss any television 

commentary while you pop to the loo – and all the usual 

extras you would expect (Wi-fi, laptop sockets and 

refreshments). The view from my window is stunning and 

despite the heavy rain of the monsoon season (october–

december) i can still see the cool cobalt colour of the Bay 

of Bengal and the tiny footprints of a fisherman making his 

way across the shore to deeper waters. 

after travelling just over 11 hours on the plane to get 

here, i don’t feel particularly energised and decide to stay 

in the hotel for the majority of my first day in india. i am 

delighted to discover that the 11-storey hotel is equipped 

for my every need. at one end, there is the quiet and 

calm of the art gallery (paintings by up-and-coming indian 

artists feature widely across the interior), restaurants, 

Beyond india’s bustling city of colourful rickshaws and saree 
markets, is the tranquil haven of The leela Palace.  
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the spa, swimming pool, hairdressers and gym, all priding 

themselves on the latest technologies. on the other side, 

the hotel caters for just about any event. When i am shown 

around, there is preparation for a wedding underway, with 

rows of tables in the Grand Ballroom ready to serve up to 

1,500 guests. People mill around with decorations and 

lights and a troupe of dancers practise a routine on a large 

stage at the back. There are also secluded boardrooms for 

business meetings and an office area for those wanting a 

quiet place to retreat for private business calls.

Vivid oranges and reds form a delightful decor in the 

foyers and fresh flowers stand in polished silver bowls  

(i can see my reflection clearer in the hotel’s vase than 

in my mirror at home). The spacious marble rooms, 

embellished with mother of pearl and gold leaf, are a 

signature style of Chettinad architecture. decorative hindu 

elements illustrate the design too; a long rectangular 

fountain at the building's entrance is surrounded by a 

sculpture of the Tree of life made of lapis lazuli. There 

are also statues of the pot-bellied hindu deity Ganesha, 

distinguished by his elephant head.  

The concierge service is the best i have experienced 

(and are ever likely to). Cheery staff are at my beck and 

call for everything. it takes some getting used to; at one 

point during a meal i lift a hand to refill my glass but am 

hurriedly surrounded by waiters who apologise profusely 

for leaving it empty, so i decide it’s best not to try anything 

like that again. i unsurprisingly and rather easily settle into 

the rhythm of it. in the spa there is an attendant waiting 

with a towel, slippers and dressing gown prepped for me 

and while i get changed they even tumble dry my bikini 

for the journey back to my room. With this tailored service 

comes the need to tip; i suggest leaving a wodge of notes 

at the end of your stay. it’s up to your discretion how much 

you leave but do bear in mind that the average wage in 

Chennai is only about £2 a day. 

if you manage to tear yourself away from the hotel, 

the temples are the main must-see attractions. The 

Kapaleeswarar Temple is close by in mylapore or you 

can visit a collection of temples in Kanchipuram, one of 
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MORE INFORMATION
The Leela Palace Chennai offers rates in a Deluxe 

Room from £100 per night including breakfast;  

theleela.com, 0800 026 1111

British Airways operates a service from London 

Heathrow to Chennai from £549 return. 

britishairways.com/en-gb/destinations/chennai 

0844 4930 787

the seven sacred cities of hinduism, which involves a 

two-hour drive. Be prepared to get stuck in; i take my 

shoes off (a mark of respect), feel the grit underneath my 

feet and wander round the temples learning stories about 

the formidable lord shiva and his sons Ganesha and 

Kartikeya from a guide (i would definitely be lost without 

one). i am not allowed into the individual shrines but can 

peek in and watch as people queue to be blessed by 

monks. The kanchi Kailasanathar temple and the gaudy 

ekambareswarar temple are the highlights; at the latter, 

any women unlucky in love can get blessed at the mango 

tree with the promise of a happy marriage. 

While in Kanchipuram, definitely pay a visit 

to a saree workshop. i visit three old men who work 

handlooms to put together the most intricate sarees; it 

takes up to two months to make a wedding saree and 

they weave in real gold threads. There is also a shop next 

door to provide the finished product. 

on the way back, a drive by the marina beach is a 

must; it claims to be the world’s eleventh longest beach 

and is a place where locals congregate, talk to friends, 

stop for a nap and play football. The fish market here is a 

fascinating if somewhat pongy experience; locals sell the 

catch of the day on makeshift benches, while others make 

a living on the other side of the road which is scattered 

with little huts and benches made of rubbish. despite the 

seeming affluence of the surrounding hotels, there is still a 

long path out of poverty for a large part of the population. 

for another outing, glimpse into the historical past 

of the city with a visit to the British settlement at fort st 

George. There are a selection of galleries, museums and 

churches that illustrate their time here. stop in at the spice 

Dine at Spectra for tastes from 
the Middle East, Thailand, 

Italy and Japan

shops and mini supermarkets to stock up on dried fruits, 

spices and nuts. i take this as an opportunity to buy large 

amounts of saffron, a pinch of the price than it is at home. 

While there you can also take a peak into the gold and 

silver jewellery shops, which offer affordable but excellent 

quality traditional items.  

Back at the hotel, you can reenergise with an 

array of cuisines. i witness the tandoor chefs in action 

in the indian restaurant Jamavar and am soon ordering 

a plethora of uniquely seasoned dishes. Tiger prawns 

are freshly marinated in lemon juice and cardamom and 

roasted in a tandoor and the lamb is cooked tenderly on 

the bone with exotic herbs and spices. and while you 

may be in india, there is food from every other continent 

available. dine at spectra for tastes from the middle east, 

Thailand, italy and Japan, or the restaurant China Xo for 

a feast of noodles and crispy Peking duck. all are expertly 

prepared by specialist chefs from each nation. 

When it is time to leave the hotel and all the 

opulence that comes with it, i am most upset about 

being parted from the people who have made me feel so 

exceptionally at ease. Time spent relaxing by the pool, 

consuming far too much food and enjoying all the facilities 

of the leela Palace exceeded all my expectations. as my 

plane touches back down in london, i wonder how on 

earth i am meant to adjust back to normal life. 


