
 Cover story

Blame it on the Mughals, but there  
is no replacing the classic introduction 
to India. The Golden Triangle’s awe-
inspiring monuments and epic stories  
do not disappoint.

Text Akanksha Kapoor

The never-ending story

Among the first states in India to beguile tourists with the 
now-ubiquitous tags such as ‘royalty’ and ‘heritage’, 
Rajasthan and its palaces—whether owned by erstwhile 

kings or luxury hotel chains—are now as recognisable a symbol 
of the country as the Taj Mahal. Jaipur, the desert state’s capital, 
along with Agra and Delhi, form the Golden Triangle, a tourist 
circuit that continues to hold unparalleled attraction for anyone 
with a taste for India’s cultural heritage. 

p Above: Though it is a popular tourist destination, the Jama Masjid is primarily a place of worship. Facing page: A view of the Taj Mahal never gets old, whatever angle you 
look at it from.
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DELHI 
Most vintage Golden Triangle itineraries start with Delhi, the 
country’s showpiece capital. Eternally sitting at the cusp of the old 
and the new, Delhi offers a seemingly endless list of fun things, 
from shopping to a mouth-watering gourmet trail. The city will 
leave you wishing it were possible to sample its street fare while 
craning your neck to gaze up at the Qutb Minar, or haggle with 
a shopkeeper while taking in a history lesson at the Red Fort’s 
sound-and-light show.  

Classics 
Delhi is home to three World Heritage Sites—the Qutb Minar, 
Red Fort and Humayun’s Tomb. Standing nearly 73m tall, the 
Qutb Minar is the tallest brick minaret in India, and it continues 
to tower proudly over the modern-day assault of its mushrooming 
commercial and residential neighbours. A trip to Delhi is also 
incomplete without a walk through the red sandstone corridors of 
Shah Jahan’s Lal Qila (Red Fort), which Sufi poet Amir Khusrau 
described as paradise on Earth. Stop by Humayun’s maqbara 
(tomb), often considered the necropolis of the Mughal dynasty as 
it houses the graves of the second Mughal Emperor and several of 
his family members. 

For a more contemporary sanctuary, head over to the Lotus 
Temple, a Bahá’í house of worship that is as well known for its 
award-winning architecture as for its strict code of silence, rare 
in the urban milieu. If you find all that calm addictive, your next 

stop should be the Vishwa Shanti Stupa, a Buddhist peace pagoda 
consecrated by the Dalai Lama himself.

Shopping 
Delhi is India’s permanent fixture in the shopaholic’s almanac. 
Whether you are looking for juttis (traditional footwear) or 
jewellery, posters or pillow covers, Delhi has it all. Dilli Haat is the 
place to go to for handicrafts from all over the country, available 
at affordable prices. This colourful outdoor market organises fairs 
throughout the year, with a focus on crafts from a different state 
each time. It is also a great place to tease your palate with the 
multitude of cuisines on offer.

Baba Kharak Singh Marg’s State Emporia Complex offers a similar 
shopping experience. Here, you can purchase original handicrafts 
from different states, without the hassle of bargaining. Located 
close by is Janpath, the bargain capital of the city.

You could also head to Hauz Khas Village or Shahpur Jat for some 
niche shopping. Hidden among the Village market’s many fashion 
boutiques, art galleries and cafés, you will find a shop without a 
name—a treasure trove that is home to original posters sourced 
from cinema halls, part of a collection started by the owner’s 
father nearly 50 years ago. After dipping your toes in nostalgia, 
you can head to the ruins just behind the market, sit by the lake 
and enjoy the sunset.
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Quirky 
If you want to do something different, you can go to Mehrauli 
Archaeological Park, where five 500-year-old khirni (sapotaceae) 
trees, possibly Delhi’s oldest, live to tell their tales. Another Delhi 
must-do: Daryaganj on a Sunday morning for the book bazaar. 
The place gets crowded soon after the bazaar opens (the regulars 
get there early and help the vendors set up), and if you are lucky, 
you will find rare editions of even rarer books. After the bustle of 
Daryaganj, you can head to one of Paharganj’s roof-top cafés, 
perfect to just sit at with one of your Daryaganj finds. Some of 
these cafés overlook the Jama Masjid, the largest mosque in India, 
and if you’re there at noon on a Friday, you will see the expansive 
courtyard fill up with 25,000 devotees. 

Luxury 
Delhi’s luxury hotel industry comprises all the big names: Marriott, 
ITC, Shangri-La, Taj, Oberoi, etc. While all of these offer state-
of-the-art facilities to the business traveller and tourist alike, 
The Imperial in Lutyens’ Delhi offers the old-world charm of 
colonial Delhi, an experience unique to this hotel. This is where 
Jawaharlal Nehru, Mahatma Gandhi, Muhammad Ali Jinnah and 
Lord Mountbatten would meet. In fact, the Nehru family had a 
permanent suite here. You could also stay at the Taj Mahal Hotel, 
home to the award-winning all-day restaurant, Machan. Besides 
these, you could bask in unadulterated opulence at the famed 
3,600 sq ft Kohinoor Suite at The Oberoi, or rejuvenate yourself 
at the Amatrra Spa at The Ashok, which has been ranked on the 
internet as one of the ten best spas in the country. 
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p Clockwise from above: The Qutb Minar, built during the rule of Qutb-ud-din Aibak, 
has been a silent witness of Delhi’s history; Devotees flock to the temple of the 
monkey god Hanuman in Delhi; The Fatehpur Sikri near Agra is a classic example of 
the marriage of Mughal and Hindu styles of architecture. 

p Clockwise from above:  A man performs namaz at the Jama Mosque in Agra, while 
a flock of pigeons watches on; Marble was the preferred canvas for sculptors during 
the Mughal rule, as it lent itself well to intricate etching; An imposing structure 
by day, the sight of the illuminated Humayun’s Tomb is unbeatable; View from the 
terrace at Taj Mahal of a traditional lawn mower at work.

AGRA
The Golden Triangle is golden due to its wealth of heritage, and  
no list of heritage monuments in the world can be complete 
without the ‘crown of palaces’, the Taj. Agra is introduced to 
every Indian child as the home of the Taj, but there is more to the 
city than Emperor Shah Jahan’s landmark of love for his queen 
Mumtaz Mahal.

Classics 
The earliest known reference to Agra was in the Mahabharata, as 
‘Agrabana’, and the city also assumed importance as the Mughal 
capital. Today, the Taj and its legacy of epic romance makes the 
city an automatic choice for Indophiles the world over.

In Agra, the Taj is in great company. The Mughals were known 
for being great builders and they have left behind a legacy of 
architectural splendour in the city. Babur built the garden of 
relaxation, Aram Bagh, where his remains were kept for a while 
before being moved to Kabul. Akbar built the Fatehpur Sikri, which 
is a city by itself just outside of Agra. Here lies the tomb of Sufi 
saint Salim Chisti, who, devotees believe, fulfils all wishes. Tie 
a thread on the latticework of the main tomb to remind him of 
yours. Make sure you also visit the Agra Fort, where the Kohinoor 
diamond once resided.

Shopping 
Apart from being a historical destination, some of Agra can also 
be parcelled home in a bag. You can go to Sadar Bazaar for leather 

products and handicrafts, or to Kinari Bazaar for jewellery and 
bridal wear. And if, like me, all you want to do is take the Taj  
home, head to the UP Handlooms store on MG Road, where 
you can purchase miniatures and other authentic marble work at 
affordable prices.

Quirky 
All tourists search for the perfect Agra petha, but few find that 
utopian sweetness. The ancient sweetmeat has spilled out of the 
royal durbars and on to the streets, but the paradigm of plenty can 
leave you confused. Head to Panchhi Petha, where you will get 
various varieties of this gooey sweet dish to gorge on. This might 
sound easy, but upon reaching Agra, you will be greeted by two 
dozen different Panchhi Pethas. Look closely and you will see that 
the fake ones spell their names slightly differently. The original 
family-run shop is in Sadar Bazaar, where along with the sticky, 
syrupy sweet you can also buy the spicy daalmoth, a mixture of 
gram flour and dry fruit, another Agra essential.

Luxury 
Planning your Agra visit can leave you feeling pretty regal. Don’t 
let your stay make you feel any different. Book a room at the 
ITC Mughal. True to its name, the hotel reflects the opulence of 
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Along the road
When going from Delhi to Agra, 
stop by the twin cities of Mathura 
and Vrindavan. Although popular 
as religious destinations, they have 
a lot more to offer. Mathura is 
known for its school of art, and the 
sculptures from here are worthy of 
your collection. You can also make a 
pit stop at Sikandra and pay a visit 
to Akbar’s Tomb.

Look out for the Kos Minars (mile 
pillars) while on your way, earlier 
used to mark the royal route. ‘Kos’ 
is an ancient unit of distance, and 
these towers, approximately 30-ft 
tall, can be seen after every 1.8 km 
or 3.2 km on the highway. Some 
of these minars are protected 
by enclosures set up by the 
Archaeological Survey of India.

India may grudge its exotic 
stereotype, but if the occult 
interests you, stop by the Balaji 
Mandir, an exorcism temple on 
your way from Agra to Jaipur. 
This temple located just off the 
highway in Mehandipur has a 
very large following of devotees 
who bring ‘possessed’ loved ones 
here. Witnesses have seen women 
swimming in sand and swaying 
their heads, and often the wails and 
screams of visitors can be heard 
from the queues waiting outside. 

On your drive back to Delhi from 
Jaipur, if you are not entirely tired 
of sandstone, Neemrana makes an 
excellent place to stop, not just for 
its historical value but also for its 
breathtaking views and the nearby 
baoli, or stepwell. This fort-palace, 
situated on a hillock, is among the 
country’s oldest heritage hotels.

Rani ki Baoli, a stone’s throw from 
the fort, has steps leading down 
nine levels, 46m deep. Each of the 
levels is intricately carved in true 
Rajput style.

While on your way, you will also 
drive past Bhangarh, a township  
believed to be cursed and said to 
have remained uninhabited since 
the famine of 1783. Entry to the 
area is prohibited between sunset 
and sunrise, as per a government 
signboard installed here.

our royal ancestors. You can stay at their Khwab Mahal (palace 
of dreams), for an experience that will be forever etched in your 
mind. The hotel also boasts one of the country’s most luxurious 
spas, Kaya Kalp—the Royal Spa. 

JAIPUR
Completing the golden trinity is India’s royal city, Jaipur. While it is 
dubbed the Pink City for the tint of its architecture, Jaipur is alive 
with a palette of colours. This land of puppets, palaces and polo is 
a celebration by itself.  

p Above: Novice musicians in 
festive costumes at the Haathi 
Festival, Jaipur. 

Top: Evening descending on 
Chandni Chowk as seen from a 
minar at Jama Masjid.
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Classics 
Home to forts like Amber and Jaigarh, Jaipur oozes character and 
history. While at Amber Fort, you can revisit history quite literally, 
for an 18th century tunnel, hitherto hidden from the public, has 
just been reopened. At the other end of the 325-m-long tunnel, 
which was meant to be an escape route during war, is Jaigarh Fort. 
Here, the world’s largest cannon is on display. Next, head to Hawa 
Mahal, which boasts a magnificent pink sandstone facade. Marvel 
at that before moving on to the City Palace, which was the seat of 
the royal family, and still serves as the royal residence. Just outside 
the city is Gaitor, the site for the chhatris or cenotaphs of Jaipur’s 
rulers. The magnificent white marble cenotaph of Maharaja Sawai 
Jai Singh II, with its intricately carved peacocks, stands out from 
the rest.

Shopping 
You need just a few minutes in the city to know that Jaipur is an 
exciting shopping destination. Get yourself a bandhej (tie and 
dye) saree, dupatta or bed sheet from Anokhi near Amber Fort, 
where you can even watch a demonstration of tie and dye work 
or traditional block printing before you shop. For traditional 
blue pottery, go straight to Kripal Kumbh in Bani Park, whose 
owner is credited with resurrecting the craft. If you are looking 
for Rajasthani jewellery, Gem Palace on MI Road is your answer. 
Finally, if you can spare the time, lose yourself in a puppet show 
at Jawahar Kala Kendra, and if the show interests you enough, you 
could end up buying a couple of puppet souvenirs. 

Quirky 
If all the grandeur makes you crave a piece of it for yourself, you 
can watch a polo match at Rambagh Polo Ground and feel truly 
aristocratic. Or, if you get lucky you could even witness the famed 
Indian Rope Trick or snake charmers at work. To cool off, head to 
the original Lassiwala on MI Road (his shop has a board which 
reads ‘Shop 312’) to down some mango lassi in a clay cup.

One of the little-known places in Jaipur is the Mahavaton ka 
Mohalla. It is a must-visit for anyone faintly familiar with the 
importance bestowed upon elephants in India. A reincarnation of 
the Hindu god of auspicious beginnings Ganesha, the elephant is 
respected and loved here, and in this colony reside the mahouts or 
trainers of this gentle giant.

Also visit Galta, a monkey temple, now in ruins, where one of 
three sacred pools has been inhabited by thousands of monkeys, 
friendly and always ready to be fed.

Luxury 
Jaipur is a city where with every step, heritage will follow, so 
where you stay should reflect the same historical wealth. Rambagh 
Palace, run by the Taj Group, promises such an experience. You 
can stay at the famed Peacock Suite and look out at where the 

q Below: The aptly named Hawa Mahal’s exterior resembles nothing so much as  
a beehive.

Left: Most forts in Rajasthan, such as Amber Fort, were situated atop hills so that the 
armies could be notified and readied well in advance in case of any threats. 
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Fact file
Getting there  
Jet Airways has daily flights to Delhi and Jaipur from all 
major cities across India. 

Getting around 
The Golden Triangle, being a popular tourist route, is well-
connected by public and private transport. The new Yamuna 
Expressway between Delhi and Agra cuts down the travel 
time by four hours. The highways connecting Jaipur with 
Agra and Delhi respectively boast wide roads, and several bus 
and taxi operators offer tour packages for the route.

Special offer 
JetEscapes offers visitors a 4N/5D holiday as part of its 
Golden Triangle Escapes package, which includes return air 
travel, airport transfers, accommodation, sightseeing and 
travel insurance. For further details and bookings, visit 
www.jetairways.com

Alternative 
A completely different (and princely) way to explore this 
Triangle is aboard one of India’s luxury trains. The Palace 
on Wheels (www.palaceonwheels.net) begins its eight-day 
journey from New Delhi, and wends its way to Agra via 
Rajasthan before coming full circle.  

For more information:  
Log on to www.delhitourism.nic.in, www.up-tourism.com, 
www.rajasthantourism.gov.in

Reading a city
Delhi: With simple accounts of daily life, City of Djinns by 
William Dalrymple brings out facets of the city that even its 
oldest residents may not be aware of. Delhi: Adventures in a 
Megacity by Sam Miller is a walk through the national capital, 
literally. Besides these, Raghu Rai’s Delhi (William Dalrymple 
and Raghu Rai), Delhi Then and Now (Narayani Gupta and 
Dilip Bobb) and Beato’s Delhi: 1857 and Beyond by Jim 
Masselos offer different perspectives on this ancient city.   

Agra: Taj Mahal by Giles Tillotson illustrates the many 
meanings the astounding marble masterpiece has come to 
acquire. Beneath a Marble Sky by John Shors is a fictional 
account of Shah Jahan’s love for his wife.

Jaipur: Live the royal life vicariously through A Princess 
Remembers: The Memoirs of the Maharani of Jaipur, the 
autobiography of Maharani Gayatri Devi, while Jaipur Nama 
by Giles Tillotson is Jaipur’s history through a not-so-royal 
vision: that of various representatives of the British Raj.

Maharaja used to play Holi. You can also request the Kohinoor 
Villa at the Oberoi Rajvilas and pamper yourself in your own 60-ft 
private pool. 

A legacy of history, heritage and a deep melding of cultures is 
what really joins these three cities. Triangle or not, on this route,  
you will come full circle, deeply enriched.

t Left: Culture and history buffs can take a detour from Jaipur to see traditional 
havelis, many of which have been restored, in the interiors of Rajasthan.
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