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Travel : Going off track 
 
Quiet nice!  
 
There's a real Ramgarh out there, and it's devastatingly quaint, says TV anchor Mini Mathur. So move over 
Gabbar Singh  
 
 
By Mini Mathur  
Posted On Sunday, November 30, 2008 at 02:21:05 AM  

Rockpool at Suigarh 
 
When my brother Manish decided to buy the steep side of a hill in a relatively unheard of, sleepy little hamlet in 
the Kumaon Himalayas called Ramgarh, the reactions in our family ranged from ‘surprise' to ‘so, he has finally lost 
it' to ‘plain horror'… the last of them being my dad's.  
 
The only Ramgarh we had heard of till then, was the fictitious town in the classic Sholay where Gabbar met his 
nemesis. So when Manish decided that he, a seasoned investment banker, would make his home here… we all 
had our doubts.  
 
Destination Ramgarh  
Over the next two years, he kept inviting me to see the progress on his home but I kept resisting. You see, I am a 
beach bum, a diver, a lover of corrals and sharks. I find spirituality in the sun, turf and beach barbeques. Though I 
have travelled extensively in the mountains while hosting my travel show, and also because my husband is an 
avid trekker/mountain goat, to me the mountains always come with hard work and spartan living.  
 
Finally, in the last week of the year, I headed to Ramgarh in the company of my overworked friends - Maria and 
Arshad Warsi, Sandhya Mridul and Amit Ashar - enticing them with thoughts of pure oxygen and the possibility of 
snowfall. A flight to Delhi, a quick dinner at the legendary Karim's at Jama Masjid and we were off to the railway 
station aboard the Ranikhet Express. The moment we stepped out in Kathgodam at 6 am, I could smell the crisp 
air and the pine cones. I knew we were on the fringes of paradise already.  
 
•  The only Ramgarh we had heard of till then, was the fictitious town in the classic Sholay where Gabbar 
met his nemesis. So when Manish decided that he, a seasoned investment banker, would make his home 
here, we all had our doubts  
 
Gimme more!  
An hour's drive uphill and we were at the gates of my brother's property, ‘Soulitude'. Nothing - and I mean nothing 
- could have prepared me for what we saw. Staring at us from the large wooden deck of Soulitude was a dramatic 
panoramic view of Nanda Devi, Trishul, Panchachuli, Nandakot, Nandaghunti and Kamet. The sheer natural 
beauty, the majestic sunrise over the snowcapped peaks of the Kumaon Himalayas, the silence broken only by 
the birds, the lush forests coupled with the sheer size, luxury and indulgence of this unique property.  
 
Rapture over, we sauntered around to take in this lovely abode, each room with a different décor and theme, real 
old-fashioned wooden fireplaces, heartbreakingly beautiful bathrooms, a huge warm living room, a bar that boasts 
of the most exclusive single malts and wines from across the globe, a library, many decks, lush gardens with the 
fragrance of mint, roses and thyme, and a chef who can spin magic... all nestle on this private hillside with its own 
fruit orchards of the choicest peaches, pears, apricots, plums, apples, walnuts and almonds and herbs.  
 
My next thought was, "Oh God, we can't be here just for five days! Can we postpone our tickets? Can we all get 
by, by not shooting for at least 10 more days?" This reaction, I'm told, is a regular pattern with all visitors to 
Soulitude. Most of my brother's friends keep returning with their friends, which has necessitated a total of 11 
bedrooms and on their insistence, my brother shall soon morph it into a boutique hotel open only to a very select 
few.  
 
 

The quaint Victorian bridge 
 
What, no fellow tourists?  
So what is so fantastic about this place that it warrants a travel piece? I deliberated on a lot of my favourite travel 
destinations but the choice was clear. Ramgarh, at an altitude of 7200 feet, is so off-the-beaten track that there is 
little or no tourist traffic here. No mall road, no horse rides, no ice cream vendors, and no tree graffiti. It's almost 
perfect.  
 
Although there is a Neemrana property and Cedar Lodge as staying options, Ramgarh is still frequented by word-
of-mouth visitors only, which is why the treks, the forests, the streams are still so pristine and seemingly 
undiscovered.  
 
And yet it's only 22 km or a short 45 minutes drive from Nainital. Other places within one hour driving distance 
include Mukhteshwar, Bhimtal, Sattal, Naukuchiatal and Sitla. In a little over 2 hours one can reach Almora, 
Ranikhet, Kausani, and Binsar.  
 
Tagore Top  
I believe the natural beauty of Ramgarh has been a source of inspiration to great writers and artists, including 
Rabindranath Tagore, who wrote one of his most famous works - Gitanjali from a hilltop in Ramgarh. Mahadevi 
Verma also spent a long time here. Her home is now converted into a charming library of her works.  
 
My husband Kabir and Arshad were both working on the script of their respective films and would disappear for 
hours and write furiously... obviously very taken in by the literary abundance! We would set off on a new 
adventure  
 
I don't think any of us have ever had a better meal in our lives. And Arshad (Warsi's) day was made when he was 
asked a rare question: "Aap kya kaam karte hain, saab?"  
 
each morning in sub-zero temperatures only to be greeted with the warm sunshine halfway through our treks. We 
went to ‘Tagore top', where the remains of his house still attract writers plagued with a block.  
 
Arrey, baba  
The second day we trekked right up to the top of a nearby hill, to an old temple dedicated to Lord Shiva, which the 
locals hold in great reverence. We met a friendly ‘baba' who we figured was smoking peace pipes but made us 
the most delicious coffee ever. He very graciously took us in to his mud-caked, surreal hut that had the most 
unbelievable earthy smell and regaled us with stories of a tiger that he had sheltered throughout a winter night.  
 
Perhaps the most exhilarating and exciting trek was down a mountain to a local village called Suigarh. Once 
there, we came to an irresistible gushing stream replete with a rock pool, an emerald green lagoon and a beautiful 
waterfall over a stone henge. It was right out of Leonardo di Caprio's The Beach.  
 
We sat there for hours, just taking in the sound and the sprays. No one felt like talking. We just unwound, 
uncorked and pontificated. Hit by starvation, we found ourselves at the mercy of the warmest, simplest of village 
homes…  
 
Puran, a local, plucked out fresh potatoes, peeled and fried them into a local staple dish called "aloo ke gutke" 
and served it with a fantastic masala and twigs that served as toothpicks. I don't think any of us have ever had a 
better meal in our lives. And Arshad's day was made when he was asked a rare question: "Aap kya kaam karte 
hain, saab?"  
 
The walk back through the village took us through another marvel - a 90 year old wooden bridge that is so 
European in character that it made for the most picturesque and unexpected sight. Kabir and Amit must have shot 
200 slides in 10 minutes. And as if on cue, it started getting misty. Oh yeah... there is a God... and he liked us ... 
at least for that moment.  
 

Mini with Sandhya Mridul, Arshad Warsi and Maria 
Goretti 
 
Soul reason  
Each of these morning treks was followed by a 5 km evening walk to the local ‘Bhattji ka dhaba' who made us 
excellent samosas with a unique ‘herbal' chutney - the recipe of which is as closely guarded as the kohinoor. 
Dinners at Soulitude ranged from exotic outdoor barbeques to Italian and Chinese fare, rounded off with mint and 
herb tea sourced from its own slopes.  
 
I came back happy that my brother (I hope he isn't reading this) is a madcap genius to have created this haven in 
the middle of a sleepy, gorgeous hamlet waiting to be explored... in soulitude!  
 
 
•  I don't think any of us have ever had a better meal in our lives. And Arshad (Warsi's) day was made 
when he was asked a rare question: "Aap kya kaam karte hain, saab?" 
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