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How to use this Rough Guides Snapshot
This Rough Guides Snapshot is one of a new generation of informative and easy-to-use travel-guide eBooks that guarantees you make the most of your visit. An essential tool for pre-trip planning, it also makes a great travel companion when youre on the road.
Introduction to Uttar Pradesh is a good place to start,   with an overview of the regions big attractions and a list of highlights. From the table of contents, you   can click straight to the main sections of the guide. Shorter contents lists appear at the start of the main sections, and   are designed to make navigation quick and easy. You can jump back to these by   tapping the links that sit with an arrow icon. Youll find   practical information on the country as a whole, including details on flights   and entry requirements, in India Basics.
All of the main areas have a comprehensive map, which can also be viewed in the dedicated map section, accessible from the table of contents. Depending on your hardware, you will be able to double-tap on the maps to see larger-scale versions fill your screen.
Throughout the guide, weve flagged up our favourite places  a perfectly sited hotel, an atmospheric caf, a special restaurant  with [image: Author pick]. You can select your own favourites and create a personalized itinerary by bookmarking the sights, venues and activities that are of interest, giving you the quickest possible access to everything youll need for your time away.


Introduction to Uttar Pradesh
Highlights >

UTTAR PRADESH, or the Northern State  formerly the United Provinces, but always UP  is the heartland of Hinduism and Hindi, dominating the nation in culture, religion, language and politics. A vast, steamy plain of the Ganges, its history is very much the history of India, and its temples and monuments  Buddhist, Hindu and Muslim  are among the most impressive in the country.
Western UP, which adjoins Delhi, has always been close to Indias centre of power. Its main city, Agra, once the Mughal capital, is home to the Taj Mahal, and a short hop from the abandoned Mughal city of Fatehpur Sikri. Central UP constituted the Kingdom of Avadh, the last centre of independent Muslim rule in northern India until the British unceremoniously took it over, fuelling the resentment that led to the 1857 uprising, in which its capital Lucknow (now UPs state capital), played such a celebrated role.
Bundelkhand  the area north of the craggy Vindhya Mountains, which stretch across northeastern Madhya Pradesh  was part of a ninth-century kingdom carved out by the Chandella Rajputs. The same kingdom included Khajuraho in Madhya Pradesh, for which Jhansi  another centre of resistance in 1857  is a convenient jumping-off point.
In eastern UP lies Hinduisms holiest city, the tirtha (crossing-place) of Varanasi, where its believed death transports the soul to final liberation. Sacred since antiquity, it was frequented by Mahavira, the founder of Jainism, and also by Buddha, who preached his first sermon in nearby Sarnath.
Although UP was once a thriving centre of Islamic jurisprudence and culture, many Muslims departed during the years after Independence, and the Muslim population now comprises just sixteen percent. As the heart of what is known as the cow belt (equivalent to Americas bible belt), UP has been plagued by caste politics and was for some years dominated by the Hindu sectarian BJP. It acquired an unfortunate reputation as the focus of bitter communal tensions, most notoriously in the wake of the 1992 destruction of the Babri Masjid mosque in Ayodhya (east of Lucknow, near Faizabad), which sparked off sectarian riots across India. In recent years, state politics has been dominated by two largely local left-wing parties, the socialist Samajwadi Party (SP) and the mainly low-caste Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP).
With an efficient if basic state bus system and an excellent railway network, travelling around the state is generally straightforward (except in Bundelkhand in the south). The major tourist cities, Agra and Varanasi, have been coping with visitors and pilgrims for centuries, and today have good transport connections and all the facilities a traveller might need. UP Tourism (www.up-tourism.com) has offices in most major towns.
For details on getting to India and travelling across the country, as well as information on entry requirements, health and insurance, food, culture and etiquette, sports and shopping, turn to the Basics section.
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Highlights
Taj Mahal The worlds most beautiful building, marking the zenith of Mughal architecture, never fails to impress. 


Akbars mausoleum, Sikandra The great Mughals tomb looks just as it does in old miniatures, with tame monkeys and deer wandering in its ornamental gardens. 


Fatehpur Sikri An awesomely grand, deserted palace complex, straddling an arid ridge near the Rajasthani border. 


Kalinjar Fort Remote fortifications in Uttar Pradeshs dusty badlands, far from the tourist trail. 


Varanasi Take a boat on the Ganges before dawn to watch the sun rise over Indias most ancient and sacred city. 


Sarnath Evocative ruins on the site where the Buddha gave his first sermon. 
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 The splendour of AGRA  Indias capital under the Mughals  remains undiminished, from the massive fort to the magnificent Taj Mahal. Along with Delhi, 204km northwest, and Jaipur in Rajasthan, Agra is the third apex of the Golden Triangle, Indias most popular tourist itinerary. It fully merits that status; the Taj effortlessly transcends all the frippery and commercialism that surrounds it, and continues to have a fresh and immediate impact on all who see it. That said, Agra city itself can be an intense experience, even for seasoned India hands. The traffic pollution is appalling (some mornings you can barely see the sun through the fog of fumes), and as a tourist youll have to contend with crowds at the major monuments, high admission fees and some of Asias most persistent touts, commission merchants and rickshaw-wallahs. Dont, however, let this put you off. Although its possible to see Agra on a day-trip from Delhi, the Taj alone deserves so much more  a fleeting visit would miss the subtleties of its many moods, as the light changes from sunrise to sunset  while the citys other sights and Fatehpur Sikri can easily fill several days.
[image: ]
Some history
 Little is known of the pre-Muslim history of Agra, but a 1080 AD account describes a robust fort here, with a flourishing city strategically placed at the crossroads between the north and the centre of India. Agra remained a minor administrative centre until 1504, when the Delhi Sultan, Sikandar Lodi, moved his capital here to keep a check on the warring factions of his empire. The ruins of his city can still be seen on the Yamuna Rivers east bank. After defeating the last Lodi sultan, Ibrahim Lodi, at Panipat in 1526, Babur, the founder of the Mughal empire, sent ahead his son Humayun to capture Agra. In gratitude for their benevolent treatment at his hands, the family of the Raja of Gwalior rewarded the Mughal with jewellery and precious stones  among them the legendary Koh-i-noor Diamond, now among Britains crown jewels.
 Agra saw its heyday under Humayuns son, Akbar the Great (15561605), when Agra Fort was built, and it remained the empires capital for over a century. Even when Shah Jahan, Jahangirs son and successor, built a new city in Delhi  Shahjahanabad, now known as Old Delhi  his heart remained in Agra. He pulled down many of the earlier red-sandstone structures in the fort, replacing them with his trademark  exquisite marble buildings. The empire flourished under his successor Aurangzeb (16581707), although his intolerance towards non-Muslims stirred up a hornets nest. Agra was occupied successively by the Jats, the Marathas, and eventually the British.
 After the 1857 uprising, the city lost the headquarters of the government of the Northwestern Provinces and the High Court to Allahabad and went into a period of decline. Its Mughal treasures have ensured its survival, and today the city is once again prospering, as an industrial and commercial centre as well as a tourist destination.
Arrival and departure

By plane >
By train >
By bus >

By plane
 Kheria airport, 7km southwest of town (0562/240 0569), has seasonal Kingfisher flights to Delhi, but given the time needed to check in and travel between airports and city centres, its just as fast, and a lot cheaper and easier, to go by train.
By train
Agra has six railway stations, but visitors generally use only two of them. The busiest is Agra Cantonment (Cantt), in the southwest, which serves Delhi, Gwalior, Jhansi and most points south. Trains from Rajasthan pull in close to the Jama Masjid at Agra Fort station (a few also stop at Agra Cantt). Agra Cantt is more convenient for the hotels around Sadar Bazaar, while Agra Fort Station is slightly closer to the Taj Ganj area; both are a fair way from the hotels along Fatehabad Road.
 Theres a pre-paid auto-rickshaw/taxi booth at Agra Cantonment Station (Rs52/85 to anywhere in town); drivers may collar you on your way out, trying to grab you before you reach the pre-paid booth so as to overcharge you or work some commission scam. Cycle rickshaws wait in the forecourt outside, but are slow if youre going to Fatehabad Road or Taj Ganj. Cycle rickshaw and auto drivers may try to earn commission by taking you to a hotel of their choosing, and may therefore claim (falsely) that the hotel of your choice is closed.
 Train tickets, especially to the capital, should be booked well in advance at either Agra Cantonment or Agra Fort stations; both have computerized booking offices and separate tourist counters. Trains for Delhi leave from Cantonment Station, the fastest, most comfortable and most expensive being the Shatabdi Express #2001 to New Delhi (8.30pm except Fri; 2hr). The Taj Express #2279 to Hazrat Nizamuddin (6.55pm daily; 3hr 05min) is an alternative option. In the other direction, the Shatabdi Express #2002 (8.17am except Fri) travels to Gwalior (1hr 20min) and on to Jhansi (2hr 30min). From Jhansi you can get a bus to Khajuraho, but you can also get there direct three times a week on the Sampark Kranti Express #2448, leaving Agra Cantonment at 12.25am on Tuesday (Mon night), Friday (Thurs night) and Sunday (Sat night), to arrive in Khajuraho fresh and early at 7.50am. A convenient but relatively slow early-morning service to New Delhi is the Intercity Express #4211 (6am; 4hr 15min); the fastest midday train is the Kerala Express #2625 (10.28am; 3hr 12min). Jaipur trains from Agra include the 5.40pm #2965 GwaliorUdaipur Super Express from Cantonment (arrives 10.13pm) and the 6.15am #4853/4863/4865 Marudhar Express from Agra Fort (arrives 11.30am). The Marudhar Express will also get you to Jodhpur (arrives 5.30pm), or you can travel overnight on the #2307 HowrahJodhpur Express at 7.35pm, which arrives at 6.30am next morning; some carriages split off at Merta Road, destination Bikaner (arrive 8.15am). For Kolkata, the AjmerSealdah Express #2988 leaves Agra Fort at 7.52pm, pulling into Sealdah at 3.45pm next day. To Lucknow, the 10pm #9037/9039 Avadh Express from Agra Fort, though not the fastest service, runs daily overnight, arriving at 6.25am next morning. The best train for Varanasi is the nightly #4854/4864/4866 Marudhar Express (9.20pm from Agra Fort, arriving 8.35am Wed, Sat & Mon, but later on other days). For Goa, the #2780 Goa Express leaves Agra Cantonment at 5.50pm, pulling in at Vasco 36hr 40min later (at 6.30am); the two night departures for Chennai (the #2616 GT Express at 9.52pm and the #2622 Tamil Nadu Express at 1.10am) are faster, the #2622 taking only 30hr.
< Back to Arrival and departure
By bus
Buses from Rajasthan and some services from Delhi terminate at Idgah Bus Stand close to Agra Cantonment Station, and a few local services from other destinations arrive at Agra Fort Bus Stand, just west of the fort, and some buses from Delhi stop outside the fort gate, where youll have no trouble finding a rickshaw. Other bus services arrive at the new Inter-state Bus Terminal (ISBT), 12km north of town at Transport Nagar, just off the DelhiAgra highway. From there, an auto into town will cost some Rs70, but if youre really determined to get into Agra proper on the cheap, you can walk down to the highway and pick up a shared auto (Rs57) to Baghwan Cinema, and another one from there to Gwalior Road or Agra Fort bus station (Rs10). One scam to be aware of on buses to Idgah is that they sometimes make a stop in the suburbs, about 6km out, where rickshaw drivers (sometimes in collusion with the bus drivers) may claim that your vehicle has reached the end of the line, and that you need to disembark; if there are still Indian passengers on the bus, sit tight till you get to Idgah.
 Travelling by bus along the main highways, especially to the capital on the Grand Trunk road and to Jaipur on NH-11, is considerably more hair-raising than travelling the same routes by train. Accidents, most of them head-on collisions with other buses or trucks, are disconcertingly frequent.
 Idgah Bus Stand, near Cantonment station in the southwest of town, has services to Fatehpur Sikri (every 30min; 1hr1hr 30min), Delhi (every 10min; 56hr), Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan. For Rajasthani destinations beyond Jaipur, take a bus to Jaipur (every 30 mins; 56hr) and pick up a connecting service (an exception is Ajmer, which has four daily direct services, taking 10hr). Deluxe and a/c services for Jaipur leave from the forecourt of Hotel Shakpura, next to the bus stand. The 12hr ride to Khajuraho (leaving at 5am) is a bit gruelling  its better to take the train, or failing that, take a train to Jhansi (3hr) and pick up a bus there (5hr).
 The ISBT in Transport Nagar has services to UP destinations such as Lucknow (hourly; 9hr 30min) and Varanasi (2 daily; 14hr), as well as to Haridwar (3 daily; 10hr), Rishikesh (3 daily; 12hr) and Dehra Dun (5 daily; 13hr).
 Hotels and travel agents can book seats on private buses to Delhi, Gwalior, Khajuraho, Lucknow and Nainital.
< Back to Arrival and departure
Information
 Agra has two tourist offices, India Tourism at 191 The Mall (MonFri 9am5pm, Sat 9am2pm; 0562/222 6368), and UP Tourism at 64 Taj Road (MonSat 10am5pm; 0562/222 6378); there is also an information booth (24hr; 0562/242 1204) at Cantonment Station. UP Tourism runs a whistlestop tour (daily except Friday) of Agra aimed mainly at day-trippers from Delhi. The tour leaves the India Tourism office at around 9.45am, and Agra Cantonment Railway station at around 10.20am, coinciding with the Taj Express from Delhi, which arrives at 10.07am. The full-day tour (Rs1700 including all entrance and guide fees) whisks you at breakneck speed around the Taj, Agra Fort and Fatehpur Sikri, ending at around 6pm in time for the Taj Express back to Delhi at 6.55pm; you can also join the tour just for the afternoon visit to Fatehpur Sikri (Rs550). Tours can be booked either through the UP Tourism or India Tourism offices.
< Back to Agra
City transport
 Agra is very spread out and its sights too widely separated to explore on foot, so wherever youre staying youll end up spending a fair amount of time in rickshaws or taxis. Getting from one part of the city to another can prove surprisingly time-consuming, and crossing from one side of the Yamuna River to the other is particularly tedious, given the condition of the city centres two over-used and under-maintained bridges.
Cycle rickshaws are good for short trips and provide a livelihood for some of the citys poorest inhabitants, as well as being cleaner and greener than autos, but are slow for long journeys, and rickshaw drivers are the biggest source of hassle in Agra  attempt to walk anywhere, and they will be constantly on your case, though walking on the right-hand side of the street makes it harder for them to follow you.
Auto-rickshaws are faster and fares, including waiting time, are very reasonable if you haggle: sample fares from Taj Ganj are Rs4050 to Sadar Bazaar, Rs5070 to Agra Cantt Station, and Rs3040 to the fort. Taxis are handy for longer trips to Sikandra or Fatehpur Sikri; agree a fare before you set off. There are taxi ranks at the stations, or your hotel should be able to arrange a vehicle. Theres also a cheap and environmentally friendly electric bus (Rs5) which shuttles back and forth between the fort and the west gate of the Taj Mahal, though you could easily spend twenty or thirty minutes waiting for it to arrive.
 On rickshaws and taxis, haggle hard. Agra sees so many fresh tourists that drivers almost always quote significantly inflated prices to start with (the best policy, if a rickshaw driver names a silly price, is simply to walk away  theyll usually chase after you and offer a more realistic fare). Also, note that the main agenda for many rickshaw- and taxi-drivers is to get you into shops that pay them commission, added to your bill of course; if they offer you a ride for an absurdly low price, this is what their aim is.
 Many locals get around by bicycle, but for foreigners unused to the anarchic traffic and treacherous road surfaces, travel on two wheels can be stressful and potentially dangerous. Youre better off hiring a cycle rickshaw and getting someone else to do the pedalling for you.
 Motorized vehicles are excluded from a small area around the Taj, supposedly to protect it from pollution. This makes the roads beside the Taj quite peaceful, but a taxi or auto will have to drop you short of your hotel if its within the exclusion zone.
< Back to Agra
Accommodation

Taj Ganj >
Cantonment and Sadar Bazaar >
Fatehabad Road and around >

Taj Ganj, the jumble of narrow lanes immediately south of the Taj, is where most budget travellers end up in Agra. With their unrivalled rooftop views, laid-back cafs and low room rates, the little guesthouses here can be great places to stay, though some are quite basic. There are more modern and upmarket lodgings along Fatehabad Road, southwest of Taj Ganj, while the leafier Cantonment area and the adjacent Sadar Bazaar have places to suit every budget, as well as offering a convenient location more or less at the centre of the city. The Taj Ganj hotels and guesthouses listed below are marked on the Taj Ganj map; all other accommodation appears on the Agra map.
Taj Ganj
[image: Author pick] Amarvilas East Gate 0562/223 1515, www.oberoihotels.com. Easily the loveliest (and most expensive) hotel in Agra, virtually a work of art in its own right, constructed in a serene blend of Mughal and Moorish styles around a gorgeous charbagh-style courtyard water garden  particularly magical by night. Most rooms have Taj views (prices start at $709). Facilities include a large pool, idyllic terraced gardens, two smart restaurants and a very chichi bar. Rs7001 and over


Kamal Chowk Kagzi 0562/233 0126, hotelkamal@hotmail.com. Right in the thick of the Taj Ganj action, with well-maintained rooms (but no hot showers in the cheapest ones) and a great view from the rooftop restaurant. Rs3011200


Shah Jahan Chowk Kagzi 0562/320 0240, shahjahan_hotel@hotmail.com. Looks grotty at first glance, but the rooms are fresh, clean and good value, and even the cheapest have hot showers. Theres a rooftop restaurant, and internet access downstairs. Rs3011200


Shanti Lodge Chowk Kagzi 0562/233 1973, shantilodge2000@yahoo.co.in. Deservedly popular backpacker lodge with superb Taj views from the rooftop restaurant, a mixed bag of rooms, including some of the cheapest in town (but those in the annexe are newer and larger), and good deals for single occupancy. Rs300700


Sheela East Gate 0562/233 1973, www.hotelsheelaagra.com. Clean and spacious rooms ranged around a lovely little garden, with fan, air-cooled and a/c options, friendly staff and a good restaurant, but the cheapest rooms arent such great value, with hot water in buckets only. Rs3011200


Sidhartha West Gate 0562/233 0901, www.hotelsidhartha.com. Bigger and better rooms than the other Taj Ganj budget joints, set around a restaurant in a leafy courtyard that includes fragments of Mughal-era walls, but cheapest rooms lack hot running water. Rs3011200


Taj Plaza East Gate 0562/223 2515, www.hoteltajplaza.com. A slightly more upmarket alternative to the nearby Taj Ganj guesthouses, this small modern hotel has a range of clean, bright air-cooled and a/c rooms with cable TV; the more expensive ones are well overpriced but have good Taj views. Rs7014500


[image: ]
< Back to Accommodation
Cantonment and Sadar Bazaar
Clarks Shiraz 54 Taj Rd 0562/222 6121, www.hotelclarksshiraz.com. Sprawling five-star in a pleasant cantonment setting with small but cosy rooms, the more expensive of which have distant Taj views. Facilities include three restaurants, two bars, a swimming pool and a health club. Rooms start at Rs6300, with the most expensive in the $140 range. Rs45017001 and over


Hilltop 21 The Mall 0562/222 6836, hotelhilltopagra@yahoo.com. Set in pleasant grounds with peacocks and parrots, this place is a little bit ramshackle, and the cheaper rooms are on the small side, but the smarter ones are better value. If youre utterly strapped for cash, there are also some ultra-basic cell-like singles with shared bath for just Rs120, and you can camp for Rs150. Rough Guide readers are promised a discount. Rs5011200


Sakura Near Idgah Bus Station 0562/242 0169, www.hotelsakuraagra.com. Well-run and good-value guesthouse on the west side of town. Rooms (all with air-coolers) are large, bright, spacious and nicely furnished, and the helpful owner is a mine of local information. The only drawback is the location: handy for Idgah bus and Cantonment train stations, but a bit of a hike from everywhere else. Rs3011200


[image: Author pick] Tourists Rest House Kutchery Rd, Baluganj 0562/246 3961, dontworrychickencurry@hotmail.com. One of Agras top budget options, with a range of bright, competitively priced rooms around a tranquil leafy courtyard; all but the very cheapest have hot running water. Theres also a phone booth, wi-fi internet, back-up generator and free pick-up from bus or train stations with a days notice (rickshaw drivers may try to take you to a commission-paying soundalike). Rs300700


Yamuna View 6-B The Mall 0562/246 2989, www.hotelyamunaviewagra.com. Conveniently central but run-of-the-mill five-star. Rooms are rather plush, though showing a little wear and tear. Facilities include a pool, a bar and a couple of smart restaurants, including the snazzy Mandarin. Doubles from $105. Rs7001 and over


< Back to Accommodation
Fatehabad Road and around
Amar Yatri Niwas Fatehabad Rd 0562/223 3030, www.amaryatriniwas.com. Good-value mid-range hotel with well-maintained rooms (the cheaper ones small but still very comfortable) and a multi-cuisine restaurant. Rs12013000


The Gateway Fatehabad Rd 0562/660 2000, www.tajhotels.com/gateway. This boxy little place doesnt look like much from the outside, but has lots of style within. Rooms (some with distant Taj views) are amongst the most attractive in Agra, cheerfully decorated in orange and white, while public areas are pleasantly plush and theres the usual range of five-star amenities including a pool. Doubles from $209 at the rack rate, but usually less. Rs7001 and over


Mayur Tourist Complex Fatehabad Rd 0562/233 2302, mayur268@rediffmail.com. Dinky pagoda-like cottages with attached bathrooms around a large garden (generally peaceful, but often used for weddings NovJan). Facilities include a multi-cuisine restaurant, dingy bar and swimming pool. Camping is also possible (Rs600/person). Rs12013000


Safari Shaheed Nagar, Shamsabad Rd 0562/248 0106, hotelsafari@hotmail.com. Friendly and relaxed hotel on the southern side of town. Rooms (fan, air-cooled and a/c) are rather old, but clean and very well looked after, and there are views of the distant Taj from the rooftop caf. Good value, though the location is a bit out of the way. Rs301700


Trident Tajnagri, Fatehabad Rd 0562/233 2400, www.tridenthotels.com. A peaceful five-star, whose cheerful rooms (including two adapted for wheelchair users) are in low-lying buildings around a spacious garden with a large pool and multi-cuisine restaurant. The rack rate for doubles starts at $221. Rs7001 and over


< Back to Accommodation
The City
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 Agra is huge and disorienting. Theres no real centre, but rather a series of self-contained bazaar districts embedded within the formless urban sprawl, which stretches over an area of well over twenty square kilometres. Most of the citys major Mughal monuments are lined up along the banks of the Yamuna River, which bounds the citys eastern edge, including the Taj Mahal. Clustered around the Taj, the tangled little streets of Taj Ganj are home to most of the citys cheap accommodation and backpacker cafs. A couple of kilometres to the west, on the far side of the leafy Cantonment area, lies Sadar Bazaar, linked to Taj Ganj by Fatehabad Road, where youll find many of the citys smarter places to stay, as well as numerous restaurants and crafts emporia. Northwest of Taj Ganj lies Agra Fort and, beyond, the third of the citys main commercial districts, Kinari Bazaar, centred on the massive Jama Masjid.
 The monuments in Agra date from the later phase of Mughal rule and the reigns of Akbar, Jahangir and Shah Jahan  exemplifying the ever-increasing extravagance which, by Shah Jahans time, had already begun to strain the imperial coffers and sow the seeds of political and military decline.
The Taj Mahal
 Described by Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore as a teardrop on the face of eternity, the Taj Mahal (daily 6am7pm, closed Fri; Rs750 [Rs20]) is undoubtedly the zenith of Mughal architecture. Volumes have been written on its perfection, and its image adorns countless glossy brochures and guidebooks; nonetheless, the reality never fails to overwhelm all who see it, and few words can do it justice.
 The magic of the monument is strangely undiminished by the crowds of tourists who visit, as small and insignificant as ants in the face of the immense mausoleum. That said, the Taj is at its most alluring in the relative quiet of early morning, shrouded in mist and bathed with a soft red glow. As its vast marble surfaces fall into shadow or reflect the sun, its colour changes, from soft grey and yellow to pearly cream and dazzling white. This play of light is an important decorative device, symbolically implying the presence of Allah, who is never represented in physical form.
 Overlooking the Yamuna River, the Taj Mahal stands at the northern end of a vast walled garden. Though its layout follows a distinctly Islamic theme, representing Paradise, it is above all a monument to romantic love. Shah Jahan built the Taj to enshrine the body of his favourite wife, Arjumand Bann Begum, better known by her official palace title, Mumtaz Mahal (Chosen One of the Palace), who died shortly after giving birth to her fourteenth child in 1631  the number of children she bore the emperor is itself a tribute to her hold on him, given the number of other wives and concubines which the emperor would have been able to call on. The emperor was devastated by her death, and set out to create an unsurpassed monument to her memory  its name, Taj Mahal, is simply a shortened, informal version of Mumtaz Mahals palace title. Construction by a workforce of some twenty thouand men from all over Asia commenced in 1632 and took over twenty years, not being completed until 1653. Marble was brought from Makrana, near Ajmer in Rajasthan, and semi-precious stones for decoration  onyx, amethyst, lapis lazuli, turquoise, jade, crystal, coral and mother-of-pearl  were carried to Agra from Persia, Russia, Afghanistan, Tibet, China and the Indian Ocean. Eventually, Shah Jahans pious and intolerant son Aurangzeb seized power, and the former emperor was interned in Agra Fort, where as legend would have it he lived out his final years gazing wistfully at the Taj Mahal. When he died in January 1666, his body was carried across the river to lie alongside his beloved wife in his peerless tomb.
The complex
 The south, east and west entrances all lead into the Chowk-i-Jilo Khana forecourt. The main entrance into the complex, an arched gateway topped with delicate domes and adorned with Koranic verses and inlaid floral designs, stands at the northern edge of Chowk-i-Jilo Khana, directly aligned with the Taj, but shielding it from the view of those who wait outside.
 Once through the gateway, youll see the Taj itself at the end of the huge charbagh (literally four gardens), a garden dissected into four quadrants by waterways (usually dry), evoking the Koranic description of Paradise, where rivers flow with water, milk, wine and honey. Introduced by Babur from Central Asia, charbaghs remained fashionable throughout the Mughal era. Unlike other Mughal mausoleums such as Akbars and Humayuns, the Taj isnt at the centre of the charbagh, but at the northern end, presumably to exploit its riverside setting.
 The Tajs museum, in the enclosures western wall (in theory daily except Fri 8am5pm, although it sometimes shuts for no apparent reason; Rs5), features exquisite miniature paintings, two marble pillars believed to have come from the fort and portraits of Mughal rulers including Shah Jahan and Mumtaz Mahal, as well as architectural drawings of the Taj and examples of pietra dura stone inlay work.
 Steps lead from the far end of the gardens up to the high square marble platform on which the mausoleum itself sits, each corner marked by a tall, tapering minaret. To the west of the tomb is a domed red-sandstone mosque and to the east a replica jawab, put there to complete the architectural symmetry of the complex  it cannot be used as a mosque as it faces away from Mecca.
 The Taj itself is essentially square in shape, with pointed arches cut into its sides and topped with a huge central dome which rises for over 55m, its height accentuated by a crowning brass spire almost 17m high. On approach, the tomb looms ever larger and grander, but not until you are close do you appreciate both its sheer size and the extraordinarily fine detail of relief carving, highlighted by floral patterns of precious stones. Arabic verses praising the glory of Paradise fringe the archways, proportioned exactly so that each letter appears to be the same size when viewed from the ground.
 The south face of the tomb is the main entrance to the interior: a high octagonal chamber whose weirdly echoing interior is flushed with pale light. A marble screen, decorated with precious stones and cut so finely that it seems almost translucent, protects the cenotaph of Mumtaz Mahal in the centre, perfectly aligned with the doorway and the distant gateway into the Chowk-i-Jilo Khana, and that of Shah Jahan crammed in next to it  the only object which breaks the perfect symmetry of the entire complex. The inlay work on the marble tombs is the finest in Agra, and no pains were spared in perfecting it  some of the petals and leaves are made of up to sixty separate stone fragments. Ninety-nine names of Allah adorn the top of Mumtazs tomb, and set into Shah Jahans is a pen box, the hallmark of a male ruler. These cenotaphs, in accordance with Mughal tradition, are only representations of the real coffins, which lie in the same positions in a crypt below.
The Taj Mahal: a monument under threat
 Despite the seemingly impregnable sense of serenity and other-worldliness which clings to the Taj, in reality, Indias most famous building faces serious threats from traffic and industrial pollution, and from the millions of tourists who visit it each year. Marble is all but impervious to the onslaught of wind and rain that erodes softer sandstone, but it has no natural defence against the sulphur dioxide that lingers in a dusty haze and shrouds the monument; sometimes the smog is so dense that the tomb cannot be seen from the fort. Sulphur dioxide mixes with atmospheric moisture and settles as sulphuric acid on the surface of the tomb, making the smooth white marble yellow and flaky, and forming a subtle fungus that experts have named marble cancer.
 The main sources of pollution are the continuous flow of vehicles along the national highways that skirt the city, and the seventeen hundred factories in and around Agra  chemical effluents belched out from their chimneys are well beyond recommended safety limits. Despite laws demanding the installation of pollution-control devices, the imposition of a ban on all petrol- and diesel-fuelled traffic within 500m of the Taj Mahal, and an exclusion zone banning new industrial plants from an area of 10,400 square kilometres around the complex, pollutants in the atmosphere have continued to rise (many blame the diesel generators of nearby hotels), and new factories have been set up illegally.
 Cleaning work on the Taj Mahal rectifies the problem to some extent, but the chemicals used will themselves eventually affect the marble  attendants already shine their torches on repaired sections of marble to demonstrate how theyve lost their translucency. The government has responded by setting up a pollution monitoring station to check on levels of N2O and SO2 in the atmosphere, but in 2007 a parliamentary committee reported that, aside from the threat from these acidic gases, particulate matter in the air was slowly turning the Taj yellow; the report recommended treatment with a non-corrosive clay pack  something like a building-sized face-pack  to remove particle deposits from the marble.
 From time to time scare reports surface to the effect that the Tajs four minarets are listing and in danger of keeling over. Luckily. this proves to be a false alarm: the minarets were deliberately constructed leaning slightly outwards in order to counteract an optical illusion which would have made them appear to lean inwards when seen from ground level if they were actually exactly vertical. Despite their lean, they are quite stable.



Taj Mahal viewing practicalities
 A day ticket to see Indias most famous monument costs foreign visitors Rs750 (Rs250 to the Archeological Survey of India, Rs500 in local tax), but few regard the expense as money wasted once they are inside. To appreciate the famous play of light on the building, youd have to stick around from dawn until dusk (ticket valid all day, but only for one entrance). Ticket queues are longest at the west gate, shortest at the south gate, and at the east gate the ticket office has been shifted half a kilometre down the road to the Shilpgram crafts village. You are not allowed to enter with food (and none is available inside), nor with a mobile phone or a travel guidebook (not even this one)  these can be deposited at lockers near the entrances. Foreigners are given a free bottle of water and a pair of shoe covers on entry. The Taj entrance ticket also entitles you to tax-free entry at a few other sites if used on the same day, giving you Rs50 off the admission fee at Agra Fort, and Rs10 off at Sikandra, Itimad-ud-Daulah and Fatehpur Sikri.
 Its possible to see the Taj by moonlight on the night of the full moon itself and on the two days before and after. Only four hundred visitors are admitted per night (in batches of fifty between 8pm and midnight, but not Fridays or during Ramadan). Tickets (Rs750 [Rs510]) have to be purchased a day in advance from the ASI office, 22 The Mall (MonSat 10am6pm; 0562/222 7261). If a viewing is cancelled, youll get a refund.
 You can see the Taj for free by climbing onto a Taj Ganj hotel rooftop, or heading down the eastern side of the compound to a small Krishna temple by the river, where you can see the Taj, and also take a little boat ride (Rs100 to Rs1000, depending on the size of your camera) to see it from the river. Better still, head across the Yamuna River to Mehtab Bagh. From the opposite bank of the river the view is breathtaking, especially at dawn. You cross the river on the road bridge north of Agra Fort, and turn right when you reach the far bank, following the metalled road until it enters the village of Katchpura; here, it becomes a rough track that eventually emerges at a small Dalit shrine on the riverside, directly opposite the Taj and next to the entrance of the Mehtab Garden (daily sunrisesunset; Rs100 [Rs5]). You can see the Taj from the gardens floodlit walkways, and from outside the gardens on the riverbank. Unfortunately, you can no longer access the gardens by boat from across the river by the Taj itself.
< Back to The City
Agra Fort
 The high red-sandstone ramparts of Agra Fort (sunrisesunset; Rs300 [Rs20], Rs50 discount for foreigners on production of a Taj ticket for the same day) dominate a bend in the Yamuna River 2km northwest of the Taj Mahal. Akbar laid the foundations of this majestic citadel, built between 1565 and 1573 in the form of a half moon, on the remains of earlier Rajput fortifications. The structure developed as the seat and stronghold of the Mughal Empire for successive generations: Akbar commissioned the walls and gates, his grandson, Shah Jahan, had most of the principal buildings erected, and Aurangzeb, the last great emperor, was responsible for the ramparts.
 The curved sandstone bastions reach a height of over twenty metres and stretch for around two and a half kilometres, punctuated by a sequence of massive gates, (although only the Amar Singh Pol is currently open to visitors). The original and grandest entrance, however, was through the western side, via the Delhi Gate and Hathi Pol or Elephant Gate, now flanked by two red-sandstone towers faced in marble, but once guarded by colossal stone elephants with riders which were destroyed by Aurangzeb in 1668. Access to much of the fort is restricted, and only those parts open to the public are described below.
 Theres nowhere to buy drinks inside the fort, and exploring the complex can be thirsty work, so unless youre happy to take your chances at the public drinking taps, its a good idea to take water in with you.
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Diwan-i-Am and the great courtyard
 Entrance to the fort is through the Amar Singh Pol, actually three separate gates placed close together and at right angles to one another to disorientate any potential attackers and to deprive them of the space in which to use battering weapons against the fortifications. From here a ramp climbs gently uphill flanked by high walls (another defensive measure), through a second gate to the spacious courtyard, with tree-studded lawns, which surrounds the graceful Diwan-i-Am (Hall of Public Audience). Open on three sides, the pillared hall, which replaced an earlier wooden structure, was commissioned by Shah Jahan in 1628. The elegance of the setting would have been enhanced by the addition of brocade, carpets and satin canopies for audiences with the emperor.
 The ornate throne alcove  built to house a gem-encrusted Peacock Throne, which was eventually moved to Delhi, only to be looted from there by Nadir Shah and finishing up in Tehran  is inlaid in marble decorated with flowers and foliage in bas-relief, and connects to the royal chambers within. In front of the alcove, the Baithak, a small marble table, is where ministers would have sat to deliver petitions and receive commands. This is also where trials would have been conducted, and justice speedily implemented.
 The area to the north of the Diwan-i-Am courtyard is, sadly, closed to visitors, though you can make out the delicate white marble domes and chattris of the striking, if rather clumsily proportioned, Moti Masjid (Pearl Mosque) rising beyond the courtyard walls, best seen from the Diwan-i-Am itself. Directly in front of the Diwan-i-Am an incongruously Gothic Christian tomb marks the grave of John Russell Colvin, lieutenant governor of the Northwestern Provinces, who died here during the 1857 uprising, when Agras British population barricaded themselves inside the fort.
The royal pavilions
 Heading through the small door to the left of the throne alcove in the Diwan-i-Am and climbing the stairs beyond brings you out onto the upper level of the Macchi Bhavan (Fish Palace), a large but relatively plain two-storey structure overlooking a spacious, grassy courtyard. This was once strewn with fountains and flowerbeds, interspersed with tanks and water channels stocked with fish on which the emperor and his courtiers would practise their angling skills, though the Maharaja of Bharatpur subsequently removed some of its marble fixtures to his palace in Deeg, and William Bentinck (governor general from 1828 to 1835) auctioned off much of the palaces original mosaics and fretwork.
 On the north side of the courtyard (to the left as you enter) a small door leads to the exquisite little Nagina Masjid (Gem Mosque), made entirely of marble. Capped with three domes and approached from a marble-paved courtyard, it was commissioned by Shah Jahan for the ladies of the zenana (harem). At the rear on the right, a small balcony with beautifully carved lattice screens offers a discreet viewpoint from where ladies of the harem were able to inspect luxury goods  silks, jewellery and brocade  laid out for sale by merchants in the courtyard below, without themselves being seen.
 The raised terrace on the far side of the Macchi Bhavan is adorned by two thrones, one black slate, the other white marble. The white one was used by Shah Jahan, the black one by the future emperor Jahangir to watch elephant fights in the eastern enclosure. It now serves, somewhat less gloriously, as a favoured perch for couples posing for photos against the backdrop of the distant Taj.
 To your right (as you face the river), a high terrace overlooking the Yamuna is topped with a sequence of lavish royal apartments designed to catch the cool breezes blowing across the waters below. The first is the delicate Diwan-i-Khas (Hall of Private Audience), erected in 1635, where the emperor would have received kings, dignitaries and ambassadors, and is one of the most finely decorated buildings in the fort, with paired marble pillars and peacock arches inlaid with lapis lazuli and jasper.
 A passageway behind it leads to the tiny Mina Masjid, a plain white marble mosque built for Shah Jahan and traditionally said to have been used by him during his imprisonment here. Beyond, the passageway leads to a two-storeyed pavilion known as the Musamman Burj, famous as the spot where he is said to have caught his last glimpse of the Taj Mahal before he died, and the most elaborately decorated structure in the fort. Its lattice-screen balustrade is dotted with ornamental niches and with exquisite pietra dura inlay covering almost every surface. In front of the tower a courtyard, paved with marble octagons, centres on a pachisi board where the emperor, following his fathers example at Fatehpur Sikri, played pachisi (a form of ludo) using dancing girls as pieces.
 Past the Musamman Burj, another large courtyard, the Anguri Bagh (Grape Garden), is a miniature charbagh, its east side flanked by the marble building known as Khas Mahal (Private Palace), possibly a drawing room or the emperors sleeping chamber. The palace is flanked by two so-called Golden Pavilions, their curved roofs covered with gilded copper tiles in a style inspired by the thatched roofs of Bengali village huts. In front of the Khas Mahal, steps descend into the northeast corner of the Anguri Bagh and the Shish Mahal (Glass Palace), where royal women bathed in the soft lamplight reflected from the mirror-work mosaics that covered the walls and ceiling; unfortunately the building is currently locked, so you can only peek in through the windows.
The Jahangiri Mahal
 South of the Khas Mahal lies the huge Jahangiri Mahal (Jahangirs Palace), although the name is misleading since it was actually built for Jahangirs father, Akbar, and probably served not as a royal palace, but as a harem. Compared to the classic Mughal designs of the surrounding buildings, this robust sandstone structure has quite a few Hindu elements mixed up with traditional Mughal and Islamic motifs.
 From the central courtyard, a gateway leads out through the main gateway into the palace, whose impressive facade shows a characteristic mix of Mughal and Indian motifs, with Islamic pointed arches and inlaid mosaics combined with Hindu-style overhanging eaves supported by heavily carved brackets. Immediately in front of the palace sits Jahangirs Hauz (Jahangirs Cistern), a giant bowl with steps inside and out, made in 1611 from a single block of porphyry and inscribed in Persian. Filled with rosewater, it would have been used by the emperor as a bathtub, whilst its also believed that the emperor took it with him on his travels around the empire  though it seems difficult to credit this, given the baths size and weight.
< Back to The City
Jama Masjid and the bazaars
 Opposite the fort, and overlooking Agra Fort railway station is the citys principal mosque, the soaring red-sandstone Jama Masjid (Friday Mosque). Built in 1648 it was originally connected directly to the forts principal entrance, the Delhi Gate, by a large courtyard, but the British ran a railway line between the two, leaving the mosque stranded in no-mans land on the far side of the tracks.
 Standing on a high plinth above the chaotic streets of the surrounding bazaar (of which it affords fine views), the mosque is crowned by three large sandstone domes covered in distinctive zigzagging bands of marble. Five huge arches lead into the main prayer hall, topped by a prettily inlaid band of sandstone decorated in abstract floral patterns, while inside the mihrab is surrounded by delicate flourishes of Koranic script, inlaid in black, a design mirrored in the principal archway.
 The space around the base of the mosque is now filled with the crowded  but refreshingly hassle-free  streets of Kinari Bazaar, a fascinating warren crammed full with shops and stalls, though the numbers of people, scooters, cycle rickshaws and cows pushing their way through the streets make exploring it a slow and tiring business. Opposite the northeast corner of the complex, look out for the petha-wallahs, purveyors of Agras most famous sweet.
< Back to The City
Itimad-ud-daulah
 On the east bank of the Yamuna River some 3km north of Agra Fort, the beautiful Itimad-ud-daulah (pronounced Atma Dolla; daily sunrisesunset; Rs110 [Rs10]), is the tomb of Mirza Ghiyas Beg, wazir (chief minister) and father-in-law of Emperor Jahangir, who gave him the title of Itimad-ud-daulah, or Pillar of the State. The tomb is popularly known among Agras rickshaw-wallahs as the Baby Taj, and though its much smaller and less successfully proportioned than its more famous relative, it does foreshadow the Taj in being the first building in Mughal Agra to be faced entirely in marble, with lavish use of pietra dura inlay to decorate its translucent exterior walls.
 The tomb sits at the centre of a charbagh garden, though here entered from the eastern (rather than the usual southern) side, presumably to highlight its setting against the backdrop of the Yamuna River  another element of its design which anticipates that of the Taj. The buildings undersized rooftop pavilion replaces the usual dome, and has four stocky minarets stuck onto each corner. However, these imperfections seem unimportant given the superbly intricate inlay work which covers virtually the entire tomb  an incredible profusion of floral and geometrical patterning in muted reds, oranges, browns and greys that give it the appearance of an enormous, slightly hallucinogenic experiment in medieval op-art. Elegant inlaid designs showing characteristic Persian motifs including wine vases, trees and honeysuckles adorn the arches of the four entrances, and the walls inside are covered in rather eroded and clumsily restored paintings of further vases, flowers and cypresses.
< Back to The City
Chini-ka-Rauza and Rambagh
 Around 1km north of Itimad-ud-daulah is the Chini-ka-Rauza, built between 1628 and 1639 as the mausoleum of Afzal Khan, a Persian poet from Shiraz who was one of Shah Jahans ministers. As befits his origins, Afzal Khans tomb is of purely Persian design, the only such building in Agra.
 A kilometre or so north of the Chini-ka-Rauza, amidst the dusty sprawl of northern Agra, the Rambagh gardens (daily sunrisesunset; Rs110 [Rs10]) are one of the very few surviving physical remains in India from the reign of the Mughal dynastys founder Babur, though theres little left to see here now. The gardens were originally laid out in 1526 following the Persian charbagh plan, which would subsequently prove the prototype for all later Mughal gardens in the Subcontinent.
< Back to The City
Akbars mausoleum: Sikandra
 Given the Mughal tradition of magnificent tombs, it is no surprise that the mausoleum of the most distinguished Mughal ruler was one of the most ambitious structures of its time. Akbars mausoleum (daily sunrisesunset; Rs110 [Rs10]) borders the side of the main highway to Mathura at SIKANDRA, 10km northwest of Agra. Rickshaws charge at least Rs120 for the round trip, or you could hop on a Mathura-bound bus from Agra Fort Bus Stand.
 The complex is entered via its huge Buland Darwaza (Great Gate), surmounted by four tapering marble minarets, and overlaid with marble and coloured tiles in repetitive geometrical patterns, bearing the Koranic inscription These are the gardens of Eden, enter them and live forever. Through the gateway, extensive, park-like gardens are divided by fine raised sandstone walkways into the four equal quadrants of the typical Mughal charbagh design. Langur monkeys may be seen along the path, while deer roam through the tall grasses, just as they do in the Mughal miniature paintings dating from the era when the tomb was constructed, lending the whole place a magically peaceful and rural atmosphere.
 The mausoleum itself sits in the middle of the gardens, at the centre of the charbagh and directly in front of Buland Darwaza. The entire structure is one of the strangest in Mughal Agra, its huge square base topped not by the usual dome but by a three-storey open-sided sandstone construction crowned with a solid-looking marble pavilion. The mishmash design may be attributable to Jahangir, who ordered changes in the mausoleums design halfway through its construction, Akbar himself having neglected to leave finished plans for his mausoleum. By the standards of Indias other Mughal buildings, its architecturally a failure, but not without a certain whimsical charm, and much of the inlay work around the lower storey is exquisite.
 A high marble gateway in the mausoleums southern facade frames an elaborate lattice screen shielding a small vestibule painted with rich sea-blue frescoes and Koranic verses. From here a ramp leads down into a large, echoing and absolutely plain subterranean crypt, lit by a single skylight, in the centre of which stands Akbars grave, decorated with the pen-box motif, the symbol of a male ruler, which can also be seen on Shah Jahans tomb in the Taj Mahal.
 Off the road on the opposite side, a kilometre north of Sikandra, lies the altogether more modest Mariams tomb (daily sunrisesunset; Rs100 [Rs5]), the mausoleum of Akbars wife and Jahangirs mother Mariam Zamani.
< Back to The City
Eating
 In culinary terms, Agra is famous as the home of Mughlai cooking. Imitated in Indian curry houses throughout the world, the citys traditional Persian-influenced cuisine is renowned for its rich cream- and curd-based sauces, accompanied by naan and tandoori breads roasted in earthen ovens, pulao rice dishes and milky sweets such as kheer. Mughlai specialities can be sampled in many of the towns better restaurants, the majority of which can be found in Sadar Bazaar and along Fatehabad Road. There are also innumerable scruffy little travellers cafs around Taj Ganj, though standards of hygiene are often suspect and the food is generally uninspiring, with slow service the norm. Taj Ganjs saving grace is the rooftop cafs, many with fine Taj views, which cap most of its buildings  the best views are from the Kamal and Shanti Lodge guesthouses  though of course you cant see anything after dark, except on or around full-moon days.
 Local specialities of Agra are petha (crystallized pumpkin)  the best is the Panchi brand, available at various outlets all over Agra, particularly in the row of petha shops in Kinari Bazaar along the northeast side of the Jama Masjid (past Chimman Lal Puri Wale). Look out too for ghazak, a rock-hard candy with nuts, and dalmoth, a crunchy mix made with black lentils.
 Agras restaurants  including even apparently reputable establishments  are not immune to the epidemic of credit-card fraud. Its best not to pay by credit card except in the citys five-star establishments, or, if you do, to supervise the operation carefully. Other than Sheela and Joneys Place, which are shown on the Taj Ganj map, all the places listed below are marked on the Agra map.
Achman AgraDelhi Highway (NH-2), Dayal Bagh, 5km out of town near Baghwan Cinema. Highly rated among Agra-wallahs in the know, famous for its navratan korma (a mildly spiced mix of nuts, dried fruit and paneer), malai kofta and chickpea masala, as well as wonderful stuffed naans. Well off the tourist trail in the north of the city, but ideally placed for dinner on your way home from Sikandra (to which its about halfway), and reachable by shared auto from Agra Fort bus station or Gwalior Road. Mains Rs95145.


[image: Author pick] Chimman Lal Puri Wale Opposite northeast wall of Jama Masjid. An Agra institution for five generations, this much-loved little caf-restaurant looks a touch grubby from the outside, but serves delicious puri-thalis, with two veg dishes and a sweet  all for Rs30. Ideal pit-stop after visiting the Jama Masjid.


Dasaprakash Meher Theatre Complex, 1 Gwalior Rd, close to the Tourists Rest House. Offshoot of the famous Chennai restaurant, serving a limited menu of top-notch South Indian food and an extensive ice-cream menu  the hot fudge bonanza split wins by a nose. Most mains Rs80150, thalis Rs100210.


Joneys Place Chowk Kagzi, Taj Ganj. Oldest and best of the Taj Ganj travellers cafs, going since 1978, and open from 5am in case you need breakfast ahead of a dawn visit to the Taj. The Indian breakfast (puris, chickpea curry, jalebi and chai) is pretty good, or theres spaghetti, macaroni, veg or non-veg curries, even (on occasion) hummus and a version of falafel. Main dishes Rs3070.


Lakshmi Villas 50-A Sadar Bazaar. Unpretentious but deservedly popular South Indian caf in the middle of Sadar Bazaar offering the usual menu of iddlis, dosas and uttapams, plus a couple of thalis  a good, and much cheaper, alternative to Dasaprakash, with most dishes at a bargain Rs5580, thali Rs88.


The Mandarin Yamuna View Hotel. One of the best non-Indian restaurants in town, this rather snazzy-looking Chinese offers a possibly welcome change from Mughlai curries and masala dosas. The large (though rather expensive) menu features a good selection of delicately prepared dishes like stir-fried vegetables in almond sauce and chicken in honey chilli, with the emphasis on light ingredients and subtle flavours. Non-veg mains Rs330400 (seafood Rs400575).


Only Corner of The Mall and Taj Rd. One of Agras most popular North Indian restaurants, usually packed with local families and tourist groups and known for its well-prepared tandoori and Mughlai creations, though theres also a wide selection of more mainstream North Indian meat and veg standards, plus a few Chinese and continental offerings. Theres seating in an indoor a/c dining room or in the pleasant courtyard. Non-veg mains Rs140295.


Park Restaurant Taj Rd, Sadar Bazaar. A long-established favourite with both locals and tourists, this simple a/c restaurant dishes up an excellent range of classic Mughlai chicken dishes, along with more mainstream tandooris and meat and veg curries accompanied by superb naan breads, plus a modest selection of continental and Chinese favourites. Most mains Rs90185; the house speciality is a banno kebab, made of chicken pieces in spicy cashew paste (Rs200).


Sheela East Gate, Taj Ganj. The most dependable and pleasant place to eat near the Taj, with outside seating in the shady garden or inside the narrow caf. The menu features a good choice of simple Indian dishes, as well as drinks and snacks, and the fruit lassis are more of a yogurty dessert than a drink. Non-veg mains Rs90250.


Tourists Rest House Kutchery Rd, Baluganj. Atmospheric, candle-lit garden restaurant serving a modest selection of breakfasts and Indian veg dishes to a clientele of foreign backpackers. Try the tasty vegetable kofta, rounded off with banana custard. Mains Rs3580.


Zorba the Buddha E-19 Shopping Arcade, Sadar Bazaar. Aimed unashamedly at foreign tourists, though youll find Indian people eating here too, this prettily decorated little place promises no chilli unless you ask for it, and offers, along with Indian veg dishes, odd specialities such as a Hawaiian spree (vegetables and pineapple in pineapple sauce) or a fiesta (vegetables in tomato and cashew sauce), but generally tasty and well presented, at Rs90150 a throw, with a Rs350 (plus VAT) set meal. Closed in June.


< Back to Agra
Shopping
 Agra is renowned for its marble tabletops, vases and trays, inlaid with semi-precious stones in ornate floral designs, in imitation of those found in the Taj Mahal. It is also an excellent place to buy leather: Agras shoe industry supplies all India, and its tanneries export bags, briefcases and jackets. Carpets and dhurries are manufactured here too, and traditional embroidery continues to thrive. Zari and zardozi are brightly coloured, the latter building up three-dimensional patterns with fantastic motifs; chikan uses more delicate overlay techniques.
 There are several large emporiums such as the official-sounding Cottage Industries Exposition on the Fatehabad Road, which is well presented but outrageously expensive; it is one of the places youre likely to be taken to by a commission-seeking driver. Shops in the big hotels may be pricey, but their quality and service are usually more reliable. State emporiums round the Taj include UPs Gangotri, which has fixed prices. Close to the East Gate, Shilpgram is an extensive crafts village with arts and handicrafts from all over India, and occasional live music and dance performances.
 Shopping or browsing around The Mall, MG Road, Munro Road, Kinari Bazaar, Sadar Bazaar and the Taj Complex is fun, but you need to know what youre buying and be prepared to haggle; you should also be wary of ordering anything to be sent overseas. Its advisable never to let your credit card out of your sight, even for the transaction to be authorized, and you should make sure that all documentation is filled in correctly and fully so as not to allow unauthorized later additions; a large number of serious cases of credit-card fraud have been reported in Agra. A list of stores against whom complaints have been lodged is maintained by the local police department. Remember that if you arrive at any shop in a rickshaw or taxi, the prices of anything you buy will be inflated to cover the drivers commission. If youre planning on buying, ask to be dropped off nearby, and then walk to the shop.
< Back to Agra
Directory
Airlines Indian Airlines, Clarks Shiraz hotel 0562/222 6821; Jet, Clarks Shiraz hotel 0562/222 6527.


Banks and exchange  There are two ATMs at Cantonment railway station, and a few dotted around the city (marked on the maps Agra & Taj Ganj). The State Bank of India is just south of Taj Rd in the Cantonment (Amex travellers cheques not accepted); Allahabad Bank is in the Clarks Shiraz hotel. There are several private exchange offices in Taj Ganj, and in the Tourist Complex Area around Amar Yatri Niwas and Mansingh Palace hotels (Varun Forex, opposite Amar Yatri Niwas on Fatehabad Rd, for example).


Hospitals  Clean and dependable private hospitals with English-speaking doctors: SR Hospital, Namner Cross Roads 0562/242 1362; GG Nursing Home, 106/2 Sanjay Place 0562/285 3952; Pushpanjali, Delhi Gate 0562/252 7566 to 8. The District Hospital, MG Rd, Chipitola 0562/236 3043 gives free treatment, and may be preferable for minor injuries. Avoid backstreet clinics, even if recommended by your hotel manager, and in particular, if you fall ill with what appears to be food poisoning, do not go to a clinic or doctor suggested by someone in the restaurant concerned.


Internet  Theres plenty of internet access available around town, particularly in Taj Ganj; rates virtually everywhere are Rs30/hr. Many hotels and guesthouses have their own internet connections.


Photography  Numerous places on MG Rd, a block north of The Mall, can download and burn digital images to disc or make prints, as can Moonlight Studio (corner of West Gate and Chowk Kagzi) in Taj Ganj.


Police  There are police stations on Chowk Kagzi in Taj Ganj (0562/233 1015) and on Mahatma Gandhi Rd in Sadar Bazaar, slightly south of the intersection with Fatehpur Sikri Rd (0562/222 6561). Agra now has a dedicated tourist police force, specifically to protect tourists from crime; they can be contacted through UP Tourism or on 9454 402764.


Post The Head Post Office is on The Mall, near India Tourism.

Swimming  The pools at most of Agras hotels are usually reserved for the use of hotel guests only, though a few places admit outsiders on payment of a fee. These currently include the Yamuna View (Rs350) and Clarks Shiraz (Rs500), and (both near Amar Yatri Niwas) the Amar (Rs300) and Mansingh Palace (Rs400).


< Back to Agra
Fatehpur Sikri

The Royal Palace >
Practicalities >

 The ghost city of FATEHPUR SIKRI, former imperial capital of the great Mughal emperor Akbar, straddles the crest of a rocky ridge 40km southwest of Agra. The city was built here between 1569 and 1585 as a result of the emperors enthusiasm for the local Muslim divine Sheikh Salim Chishti, though the move away from Agra may also have had something to do with Akbars weariness of the crowds and his desire to create a new capital that was an appropriate symbol of imperial power. The fusion of Hindu and Muslim traditions in its architecture says a lot about the religious and cultural tolerance of Akbars reign.
 Fatehpur Sikris period of pre-eminence amongst the cities of the Mughal Empire was brief, however, and after 1585 it would never again serve as the seat of the Mughal emperor. The reasons for the citys abandonment remain enigmatic. The theory that the citys water supply proved incapable of sustaining its population is no longer widely accepted  even after the city had been deserted, the nearby lake to its northwest still measured over 20km in circumference and yielded good water. A more likely explanation is that the city was simply the victim of the vagaries of the empires day-to-day military contingencies. Shortly after the new capital was established, the empire was threatened by troubles in the Punjab, and Akbar moved to the more strategically situated Lahore to deal with them. These military preoccupations kept Akbar at Lahore for over a decade, and at the end of this period he decided, apparently for no particular reason, to return to Agra rather than Fatehpur Sikri.
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The Royal Palace
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 Shunning the Hindu tradition of aligning towns with the cardinal compass points, Akbar chose to construct his new capital following the natural features of the terrain, which is why the principal thoroughfare, town walls, and many of the most important buildings face southwest or northeast. The mosque and most private apartments do not follow the main axis, but face west towards Mecca, according to Muslim tradition, with the palace crowning the highest point on the ridge.
 There are two entrances to the Royal Palace and court complex (daily sunrisesunset; Rs260 [Rs20], video Rs25). Independent travellers mostly use the one on the west side, by Jodhbais Palace; organized tours tend to use that on the east, by the Diwan-i-Am. Official guides offer their services at the booking office for Rs50100. Theres nowhere to buy drinks in the palace, so take water in with you; youre not allowed to eat inside.
Diwan-i-Am
 A logical place to begin a tour of the palace complex is the Diwan-i-Am, where important festivals were held, and where citizens could exercise their right to petition the emperor. Unlike the ornate pillared Diwan-i-Am buildings at the forts in Agra and Delhi, it is basically just a large courtyard, surrounded by a continuous colonnaded walkway with Hindu-style square columns and capitals, and broken only by the small pavilion, flanked by elaborately carved jali screens, in which the emperor himself would have sat  the position of the royal platform forced the emperors subjects to approach him from the side in an attitude of humility.
< Back to The Royal Palace
The Diwan-i-Khas courtyard
 A doorway in the northwest corner of the Diwan-i-Am leads to the centre of the mardana (mens quarters), a large, irregularly shaped enclosure dotted with a strikingly eclectic range of buildings. At the far (northern) end of the enclosure stands the tall Diwan-i-Khas (Hall of Private Audience), topped with four chhatris and embellished with the heavily carved Hindu-style brackets, large overhanging eaves and corbelled arches which are typical of the architecture of Fatehpur Sikri.
 The interior of the building consists of a single high hall (despite the appearance outside of a two-storey building) centred on an elaborately corbelled column known as the Throne Pillar, supporting a large circular platform from which four balustraded bridges radiate outwards. Seated upon this throne, the emperor held discussions with representatives of diverse religions, aiming to synthesize Indias religions into one. The pillar symbolizes this project by incorporating motifs drawn from Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam and Christianity.
 Next to the Diwan-i-Khas lies the three-roomed Treasury, its brackets embellished by mythical sea creatures, guardians of the treasures of the deep; its also known as Ankh Michauli, meaning hide and seek, which its said was played here  in fact both names are probably just fanciful inventions, and the building most likely served as a multi-purpose pavilion which could be used for a variety of functions, as could most buildings in Mughal palaces. Attached to it is the so-called Astrologers Seat, a small pavilion embellished with elaborate Jain carvings.
 In the middle of the courtyard, separating the Diwan-i-Khas from the buildings on the opposite (south) side of the complex is the Pachisi Court, a giant board used to play pachisi (similar to ludo). Akbar is said to have been a fanatical player, using slave girls dressed in colourful costumes as live pieces. Abul Fazl, the court chronicler, related that at times more than two hundred persons participated, and no one was allowed to go home until he had played sixteen rounds. This could take up to three months. If one of the players lost his patience and became restless, he was made to drink a cupful of wine. Seen superficially, this appears to be just a game. But His Majesty pursues higher objectives. He weighs up the talents of his people and teaches them to be affable.
< Back to The Royal Palace
House of the Turkish Sultana
 Diagonally opposite the pachisi board, the House of the Turkish Sultana (or Anup Talao Pavilion) gained its name from the popular belief that it was the residence of one of Akbars favourite wives, the Sultana Ruqayya Begum  though this seems unlikely given its location in the centre of the mens quarters. The name was probably made up by nineteenth-century guides to titillate early tourists, and the building is more likely to have served as a simple pleasure pavilion. Its superbly carved stone walls are covered with a profusion of floral and geometrical designs, plus some partially vandalized animal carvings.
 South of here is the Anup Talao (Peerless Pool), a pretty little ornamental pond divided by four walkways connected to a small island in the middle  a layout reminiscent of the raised walkways inside the Diwan-i-Khas.
< Back to The Royal Palace
The Daulat Khana and Panch Mahal
 Facing the Turkish Sultanas house from the other side of the Anup Talao are Akbars former private sleeping and living quarters, the Daulat Khana (Abode of Fortune). The room on the ground floor with alcoves in its walls was the emperors library, where he would be read to (he himself was illiterate) from a collection of fifty thousand manuscripts he allegedly took everywhere with him. Behind the library is the imperial sleeping chamber, the Khwabgah (House of Dreams), with an enormous raised bed in its centre.
 One of Fatehpur Sikris most famous structures, the Panch Mahal or Five-Storeyed Palace, looms northwest of here, marking the beginning of the zenana (womens quarters) which make up the entire western side of the palace complex. The palace tapers to a final single kiosk and is supported by 176 columns of varying designs; the ground floor contains 84 pillars  an auspicious number in Hindu astrology. The open spaces between the pillars were originally covered with latticed screens, so that ladies of the zenana could observe goings-on in the courtyard of the mardana below without themselves being seen.
< Back to The Royal Palace
The womens quarters
 Directly behind the Panch Mahal, a courtyard garden was reserved for the zenana (harem). The adjoining Sunahra Makan (Golden House), also known as Mariams House, is variously thought to have been the home of the emperors mother or of Akbars wife Mariam. It is enlivened by the faded remains of paintings on its walls (whose now vanished golden paint gave the pavilion its name), by the lines of verse penned by Abul Fazl, inscribed around the ceiling in blue bands, and by the quaint little carvings tucked into the brackets supporting the roof, including several elephants and a tiny carving of Rama attended by Hanuman (on the north side of the building, facing the zenana courtyard garden).
 Solemnly presiding over the whole complex is the main harem, known as Jodhbais Palace. The residence of several of the emperors senior wives, this striking building is the grandest and largest in the entire city, and looks decidedly Hindu even in the eclectic context of Fatehpur Sikri, having been modelled after Rajput palaces such as those at Gwalior and Orchha.
 On the north side of the palace, the Hawa Mahal (Palace of the Winds), a small screened tower with a delicately carved chamber, was designed to catch the evening breeze, while a raised covered walkway, lined with five large chhatris, leads from here to a (now vanished) lake.
 Northwest of Jodhbais Palace lies a third womens palace, known as Birbals Palace  though this is another misnomer, as Birbal, Akbars favourite courtier, was a man and would have been most unwelcome in the middle of the zenana. Its more likely to have been the residence of two of Akbars senior wives.
< Back to The Royal Palace
Jama Masjid
 At the southwestern corner of the palace complex, with the village of Fatehpur Sikri nestling at its base, stands the Jama Masjid (daily dawn to dusk) or Dargah Mosque, one of the finest in the whole of India. Unfortunately, the mosque is rife with self-appointed guides (around Rs20 for a tour) who make it all but impossible to enjoy the place in peace. The mosque was apparently completed in 1571, before work on the palace commenced, showing the religious significance which Akbar accorded the entire site. This was due to its connections with the Sufi saint Sheikh Salim Chishti, who is buried here, and who played a crucial role in the founding of Fatehpur Sikri by prophesying the birth of a son to the emperor: when one of Akbars wives Rani Jodhabai, a Hindu Rajput princess from Amber, became pregnant she was sent here until the birth of her son Salim, who later became the emperor Jahangir. Fatehpur Sikri was constructed in the saints honour.
 The neck-cricking Buland Darwaza (Great Gate), a spectacular entrance scaled by an impressive flight of steps, was added around 1576 to commemorate Akbars military campaign in Gujarat. Flanked by domed kiosks, the archway of the simple sandstone memorial is inscribed with a message from the Koran: Said Jesus Son of Mary (peace be on him): The world is but a bridge  pass over without building houses on it. He who hopes for an hour hopes for eternity; the world is an hour  spend it in prayer for the rest is unseen. The numerous horseshoes nailed to the doors here date from the beginning of the twentieth century  an odd instance of British folk superstition in this very Islamic place.
 The gate leads into a vast cloistered courtyard, far larger than any previous mosque in India. The prayer hall, on the west side, is the focus of the mosque, punctuated by an enormous gateway. More eye-catching is the exquisite Tomb of Sheikh Salim Chishti, directly ahead as you enter the courtyard. Much of this was originally crafted in red sandstone and only later faced in marble: the beautiful lattice screens  another design feature probably imported from Gujarat, though it would later become a staple of Mughal architecture  are unusually intricate, with striking serpentine exterior brackets supporting the eaves.
< Back to The Royal Palace
Akbars harem
 Although remembered primarily for his liberal approach to religion, Akbar was typically Mughal in his attitudes to women, whom he collected in much the same way as a philatelist amasses stamps. At its height of splendour, the royal harem at Fatehpur Sikri held around five thousand women, guarded by a legion of eunuchs. Its doors were closed to outsiders, but rumours permeated the sandstone walls and several notable travellers were smuggled inside the Great Mughals seraglios, leaving for posterity often lurid accounts of the emperors private lives.
 The size of Akbars harem grew in direct proportion to his empire. With each new conquest, he would be gifted by the defeated rulers and nobles their most beautiful daughters, who, together with their maidservants, would be installed in the luxurious royal zenana. In all, the emperor is thought to have kept three hundred wives; their ranks were swollen by a constant flow of concubines (kaniz), dancing girls (kanchni) and female slaves (bandis), or silver bodied damsels with musky tresses as one chronicler described them, purchased from markets across Asia. Screened from public view by ornately pierced stone jali windows were women from the four corners of the Mughal empire, as well as Afghans, Turks, Iranians, Arabs, Tibetans, Russians and Abyssinians, and even one Portuguese, sent as presents or tribute.
 The eunuchs who presided over them came from similarly diverse backgrounds. While some were hermaphrodites, others had been forcibly castrated, either as punishment following defeat on the battlefield, or after having been donated by their fathers as payment of backdated revenue  an all too common custom at the time.
 Akbar is said to have consumed prodigious quantities of Persian wine, araq (a spirit distilled from sugar cane), bhang and opium. The lavish dance recitals held in the harem, as well as sexual liaisons conducted on the top pavilion of the Panch Mahal and in the zenana itself, would have been fuelled by these substances. Over time, Akbars hedonistic ways incurred the disapproval of his highest clerics  the Ulema. The Koran expressly limits the number of wives a man may take to four, but one verse also admits a lower form of marriage, known as muta, more like an informal pact, which could be entered into with non-Muslims. Akbars abuse of this long-lapsed law was heavily criticized by his Sunni head priest during their religious disquisitions.
 What life must actually have been like for the women who lived in Akbars harem one can only imagine, but it is known that alcoholism and drug addiction were widespread, and that some also risked their lives to conduct illicit affairs with male lovers, smuggled in disguised as physicians or under heavy Muslim veils.
 In fact, the notion that the harem was a gilded prison whose inmates whiled their lifetimes away in idle vanity and dalliance is something of a myth. Many women in the zenana were immensely rich in their own right, and wielded enormous influence on the court. Jahangirs wife, Nur Jahan, virtually ran the empire from behind the screen of purdah during the last five years of her husbands ailing reign, while her mother-in-law owned a ship that traded between Surat and the Red Sea, a tradition continued by Shah Jahans daughter, who grew immensely wealthy through her business enterprises.
 Partly as a result of the money and power at the womens disposal, jealousies in the harem were also rife, and the work of maintaining order and calm among the thousands of foster mothers, aunties, the emperors relatives and all his wives, minor wives, paramours, musicians, dancers, amazons and slaves, was a major preoccupation. As Akbars court chronicler wryly observed, The government of the kingdom is but an amusement compared with such a task, for it is within the (harem) that intrigue is enthroned.



< Back to Fatehpur Sikri
Practicalities
Buses leave either from the crowded bus stand in the centre of the village or from the bus stop on the bypass near Agra Gate, about 1.5km from town (about Rs10 by tonga from the village)  its usually quickest to pick up a bus from Agra Gate, especially if youre heading to Jaipur (every 30min; 4hr). Services from the bus stand itself go to Agras Idgah Bus Stand (every 30min; 1hr1hr 30min) and to Bharatpur (hourly; 3045min). There are shared jeeps from the village to Agra (Rs25), but they depart very full, the driving isnt marvellous and they frequently have accidents. There are four daily trains from Fatehpur Sikri to Agra, overnight services to Lucknow and to Kota, Bundi and Chittaurgarh, and even a direct (though not conveniently timed) train to Mumbai; the station also has a computer reservation office.
 Transport around the village takes the form of tongas and auto-rickshaws, but for most people its just as easy to walk. Canara Bank has an ATM, and the Hotel Goverdhan will change cash dollars, pounds or euros.
Accommodation and eating
 Youll probably eat where you stay. If you want to go out, try the Goverdhan or the Ajay Palace hotel. Fatehpur Sikris delicious biscuits are not to be missed  you can savour them hot out of the oven each evening at the bakeries on the lane leading up from the bazaar to the Jama Masjid.
Ajay Palace Agra Rd 05613/282950. Simple hotel in the village, with small, plain rooms, but very clean (though hot water comes in buckets), and theres a nice little rooftop terrace. Rs300 and under


[image: Author pick] Goverdhan Buland Gate Rd, just east of the bus stand 05613/282643, www.hotelfatehpursikriviews.com. A wide range of well-kept rooms arranged around a neat lawn, as well as good food (made with filtered or mineral water) and a friendly and helpful proprietor. Rs3001200


UPTDC Gulistan Tourist Complex Agra Rd, 1km east of the village 05613/282490. A low-rise, modern building in red sandstone, which looks rather like an academic institution, and has decent if functional rooms, plus a restaurant, a pool room and a small bar. Rs5011200


Sunset View 100m west of the Jama Masjid 05613/283129. Backpacker guesthouse offering neat, clean if basic rooms, and superb views over the Jama Masjid and the countryside beyond. Rs300 and under
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 Despite its seventeenth-century fort, the rail- and road-junction town of JHANSI, in an anomalous promontory of UP that thrusts south into Madhya Pradesh, is not very exciting. Most visitors stop only long enough to catch a connecting bus to Khajuraho, 175km southeast in Madhya Pradesh. Like Avadh, Jhansi was an independent state until the British summarily annexed it in 1854, and was consequently a major centre of support for the 1857 uprising, under the leadership of Rani Lakshmibai, its last rulers widow, and the uprisings great heroine.
Arrival and departure
Jhansi is the most convenient main railway station for Khajuraho and Orchha. Trains pull in at the station on the west side of town, near the Civil Lines area. There are UP and MP tourist information kiosks on platform 1; UP (MonSat 10am5pm, but closed on the second Saturday of the month, and often closed for breaks as it has a staff of only one) gives town plans, while MP (daily 9am5pm; 0510/244 2622) has information about getting to Khajuraho. 
 Buses to Khajuraho go from the bus stand 3km east  private buses (5 daily; 4hr 30min; Rs98) are faster and more comfortable than the state buses (5 daily; 5hr 30min; Rs90). In addition to the thrice-weekly #2448 Sampark Kranti Express from Delhi, which departs Jhansi at the ungodly hour of 3.30am (Mon, Wed and Sat) to arrive at Khajuraho at 7.50am, theres also the local Khajuraho Link Passenger Train #229, which leaves Jhansi at 7.20am daily, reaching Khajuraho at 12.10pm. Shared tempos for Orchha (45min; Rs10) wait alongside the bus stand, or you can take an auto (Rs225 pre-paid from Jhansi railway station). Car rental is available through the larger hotels, as well as the helpful Baghel Travels (0510/244 1255), opposite Damru Cinema, off Elite Cross, the busy intersection in the middle of town.
< Back to Jhansi
Information
In town, the UP Tourist Office at the Hotel Veerangana on Shivpuri Road (MonSat 10am5pm; 0510/244 1267) provides information on Bundelkhand and the route to Khajuraho. Theres a pre-paid auto booth in front of the station, where youll pay Rs40 to the fort (Rs175 for a round trip plus waiting time), Rs45 to the bus stand. There are two ATMs next to Damru Cinema, and theres a State Bank of India 200m east on Jhokan Bagh Road.
Accommodation and eating
 With Orchha just down the road, few people stay in Jhansi. Options if you do want to stay include: the Jhansi on Shastri Marg, opposite the GPO (0510/247 0360, jhansihotel@sancharnet.in; Rs7011200), a former haunt of British burra sahibs, with a well-stocked and atmospheric colonial bar and restaurant, and a small garden; or the more modern and functional Shrinath Palace on Station Road in the Civil Lines district, between the station and Damru Cinema (0510/244 5555; Rs7012000), where all the rooms have a/c and TV, but only the deluxe rooms have windows. Most Jhansi hotels operate 24-hour checkout.
 For a cheap alternative to hotel restaurants, try the Railway Refreshment Rooms in the station, which serve freshly cooked thalis (Rs22 veg, Rs27 non-veg) and budget breakfasts. Otherwise, theres a row of places on Shastri Marg including Lets Eat, a bright, new air-conditioned restaurant serving snacks and meals, largely chicken (butter, handi or green masala, among other variations; non-veg mains Rs140160). The Nav Bharat, 200m up the street, has veg or non-veg thalis, dosas, curries, burgers and sizzlers (non-veg mains Rs80110; closed Tues). Next door, Sharma Sweets is a good spot for a bit of mithai confectionery  the nutty dry fruit ladoo is wonderful.
< Back to Jhansi
The Town
 Like many former British cities, Jhansi is divided into two distinct areas: the wide tree-lined avenues, leafy gardens and bungalows of the Cantonment and Civil Lines to the west, and the clutter of narrow lanes, minarets and shikharas of the old town to the east. Dominating it all from a bare brown craggy hill, Jhansi Fort (daily sunrisesunset; Rs100 [Rs5], video camera Rs25), built in 1613 by Bir Singh Joo Deo, raja of Orchha, is worth visiting primarily for the views from its ramparts  to the old town on one side, and the Cantonment on the other. Rani Lakshmibai is supposed to have leapt over the west wall on horseback to escape the British, though she must have had a very athletic horse to do so. Inside the fort are a couple of unremarkable temples, plus an old cistern and the ruins of a palace. The fort also has a nightly sound and light show (in English AprilOct 7.30pm, NovMarch 6.30pm; Rs250 [Rs20]).
 Two minutes walk from the roundabout below the fort, the Rani Lakshmi Mahal (daily sunrisesunset; Rs100 [Rs5], no photography allowed) is a small stately home in Bundela style (lots of ornate balconies and domed roofs), built as a palace for the rani. The home was the scene of a brutal massacre in 1858, when British troops bayoneted all its occupants (they murdered some five thousand people in all after recapturing Jhansi from the insurgents). These days, the building is a memorial and archeological museum, with unlabelled fragments of antique stone sculpture littered around its attractive interior courtyard.
 The grounds of a Cantonment seminary between the station and the GPO hold one of the most important Catholic pilgrimage sites in India, St Judes Shrine. A bone belonging to Jude the Apostle, patron saint of hopeless causes, is said to be buried in the foundations of the sombre grey and white cathedral. On his feast day, October 28, thousands come to plead their causes.
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 UPs state capital LUCKNOW is best remembered for the ordeal of its British residents during a five-month siege of the Residency in 1857. Less remembered are the atrocities perpetrated by the British when they recaptured the city. Lucknow saw the last days of Muslim rule in India, and the summary British deposition in 1856 of Wajid Ali Shah, the last nawab of Avadh, was one of the main causes of the 1857 uprising.
 Avadh (Oudh, as the British spelt it) broke away from the Mughal Empire in the mid-eighteenth century after its nawab, Safdarjang, was thrown out of office in Delhi for being a Shiite, but as the Mughal Empire declined, Avadh became the centre of Muslim power. Under the decadent later nawabs, the arts flourished. Lucknow, the Avadhi capital, became a magnet for artisans. Courtesans became poets, singers and dancers, and under the last nawab the amorous musical form called thumri emerged here. The city was also an important repository of Shia culture and Islamic jurisprudence, its Farangi Mahal law school attracting students from China and Central Asia.
 The patronage of the Shia nawabs also produced new expressions of the faith, notably in the annual Muharram processions. Held in memory of the martyrdom of Muhammads grandson Hussain (the second Shiite Imam) at Karbala in Iraq, these developed into elaborate affairs with tazia, ornate paper reproductions of Husseins Karbala shrine, being carried through the streets. During the rest of the year the tazia images are kept in Imambara (houses of the Imam); these range from humble rooms in poor Shia households to the Great Imambara built by Asaf-ud-daula in 1784.
 Extraordinary sandstone monuments, now engulfed by modern Lucknow, still testify to the euphoric atmosphere of this unique culture. European-inspired edifices, too, are prominent on the skyline, often embellished with flying buttresses, turrets, cupolas and floral patterns, but the brick and mortar with which they were constructed means that they are not ageing as well as the earlier stone buildings, and old Lucknow is, literally, crumbling away.
[image: ]
Arrival and departure

By plane >
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By bus >
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Agents for air, rail and bus tickets include Thomas Cook, 13-A Jopling Rd (0522/400 2181), and UP Tours, Hotel Gomti, 6 Sapru Marg (0522/261 2659). 
By plane
Amausi airport is 16km south of the city centre. A taxi costs around Rs500. Airlines include: Indian Airlines and Air India, 9 Rani Laxmi Bai Marg (near Gemini Continental hotel) 0522/262 0927; Jet Airways and JetLite, 6 Park Rd 0522/223 9612. On the way back there are pre-paid taxis (Rs210) and auto-rickshaws (or Rs95) from the railway station.
< Back to Arrival and departure
By train
Lucknows busy railway station (with a computerized reservations office), located at Charbagh, 4km southwest of the central hub of Hazratganj (Rs45 by pre-paid auto), is a remarkable building, with prominent chhatris above the entrance arcade and a roof inspired by chess pieces. 
Trains to Delhi include the #2003 Shatabdi Express, which leaves at 3.35pm to arrive in New Delhi at 10.05pm. Overnight services include the #2229 Lucknow Mail at 10.10pm, which reaches New Delhi at 7.10am, and the #2225 Kaifiyat Express at 11.15pm, which pulls in to Old Delhi at 7am. To Agra, the #4863/4865/4853 Marudhar Express leaves daily at half past midnight, arriving in Agra Fort at 5.55am, while the Lucknow Express #2179 departs Lucknow at 3.45pm to reach Agra Cantonment at 9.30pm. The Pushpak Express #2533 is the most convenient service to Mumbai (daily 7.45pm, arriving 6.40pm). The fastest daily service to Kolkata is the #3006 AmritsarHowrah Mail (leaves 10.50am, arriving 7.20am next day). The #4236 BareillyVaranasi Express leaves at 11.15pm for Varanasi, arriving at 6.50am; daytime services include the #3006 AmritsarHowrah Mail (leaves 10.50am, arrives 4.45pm). The #3009 Doon Express at 6.35pm is the best service for Dehra Dun (arrives 7.10am). Ramnagar is served by the Dheradun Express #4265 (arrives 6.05am). Both stop at Haridwar, but inconveniently, in the wee hours. Also to Uttarakhand, the #3019 Bagh Express leaves at 12.30am to reach Kathgodam, the railhead for Nainital, at 9.30am. For Khajuraho, the #5009 Chitrakoot Express at 5.30pm gets in to Satna at a bleary 4.15am, well in time to catch an onward bus.
< Back to Arrival and departure
By bus
Most intercity buses pull in at Alambagh Bus Stand, 3km southwest of the station, Rs50 from Hazratganj by auto, or Rs58 on shared Vikrams from Charbagh or Ashoka Marg. A few buses arrive at the more central Kaiserbagh Bus Stand, just Rs30 by cycle rickshaw from Hazratganj; the latter include services to Dehra Dun (2 daily, 10hr 30min) and Haridwar (2 daily; 10hr), some to Gorakhpur (2 hourly; 8hr) and most to Sonauli (7 daily; 12hr).
To Nepal
For Nepal, daily overnight trains to Gorakhpur  where you can get a bus to the Sonauli border, and then buses to Kathmandu and Pokhara on the other side  include the #5708 AmritsarKatihar Express (12.55am, arriving 5.50am), and the #1015 Kushinagar Express (1.55am, arriving 7.25am). There are also buses direct to Sonauli, but its a gruelling twelve-hour journey.
To Uttarakhand
 If youre heading for Uttarakhand, Lucknow has offices of both GMVN, at 4-7-RF Khushnuma Complex, Bahadur Marg (0522/220 7844), and KMVN, 3rd floor, Sarang Menor, Shah Nzaf Road, behind Hotel Gomti (0522/261 5866), who organize tours of, and accommodation in, Garhwal and Kumaon respectively.
< Back to Arrival and departure
Information
The UP Tourism office is at Hotel Gomti, 6 Sapru Marg (MonSat 9am7pm; 0522/261 2659). There are plenty of ATMs around town (at the station and the bus stand, and on MG Rd and Shah Najaf Rd); otherwise, theres Allahabad Bank on Park Road in Hazratganj and the State Bank of India on Moti Mahal Marg. For internet connections, try Meeting Point, on Sapru Marg near the junction with Ashok Marg, or UP Business Centre opposite (both Rs20/hr). Februarys Lucknow Festival (details from UP Tourism) is an opportunity to sample the citys vibrant traditions of music and dance.
< Back to Lucknow
City transport
 Multi-seater tempos have more or less taken over from city buses, plying regular routes such as from Charbagh to the GPO. Cars can be rented from Hotel Clarks Avadh, 8 MG Marg at Clarks Avadh Crossing (0522/261 6500), and UP Tours at the Hotel Gomti (0522/261 2659). Comprehensive daily city tours (Rs550 including entry fees), which must be booked in advance through UP Tours, and only run if they have three or more takers, leave the Hotel Gomti at 9.30am and return at 2.30pm. You can also be picked up from the station (at 9.00am) and from various other hotels. The price includes guide and entrance fees.
< Back to Lucknow
Accommodation
 Theres a concentration of budget hotels around Subhaj Marg, north of the station, with more upmarket places mainly within easy each of Hazratganj in the centre of town.
Amber Subhash Marg, Naka Hindola 0522/268 3201, amberhotel@yahoo.com. Good value near the station: a range of spacious rooms at different prices, some air-cooled, some with a/c. 24hr checkout. Rs3011200


Arif Castles 4 Rana Pratap Marg 0522/409 8777, arifcastles@hotmail.com. Quite well-appointed in marble, brass and light blue, this business class hotel, as it calls itself, has cool rooms, a/c, cable TV and an Avadhi cuisine restaurant. Rates include breakfast. Rs20017000


Carlton Shah Najaf Rd 0522/222 4021. Fabled Lucknow address, a fin-de-sicle EuroAvadhi edifice with big rooms, ancient plumbing and musty hunting trophies. Currently closed for total refurbishment, and should eventually emerge spanking new. Rs7001 and over


Chowdhury Lodge 3 Vidhan Sabha Marg 0522/227 3135. Grimy, paan-stained city-centre cheapie down an alley by a filling station. The attached doubles (hot water in buckets) arent really as cheap as they ought to be, but its very central, and there are non-attached singles for only Rs150. Rs3001200


Deep Avadh Aminabad Rd, Naka Hindola 0522/268 4381 to 7, deepavadh@sify.com. Good a/c rooms in various sizes with 24hr room service, as well as two restaurants, bar and travel desk, in an interesting part of town close to the station and on the edge of bustling Aminabad. 24hr checkout. Rs12014500


Elora 3 Lalbagh 0522/221 1307. Friendly, popular place with a good range of clean rooms, including some with a/c. Facilities include cable TV in all rooms, 24hr room service and a multi-cuisine restaurant. Rs5012000


Gemini Continental 10 Rani Laximbai Marg 0522/401 1111, www.geminicontinental.com. Snazzy, upscale hotel in the centre of town. Spacious, modern rooms with great views, minibar, cable TV and a/c, and 24hr room service. Doubles start at $140, including buffet breakfast. Rs45017001 and over


[image: Author pick] Hardik Guest House 16 Rana Pratap Marg, by the junction with Jopling Rd 0522/220 9497. Clean and comfortable family-run guesthouse with friendly, helpful staff and good home-cooking. Rs12014500


La Place 6 Shah Najaf Rd, Hazratganj 0522/400 4040, www.sarovarhotels.com. Small but smart modern business hotel crackling with brisk efficiency. Facilities include wi-fi, a business centre and executive offices, but no pool. Rs7001 and over


Mayur Subhash Marg, at Station Rd, Charbagh (see Bharat Restaurant) 0522/245 1824. Unattractive cheaper rooms, but those at the other end of the range are much better value. Opposite the train station so handy for early morning get-aways and late-night arrivals. 24hr checkout. Rs3001200


Ramkrishna Ashok Marg 0522/223 0499. Best-value cheapie in the Hazratganj vicinity, but very often full, as is its similar neighbour the New Ram Krishna (0522/262 4225). Rs301500


Taj Residency Vipin Khand, Gomti Nagar 0522/239 3939, www.tajhotels.com. Built in Avadhi style, this is easily Lucknows most elegant and comfortable hotel, with a swimming pool and a range of restaurants, but inconveniently situated 3km out of town. Doubles from $198. Rs7001 and over


< Back to Lucknow
The Town

Hussainabad >
The Residency >
Hazratganj >

 Most of Lucknows monuments are spread along or near the southern bank of the Gomti River, which is sluggish and weed-covered except at monsoon time, when its waters swell enough to accommodate hordes of local fishermens dugout boats. Close to the main central bridge lies the modern commercial centre of Hazratganj. Between here and Charbagh, the old city sector of Aminabad holds a maze of busy streets and fascinating markets.
Hussainabad
 In the west of the city, in the vicinity of Hardinge Bridge around old Lucknow, lie several crumbling relics of the nawabs of Avadh. Chief among them is the Great or Bara Imambara (daily sunrisesunset, closed during Muharram; Rs300 [Rs25], ticket includes Hussainabad Imambara and Picture Gallery), which boasts one of the largest vaulted halls in the world  50m long and 15m high. Flat on top, slightly arched inside, and built by Asaf-ud-daula in 1784 without the aid of a single iron or wooden beam, the roof was constructed using a technique known as kara dena, in which bricks are broken and angled to form an interlocking section and then covered with concrete  here several metres thick. The arcaded structure is approached through what must have been an extravagant gate, now pockmarked and on the verge of collapse. Two successive courtyards lead from the gates to the unusually festive-looking Imambara itself. Steps lead up to a labyrinth of chambers known as bhulbhulaiya  the maze. Adjacent to the Bara Imambara and overlooking it is Asaf-ud-daulas Mosque, set upon a two-tiered arcaded plinth with two lofty minarets. Closed to non-Muslims, it can be readily viewed from the Victoria Gardens that adjoin it to the west (daily except Fri dawn to dusk; free).
 Straddling the main road west of the main gates, the colossal Rumi Darwaza is an ornamental victory arch modelled on one of the gates to Asia Minor in Istanbul (known to the Islamic world in Byzantine times as Rumi). Now decaying, it sports elaborate floral patterns and a few extraordinary trumpets; steps lead up to open chambers that command a general prospect of the monuments of Hussainabad.
 A short distance further west, the lavish Hussainabad Imambara (same hours and ticket as Bara Imambara) is also known as the Chhota (small) Imambara, or the Palace of Lights, thanks to its fairy-tale appearance when decorated and illuminated for special occasions. The raised bathing pool in front of it, which is approached via a spacious courtyard, adds to the overall atmosphere. A central gilded dome dominates the whole ensemble, busy with minarets, small domes and arches and even a crude miniature Taj Mahal. Built in 1837 by Muhammad Ali Shah, partly to provide famine relief through employment, the Imambara houses a silver-faced throne, plus the tombs of important Avadhi personalities. The dummy gate opposite the main entrance was used by ceremonial musicians, while the unfinished watchtower is known as the Satkhanda or Seven Storeys, even though only four were ever constructed. West of the Imambara, and surrounded by ruins, are the two soaring minarets and three domes of the Jama Masjid (no admission to non-Muslims), completed after the death of Muhammad Ali Shah.
 Beyond the Hussainabad Tank, east of the Hussainabad Imambara, is the isolated 67-metre-high Hussainabad Clocktower, an ambitious Gothic affair completed in 1887 which carries the largest clock in India. Close to this bizarre monolith lies Taluqdars Hall, built by Muhammad Ali Shah to house the offices of the Hussainabad Trust and the dusty Picture Gallery, also known as the Muhammad Ali Shah Art Gallery (same hours and ticket as Bara Imambara). Arranged chronologically, the portraits of nawabs graphically demonstrate the decline of their civilization, as the figures become progressively portlier. In a famous image, the androgynous-looking last nawab, Wajid Ali Shah (184756), is shown in a daringly low-cut top that reveals his left nipple.
< Back to The Town
The Residency
 The blasted Residency (daily sunrisesunset; Rs100 [Rs5], video cameras Rs25) rests in peace amid landscaped gardens southeast of Hardinge Bridge  a battle-scarred ruin left exactly as it stood when the siege was finally relieved by Sir Colin Campbell on November 17, 1857. Its cannonball-shattered tower became a shrine to the tenacity of the British in India, and continued to be maintained as such even after Independence.
 During the siege, every building in the complex was utilized for the hard-fought defence of the compound. The Treasury, on the right through the Baillie Guard Gate, served as an arsenal, while the sumptuous Banqueting Hall, immediately west, was a makeshift hospital, and the extensive single-storey Dr Fayrers House, just south, housed women and children. Most of the original structures, such as Begum Kothi, were left standing to impede direct fire from the enemy. On the lawn outside Begum Kothi, a large cross honours the astute Sir Henry Lawrence, responsible for building its defences, who died shortly after hostilities began.
 The pockmarked Residency itself holds a small museum (daily 9am5pm). On the ground floor, the Model Room, the only one with its roof intact, houses a large model of the defences and of the Residency and a small but excellent collection of images, including etchings showing wall breaches blocked up with billiard tables and a soldier blacking up in preparation for a dash across enemy lines.
< Back to The Town
The Lucknow Residency siege
 The insurgent sepoys who entered Lucknow on June 30, 1857, found the city rife with resentment against the recent British takeover of the kingdom of Avadh. The tiny and isolated British garrison, under the command of Sir Henry Lawrence, took refuge in the Residency, which became the focus of a fierce struggle.
 Less than a third of the three thousand British residents and loyal Indians who crammed into the Residency survived the four-and-a-half-month siege. So unhygienic were their living conditions that those who failed to succumb to gangrenous and tetanus-infected wounds often fell victim to cholera and scurvy. While a barrage of heavy artillery was maintained by both sides, the insurgents attempted to tunnel under the defences and lay mines, but among the British were former tin-miners in the 32nd (Cornish) Regiment, who were far more adept at such things, and were able to follow the sounds of enemy chipping, defuse mines, and even blow up several sepoy-controlled buildings on the peripheries of the complex.
 Morale remained high among the 1400 noncombatants, who included fifty schoolboys from La Martinire, and class distinctions were upheld throughout. While the wives of European soldiers and non-commissioned officers, children and servants took refuge in the tikhana (cellar), the ladies of the Residency occupied the higher and airier chambers, until the unfortunate loss of one Miss Palmers leg on July 1 persuaded them of the gravity of their predicament. Sir Henry Lawrence was fatally wounded the next day. The wealthier officers managed to maintain their own private hoard of supplies, living in much their usual style. Matters improved when, after three months, Brigadier-General Sir Henry Havelock arrived with reinforcements, and the normal round of visits and invitations to supper was resumed despite the inconvenient shortage of good food and wine. Not until November 17 was the siege finally broken by a force of Sikhs and Highlanders under Sir Colin Campbell. Their offers of tea, however, were turned down by the Residency women; they were used to taking it with milk, which the soldiers could not supply.



Hazratganj
 Along the river, opposite the Carlton Hotel on Rana Pratap Marg, squats the huge dome of the Shah Najaf Imambara (daily except Fri sunrisesunset; donations), named after the tomb of Ali in Iraq and at its best when adorned with lights during the holy month of Muharram. Its musty interior holds some incredibly garish chandeliers used in processions, several tazia, and the silver-faced tomb of the decadent and profligate Ghazi-ud-Din-Haidar (ruled 181427), buried with three of his queens.
 The Imambara was commandeered as a sepoy stronghold in 1857, and the crucial battle that enabled the British to relieve the Residency was fought in the adjacent pleasure gardens of Sikandrabagh on November 16. It took one and a half hours of bombardment by Sir Colin Campbells soldiers to breach the defences of the two thousand sepoys; then the Sikhs and 93rd Highlanders poured through. There was no escape for the terrified sepoys, some of whom are said to have believed the bloodstained, red-faced, kilted Scots to be the ghosts of the murdered European women of Kanpur. Driven against the north wall, they were either bayoneted or shot, and the dead and dying piled shoulder-high. Tranquil once again, Sikandrabagh is now home to the National Botanical Research Institute and the beautiful Botanical Gardens (MonFri: AprilSept 58am, OctMarch 68.30am; Rs1), with manicured lawns, conservatories, nurseries and herb, rose and bougainvillea gardens.
 Towards the east of Lucknow, an extraordinary chateau-like building has become almost a symbol of the city  La Martinire remains to this day an exclusive boys school in the finest colonial tradition. It was built as a country retreat by Major-General Claude Martin, a French soldier-adventurer taken prisoner by the British in Puducherry. The enigmatic Martin later joined the East India Company, made his fortune in indigo, and served both the British and the nawabs of Avadh. The building is an outrageous but intriguing amalgam, crowned by flying walkways; Greco-Roman figures on the parapets give it a busy silhouette, gigantic heraldic lions gaze across the grounds, and a large bronze cannon graces the front. Martin himself is buried in the basement. During the siege, La Martinire was occupied by rebels, while its boys were evacuated to the Residency.
 Close to the centre of Hazratganj, its grounds dotted with derelict Avadhi monuments, Lucknows small zoo also serves as an amusement park with a miniature train to view the animals (TuesSun 8am5pm; Rs20 TuesSat, Rs25 Sun and public holidays). Head through the large zoo gardens to reach the State Museum (TuesSun 10.30am4pm; Rs100 [Rs5], camera Rs20), with its delicate, speckled-red-sandstone sculpture from the Mathura school of the Kushana and Gupta periods (first to sixth centuries AD). Besides sculpture from Gandhara, Mahoba, Nalanda and Sravasti, it boasts a gallery of terracotta artefacts and even an Egyptian mummy. Musical instruments, paintings and costumes provide atmosphere in the Avadh gallery, while the natural history section is a taxidermists dream.
< Back to The Town
Eating
 The rich traditional Lucknavi cuisine  featuring Mughlai dishes as well as the local dum pukht (steam casserole) style, sometimes known as handi after the pot its cooked in  is available from food stalls throughout the city, in places such as Shami Avadh Bazaar, near the K.D. Singh Babu Stadium, the Chowk, Aminabad and behind the Tulsi Theatre in Hazratganj. The bazaars are also the place to get Lucknows popular breakfast speciality paya-khulcha, a spicy mutton soup served with hot breads.
Bharat Subhash Marg, at Station Rd, Charbagh. Cheap dhaba opposite the station serving good dosas and curries (veg Rs3080, non-veg Rs60170).


Dastarkhwan China Gate. One of a number of open-air diners in this little street by UP Press Club, with non-veg Mughlai dishes including kebabs, kormas and biriyanis. Main dishes Rs45130.


Indian Coffee House Ashok Marg. Once a hotbed of Lucknows political intelligentsia, nicknamed the maternity ward for the ideas it gave birth to, now reborn as a bright, new caf serving excellent filter coffee plus cakes, shakes, snacks and South Indian or Chinese food (mains Rs3580).


Jone Hing MG Marg, Hazratganj. Chinese restaurant serving the usual sweet and sour, chop suey and chow mein, plus specialities such as ginger chicken and Manchurian fish. Main dishes are Rs100130 for meat, Rs135 for fish.


Moti Mahal MG Marg, Hazratganj. The sweet shop at the front has some great milky confections, including sugar-free ones; the family restaurant upstairs serves excellent veg curries (Rs65120), including three types of dum aloo (Lucknavi, Banarsi or Kashmiri).


Nawabs In Capoors hotel, MG Marg, Hazratganj. A refined restaurant, with live qawwali music in the evening (except Tues). Top dishes include murg nawabi, a mild, creamy dish of chicken in cashew butter, or theres a great mushroom tikka masala. Non-veg main dishes are Rs140290.


Royal Caf Shah Najaf Rd. Lively place thats popular amongst Lucknavi families. Mughlai non-veg main dishes go for Rs130205, handi dum biriyanis at Rs130170. Theres another branch by Capoors hotel on MG Marg.


[image: Author pick] Tanday Kababi Naaz Cinema Rd, just off Aminabad main chowk. For an authentic Avadhi gastronomic experience, head to this popular and inexpensive place (the best in a street of them), where the tandoori chicken, and mutton or even beef kebabs are prepared out front and served up within. Main dishes Rs3075.


< Back to Lucknow
Shopping
Chikan is a long-standing Lucknavi tradition of embroidery, in which designs are built up to form delicate floral patterns along edges on saris and on necklines and collars of kurtas. Workshops can be found around the Chowk, the market area of old Lucknow, and shops and showrooms in Hazratganj (especially Janpath Market), Nazirabad and Aminabad. The fixed prices at Gangotri, the UP government emporium on MG Marg in Hazratganj (a block west of Lalbagh), are more expensive than those in the markets, but the quality is assured and you dont have to haggle.
 Lucknow is also renowned for its ittar (or attar), concentrated perfume sold in small vials  an acquired (and expensive) taste. Small balls of cotton wool are daubed with the scent and placed neatly within the top folds of the ear; musicians believe that the aroma heightens their senses. Popular ittar include ambar from amber, khus from a flowering plant and rose-derived ghulab. A well-established dealer is Sugandhco at D-4 Janpath Market (on the south side of the market).
< Back to Lucknow
Allahabad and around
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 The administrative and industrial city of ALLAHABAD, 135km west of Varanasi and 227km southeast of Lucknow, is also known as Prayag (confluence): the point where the Yamuna and Ganges rivers meet the mythical Saraswati River. Sacred to Hindus, the Sangam (which also means confluence), east of the city, is one of the great pilgrimage destinations of India. Allahabad comes alive during its melas (fairs)  the annual Magh Mela (Jan/Feb), and the colossal Maha Kumbh Mela, held every twelve years (2013 and 2025 are the next ones).
 Allahabad is a pleasant city to visit, with vast open riverside scenery and good amenities, but is without major temples or monuments. At the junction of the fertile Doab, the two-river valley between the Yamuna and the Ganges, it did however possess a crucial strategic significance; its massive fort, built by the emperor Akbar in 1583, is still used by the military. Another Mughal, Jahangirs son Khusrau, was murdered here by his brother Shah Jahan, who went on to become emperor. Allahabad was briefly the centre of power after the 1857 uprising, when the British moved the headquarters of their Northwestern Provinces here from Agra; the formal transfer of power from the East India Company to the Crown took place here the following year.
[image: ]
Bundelkhand
 The harshness of the terrain in the Bundelkhand region, south of Lucknow along the Madhya Pradesh border, and the all but unbearable heat in the summer, make it the most difficult, if intriguing, part of the state to control, and even today, its labyrinthine hills and valleys are home to infamous bands of outlaw dacoits. Many of these have become folk-heroes among local villagers, who shelter them from the almost equally brutal police force. The most celebrated in recent years was Phoolan Devi, the Bandit Queen, from a village near Behmai who was kidnapped by a dacoit gang, became the leaders lover, and took over from him after he was killed. She eventually surrendered to the police, was released in 1994, and even became an MP for the socialist Samajwadi Party before being assassinated in 2001.



Arrival and information
 Allahabad has four railway stations, but express trains use Allahabad Junction. Most hotels are nearby; be sure to use the right exit for the area where you plan to stay.
Leader Road Bus Stand, used by buses from western destinations such as Agra, Lucknow, Kausambi and Delhi, is just outside Allahabad Junction stations south gates on the city side. Zero Road Bus Stand, serving Mahoba, Satna and Chitrakut to the south (with connections for Khajuraho) is 1km southeast. Buses from all over and especially points east, including Varanasi, arrive at the larger MG Marg Bus Stand, next to the Tourist Bungalow. Bamrauli airport, 18km west on the road to Kanpur, has flights to Delhi with Indian Airlines, whose office is at the airport (0532/258 1370).
Taxis are widely available around Allahabad Junction Station, but cycle- and auto-rickshaws are the most common modes of transport; a trip to the Sangam from the Civil Lines crossing costs around Rs35 (hang on to your vehicle for the return journey). Car rental through general travel agencies such as Varuna in Tulsiani Plaze, next to Harsh hotel on MG Marg (0532/242 7287, varunatravels@hotmail.com), costs in the region of Rs650 per day, plus mileage.
 The tourist information office at the Tourist Bungalow, 35 MG Marg, Civil Lines (MonSat 10am5pm, but closed on the second Saturday of the month; 0532/260 1873), is very helpful and is particularly informative during the melas. Allahabads post office (known as the GPO or HPO) is at Sarojini Naidu Marg, near All Saints Cathedral in the Civil Lines. There are several ATMs along MG Marg, and theres a State Bank of India inconveniently located at Kutchery Road, Police Lines. Several places in Maya Bazaar, next to Tandoor restaurant, and Angelicas Cyber Point opposite Hotel Sangam down an alley off MG Marg, have internet connections for Rs1520 per hour.
Accommodation
Allahabad Regency 16 Tashkent Marg 0532/261 1110, www.hotelallahabadregency.com. Nineteenth-century colonial bungalow with comfortable a/c rooms, a decent garden restaurant, a sauna, jacuzzi, swimming pool and well-equipped gym. Rs30014500


Harsh 118/116 MG Marg 0532/242 7897. Shabby colonial bungalow offering budget accommodation. Huge rooms with attached bathrooms; those at the front have small fireplaces and open onto the lawn. Under renovation at last check, so should be spruced up by the time you read this. Rs301500


Ilawart Tourist Bungalow 35 MG Marg 0532/260 7440, rahiilawart@up-tourism.com. The new block, around a central well, overlooks the bus stand, so choose your room carefully to avoid noise. The older block is quieter, but showing its age. As well as rooms, theres a dorm (Rs125), a restaurant with haphazard service but good food, and a popular bar. Run by UP Tourism. Rs7012000


Kanha Shyam Strachey Rd, Civil Lines 0532/256 0123 to 32, www.hotelkanhashyam.com. Classy four-star with quite stately rooms done out in burgundy and dark wood Theres a bar, a 24hr coffee shop, a rooftop restaurant and a pool. Rs3011200


Milan 46 Leader Rd 0532/240 3776 or 7, www.milanhotels.in. A cut above the other hotels in the area south of the station, and not a bad mid-market choice. The cheaper rooms are a bit shabby, and the mattresses a little hard, but there are better a/c rooms. Rs5011200


N Cee 108 Leader Rd 0532/240 1166. Popular budget hotel south of the railway line in the busy bazaar area. Rooms are small, but its cheap and friendly (and often full), with 24hr checkout. Rs300500


Yatrik 33 Sardar Patel Marg 0532/226 0921 to 6, www.hotelyatrik.com. Best of the upmarket places, with more character than its rival the Kanha Shyam. Popular, well run and with a beautiful garden graced with elegant palms, and a pool (AprilSept). 24hr check-out. Rs20014500


< Back to Allahabad and around
The Town
 Central Allahabad is split in two by the railway line, with the chaotic and congested Old City or Chowk south of Allahabad Junction station, and the grid of the Civil Lines (the residential quarter of the Raj military town) to the north.
 A kilometre north of Allahabad Junction railway station, the yellow-and-red sandstone bulk of the Gothic All Saints Cathedral dominates the surrounding avenues. Designed by Sir William Emerson, architect of Kolkatas Victoria Memorial, the cathedral retains much of its stained glass, and an impressive altar of inlaid marble. Plaques provide interesting glimpses of Allahabad in the days of the Raj, while flying buttresses and snarling gargoyles on the exterior add to the effect of an English county town  though the impression is subverted by the palm trees in the garden. Sunday services continue to attract large congregations, as do Masses at the flamboyant St Josephs Roman Catholic Cathedral, a short distance northeast.
 On the edge of the pleasant Chandra Shekhar Azad Park, the grounds of the Allahabad Museum (TuesSun 10.30am4.45pm, closed the Sun following the 2nd Sat of the month; Rs100 [Rs5]) are dotted with pieces of ancient sculpture. Inside, youll find early terracotta artefacts, eighth-century sculptures from the Buddhist site of Kausambi, and a striking twelfth-century image from Khajuraho of Shiva and Parvati. A copious collection of modern Indian art includes work by Haldar, Sajit Khastgir and Rathin Mitra, as well as Jamini Roy, who was inspired by folk art. European paintings concentrate on spiritual themes, with bright, naive canvases by the Russian artist Nicholas Roerich, and pieces by the Tibetologist Lama Angarika Govinda. A natural history section features stuffed animals and birds, while photographs and documents cover the Independence struggle.
The Kumbh Mela
 Hindus traditionally regard river confluences (sangams) as auspicious places, and none more so than the one at Allahabad, where the Yamuna and Ganges rivers meet the River of Enlightenment, the mythical subterranean Saraswati. According to legend, Vishnu was carrying a kumbha (pot) of amrita (nectar), when a scuffle broke out between the gods, and four drops were spilled. They fell to earth at the four tirthas of Prayag, Haridwar, Nasik and Ujjain. The event is commemorated every three years by the Kumbh Mela, held at each tirtha in turn; the Allahabad Sangam is known as Tirtharaja, the King of tirthas, and its mela, the Maha Kumbh Mela or Great Kumbh Mela, is the greatest and holiest of all.
 The largest religious fair in India, Maha Kumbh Mela was attended by an astonishing seventeen million pilgrims in 2001 (the next is in 2013, then 2025). The vast flood plains and riverbanks adjacent to the confluence were overrun by tents, organized in almost military fashion by the government, the local authorities and the police. The mela is especially renowned for the presence of an extraordinary array of religious ascetics  sadhus and mahants  enticed from remote hideaways in forests, mountains and caves. Once astrologers have determined the propitious bathing time or kumbhayog, the first to hit the water are legions of Naga Sadhus or Naga Babas, who cover their naked bodies with ash and wear their hair in dreadlocks. The sadhus, who see themselves as guardians of the faith, approach the confluence at the appointed time with all the pomp and bravado of a charging army.
 Although the Kumbh Mela is only triennial, and not always in Allahabad, there is a smaller annual bathing festival, the Magh Mela, held here every year in the month of Magha (JanFeb).



 North of the museum rise the nineteenth-century sandstone buildings of Allahabad University, and the Gothic Muir College, built in 1870. A 61m-high tower accompanies domes clad with blue and white glazed tiles (some of which are missing), and a quadrangle with tall and elegant arches. Just beyond the college, in beautiful grounds roughly 1km northeast of the museum, is Anand Bhawan (TuesSun 9.30am5pm; ground floor free, first floor Rs8; no tickets sold 12.451.30pm). This ornate Victorian building, crowned by a chhatri and with Indo-Saracenic effects finished in grey-and-white trim, was the boyhood home of the first prime minister of an independent India, Jawaharlal Nehru. Its now maintained as a museum, allowing visitors to peer through plate glass into the opulent interior and see how the first family lived. More diverting than Nehrus spoons and trousers is the colonial court document of his trial for making salt. Nehrus daughter Indira Gandhi was born here, and Mahatma Gandhi (no relation) stayed when he visited the city. In the grounds, as at the Nehru Memorial Museum in Delhi, is a planetarium, which puts on five hour-long shows per day (11am, noon, 2pm, 3pm, 4pm; Rs20, all in Hindi with a 30min lecture prior to the show).
 A short way south of Allahabad Junction railway station, a lofty gateway leads to the attractive walled gardens of Khusrau Bagh, where the remains of Jahangirs tragic son Khusrau rest in a simple sandstone mausoleum, completed in 1622. Khusrau made an unsuccessful bid for power that ended in death at the hands of his brother Shah Jahan, and is buried far from the centre of Mughal power. His mothers two-storeyed mausoleum is a short way west, beyond a tomb reputed to be that of his sister. Once Jahangirs pleasure garden, today much of Khusrau Bagh has been made into an orchard, famous for its guavas, and a rose nursery, but parts are unkempt and overgrown.
The river frontage
 Most of Allahabads river frontage is along the Yamuna, where women perform arati or evening worship at Saraswati Ghat by floating diya downstream. Immediately to the west, in Minto Park, a memorial marks the spot where, in 1858, the British Raj was born, as India officially passed from the East India Company to the Crown.
 East of Saraswati Ghat, close to the sangam, Akbars Fort is best appreciated from boats on the river. Much of it is still occupied by the military, and public access is restricted to the leafy corner around the Patalpuri Temple, approached through any of the forts three massive gates. Much of the superstructure is neglected; the zenana with its columned hall does survive, but can only be viewed with prior permission. At the main gate, a poorly restored polished stone Ashoka Pillar is inscribed with the emperors edicts and dated to 242 BC.
 Where the forts eastern battlements meet the river, a muddy ghat is busy with boatmen jostling for custom from pilgrims heading to the sangam. Inland along the base of the fort, with the flood plain of the sangam to the right, a road leads past rows of stalls catering to pilgrims to the brightly painted Hanuman Temple. Unusually, the large sunken image of the monkey god inside is reclining rather than standing erect; during the annual floods the waters rise to touch his feet before once again receding.
The sangam
 Around 7km from the centre of the Civil Lines, overlooked by the eastern ramparts of the fort, wide flood plains and muddy banks protrude towards the sacred sangam. At the point at which the brown Ganges meets the greenish Yamuna, pandas (priests) perch on small platforms to perform puja and assist the devout in their ritual ablutions in the shallow waters. Beaches and ghats here are littered with the shorn hair of pilgrims who come to offer pind for their deceased parents, and women sit around selling cone-shaped pyramids of bright red and orange tilak powder.
Boats to the sangam, used by pilgrims and tourists alike, can be rented at the ghat immediately east of the fort, for the recommended government rate of Rs30 per head. However, most pilgrims pay around Rs60 and you can be charged as much as Rs150. Official prices for a whole boat are Rs150 but can soar to more than Rs500 during the melas. On the way to the sangam, high-pressure aquatic salesmen loom up on the placid waters selling offerings such as coconuts for pilgrims to discard at the confluence. Once abandoned, the offerings are fished up and sold on to other pilgrims.



< Back to Allahabad and around
Eating
 Most of the better cafs and restaurants are in the Civil Lines area. In the early evening, the snack stalls along MG Marg ply their specialities.
El Chico 24 MG Marg. One of the citys best, a smart place with good Indian, Chinese and Western cuisine, including grills, sizzlers, Szechuan-style pork or baked fish in cheese sauce. Non-veg mains Rs185300.


Hot Stuff 21 Sardar Patel Marg. Popular hang-out for Allahabads young and trendy, offering burgers, shakes, Chinese food and ice cream. Main dishes Rs50130.


Indian Coffee House MG Marg, set back from the road. Allahabad branch of the South Indian co-op, serving great filter coffee and basic cheap snacks (nothing over Rs35) with no frills or pretensions.


Jade Garden 123127 MG Marg. Small garden restaurant offering Chinese food of the chop suey, chow mein and sweet-and-sour variety, plus veg and non-veg Indian dishes (mains Rs90175).


Kamdhenu 37 MG Marg, in the beautiful nineteenth-century Palace Theatre building. Famous Allahabad sweetshop whose specialities include milk cake with almonds, and less cloyingly sweet fig and nut confections.


Tandoor 33 MG Marg. Upmarket non-veg restaurant and one of the best places in the city for Indian food, serving all the tandoori classics including chicken or fish tikka, kebabs and Mughlai curries. Non-veg mains Rs85195.


< Back to Allahabad and around
Around Allahabad
 Just 63km south of Allahabad, on the banks of the Yamuna, are the extensive ruins of Kausambi, a major Buddhist centre where Buddha himself once preached. The city flourished between the eighth century BC and the sixth century AD; archeological evidence suggests even earlier habitation. According to legend, it was founded by descendants of the Pandavas, after floods destroyed their city of Hastinapur. Mud ramparts (originally faced with brick) tower over the fields, running along an irregular 6km perimeter, and sections remain of a defensive moat. Within the complex, excavations have revealed a paved road, brick houses, wells, tanks and drains, a monastery with cloisters and a large stupa, and the ruins of a palace in the southeast corner. The only standing feature is a damaged sandstone column ascribed to Ashoka  a second column, moved by the Mughals, now graces the gates of the fort at Allahabad. If you have your own vehicle or hire a taxi (around Rs1000), Kausambi is a straightforward day-trip from Allahabad. Otherwise, there are buses from Leader Road stand (Rs50).
 Allahabad also makes a good base from which to venture into the remoter parts of Bundelkhand to the south. The sprawling pilgrimage town of CHITRAKUT (also called Sitapur) is 128km southwest, and easily accessible by both train and bus. Its also a good place to catch onward transport to Kalinjar and Khajuraho. Together with its twin town of Karbi, 8km east (where there are train connections to Allahabad, Kolkata and Delhi), Chitrakut is a major Vaishnavite pilgrimage centre. Most of its religious and leisure activity revolves around the charming central Ramghat, where boats with electric-blue mattresses and pillows create a pretty picture against a backdrop of ashrams and ghats to either side of the narrow, slow-moving river.
 About 88km southwest of Chitrakut, the abandoned star-shaped fortress of KALINJAR looks down on the Gangetic valley from the final escarpments of the craggy Vindhya hills, above the town of the same name. Much of the fort has been reclaimed by dry shrubby forest, populated by monkeys; once-grand avenues are now rocky footpaths that wind through the few crumbling yet ornately carved buildings that remain. Kalinjar has no tourist facilities to speak of  most of those who do come are either on day-trips from Chitrakut or Allahabad, or stay in Banda, which is on major train and bus routes and is connected to Kalinjar by local buses. Steep steps lead straight up for 3km from Kalinjar village to the forts main gate, Alam Darwaza, but the southern Panna Gate has rock carvings depicting seven deer (like the forts seven gates, these represent the then-known planets). Beneath Bara Darwaza, the Large Gate, in the artificial cave of Sita Sej, a stone couch dating from the fourth century holds some of Kalinjars earliest inscriptions. The forts colossal rambling battlements provide sweeping views of the Gangetic plain to the north and the Vindhya hills to the south.
< Back to Allahabad and around
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Older than history, older than tradition, older even than legend, and looks twice as old as all of them put together. 
Mark Twain
 The great Hindu city of VARANASI, also known as Banaras or Benares, stretches along the River Ganges, its waterfront dominated by long flights of stone ghats where thousands of pilgrims and residents come for their daily ritual ablutions. Known to the devout as Kashi, the Luminous  the City of Light, founded by Shiva  Varanasi is one of the oldest living cities in the world. It has maintained its religious life since the sixth century BC in one continuous tradition, in part by remaining outside the mainstream of political activity and historical development of the Subcontinent, and stands at the centre of the Hindu universe, the focus of a religious geography that reaches from the Himalayan cave of Amarnath in Kashmir to Indias southern tip at Kanniyakumari, Puri to the east, and Dwarka to the west. Located next to a ford on an ancient trade route, Varanasi is among the holiest of all tirthas  crossing places, that allow the devotee access to the divine and enable gods and goddesses to come down to earth. It has attracted pilgrims, seekers, sannyasins and students of the Vedas throughout its history, including sages such as Buddha, Mahavira (founder of the Jain faith) and the great Hindu reformer Shankara.
 Anyone who dies in Varanasi attains instant moksha, or enlightenment. Widows and the elderly come here to live out their final days, finding shelter in temples, assisted by alms from the faithful. Western visitors since the Middle Ages have marvelled at the strangeness of this most alien of Indian cities: the tight mesh of alleys, the religious accoutrements, the host of deities  and the proximity of death.
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Arrival and departure

By air >
By train >
By bus >

By air
A pre-paid taxi from Babatpur airport, 22km northwest of the city, costs Rs450. Autos charge Rs250 for the same journey. On your return there are pre-paid taxis from Cantonment station (Rs400), or Rs200 by auto  Rs50100 more from town if you dont pre-pay); allow at least ninety minutes to the Old City.
By train
Varanasi is served by two main railway stations: Varanasi Cantonment in the town itself, and Mughal Sarai, 17km east of town. Cantonment is the most conveniently located station, with pre-paid auto and taxi booths, but depending on where you are travelling from, you may find yourself using the Mughal Sarai line. There are retiring rooms at Mughal Sarai station and local buses and taxis run regularly into Varanasi.
 Varanasi Cantonment station has a foreign tourists reservations office (MonSat 8am8pm, Sun 8am2pm). Many trains on the main eastwest DelhiKolkata line bypass Varanasi but stop at Mughal Sarai, around 45 minutes away by road or rail. The fastest train to Agra and Jaipur, for example, is the daily #2307 HowrahJodhpur Express, which leaves Mughal Sarai at 9.55am, arriving at Agra Fort at 7.15pm, Jaipur at midnight, and Jodhpur at 6.30am the next morning, but theres also a thrice-weekly overnight service from Varanasi itself, the #4853/4863/4865 Marudhar Express (departing 5.206.15pm, depending on the day, arriving Agra Fort 5.55am, Jaipur 11.30am, Jodhpur 5.30pm). For Delhi, though a couple of Rajdhani express trains pass through Mughal Sarai around 1am, the most convenient trains leave from Varanasi, including the #2559 Shiv Ganga Express (leaves 7.15pm, arrives New Delhi 7.40am). The best daytime service, the #2875 Neelachal Express (leaves 7.38am, arrives New Delhi 9.40pm) runs Tuesday, Friday and Sunday only. To Kolkata, convenient overnight services include the #3006 Howrah Mail, leaving Varanasi at 5pm, for a chirpy 7.20am arrival at Howrah; you can get a faster service from Mughal Sarai (the 1.55am #2302 Rajdhani takes only eight hours on most days), but it isnt worth the extra effort. The Mahanagri Express #1094 is the fastest train to Mumbai (departs 11.30am, arriving Mumbai CST 2.15pm next day).
 The most convenient train to Patna is the 2.35pm SecunderabadPatna Express #2791, which reaches Patna at 7.10pm. For an earlier arrival, the 8am Magadh Express #2402 from Mughal Sarai gets in at 11.30am. To Gaya the Doon Express #3010 leaves Varanasi at 4.25pm and arrives at 9.17pm.
 To Uttarakhand, the #3009 Doon Express (10.35am arriving Dehra Dun 7.10am next day) is the best option for Dehra Dun, but a section of the #4265 Dehra Dun Express (departs 8.30am) also serves Ramnagar (arrives 6.05am next day). For Khajuraho, take a train to Satna (the 4-weekly #1062 Lokmanyatilak Express does it overnight, departing Mon, Wed, Fri & Sun 11.20pm, arriving at 6.45am; the fastest daily daytime service is the #2168 Dadar Superfast Express at 10.25am, arriving at 3.50pm), where you can pick up a bus for the three-hour journey.
< Back to Arrival and departure
By bus
Most buses terminate a couple of hundred metres east of the railway station along the main Grand Trunk Road and at the Roadways Bus Stand(0542/220 3476). Buses from Nepal are met by the rickshaw mafia.
 From the Roadways Bus Stand UPSRTC run hourly buses 5.30am8.30pm to the Nepal border at Sonauli (hourly; 10hr) via Gorakhpur (7hr), and there are good and regular buses for Allahabad (every 30min; 3hr), making road a better option than rail for that destination. For Bihar, bus services are now few and far between (with none at all to Patna), and road conditions not great, so rail is your best bet.


Tout dodging
 Like Agra and Delhi, Varanasi is rife with touts, and youll have to be careful of scams, especially on arrival. Most hotels pay a commission of up to eighty percent of the room rate (for every day you stay) to whoever takes you to the door  a cost that is passed on to you.
 All English-speaking rickshaw drivers are part of this racket, and avoiding it takes persistence. At Cantonment railway station, first visit the very helpful tourist office and telephone your hotel of choice. Theyll send someone to pick you up. If you want to make your own way to the hotels of the old town, walk away from the bus or railway station to the main road, find a non-English-speaking cycle rickshaw driver, and ask to be taken to Godaulia, 3km southeast  a Rs30 ride. Rickshaws are unable to penetrate the maze of lanes around Vishwanatha Temple and are banned from the central part of Godaulia. Again, you can call a hotel from here to come and find you  if you attempt to get to a hotel yourself, touts may try to attach themselves and claim a commission on arrival. When trying to find hotels in the old town that dont pay commission to touts, its common to hear that they have burned down or flooded; touts also try to remove signs directing people to them.



 The main UP Tourism office is at their Tourist Bungalow, on Parade Kothi 500m southwest of Cantonment railway station (MonSat, closed 2nd Sat of the month, 10am5pm; 0542/220 6638), though their tourist information counter (daily 7am7pm; 0542/250 6670) inside the Cantonment railway station is their main office for giving out information  the boss, Uma Shankar, is extremely helpful and is now backed up by a force of tourist police (same phone number) to defend tourists from crime. The shabby Bihar Government tourist office at 3rd Floor, Hans Sarowar, Englishis Lane, Jawaharlal Nehru Market, Cantonment (0542/222 3821), is useful if youre heading east into that state.
 The India Tourism office is in the Cantonment district, away from the Old City and ghats, just off The Mall on Stranger Road (MonFri 9am5.30pm, Sat 9am2pm; 0542/250 1784). It gives out information on the whole of India, but staff can assist with booking accommodation in Varanasi. They maintain a booth at the airport during flight times.
 To experience the ghats at sunrise, or the peace of Sarnath, youre best off eschewing guided tours and making your own arrangements. If your time is very limited, official tour guides can be organized through the India Tourism office (Rs600/day for up to five people, slightly more for bigger groups).
 The local branch of the National Informatics Centre has some interesting information about Varanasi on their website at www.varanasi.nic.in.
< Back to Arrival and departure
City transport
Cycle rickshaws are the easiest way to get around Varanasi, and often defy death and traffic jams by cycling up the wrong side of the road; a ride from Godaulia to Cantonment railway station costs around Rs30. Auto-rickshaws should be faster, but due to the volume of traffic they rarely are for short rides across town. Godaulia to the railway station should cost Rs50.
< Back to Varanasi
Accommodation

Godaulia >
South of Godaulia, near the river >
Cantonment and around >

 Most of Varanasis better and more expensive hotels lie on its peripheries, though to experience the full ambience of the city, stay close to the ghats and the lanes of the Old City, where top-floor rooms, with views and more light, are generally the best. If you want to stay with a local family, UP Tourism run a paying guesthouse scheme  ask at their station office. Places listed below under the Godaulia heading appear on the Godaulia map; all others appear on the main Varanasi map.
Godaulia
Alka D-3/23 Mir Ghat 0542/239 8445, www.hotelalkavns.com. Often booked up by tour groups, but a good mid-market riverside choice, with a big variety of well-maintained quality rooms, plus a terrace and a pleasant little lawn overlooking the river. Rs3012000


Ganga Fuji D-7/21 Sakarkand Gali 0542/232 7333, www.gangafujihome.com. Well-run family guesthouse near the Golden Temple, with a range of tastefully decorated rooms, scrupulously clean (though its down a rather dirty alley), some with a/c, clean bathrooms and hot showers. Rs3012000


Ganpati D-3/24 Mir Ghat 0542/239 0059, www.ganpatiguesthouse.com. Rooms here overlook the Ganges or are arranged around a courtyard, and theres a restaurant and a sociable balcony overlooking the river. The 10am checkout time is a bit inconvenient. Rs3012000


Golden Lodge D-8/35 Kalika Gali, near Shanishvara 0542/239 8788, goldenvaranasi@gmail.com. Friendly staff, a range of attached rooms (plus some non-attached singles), and a decent restaurant, but make sure the price they quote includes tax and service or they may try to add those to your bill when you leave. Rs3001200


Shanti Guest House Ck 8/129 Garwasi Tola, near Manikarnika Ghat 0542/239 2568, varanasishanti@yahoo.com. An old favourite  though in need of a lick of paint  tucked away near the burning ghats. Large building with loads of (generally) clean rooms with attached bathrooms, as well as dorm beds (Rs50). Excellent views from the lively rooftop restaurant. Rs3001200


Sri Venkateswar D-5/64 Dashaswamedh Rd 0542/239 2357, venlodge@yahoo.com. Simple but clean and close to the ghats and to Vishwanatha Temple, capturing the ambience of the Old City. Large rooms, nice courtyard, friendly staff, 24hr checkout and no intoxicants allowed. Rs301700


Yogi Lodge D-8/29 Kalika Gali 0542/239 2588, yogilodge@yahoo.com. An old budget-traveller favourite in the heart of the Old City thats been going for years; very well run, with a safe for valuables. Spotless restaurant, clean rooms and dorms (Rs65). Rs300 and under
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South of Godaulia, near the river
Ganges View Asi Ghat 0542/231 3218, www.hotelgangesview.com. A great veranda looking out onto the river, a lobby full of good books, a pleasant ambience and an interesting landlord mean this popular place is often booked up. The rooms are small but tastefully and stylishly decorated. You pay a premium to stay on the upper floor, with better views. Rs20014500


Palace on Ganges B-1/158 Asi Ghat 0542/231 5050, www.palaceonganges.com. The only luxury hotel on the Ganges, with 22 individually decorated rooms representing the states of India  Gujarati is particularly colourful. Facilities include central a/c, TV, minibar, tour desk and rooftop restaurant. Rs30014500


Palace on Steps D-21/11 Rana Ghat 0542/245 0970, palaceonsteps@gmail.com. Originally two hotels (separated by a big banyan tree), now combined to make one, with rooms ranging from budget to a/c, but all immaculate, though you pay a premium if you want one with views over the ghats (which you get from the hotels terrace anyway). Rs3014500


Vishnu Rest House D-24/17 Pandey Ghat 0542/245 0206. One of the nicest of the riverside lodges, with rooms, dorms (Rs60) and a lovely patio and caf overlooking the Ganges; popular and often booked up. Best approached via the ghats, south of Dashaswamedh. Rs3001200
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Cantonment and around
Gateway Nadesar Palace Grounds, Raja Bazaar Rd, 0542/250 3001 to 19, www.thegatewayhotels.com.  The poshest gaff in town, set among vast grounds (explore them by buggy, or on a birdwatching walk), with stately rooms, fine dining, a pool and fitness centre, and also yoga classes. Double rooms start at Rs9450, or take a deluxe suite for $315. Rs7001 and over


Gautam Grand Parade Kothi 0542/220 8288, www.hotelgautamgrand.com. Good-value modern hotel near the station; the rooms (some a/c) are not huge, but theyre reasonably well-kept, each with a balcony. Theres also 24hr room service, a dorm for those on a budget (Rs100), and the staff are eager to please. Rs5011200


India 59 Patel Nagar 0542/250 7593, www.hotelindiavns.com. A three-star hotel that makes a pretty good attempt at being stylish. The rooms are quite smart and modern (cool white with pinewood  even the laminated floor doesnt look too naff) with attached bathrooms and a/c; and a health and fitness centre, a rooftop bar and four restaurants, including the excellent Palm Springs. Rs20013000


Hotel Pradeep Kabir Chaura Rd, Jagatganj 0542/220 7231 or 2, www.hotelpradeep.com. Comfortable, quite smart and popular with tour groups; away from, but within striking distance of, the ghats. Good restaurant. Rs12013000


Radisson Varanasi The Mall 0542/250 1515 or 1800/1800 333, www.radisson.com/varanasi.in. One of Varanasis best-value luxury places, with classy and well-appointed rooms, stylish but not huge, plus a swimming pool, two restaurants, a bar and a coffee shop. Rates (doubles from $163) include a huge buffet breakfast. Rs7001 and over


Raj Kamal Parade Kothi 0542/220 8844. Budget option near the railway station, very near the UPTDCs Tourist Bungalow. Useful for early and late train departures, but often full. Rs301500


Surya S-20/51, A5 The Mall 0542/250 8465 or 6, www.hotelsuryavns.com.  Well-run, comfortable and relaxing hotel arranged around a small lawn that doubles up as an alfresco restaurant. Rooms are small but well-kept, with modern bathrooms, and many have balconies. Facilities include internet, tour desk, foreign exchange, a pool (Rs200 for non-guests) and a decent restaurant. You can also camp (Rs100/person).Rs7012000


< Back to Accommodation
Whats in a name?
 The Yogi Lodge (near Vishwanatha Temple), Vishnu Rest House (overlooking the river) and Shanti Guest House (near Manikarnika Ghat), three of the Old Citys oldest and best-run guesthouses, face dubious competition from lookalike hotels copying their names and paying rickshaw-wallahs to divert customers. Four other bogus Vishnu lodges have sprung up  the Old Vishnu Lodge, the Vishnu Guest House, the Real Vishnu Guest House and the New Vishnu Guest House. And several more Shanti lodges and Yogi lodges are playing the same name game. Legally, the con merchants are safe, as no one owns the copyright to such universal Indian words as Yogi, Vishnu and Shanti, but tourists should beware: no hotel that pays commission to touts or tries to trick you like this is going to be honest in other ways either.



< Back to Varanasi
The ghats

Asi Ghat to Kedara Ghat >
Chauki Ghat to Chaumsathi Ghat >
Dashaswamedh Ghat >
Man Mandir Ghat to Lalita Ghat >
Manikarnika Ghat >
Panchganga Ghat to Adi Keshava Ghat >

 The great riverbanks at Varanasi, built high with eighteenth- and nineteenth-century pavilions and palaces, temples and terraces, are lined by stone steps  the ghats  which stretch along the whole waterfront, changing dramatically in appearance with the seasonal fluctuations of the river level. Each of the hundred ghats, big and small, is marked by a lingam, and occupies its own special place in the religious geography of the city. Some have crumbled over the years while others continue to thrive, visited by early-morning bathers, brahmin priests offering puja, and people practising meditation and yoga. Hindus regard the Ganges as amrita, the elixir of life, which brings purity to the living and salvation to the dead, but in reality the river is scummy with effluent, so dont be tempted to join the bathers; never mind the chemicals and human body parts, its the level of heavy metals, dumped by factories upstream, that are the real cause for concern. Whether Ganga water still has the power to absolve sin if sterilized is a contentious point among the faithful; current thinking has it that boiling is acceptable but chemical treatment ruins it.
 For centuries, pilgrims have traced the perimeter of the city by a ritual circumambulation, paying homage to shrines on the way. Among the most popular routes is the Panchatirthi Yatra, which takes in the pancha (five) tirthi (crossings) of Asi, Dash, Manikarnaka, Panchganga, and finally Adi Kesh. To gain merit or appease the gods, the devotee, accompanied by a panda (priest), recites a sankalpa (statement of intent) and performs a ritual at each stage of the journey. For the casual visitor, however, the easiest way to see the ghats is to follow a southnorth sequence either by boat or on foot.
Asi Ghat to Kedara Ghat
 At the clay-banked Asi Ghat, where the River Asi runs into the Ganges, pilgrims bathe prior to worshipping at a huge lingam under a peepal tree. A small marble temple just off the ghat houses another lingam called Asisangameshvara, the Lord of the Confluence of the Asi. Traditionally, pilgrims continued from these to Lolarka Kund, the Trembling Sun, a rectangular tank 15m below ground level, approached by steep steps, but its now almost abandoned  except during the Lolarka Mela fair (Aug/Sept), when thousands come to propitiate the gods and pray for the birth of a son. It is actually one of Varanasis earliest sites, and was attracting bathers in the days of Buddha. Equated with the twelve adityas or divisions of the sun, it is one of only two remaining sites in Varanasi that are linked with the origins of Hinduism, when worship of the sun god Surya predominated over that of the modern deities Shiva and Vishnu.
 Much of the adjacent Tulsi Ghat  originally Lolarka ghat, but renamed in honour of the poet Tulsi Das, who lived nearby in the sixteenth century  has crumbled. Hanuman Ghat, to its north, is believed by many to be the birthplace of the fifteenth-century Vaishnavite saint, Vallabha, who was instrumental in reviving the worship of Krishna (Vishnus human incarnation in the Mahabharata). As well as a new South Indian temple, the ghat also has a striking image of Ruru, the dog, one of the eight forms of Bhairava, a ferocious and early form of Shiva.
 The next set of steps northwards is Harishchandra Ghat, named after a legendary king who gave up his entire kingdom in a fit of self-abnegation. One of Varanasis two burning ghats (ghats used for cremation, that is, the other being Manikarnika Ghat), it is easily recognizable from the smoke of its funeral pyres.
 Further north still, Kedara Ghat is connected mythologically to Kedarnath, Shivas home in the Himalayas. Pilgrims on the Panchatirthi Yatra dont visit it, but its always busy and becomes a hive of activity in the sacred month of Shravana (July/Aug), at the height of the monsoon. Above its steps, a red-and-white-striped temple houses the Kedareshvara lingam, made of black rock shot through with a vein of white.
Boat trips on the Ganges
 All along the ghats, and especially at the main ones such as Dashaswamedh, the prices of boat (bajra) rental are highly inflated, with local boatmen under pressure from touts to fleece tourists and pilgrims. Theres a police counter at the top of Dashaswamedh, but the lack of government tourist assistance means that renting a boat to catch the dawn can be a bit of a free-for-all, and haggling is essential. There is an official rate, determined by UP Tourism, of Rs50 per hour for a small (one- to four-person) boat, Rs75 for a larger (five- to ten-person) one, but you wont find a boatman wholl agree to it.



< Back to The ghats
Chauki Ghat to Chaumsathi Ghat
 Northwards along the river, Chauki Ghat is distinguished by an enormous tree that shelters small stone shrines to the nagas, water-snake deities, while at the unmistakable Dhobi (Laundrymens) Ghat, clothes are still rhythmically pulverized in pursuit of purity. Past smaller ghats such as Mansarowar, named after the holy lake in Tibet, and Narada, honouring the divine musician and sage, lies Chaumsathi Ghat, where impressive stone steps lead up to the small temple of the Chaumsathi (64) Yoginis. Images of Kali and Durga in its inner sanctum represent a stage in the emergence of the great goddess as a single representation of a number of female divinities. Overlooking the ghats here is Peshwa Amrit Raos majestic sandstone haveli (mansion), built in 1807 and currently used for religious ceremonies and occasionally as an auditorium for concerts.
Dashaswamedh Ghat
Dashaswamedh Ghat is Varanasis most popular and accessible bathing ghat, with rows of pandas sitting on wooden platforms under bamboo umbrellas, masseurs plying their trade and boatmen jostling for custom. Its the second and busiest of the five tirthas on the Panchatirthi Yatra. Its Brahmeshvara lingam is supposed to have been planted by the god Brahma. South of here, a flat-roofed building houses the shrine of Shitala, which is likewise extremely popular, even in the rainy season when devotees have to wade to the temple or take a boat.
< Back to The ghats
Man Mandir Ghat to Lalita Ghat
Man Mandir Ghat is known primarily for its magnificent eighteenth-century observatory, built for the Maharaja of Jaipur and equipped with ornate window casings. Pilgrims pay homage to the important lingam of Someshvara, the lord of the moon, alongside, before crossing Tripurabhairavi Ghat to Mir Ghat and the New Vishwanatha Temple, built by conservative brahmins who claimed that the main Vishwanatha lingam was rendered impure when Harijans (Untouchables) entered the sanctum in 1956. At Mir Ghat, the Dharma Kupa, the Well of Dharma, is surrounded by subsidiary shrines and the lingam of Dharmesha, where it is said that Yama, the Lord of Death, obtained his jurisdiction over all the dead of the world  except here in Varanasi.
 To the north is Lalita Ghat, renowned for its Ganga Keshava shrine to Vishnu and the Nepali Temple (daily 5am8pm; Rs10), a Kathmandu-style wooden structure which houses an image of Pashupateshvara  Shivas manifestation at Pashupatinath, in the Kathmandu Valley  and sporting a small selection of erotic carvings.
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Manikarnika Ghat
 North of Lalita lies Varanasis pre-eminent cremation ground, Manikarnika Ghat. Such grounds are usually held to be inauspicious, and located on the fringes of cities, but the entire city of Shiva is regarded as Mahashamshana, the Great Cremation Ground, for the corpse of the entire universe. The ghat is perpetually crowded with funeral parties, as well as the Doms, its Untouchable guardians, busy and preoccupied with facilitating final release for those lucky enough to pass away here. Seeing bodies being cremated so publicly has always exerted a great fascination for visitors to the city, but photography is strictly taboo; even having a camera visible may be construed as intent, and provoke hostility. Wood touts descend on tourists at the ghat explaining the finer metaphysical points of transmutation (cremation is education) before subtly shifting to the practicalities of how much wood is needed to burn one body, the never-ending cycle of inflation and would you like to give a donation. The amounts written down in their ledgers are unbelievable.
 Lying at the centre of the five tirthas, Manikarnika Ghat symbolizes both creation and destruction, epitomized by the juxtaposition of the sacred well of Manikarnika Kund, said to have been dug by Vishnu at the time of creation, and the hot, sandy ash-infused soil of cremation grounds where time comes to an end. In Hindu mythology, Manikarnika Kund predates the arrival of the Ganga and has its source deep in the Himalayas. Vishnu carved the kund (water tank) with his discus, and filled it with perspiration from his exertions in creating the world at the behest of Shiva. When Shiva quivered with delight, his earring fell into this pool, which as Manikarnika  Jewelled Earring  became the first tirtha in the world. Every year, after the floodwaters of the river have receded to leave the pool caked in alluvial deposits, the kund is re-dug. Its surroundings are cleaned and painted with bright folk art depicting the presiding goddess, Manikarni Devi.
 Bordering Manikarnika to the north is the picturesque Scindia Ghat, its tilted Shiva temple lying partially submerged in the river, after falling in as a result of the sheer weight of the ghats construction in the mid-nineteenth century. Above the ghat, several of Varanasis most influential shrines are hidden within the tight maze of alleyways of the area known as Siddha Kshetra (the Field of Fulfilment).
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Panchganga Ghat to Adi Keshava Ghat
 Beyond Lakshmanbala Ghat, with its commanding views of the river, lies one of the most dramatic  and contentious  ghats, Panchganga, dominated by Varanasis largest riverside building, the great Mosque of Alamgir, known locally as Beni Madhav-ka-Darera. With its minarets now much shortened, the mosque stands on the ruins of the Bindu Madhava, a Vishnu temple that extended from Panchganga to Rama Ghat before it was destroyed by Aurangzeb and replaced with the mosque. Panchganga also bears testimony to more favourable HinduMuslim relations, being the site of the initiation of the medieval saint of the Sufi-Sant tradition, Kabir, the son of a humble Muslim weaver who is venerated by Hindus and Muslims alike. Along the riverfront lies a curious array of three-sided cells, submerged during the rainy season, some with lingams, others with images of Vishnu, and some empty and used for meditation or yoga. Above Trilochana Ghat, further north, is the holy ancient lingam of the three (tri)-eyed (lochana) Shiva. Beyond it, the river bypasses some of Varanasis oldest precincts, now predominantly Muslim in character; the ghats themselves gradually become less impressive and are usually of the kaccha (clay-banked) variety. At Adi Keshava Ghat (the Original Vishnu), on the outskirts of the city, the Varuna River flows into the Ganga. Unapproachable during the rainy season, when it is completely submerged, the ghat marks the place where Vishnu supposedly landed as an emissary of Shiva, and stands on the original site of the city before it spread southwards; around Adi Keshava are a number of Ganesha shrines.
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The Old City

Bharat Mata >
South of the Old City >
Ramnagar Fort >

 At the heart of Varanasi, between Dashaswamedh Ghat and Godaulia to the south and west and Manikarnika Ghat on the river to the north, lies the maze of ramshackle alleys that comprise the Old City, or Vishwanatha Khanda. The whole area buzzes with the activity of pilgrims, pandas and stalls selling offerings to the faithful, and there are lingams and shrines tucked into every corner. If you get lost just head for the river.
 Approached through labyrinthine alleys and the Vishwanatha Gali (or Lane), the temple complex of Vishwanatha or Visheshwara, the Lord of All, is popularly known as the Golden Temple, due to the gold plating on its massive spire. Hidden behind a wall, the opulent complex is closed to non-Hindus, who have to make do with glimpses from adjacent buildings. Vishwanathas history has been fraught. Sacked by successive Muslim rulers, it was repeatedly rebuilt and destroyed; in 1785, Queen Ahilyabai Holkar of Indore built the temple that stands today. Its simple white domes tower over the Jnana Vapi (Wisdom Well), immediately north, housed in an open-arcaded hall built in 1828, where Shiva cooled his lingam after the construction of Vishwanatha. Adjacent to the temple, guarded by armed police to protect it from Hindu fanatics, stands the Jnana Vapi Mosque, also known as the Great Mosque of Aurangzeb. Close by, the temple of Annapurna Bhavani is dedicated to Shakti, the divine female energy. Manifest in many forms, including the awesome Kali and Durga with their weapons and gruesome garlands of skulls, shes seen here as the provider of sustenance and carries a cooking pot. Nearby is a stunning image, faced in silver against a black surround, of Shani or Saturn. Slightly north, across the main road, the thirteenth-century Razias Mosque stands atop the ruins of a still earlier Vishwanatha temple that was destroyed under the Sultanate.
Bharat Mata
 About 3km northwest of Godaulia, outside the Old City, the modern temple of Bharat Mata (Mother India), inaugurated by Mahatma Gandhi, is unusual in that it has a huge relief map in marble of the whole of the Indian Subcontinent and the Tibetan plateau, with mountains, rivers and the holy tirthas all clearly visible. Pilgrims circumambulate the map before viewing it in its entirety from the second floor. The temple can be reached by rickshaw from Godaulia for around Rs30.
< Back to The Old City
South of the Old City
 The nineteenth-century Durga Temple  stained red with ochre, and popularly known as the Monkey Temple, thanks to its aggressive and irritable monkeys  stands in a walled enclosure 4km south of Godaulia, not far from Asi Ghat. It is devoted to Durga, the terrifying aspect of Shivas consort, Parvati, and the embodiment of Shakti (divine female energy), and was built in a typical North Indian style, with an ornate shikhara in five segments, symbolizing the elements. The best views of the temple are from across Durga kund, the adjoining tank. A forked stake in the courtyard is used during some festivals to behead sacrificial goats. Non-Hindus are admitted to the courtyard, but not the inner sanctum.
 Access to the neighbouring Tulsi Manas Temple, on the other hand, is unrestricted (daily 5amnoon & 3.309pm). Built in 1964 of white-streaked marble, its walls are inscribed with verses by Goswami Tulsidas, the poet and author of the Ramcharitmanas, the Hindi equivalent of the great Sanskrit epic Ramayana.
 A little further south, the Bharat Kala Bhawan museum (MonSat: May & June 7.30am1pm; JulyApril 10.30am4.30pm; Rs100 [Rs10], camera Rs50) has a fabulous collection of miniature paintings, sculpture, contemporary art and bronzes. A gallery dedicated to the city of Varanasi, with a stunning nineteenth-century map, has a display of the recent Raj Ghat excavations and old etchings of the city. Along with Buddhist and Hindu sculpture and Mughal glass, further galleries are devoted to foreign artists who found inspiration in India, such as Nicholas Roerich and Alice Boner; the Bengali renaissance painter Jamini Roy, so influenced by folk art, is also well represented.
 Bharat Kala Bhawan forms part of Banaras Hindu University (BHU), the campus of which also holds the New Vishwanatha Temple (daily 4amnoon & 19pm), distinguished by its lofty white-marble spire. The temple was the brainchild of Pandit Malaviya, founder of the university and a great believer in an egalitarian and casteless Hindu revival, and was built by the Birlas, a wealthy Marwari industrial family. Although supposedly modelled on the original temple destroyed by Aurangzeb, the building displays characteristics of the new wave of temple architecture, amalgamating influences from various parts of India with a garish interior. Outside the gates a small market with teashops, flower-sellers and other vendors caters for the continuous flow of visitors.
< Back to The Old City
Ramnagar Fort
 South of Asi Ghat, on the opposite side of the river, the residence of the Maharaja of Varanasi, Ramnagar Fort looks down upon the Ganges. The best views of the fortifications  especially impressive in late afternoon  are to be had from the rickety pontoon bridge that crosses the river to the fort on the south bank, which is reached by a road heading south from the BHU area. During the monsoon the bridge is dismantled and replaced by a ferry, still preferable to taking the long main road that crosses the main Malaviya Bridge to the north before heading down the eastern bank of the river. The fort can also be reached by chartering a boat from Dashaswamedh Ghat.
 Inside, the fort bears testimony to the wealth of the maharaja and his continuing influence. A dusty and poorly kept museum (daily 10am5pm; Rs15) provides glimpses of a decadent past: horse-drawn carriages, old motor cars, palanquins, ornate gilded and silver howdahs (elephant seats), hookahs, costumes and old silk in a sorry state are all part of the collection, along with an armoury, some minute ivory carvings, an astronomical clock and hunting trophies. Some visitors have reported having tea with the affable maharaja after chance encounters.
 Varanasi is renowned for its Ram Lila, held during Dussehra (Oct), during which episodes from the Ramayana are re-enacted throughout the city and the maharaja sponsors three weeks of elaborate celebrations. Across the courtyard, a section is devoted to the Ram Lila procession and festivities.
< Back to The Old City
Eating

Godaulia >
The rest of the town >

 Most of the Old City cafs are vegetarian, and alcohol is not tolerated, but the Cantonment is less constrained, and some hotels have bars. After an early morning boat trip, try the traditional snack of kachori, savoury deep-fried pastry bread sold in the Old City next to the ghats  but avoid the chai stalls here as the cups are washed in the river.
 Stomach disorders are common in Varanasi, so stick to bottled or treated water and be careful when choosing where you eat. Among hotel restaurants, Vishnu Rest House on Pandey Ghat does excellent thalis and the Yogi Lodge must have the cleanest kitchen in the Old City, dishing out non-spicy curries and travellers favourites. Places listed below under the Godaulia heading appear on the Godaulia map; all others appear on the main Varanasi map.
Godaulia
Ayyars Dashaswamedh Rd. Small, inexpensive caf at the back of a shopping arcade, serving South Indian food (Rs1632), including great masala dosas, excellent filter coffee and delicious milk drinks.


Ganga Fuji D5/8 Kalika Gali, Dashaswamedh. Pleasant little restaurant near Vishwanatha, with a friendly host who guides diners through the multi-cuisine menu (main dishes Rs50100 veg, Rs80200 non-veg)  North Indian dishes are particularly good. Live classical music every evening from 7.30pm.


Keshari D-14/8, Teri Neem, off Dashaswamedh Rd. The menu lists a huge variety of veg curries at Rs40100, all items available, they say. The paneer tomato and the mushroom masala are its specialities, but every dish is delicious.


Madhur Milan Dashaswamedh Rd, just past Vishwanatha Lane. Cheap and very popular caf, great for dosas, sweets, kachoris and samosas (watch them being fried out front, and grab them while theyre piping hot). Main dishes Rs2872, thalis Rs40110.


Megu Caf D-8/1 Kalika Gali. Down the alley leading to the Golden Lodge and Yogi Lodge, this small place run by a JapaneseIndian couple (shoes off at the door), serves a short menu of Japanese treats including veg sushi rolls, veg tempura and ginger chicken (main dishes Rs7585). Closed Sundays.


< Back to Eating
The rest of the town
Annapurna J-12/16A Ramkatora 0542/220 0151, www.sriannapurna.com. Gleaming multi-cuisine restaurant serving continental, subcontinental and Chinese veg food (main dishes Rs85140, thalis Rs120140, mini-meals Rs85110); also does home delivery, and even delivers thalis at two hours notice to any train passing through Varanasi (give train name and number, plus coach and seat number).


Ashiyana Major Singh Place, Lt Rohan Marg, Cantonment. Chinese and Indian meals, snacks and drinks served in an a/c lounge or on a rather noisy lawn, with non-veg mains at Rs75150.


Bread of Life B3/322 Sonapura Rd. Bakery providing brown bread, cinnamon rolls, muffins and confectionery, with a small, clean restaurant serving Western food such as tuna burgers and crme caramel. Main dishes Rs70120; profits go to charity, but service is slow.


El Parador Maldahia Rd. Remarkable restaurant round the corner from the Tourist Bungalow, serving outstanding Mexican, Italian, Greek and French cuisine in a bistro atmosphere. All the pasta is home-made, main dishes Rs175350.


Haifa 1/108 Asi Rd. Laidback place serving approximations of Middle Eastern dishes  including hummus, fresh-baked pittas and falafel  as well as the more usual Indian fare, in a congenial atmosphere. Main dishes Rs60110, breakfasts Rs6090. The Middle Eastern thali (a selection of mezze with pitta) is a great deal at Rs80.


Kerala Caf Durga Kund Rd, Bhelpura Thana. A very popular South Indian restaurant with good snacks (dosas, vadas, uttapams and the like, at Rs1632) and lemon rice, tamarind rice, sambar rice or curd rice (Rs40).


Lotus Lounge 14/21 Mansarowar Ghat. Not a lounge at all, but a bright and breezy terrace restaurant overlooking the ghats, and serving an eclectic mix of international cuisine from chicken satay to Thai red curry to moussaka, plus pastas and salads, with main dishes at Rs75180.


Poonam Hotel Pradeep, Kabir Chaura Rd, Jagatganj. Good, moderately priced (Rs200235 for non-veg mains), Mughlai food served in a comfortable air-conditioned environment.


Vaatika Asi Ghat. A leafy terrace right on the ghat, serving good pizza (Rs70120) and pasta (Rs60100), plus freshly made juices and salads (all vegetables sterilized in permanganate, all water boiled and filtered).


< Back to Eating
Shopping
 With hustlers and rickshaw drivers keen to drag tourists into stores offering commission, shopping in Varanasi can be a nightmare  but its worth seeking out the citys rich silk-weaving and brasswork. The best areas to browse are the Thatheri Bazaar (for brass), or Jnana Vapi and the Vishwanatha Gali in Godaulia with its Temple Bazaar (for silk brocade and jewellery). State-run emporiums such as UP Handlooms in Lahurabir (B-21 Rathyatra Crossing) and Nichi Bagh (39/6 near City Post Office), and Handloom House in Sigra (D64/132K)  offer fixed prices and assured quality. Open Hand Caf and Shop (www.openhandonline.com), B1/128-3 Dumraun Bagh, Colony Asi, near Haifa restaurant and Tiwari Lodge, is a community-run project selling bed linen, clothes, bags, cards, and it doubles up as a caf, so you can enjoy filter coffee and chocolate cake while you shop.
 Sales pitches tend to become most aggressive when it comes to silk, and you need to be wary of the hard sell. Qazi Sadullahpura, near the Chhavi Mahal Cinema, lies at the heart of a fascinating Muslim neighbourhood devoted to the production of silk. [image: Author pick] Mehrotra Silk, 21/72 Englishia Lane, off Station Road near the railway station (0542/220 0189, www.mehotrasilk.in) is highly recommended, and will happily run you up a shirt and deliver it to your hotel, as well as selling ready-made scarves, shawls and bedsheets; they also have a branch at K4/8A Lalghat, and offer free hotel or station pick-ups for customers (rickshaw-wallahs are liable to take you to commission-paying imitators). Upica, the government-run emporium, has outlets at Godaulia and opposite the Gateway hotel, and Paraslakshmi Exports, D-61/16, Sidhgiribagh (0542/241 1496), offers a wide range of silk fabrics as well as scarves, shawls and bedspreads at fixed prices, and also free pick-ups for customers.
< Back to Varanasi
Directory
Airlines Air India, 52 Yadunath Marg, Cantonment 0542/250 2547;Indian Airlines, c/o Air India;Jet Airways and JetLite, 1st floor, Krishnayatan Building S-20/56 Kennedy Rd, off The Mall, Cantonment 0542/250 6444.

Banks and exchange  There are plenty of ATMs in town, including on the Godaulia roundabout. Several of the cheap hotels, as well as the upmarket ones, will change money, as well as NL Forex on Dashaswamedh Rd and in the street opposite Gateway hotel. The State Bank of India by Hotel Surya in the Cantonment (MonFri 10am4pm, Sat 10am1pm) also changes cash and travellers cheques.


Bookshops  Indica Books, D40/18 Madanpura Rd, Godaulia (with a parcel mailing service); Universal Book Company, D40/60 Madanpura Rd; Pilgrims Book House, B27/98-A-8, Nawabganj Road, Durga Kund www.pilgrimsbooks.com; Harmony, B1/158 Asi Ghat.


Car rental  Rental at around Rs20003000/day for a car with driver from UPTDC (0542/220 5845).


Hospitals Sir Sunderlal Hospital, Benares Hindu University (0542/230 7565);Shiv Prasad Gupta Hospital (government-run), Kabir Chaura (0542/221 4720 to 3);Marwari Hospital, Godaulia (0542/239 2611);Ram Krishna Mission Hospital, Luxa (0542/245 1727).

Internet  Internet cafs aimed at travellers cluster around Kachauri Lane and Bengali Tola Lane in the Godaulia area, mostly charging Rs20/hr. In the Cantonment, they usually cost Rs30/hr, but Cyber Caf on Parade Kothi (50m towards the station from Gautam Grand Hotel) charges Rs15/hr.


Motorcycles  Mechanics and workshops specializing in Enfields are clustered in the Jagatganj area, near the Sanskrit University; ask around for a secondhand bike.


Music  The International Music Ashram, D33/81 Kalishpura in the Old City (0542/245 2302, keshvaraonayak@hotmail.com), is an excellent place to get a few lessons in tabla, sitar and theory.


Pharmacies  Singh Medical pharmacy near Prakash Cinema, Lahurabir (a couple of kilometres north of Godaulia), opens late; every hospital has a neighbouring 24hr pharmacy.


Post  The main post office in the Old City is on Kabir Chaura Rd near Kotwalii police station at the top end of the Chowk district. The one in the Cantonment is off Raja Bazaar Rd near the big TV mast at its top end. Branch offices are located in Clarks hotel, on the Mall in the Cantonment, on Dashaswamedh Rd near the river, and on Sakarkand Gali near Ganga Fuji restaurant.


Travel agencies  General travel agencies include the friendly Nova International on Shubhash Nagar, near Parade Kothi 0542/220 8361, and Thomas Cook, Sridas Foundation Building, 4 The Mall (next to Radisson hotel) 0542/250 0589, www.thomascook.in.


Yoga  There is a yoga institute at the Benares Hindu University, but the Yoga Training Cente (D5/15 Shakarkand Lane, near Mir Ghat 9919 857895, www.yogatrainingcentre.com) in Godaulia is more central; alternatively try Yogi Rakesh Pandeep, B-4/35 Hanuman Ghat (9415 817882).


< Back to Varanasi
Sarnath

The main site and the Dhamekh Stupa >
The museum >
Chaukhandi Stupa, Mulagandha Kuti Vihara and the modern sites 

>
Practicalities >

 Ten kilometres north of Varanasi, the ruins and temples at SARNATH are a Buddhist pilgrimage centre, and also popular with day-trippers from Varanasi. It was here, around 530 BC, just five weeks after he had found enlightenment, that Buddha gave his first ever sermon. According to Buddhist belief, this set in motion the Dharmachakra (Wheel of Law), a new cycle of rebirths and reincarnations leading eventually to ultimate enlightenment for everybody. During the rainy season, when Buddha and his followers sought respite from their round of itinerant teaching, they would retire to Sarnath. Also known as Rishipatana, the place of the rishis, or Mrigadaya, the deer park, Sarnaths name derives from Saranganatha, the Lord of the Deer.
 Over the centuries, the settlement flourished as a centre of Buddhist (particularly Hinayana) art and teaching. Seventh-century Chinese pilgrim Xuan Zhang recounted seeing thirty monasteries, supporting some three thousand monks, and a life-sized brass statue of the Buddha turning the Wheel of Law, but Indian Buddhism floundered under the impact of Muslim invasions and the rise of Hinduism. Sarnaths expanding Buddhist settlement eventually dissolved in the wake of this religious and political metamorphosis. Except for the Dhamekh Stupa, much of the site lay in ruins for almost a millennium, prey to vandalism and pilfering, until 1834, when Alexander Cunningham, head of the Archeological Survey, excavated the site. Today it is once more an important Buddhist centre, and its avenues house missions from all over the Buddhist world.
[image: ]
The main site and the Dhamekh Stupa
 Dominated by the huge bulk of the Dhamekh Stupa, the extensive archeological excavations of the main site of Sarnath are maintained within an immaculate park (daily sunrisesunset; Rs100 [Rs5], video camera Rs25). Entering from the southwest, the pillaged remains of the Dharmarajika Stupa lie immediately to the north: within its core the stupa holds a green marble casket containing relics of Buddha (Ashoka gathered these up from seven original locations and redistributed among numerous stupas nationwide including this one) and precious objects, including decayed pearls and gold leaf. Commemorating the spot where the Buddha delivered his first sermon, Dharmarajika is attributed to the reign of Ashoka in the third century BC, but was extended a further six times.
 Adjacent to Dharmarajika Stupa are the ruins of the main shrine, where Ashoka is said to have meditated. To the west stands the lower portion of an Ashoka Pillar  minus its famous capital, now housed in the museum. The ruins of four monasteries, dating from the third to the twelfth centuries, are also contained within the compound; all bear the same hallmark of a central courtyard surrounded by monastic cells.
 The most impressive of the sites remains is the Dhamekh Stupa, also known as the Dharma Chakra Stupa, which stakes a competing claim as the exact spot of Buddhas first sermon. The stupa is composed of a cylindrical tower rising 33.5m from a stone drum, ornamented with bas-relief foliage and geometric patterns; the eight-arched niches halfway up may once have held statues of the Buddha.
 In its own enclosure outside the park, so accessible for free, the Sri Digamber Jain Temple, or Shreyanshnath Temple, is believed to mark the birthplace of Shreyanshnath, the eleventh Jain tirthankara. Built in 1824, the interior houses a large image of the saint, as well as attractive frescoes depicting the life of Mahavira, contemporary of Buddha and founder of the Jain religion.
< Back to Sarnath
The museum
 Opposite the gates to the main site, the museum (ticket office across the street; daily 8am5pm; Rs5; leave cameras and mobiles in lockers at the entrance) is designed to look like a vihara. Its small but renowned collection of Buddhist and brahmanist antiquities consists mostly of sculpture made from Chunar sandstone. The most famous exhibit is the lion capital, removed here from the Ashoka column on the main site. Constructed by Ashoka (273232 BC), the great Mauryan king and convert to the dharma, it has become the emblem of modern India: four alert and beautifully sculpted lions guard the four cardinal points, atop a circular platform. Belonging to the first and second centuries AD are two impressive life-size standing bodhisattvas  one has a stone parasol with fine ornamentation and emblems of the faith. Among the large number of fifth-century figures is one of Buddha, cross-legged and with his hands in the mudra gesture. Perfectly poised, with his eyes downcast in deep meditation and a halo forming an exquisite nimbus behind his head, the Buddha is seated above six figures, possibly representing his companions, with the Wheel of Law in the middle to signify his first sermon. Later sculptures, dating from the tenth to twelfth centuries, include an exceptionally delicate image of the deity Avalokiteshvara with a lotus, and another of Lokeshvara holding a bowl.
< Back to Sarnath
Chaukhandi Stupa, Mulagandha Kuti Vihara and the modern sites
 The dilapidated brick remains of the Chaukhandi Stupa, 1km south of the main site along Ashoka Marg, date from the Gupta period (300700 AD), and are said to mark the spot where Buddha was reunited with the Panchavargiya Bikshus, his five ascetic companions who had previously deserted him. The stupa, standing atop a terraced rectangular plinth, is capped by an incongruous octagonal Mughal tower, which was built by Akbar in 1589 AD to commemorate his fathers visit to the site.
 Northeast of the Dhamekh Stupa, the lofty church-like Mulagandha Kuti Vihara monastery (no set hours; free entry) was built in 1931 with donations from the international Buddhist community. Run by the Mahabodhi Society, it drew devotees from all over the world to witness its consecration, and has become one of Sarnaths greatest attractions for pilgrims and tourists alike. The entrance foyer is dominated by a huge bell  a gift from Japan  and the interior houses a gilded reproduction of the museums famous image of the Buddha, surrounded by fresco-covered walls depicting scenes from his life.
 A little way east, shielded by a small enclosure, Sarnaths bodhi tree is an offshoot of the tree at Bodhgaya in Bihar, under which Buddha attained enlightenment. Sangamitra, Emperor Ashokas daughter, took a branch from the original tree in 288 BC and planted it in Anuradhapura, in Sri Lanka, where its offshoots have been nurtured through the ages.
 Buddhist communities from other parts of the world are well represented in Sarnath. In addition to the long-established Mahabodhi Society (0542/259 5955), the Central Institute of Higher Tibetan Studies (0542/258 5242, www.smith.edu/cihts), just out of Sarnath toward Varanasi, offers degree courses in Tibetan philosophy and the ancient language of Pali. Close to the post office is the traditional-style Tibetan Temple with frescoes and a good collection of thangkas (Tibetan Buddhist paintings): its central image is a colossal Shakyamuni, or Buddha Calling the Earth to Witness (his enlightenment). Two hundred metres to the east of the main gates is the Chinese Temple, while to the northwest, the Burmese Temple houses a white marble image of the Buddha flanked by two disciples. Behind the Tourist Bungalow is the Japanese Temple, run by the Mrigdayavana Mahavihara Society.
< Back to Sarnath
Practicalities
 Sarnath-bound blue buses depart regularly from outside Varanasi Cantonment railway station and cost Rs10, but can get crowded. A pre-paid auto-rickshaw from Varanasi Cantonment station will cost Rs80; shared autos (Rs20/person) also sometimes run. Once you are in Sarnath, the sites are easy, and pleasant, to visit on foot.
 Opposite the post office, southeast of the park, the UPTDC-run Tourist Bungalow (0542/259 5965, rahimrigdava@up-tourism.com; Rs5011200) has reasonable rooms and a dorm (Rs150). Some of the monasteries, such as the pleasant Burmese Vihara, northwest of the main site, have basic rooms where visitors can stay for a donation. Right in front of the Mahabodhi Society gates, the Birla Dharamsala (Rs300 and under) is a central option with very basic facilities. Further out of town, a ten-minute walk south from the Japanese temple, Hotel Golden Buddha (0542/236 9695, www.goldenbuddhahotel.com; Rs7011200) is the most comfortable option in the area, with some very chic rooms and a decent restaurant serving good home-cooking. Restaurants include Vaishali, upstairs at the junction near the Chinese Temple, which has South Indian snacks, veg and non-veg curries, Chinese dishes and even pancakes (non-veg mains Rs70140). Rangoli Garden Restaurant, just past Chukhandi Stupa, at the crossroad on the way from Varanasi, is popular for north and south Indian food (non-veg mains Rs100185) and has an outdoor sitting area.
< Back to Sarnath
Gorakhpur

Arrival and information >
Practicalities >

 Some 230km north of Varanasi, GORAKHPUR rose to prominence as a waystation on a pilgrims route linking Kushinagar (the place of Buddhas enlightenment) and Lumbini (his birthplace, across the border in Nepal), and is now known primarily as a gateway to Nepal. It was named after the Shaivite yogi Gorakhnath, and holds a large ashram and temple dedicated to him. Tourists and pilgrims tend to hurry through, their departure hastened by the towns infamous flies and mosquitoes; if you do get stranded, theres a bustling bazaar, adequate amenities and a few passable hotels.
Arrival and information
 Gorakhpur has three bus stands: the Railway Bus Stand, near the station (150m up Station Rd, which is opposite the station, marked by a statue of Maharana Pratap Singh on horseback), for services from the Nepalese border at Sonauli and Kushinagar; the Kacheri Bus Stand, 1km southwest of the station, for buses from Allahabad, Lucknow and Varanasi; and Pedleyganj, 2km southeast of the station, used by some Varanasi services.
 Daily trains from Gorakhpur include the #2555 Gorakdam Express at 4.35pm for Lucknow (arrives 9.45pm) and New Delhi (arrives 5.55am), and the #5018 GorakhpurLokmanyatilak Express at 5.30am for Mumbai (arrives at Kalyan 5.30pm next day) via Varanasi (arrives 11.05am); other trains to Varanasi (6hr) include the overnight #549 GorakhpurManduadih passenger train (it has sleepers), which leaves at 11.15pm, arriving 6.15am. Station facilities include pleasant retiring rooms, a basic restaurant and a tourist information booth (theoretically MonSat 9am5pm, but usually closed).
 The airport (currently served only by JetLite to Delhi) is 7km east of Gorakhpur towards Kushinagar. Taxis charge Rs150 into town.
 Cycle rickshaws are the main means of transport around town, with few hotels more than 2km from the station. Beware of ticket touts and poor service from the travel agents opposite the station. There are ATMs in Golghar (1km southwest of the station) and directly outside the station; the State Bank of India on Bank Road will change travellers cheques. The GPO is in Golghar.
< Back to Gorakhpur
Practicalities
 Gorakhpur hotels range from dingy flophouses near the station to mid-range places in Golghar (1km southwest) and Niyamachak (1.5km west). There are retiring rooms at the railway station which are good value, with or without a/c or dorms (Rs75); recommended if you need to catch an early train (Rs300500). For eating, theres a row of cheap dhabas opposite the station. Elsewhere, the best restaurants are in the more expensive hotels or the multi-cuisine Bobis in Golghar (mains Rs75125 veg, Rs80140 non-veg). All the following hotels have 24hr checkout.
Accommodation
Bobina Nepal Rd, Niyamachak 0551/233 6663, www.hotelbobina.com. Decent mid-range choice, with a/c rooms, slightly worn, a decent restaurant and bar and even a pool. Rs7012000


Clarks Inn Grand Park Rd, near Golghar 0551/220 5015, www.clarksinngrand.in. Gorakhpurs most upmarket option, an unexciting but reliable business hotel with large rooms, a fitness centre and a pool. Rs45017000


President Golghar 0551/233 7654, www.hotelpresident.net.in. A range of presentable a/c rooms at this prominent mid-range hotel, which even has a presidential suite. The Marina, in the same yard (0551/233 7630) is grubbier and rather down-at-heel, but has very cheap single rooms (Rs150250). Rs7012000


Standard Station Rd, by the statue of Maharana Pratap Singh 0551/220 1439. Cleanest of the cheap hotels opposite the station. Rooms are attached, but hot water comes in a bucket (Rs8). Rs301500


Getting to Nepal
 Gorakhpur is a convenient jumping-off point for western Nepal, offering access to Pokhara and even Kathmandu. Direct buses to or from Kathmandu and Pokhara are not a good deal  its much better to get a bus to Sonauli, cross over, and pick up onward transport connections on the other side.
Buses for Sonauli (3hr) depart from Gorakhpurs Railway Bus Stand between 4.30am and 9pm: deluxe buses leave from in front of the railway station. Take one of the earliest if you want to get a connecting bus to Pokhara or Kathmandu (both 10hr) in daylight, to enjoy the views; night buses also ply the routes. Private buses leave Sonauli almost hourly in the mornings, between 5am and 11am. The most popular bus service for Kathmandu actually operates from Bhairawa, 4km away in Nepal; the booking office is near Bhairawas Yeti Hotel. Local jeeps cover the 24km from Bhairawa to Lumbini (Nepal), the birthplace of the Buddha.
 If you want to break your journey, UPTDCs Hotel Niranjana (05522/238201; [Rs300 (up to Rs650)]) in Sonauli, 1km short of the border, has air-cooled rooms and a dorm (Rs100). Theres more choice over the border in Nepal; and in Bhairawa, 4km up the road from the border, the Yeti and the Himalayan Inn are popular.
Nepalese visas (valid for one month) are available at the border for US$30. There is a State Bank of India on the Indian side of the border; moneychangers across the border will also cash travellers cheques. Indian Rs500 and Rs1000 notes are illegal in Nepal; yours may be confiscated, and you can even be arrested for having them on you.



< Back to Gorakhpur
Kushinagar
 Set against a pastoral landscape 53km east of Gorakhpur, the small village of KUSHINAGAR is revered as the site of Buddhas death and cremation, and final liberation (Mahaparinirvana) from the cycles of death and rebirth. During his lifetime, Kushinara, as it was then called, was a small kingdom of the Mallas, surrounded by forest. It remained forgotten until the late nineteenth century, when archeologists rediscovered the site and began excavations based on the writings of the seventh-century Chinese pilgrims.
 Set in a leafy park in the heart of Kushinagar, the Mahaparinirvana Temple (or Nirvana Stupa), dated to the reign of Kumaragupta I (413455 AD), was extensively rebuilt by Burmese Buddhists in 1927. The large gilded reclining Buddha inside the shrine was reconstructed from the remains of an earlier Malla image. At the road crossing immediately southwest, the Matha Kuwar shrine holds a tenth-century Buddha made of blue schist rock, also covered in gilt, and usually locked up (you can look in through the windows), though the caretaker may offer to open it up for you if hes around. Just round the corner, theres a Bauddha Museum (TueSat and most Sun 10.30am4.30pm; free), housing a so-so collection of ancient Buddhist sculpture, not all original; the most interesting exhibits are the small pieces in a case of antiquities unearthed locally. The crumbling bricks of the Ramabhar Stupa, about 1.5km southeast of the main site (around Rs50 for the round trip by rickshaw), are thought to be the original Mukutabandhana Stupa, erected to mark the spot where Buddha was cremated.
 Today Kushinagar is rediscovering its roots as a centre of international Buddhism, and is home to several monasteries sponsored by Buddhists from Tibet, Burma, Thailand, Sri Lanka and Japan. The strikingly simple Japanese Temple consists of a single circular chamber housing a great golden image of Buddha, softly lit through small, stained-glass windows. In stark contrast, the recently constructed Thai Monastery is a large complex of lavish, traditionally styled temples and shrines.
Practicalities
 Regular buses link Kushinagar with Gorakhpur (2hr). UP Tourism maintains an office (MonSat 10am5pm) at Pathik Niwas hotel. Both India Tourism and UP Tourism run comprehensive tours of the whole Buddhist Circuit of Uttar Pradesh, which can be booked in Kushinagar, or at UP Tourism in Delhi. Theres a moneychanger next to Yama Caf, and you can also change money at the Lotus Nikko hotel.
 Most of the temples offer accommodation for visiting pilgrims in return for a donation (in the region of Rs200/person). Of these, the Linh Son (Chinese) Temple (9936 132062; Rs301500) has clean, spacious doubles with attached baths and hot water; the Shree Birla opposite (05564/273090; Rs301500) is more basic. The relatively expensive state-run tourist bungalow, Pathik Niwas (05564/273046, rahipathikniwas@up-tourism.com; Rs5012000), has air-conditioned rooms, luxury cottages called American Huts and a restaurant. Lotus Nikko (05564/273025, www.lotusnikkohotels.com; Rs45017000), next to the Japanese Temple, is a three-star with air-conditioned rooms and moneychanging facilities, but it is sometimes booked up by tour groups.
Restaurants are scarce, but the pleasant and clean [image: Author pick]Yama Caf next to Linh Son Temple, has a small menu of home-cooked Indian, Tibetan and Chinese food (main dishes Rs2555)  the vegetable or chicken-noodle soup is particularly recommended. It opens at 8am for breakfast but closes around 8pm. Food stalls at the Kasia crossing also provide inexpensive snacks. Ask at the Yama Caf about their 13km hike to surrounding villages and holy sites (8am4pm; Rs750/person including breakfast and lunch; minimum five people).
< Back to Kushinagar
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