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SEA CHANGE

An old favourite, Kerala's Surya Samudra has undergone a transformation to
impressive results. Nandini Mehta checks in
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ome twenty-five years ago,a
Germannamed Karl Schle-
usner, who used to teach

. GermanatIIT Madras, was

+"  appalled to find the beautiful
tradltlonal tharavadu houses of Kerala
being knocked down and sold as timber.
Schleusner bought up as many tharava-
dus ashe could find, took them apartand
then carted them offto anidyllic corner
of Kovalam—a thickly wooded hillside
sloping down to the sea. That was Surya
Samudrainits first avatar, When Outlook
Travellerlast visited it about ten years

ago, ithad a faithful clientele consist-
ing mainly of burnt-out techies, jaded
yuppies and Schleusner’s friends and
relatives, attracted by its seclusion and
itsback-to-nature ‘rough luxury’—rudi-
mentary plumbing, no air-conditioning,
no TV orinternet.

Then Schleusner sold hislittle corner
of paradise to Rajeev Chandrasekhar,
business tycoon and independent Rajya

Sabha MP from Karnataka and, after
extensive refurbishment, his Surya
Samudra Private Retreats reopened in its
ultra-luxurious new avatar about fifteen
months ago. The results are breathtak-
ing—stone paths descend through twen-
ty acres of terraced hillsides, lush with
coconut, jackfruitand banana groves,
down to aninfinity pool hewn out of an
old granite quarry. Steps lead down from
here to two secluded, pristine beaches
flanking the property, protected from
the tourist crowds of Kovalam by rocky
cliffs. The twenty-one cottages dotted
around the hillside, most of them thara-
vadus, retain their original beauty, with
tiled terracotta roofs, massive wooden
beams and pillars, red oxide floors and
rough black granite walls, but they now
come with all the mod cons discreetly in-
stalled. The clientele today includes bil-
lionaires from Ukraine and Hong Kong,
and word-of-mouth recommendations
have quickly made it a particular hit with

10 YEARS OF ||}
INCREDIBLE JOURNEYS |

Clockwise from facing page: room with a view;
a traditional planter’s chair adorns a sit-out; the
restaurant; the Niraamaya spa; and the pool

well-heeled Swiss and Scandinavians.

Ispenttwo nights atthe Octagon, the
first of the tharavadus brought here by
Schleusner, its wooden doors folded back
toreveal newly installed picture win-
dows framing a magnificent view of the
sea. Every morning, I struggled with dif-
ficult decisions—should I luxuriate for an
hour longer in the huge teak four-poster
bed, orsinkinto the planter’s chair on my
terrace to watch boatmen diving off their
narrow little valloms to pick mussels off
the submerged rocks, or wallow in the
little outdoor pool and rain shower built
on to the back of my tharavadu? Ifyou
have very, very deep pockets, you could
choose the Banyan Tree Bungalow,
which has all the above, plusits own
courtyard shaded by abanyan tree.

My first afternoon at Surya Samudra,
with one of its knowledgeable managers,
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