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The opulent Amer Fort 
is one of Jaipur, India’s 
most visited sites.
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evidence of India’s timeless healing traditions can be found on spa menus 
around the world, but there’s no better way to enjoy them than at the 

source. Here’s how to plan an unforgettable trip to this magnificent land 
where the real journey of mind, body and soul begins.

By Eric Hiss

to india
a passage
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With traditions such as ayurveda and yoga that stretch back thousands of years, India is 

the wellspring of many of the world’s most profound healing and metaphysical practices. It 

may have taken the West several millennia to wake up to the value of these practices, but 

in the last 30 years these ancient arts have been increasingly embraced throughout spa 

culture. Today, you’ll find something as delicious as abhyanga (a restorative warm oil mas-

sage) offered at spas across the world. But just imagine how transformational this treatment 

would be on an open veranda overlooking the Ganges River or at a tropical retreat in the 

jungles of Kerala. 

      Planning a trip to India is easier 
than you think. With the growth of 
international business, multiple con-
nection options and the advent of 
nonstop, long-haul flights from the 
United States, it’s never been faster 
to get there. Once there, luxury hotels 
abound — especially in tourism cent-
ers like Mumbai and Agra — that blend 
the Western world’s modern amen-
ities with all the exotic frills you’d 
expect from the land of the maha-
rajas. Or head to the more secluded, 
intimate properties located in rural 
regions where centuries-old tradi-
tions still hold sway; you’ll feel as if 
you’ve been transported back in time. 

   Wherever you go in India, you’re 
likely to find ayurvedic therapies 
performed by therapists who have 
dedicated their lives to this practice, 
coming from a lineage of healers who 
have handed down techniques for gen-
erations. The traditional ingredients 
used in these treatments — detoxify-
ing river muds, coconut oil, spices and 
herbs such as cardamom and lemon 
grass — come locally sourced, upping 
the impact. (For a primer on Indian 
wellness, see “The Basics: Ayurveda 
and Yoga,” on page 62.)
     With so many options available over 
such a vast geography, it’s best to have 
a good idea of the type of experience 

you are looking for when planning 
your trip. Are you a first-timer aiming 
to combine sightseeing with moderate 
yoga and ayurveda? Or are you seek-
ing a deeply transformational journey 
that includes tours to revered shrines 
and more intensive wellness experi-
ences? In India, everything is possible 
with a little careful planning.
    We’ve come up with spa options 
that embody the range of choices 
available. Whatever road you choose, 
the treatments, temples and cultural 
encounters you’ll have here transcend 
time and place, and the lessons you 
learn will continue to reward you long 
after you’ve left this magical mecca.
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you'll need a visa to enter the 
country, which is arranged in 
advance. Your passport must 
be at least six months away 
from expiration and have two 
blank pages in it. Visit travisa 
.com for more info.

Work with a travel operator 
experienced in India to help 

tailor your trip. We like Asia 
Transpacific Journeys and 
Mindful Journeys; both can 
design custom tours. 

india is vast, so climactic  
conditions vary widely. A good 
time to travel to any part of the 
country is December through 
February. After March, it gets 

very hot, and in June, the mon-
soons begin.

Travel to india with an open 
mind and heart! The cultural 
and sensory stimuli — color, 
sound, scent — can be over-
whelming at first. But once 
you get past the culture shock, 
the rewards will be substantial.

Opposite page, clockwise from left: an example of mehndi, the traditional art of painting with henna; yoga in practice at shreyas retreat; 
elephants hold a strong place in Indian mythology; another view of Jaipur’s amer fort. 

planning Tips
If you are considering your own journey to wellness in India,  

here are some tips to get you on your way: 
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UrBan OpUlEncE: The Oberoi Mumbai and The 
Oberoi rajvilas
No city embodies India like Mumbai, where the modern 
worlds of finance, celebrity and fashion rub up against the cul-
tural heart of old Bombay. A favorite with leisure and business 
travelers alike, the 287-room Oberoi Mumbai hotel is all about 
sleek (think modern interiors of glass, marble and polished 
woods) and chic (it’s located in trendy Nariman Point with  
amenities that include in-room iPod docks, a United Nations of 
international dining venues from Italian to fusion and a Cham-
pagne Lounge overlooking the Arabian Sea). It’s also home to 
Mumbai’s first 24-hour spa, reflecting the hyper-speed lifestyle 
of this dynamic megacity. Designed to cater to all needs, the 
spa features decidedly Western amenities, including a compre-
hensive fitness room and an outdoor heated swimming pool. 
Treatments range from ayurveda-influenced offerings such as 
padabhyanga (a reflexologylike therapy focusing on marma, or 
energy points of the feet and calves) to modern fusions inspired 
by Indian botanicals like the Coconut Bliss treatment, which 
includes a hydrating coconut milk body scrub, a honey and 
coconut wrap and a signature massage.

Situated inland 600 miles north of Mumbai is the Pink City 
of Jaipur, gateway to Rajasthan. The Oberoi Rajvilas celebrates 

the legacy of Rajput royalty in a 32-acre complex with elegant 
domes and scalloped archways leading to private walled gar-
dens. Lavish accommodations range from princely villas to 
secluded luxury tents with four-poster beds and clawfoot tubs. 
The Spa, constructed in a historic mansion accented with heir-
loom rugs and hand-painted frescoes, continues this journey 
of time and place with offerings such as the Spirit of Ayurveda, 
a three-hour multistep treatment that includes an invigorat-
ing ayurvedic massage, a second, more relaxing herbal-pouch 
massage and shirodhara therapy, followed by a private bath-
ing ritual. For a more active experience that immerses you in 
this timeless setting, there are yoga classes on the grounds of 
an adjacent Shiva temple. 
TravEl Tip: In Mumbai, take a short boat ride to Elephanta, 
a tranquil island where temples and ancient sculptures await. 
Visit the heart of the Pink City (named for the salmon-colored 
facades of its buildings), and experience famous monuments 
such as the Hawa Mahal and Jantar Mantar observatories.
raTEs: Mumbai, rooms from $555; Jaipur, rooms from $777, 
oberoihotels.com 
gETTing THErE: Mumbai is home to India’s largest air-
port, served by a multitude of international flights. Located 600 
miles northeast, Jaipur is accessible by domestic air or by rail. 
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Clockwise from top left: two views of the iconic taj mahal; the swimming pool at the ItC mughal. Opposite page: three scenes 
from the sumptuous oberoi rajvilas, one of India’s top resorts. 

OvEr-THE-TOp agra: iTc Mughal
It’s only fitting that the city of Agra — home to India’s most 
iconic attraction, the Taj Mahal — should also play host to 
the country’s largest spa, the Royal Spa Kaya Kalp. The spa is 
part of the 285-room ITC Mughal (part of Starwood’s Luxury  
Collection), an unabashedly over-the-top tribute to the splen-
dor of the Mughal Empire, set on 35 acres of gardens and 
featuring walls of inlaid stones, bejeweled lamps and mini-
palace suites, especially in the newest wing, the Khwab Majal.

The spa continues the effect, reflecting the extravagance of 
the empire that gave rise to the Taj Mahal with inlaid mother-
of-pearl and mirrored glass accents; flowing fountains and 
channels of water, pools and gardens; and a profusion of pome-
granate motifs — considered a regal symbol by the Mughals. 
The signature Exotic Pomegranate treatment uses the cele-
brated fruit, revered for its healing and medicinal properties 
as a powerful antioxidant,  as the centerpiece where it is used 

in a sugar scrub and massage. If it’s ayurveda you seek, try the 
aptly named Passage to India, which incorporates abhyanga, 
shirodhara and an exfoliation with native mung bean, a pri-
mary ingredient in ayurvedic cuisine. With a location so close 
to the world’s most famous symbol of love, the Royal Spa is 
also the natural home for treatments such as the Taj Mahal 
Romance, a luxurious couples’ indulgence featuring a gem-
stone massage, oxygenating pearl facial, Indian-style foot 
massage and bathing ritual. 
TravEl Tip: Take advantage of the hotel’s private, horse-
drawn carriage rides to the Taj Mahal, and experience 
this breathtaking monument in regal style. The hotel also 
showcases Mughal rituals on-site with weekly dance and  
storytelling sessions.
raTEs: Rooms from $130, itchotels.in
gETTing THErE: Agra is located 150 miles west of India’s 
capital city, New Delhi.



o
p

p
o

s
It

e
, C

lo
C

k
w

Is
e
 f

r
o

m
 t

o
p

: m
a
t
t
H

e
w

 w
a

k
e
m

/a
u

r
o

r
a

; 
w

a
lt

e
r

 B
IB

Ik
o

w
/g

e
t
t
y
 I
m

a
g

e
s

; l
u

C
a

 t
e
t
to

n
I

62	

BangalOrE’s cOUnTry EscapE: shreyas retreat
Spanning 25 acres in the lush countryside of Bangalore, this 
intimate property of just 12 refined cottages has a staff-to-
guest ratio of 4-to-1. Healthful teas appear almost as if by 
magic and practices like yoga, meditation and chanting are 
the very core of the experience. Hundreds of palm trees dot the 
property where classes ranging from open-air yoga to Indian 
cooking are open to students of every level and included in 
your stay. Cottage interiors are Zenlike, uncluttered spaces 
featuring Asian-influenced furnishings and bathrooms 
stocked with local organic body products. Outside, private gar-
dens with open-air showers and fruiting banana plants await.

For such an intimate retreat, Shreyas features an impres-
sive array of treatments and three-day to three-week packages 
focusing on interests such as weight management, yoga and 
ayurvedic rejuvenation. Sign up for the latter and you’ll expe-
rience true ayurvedic massages given by qualified ayurvedic 
therapists. The experience can also include dietary recommen-
dations and meals cooked specifically for your dosha, offered 
at no extra charge. But be advised: Shreyas is the only Relais & 
Chateaux property that doesn’t serve alcohol or meat. That said, 
its amazing cuisine, crafted from organic vegetables, fruits and 
herbs grown on-site, is a consistent delight. 
TravEl Tip: Arrange an excursion to Mysore, home to the 
Palace of Mysore, one of the largest in India. It’s never more 
impressive than on Sunday evenings when the facade is illu-
minated with thousands of tiny white lights.
raTEs: Rooms from $470; three-night, all-inclusive packages 
from $1,770, shreyasretreat.com
gETTing THErE: Shreyas is a one-hour drive from  
Bangalore’s International Airport.

HiMalayan sErEniTy: ananda
Tucked in the foothills of the majestic Himalayas near the holy 
cities of Rishikesh and Haridwar, it’s hard not to be seduced by  
Ananda’s natural setting, which includes stellar views of the 
Ganges River and a verdant tree-studded landscape. The hotel 
itself boasts 75 rooms centered around the main building, the 
former palace of a local maharajah. Contemporary rooms 
feature appreciated amenities such as balconies or private gar-
dens, a pillow menu and soft cotton pajamas for guests to wear 
throughout their stay.  

Walk down a serene pathway away from the graceful white 
columns and balustrades of the hotel and you arrive at the spa. 
Here, your yoga practice takes place in an open-air pavilion 
with marble floors and an ornately stenciled gold-leaf roof. Spa 
treatments can include anything from a traditional ayurvedic 
therapy to more modern offerings including hydro-body exfo-
liations or the customized massage. 

Everything at Ananda is about customization; even the type 
of ayurveda practiced here is adjusted to the higher altitude and 
cooler temperatures of the region, utilizing less oil and slower, 
synchronized massage techniques. The experience continues at 
the Restaurant, where cuisine adheres to ayurvedic principles 
and is served to go with your diagnosed dosha type. The goal: to 
ensure the meals you eat are more than just delicious but also 
sustain the balance you are cultivating during treatments and 
activities. The resort is also known for its beauty treatments, 
which include facials, skin care, body wraps and aromatherapy. 
In a departure from most of India’s destination spas, you’ll also 
find Western-style spa amenities here, including state-of-the-
art hydrotherapy facilities, an outdoor temperature-controlled 
lap pool, a sauna, steam rooms and a fully equipped gym. 

You can’t discuss Indian healing 
traditions without beginning with 
ayurveda. The practice goes back 
some 5,000 years to the ancient 
Vedic era, when it was first devel-
oped in South India. Ayurveda, which 
means “life knowledge” in Sanskrit, 
values balance, seeking harmony 
between the mind, body and spirit. 
Belief holds that both the universe 
and our bodies are comprised of five 
eternal elements: earth, fire, water, air 
and ether. These elements combine 
in pairs to form three distinct doshas 
present in all of us: vata (ether and 
air), pitta (fire and water) and kapha 
(earth and water). Every person pos-
sesses all three in varying degrees, 

with one or two usually predominat-
ing; when they aren’t in equilibrium, 
overall health is affected. In ayur-
veda, a practitioner seeks to ensure 
a patient’s doshas are all optimally 
aligned through treatments, a pre-
scribed diet and practices such as 
yoga and meditation.

Another foundation of Indian 
wellness, and by far the best-
known, is yoga. This system of 
devotion, meditation and phys-
ical postures is bel ieved to 
have developed in the Indus  
Valley Civilization in northwestern 
India around 5,000 years ago and 
has been developed over the cen-
turies by generations of sages and 

teachers. The word yoga itself comes 
from an ancient Sanskrit root mean-
ing to yoke or join. That’s exactly 
what the practice seeks to do, unify-
ing the mind, body and spirit through 
physical discipline that stills the mind 
and opens us to spiritual awareness. 

Today, yoga has many branches, 
but the best known in the West is 
Hatha Yoga. Many variations of clas-
sic Hatha Yoga are popular today, 
including power yoga, a vigorous style 
that adheres to a constant sequence 
of movements; Kundalini, a more eso-
teric style relying on held postures 
and breath work; and Bikram yoga, a 
“hot” style that imposes external heat 
to increase flexibility.

The Basics: ayurveda and yoga     
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the spectacle of lights at the palace of 
mysore; clockwise: the meditation pavil-
ion at ananda; color on display at shreyas 
retreat; a tibetan massage in progress 
at ananda
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clockwise from left: a traditional houseboat in kerala; lighting of oil lamps at the kumarakom lake resort's ayurmana spa; a forest 
of palms in kerala; a pre-treatment presentation of oils and herbs; a massage utilizing medicated bundles of herbs; kumarakom's 
lagoon-style swimming pool

TravEl Tip: Experience a meditative trek to Kunjapuri tem-
ple, a mile-high sacred site offering magnificent vistas of the 
snow-capped Himalayas. The guided hike takes three to four 
hours round trip and passes through local villages on the way. 
raTEs: Rooms from $405, anandaspa.com. 
gETTing THErE: Ananda is located 149 miles north of New 
Delhi; you can connect via local flight to Jolly Grant Airport 
or take a four-hour train trip to Hardiwar. 

KErala’s laKEsidE sHrinE: Kumarakom lake resort
Far to the south, adjacent to the Arabian Sea, lies the land of 
Kerala, a tropical pearl known for its exotic fruits and spices, 
mystical dances and serene lakes and canals. But the region’s 
biggest claim to fame is as the birthplace of ayurveda, and 
there are few more comfortable places to embrace it than this 
Small Luxury Hotel property, nestled on the shores of Vemba-
nad Lake. The 59 rooms and villas embody traditional regional 
architecture, incorporating materials salvaged from historic 
manas (regional dwellings), all bordered by lagoon-style 
pools and lotus-strewn canals. Most rooms feature calming 
lake views, and some offer extra perks like private pools and 
Jacuzzi tubs. Restaurants span Indian and continental cuisine, 
appealing to spa-goers and regular vacationers alike.

The resort’s Ayurmana Spa focuses solely on this ancient 
art, featuring a highly trained team of ayurvedic physicians 

and therapists. Even the spa’s structure holds pedigree: The 
200-year-old building, transplanted from another part of Ker-
ala, was the home of a lineage of ayurvedic healers. The spa 
also grows many of its medicinal herbs and uses certified oils 
and powders in treatments. 

The menu of traditional treatments includes njavarakizhi 
(a synchronized massage technique using medicated rice bun-
dles dipped in warm milk), pizhichil (a “royal oil bath” that 
features a body massage accompanied by a continuous flow 
of warm, medicated oil drizzled over your entire body) and 
takradhara (a procedure similar to shirodhara that replaces 
oil with medicated buttermilk and is said to be excellent for 
promoting healthy skin).  The beauty clinic offers treatments 
including mehndi and ayurvedic facials once reserved for Ker-
ala’s princesses. 
TravEl Tip: No visit to Kerala is complete without drifting 
through the idyllic waters of the “Venice of India.” Combine 
your stay with a few nights afloat: The resort’s fleet of luxury 
houseboats come complete with perks like air conditioning, 
an on-board chef and a boatsman to handle navigation. 
raTEs: Rooms from $300, slh.com
gETTing THErE: Kumarakom is 52 miles from Cochin 
International Airport, which is served with direct flights from 
major India gateways as well as Dubai, United Arab Emirates, 
a popular transfer point for U.S. travelers. 
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ayUrvEda dEcOdEd
Confused by that menu? Here’s the skinny on five common ayurvedic 

treatments you’re likely to find in spas throughout India. 

aBHyanga
this full-body 
massage is often 
performed "four-
handed" by two 
therapists using 
warm sesame oil. 
abhyanga is said 
to balance the 
doshas, bringing 
in a sense of  
well-being, while 
the rhythmic 
motion helps  
to liquefy toxins 
and relieve joint 
pain and muscle 
stiffness.

pinda sWEda
this treatment uses 
the leaves or pow-
ders of medicated 
herbs, which are 
fried in medicated 
oils and then tied 
in muslin cloth to 
make a bundle. the 
bundles are then 
dipped in warm 
medicated oil and 
used for a mas-
sage therapy said 
to relieve arthritis, 
lower back pain and 
other inflammatory 
conditions. 

pizHicHil 
also known as the 
royal oil bath or 
"king's treatment," 
pizhichil is an  
indulgent, rejuve- 
nating experience  
that involves  
pouring a stream  
of warm herbal oils 
on the body. the 
process is done 
slowly and with  
light pressure and  
is said to strengthen 
immunity, lubricate 
 the joints and 
increase flexibility.

sHirOdHara
shirodhara is a 
soothing experience 
that involves pour-
ing an even stream 
of warm, dosha- 
specific liquid, such 
as coconut water 
or sesame oil, on a 
patient’s forehead to 
revitalize the mind 
and body. this treat-
ment is said to be 
excellent for stress 
reduction as well 
as improving mem-
ory and normalizing 
sleep patterns.

Tan lEpa
this treatment 
stimulates the  
body to use its  
own natural  
cleansing and 
healing abilities. 
tan lepa begins 
with a medicated 
herbal oil mas-
sage followed by 
a dosha-specific 
full-body mask 
designed to draw 
out toxins, relieve 
aches and leave 
the entire body 
refreshed and calm.


