
R
aajkutir is a product of
his fascination for the
Bengal Rennaisance,
“the glorious period of
Bengal’s history”.

AmbujaNeotiaGroup chairman
HarshavardhanNeotia gives t2 a
peek into his passion project.

Raajkutir has completely
transformed Swabhumi. How did
the idea of a boutique hotel come
about?
Swabhumiwas conceived before the
advent ofmalls and at that time it
was intended to be like aDilli Haat
or aChokhiDhani. Thatwas the
inspiration, to do boutique sores,
food, a place to celebrate social
functions and festivals. So initially
for the first seven-eight years it
worked, but thenwe found that the
younger peopleweremoving
towards the biggermalls. And that
kind of lost its attraction.

So for the last four-five yearswe
have been thinking of doing
somethingwith it and then it took
two-three years to get the requisite
permission from theKMC. So the
work started two years ago and
phase-wisewe tookup the
development, butwhateverwehave
done nowwasmaster-planned about
three-four years ago.

Firstwemade Swabhumi a little
more upmarket,with the social
functionhallsmade aesthetically
more elaborate. Thenwe thought
about converting the courtyard into
a boutique hotel thatwas
reminiscent of the architecture of 80-
100 years ago. So that’s how the
whole thing sort of came about and
thenwe put together all the pieces in
the puzzle.

While doing thewalk-through,
your team told us the story
woven around the property. A
fictional story surrounding a
property is so unique. How did
you think about it?
I always thought people aremore
interested in stories than just a
piece of architecture. Iwas always
very fascinatedwithBengal
Renaissance and that very
glorious period of Bengal, 1860-70
to 1920-30. It was a great period of
aesthetic awakening, philosophy,
literature, art. That’s the period
whichhas always been resonating
inmy readings of Tagore. That
was there inmymind, so I thought
whynot give people a peek into
that life, of course in amore
eclectic, avant-gardemanner, but
a little peek into that glorious
chapter of recent Bengal history.

So thewhole storywaswoven
around thismythical zamindar
who lived therewith his family
and likemost of the zamindars,
got dispossessed of his belongings
by falling into bad times. And then
we resurrected it and restored it to
a hotel. So thatwas the narrative
andwhat helped us is it started
givingmeaning to certain things
thatwewere calling by particular
names. Connecting the rituals, the
people, the food…so it gave
meaning towhyyou are doing
what you are doing.

LikewehaveTheEast India
Roomwherewewill be having an
interestingmenu fromBritish
Indian times and the influence

that theBritish had onBengali
cuisine, and some of those lost
recipes of Bengali
grandmothers. These are all a
part of the story… like always in
a zamindar family therewill be
somebodywho is a great
connoisseur of food, so
resurrecting some of those.We
put it all in this story to create
that holistic experience. In fact,
the spawill also be the area
where the ladies of the house

would go for their ritualistic bath and
to get dressed up. So things like that.

The basic thought process of the
storywas shared byme. I have been
inspired bymy readings, particularly
Sunil Gangopadhyay’s bookFirst
Light.

Tell us about your involvement in
the decor?
My involvement is of course at the
conceptualisation level. Giving the
brief to the architect and then taking it
to the next level in refining the brief,
and refining the design inputs. To see
thatwe don’t copy that period because
peoplewill know it is built today, but
it should give themapeek into that
life. For instance, the roomswill have
air-conditioning, butwe dohave
ceiling fans. So allmodern comforts
have been put in obviously because
otherwise itwon’twork, but you’ll get
a sense of that period.

What’s the target clientele for
Raajkutir?
Number one, foreigners, tourists and
NRIs visitingCalcuttawillmakeup a
part of the clientele. Number two,
social celebrations likeweddings,
birthdays, anniversaries.We are not
looking at business travellers, not that
wehave a problem, but theymight
find it a little too fussy.

Tell us about the F&B offerings at
the hotel...
Apart fromTheEast IndiaRoom,
there’s a bar, The Swig. It’s not
complete yet, it should comeup in a
fewweeks. It’s very interesting… it’s

in a staircase, atmulti levels. It’s a
two-storeyed glass structure, like
an observatory.

Does the end product live up to
your vision of it?
I thinkwehave tried to dowhatwe
wanted to, but like everymovie is
judged on aFriday evening,when
it opens and people actually visit it
wewill know. So farwhoever has
seen it have found it exciting, but
theywere all guests andnot
visitors cominghere to stay. So the
taste of the puddingwill lie in the
eating. The first one yearwill tell
us… it takes awhile for things to
build up, so in a yearwehave to see
if it lives up to our expectations.

You are on an overdrivewith
F&B offerings—Raajkutir,
UNOChicago Bar&Grill, the
newAfraa. Anymore plans?
Wehave twohotels comingup in
the hills…one is in Sikkimand one
is inMakaibari tea gardens (in
Kurseong), slated to open in end of
2019. Those are very large hotels,
80 rooms each. So thatwould keep
mebusy for the best part of the
year, because the structures have
been completed but the slog overs
beginwhen the finishing starts and
all the finer details have to get
finalised.

We just opened the thirdUNO
inBangalore andwehope to open
three-fourmoreUNOs across India
in the next financial year.

Smita Roy Chowdhury
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HARSH NEOTIA TELLS t2HOWHE CONCEPTUALISED RAAJKUTIR

HarshNeotia atTheEast India
Room inRaajkutir


