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hen I ﬁrst arrived by
bus at Southampton,
I looked up at what
seemed to be a huge
mall and wondered why
the powers that be would ever build
a mall here. Travellers come to ports
to board ships and get going on their
cruises, not to shop.
Then, with mild shock, I realised
that ‘the mall’, which looked even
bigger than Mumbai’s Palladium Mall
when viewed from Senapati Bapat
Marg, was actually The Harmony of
the Seas — the cruise ship I was here
to board. The cruise ship stands 18
decks tall, 215.5 feet wide and 1,188
feet long. At full capacity it can accommodate 6,780 guests who are
looked after by 2,175 crew.
Being out at sea with so many
people felt like a very claustrophobic
affair. It is why I had stayed away
from cruise ships before, and now as
I boarded the Harmony of the Seas,
I was still a little anxious about how
this two-day cruise from Southampton to the coast of France and back
would pan out.
The Plexiglas capsule of the elevator that whisked me up to Deck 12,
where my stateroom awaited, gave
me my ﬁrst look at the insides of the
ship. It looked like an upmarket mall
from the inside too; the kind of malls
you ﬁnd in Abu Dhabi.
Disappointingly, my so-called
‘stateroom’ turned out to be quite the
matchbox, but it did have a private
balcony that looked out at the sea.
Other staterooms looked out into the
centre of the boat and yet others had
a virtual balconies or a wall that is a
giant screen with streams a live feed
from sea facing cameras. Of course,
there were luxurious staterooms too,
more deserving of the name.
Bags stowed away and cruise attire
changed into, I set off to explore this
behemoth myself. This ship has a
concept called ‘neighbourhoods’ or
themed areas where you can hang
out depending on what you want to
do, such as Central Park, Pool, Sea
Spa and Fitness, and Youth Zone.
As I was hungry, I headed for the
sumptuous spread laid out at Wind-
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A cruise ship sceptic is converted by the size and vast
entertainment on offer at an oasis on the sea
jammers Marketplace. Besides that,
there were nine other complimentary
restaurants, including Sorrento’s. And
a further eight restaurants where you
paid to dine that included Starbucks,
Izumi Hibachi and Sushi and Jamie’s
Italian. An octogenarian all-men’s
group told me that though there were
so many restaurants, ﬁguring out
where to eat required advance planning as reservations were essential.
The ship was to set sail just before
sunset, but most passengers boarded

by early afternoon, and were now
crowed in front of the bars that were
peppered around the ship — Mast Bar
and Bionic Bar, to name a few. Bartenders (and the two robotic arms at
the Bionic Bar) were shaking, stirring
and pouring up to 127 cocktails, and
most passengers were swaying even
before we hit the choppy seas.
Not that choppy seas would be a
problem. This cruiser uses sophisticated stabilization and counter balancing technology to ensure that rolling

and pitching is kept to the bare
minimum. Even passengers prone to
seasickness are unaffected.
A few passengers who were on the
right side of sobriety made their way
up to the Ultimate Abyss, which is a
huge tube that snakes down 10 stories.
It is a scary and thrilling 45 second
ride, equipped with ﬂashing lights. It
is conveniently situated next to the
Sabor Taqueria & Tequila Bar, where
you can soothe your jangled nerves.
After the muster drill — which is
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absolutely mandatory for everyone
to attend — had been completed,
the chief steward of the ship outlined the entertainment for the
evening. There was an ice-skating
musical on at Studio B. The Grease
Broadway show would play at the
Royal Theatre, live music could be
enjoyed at many venues and there
were also some stand-up comedy
acts to check out.
I venue-hopped into the wee
hours, even though I was supposed to
be jet lagged (I was in Mumbai, just
24 hours ago). I seem to be plugged
into some sort of invisible energy grid
that was ubiquitous all over the ship.
I ﬁnally retired to my room with a
hot cappuccino laced with something
stiff and I sat on the balcony sipping
it. I was fortunate to have an oceanfacing room because it gave me a
sense of space and vastness. Over the
next two days I would explore the
outdoor pools and work off excesses
on the jogging track. But for now I
was content to sit on my balcony and
taste the salty sea breeze.
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arnataka has a lot to offer the
road-trip enthusiast: there’s
the ancient temple town of
Hampi; Badami, the site of
cave temples carved out of sandstone;
and then, there’s the lesser-known
Shravanabelagola, a place of religious
signiﬁcance for Jains. Around 80 km
from Mysore, Shravanabelagola, at
ﬁrst glance, doesn’t look at all impressive. There’s a tank in the middle
of the town called ‘Belagola’ which
means ‘white pond’ in Kannada.
As you get closer, you realise that it
must have been wishful thinking that
had you believe that the cherished
heritage of the Jain community would

be within arm’s reach. It’s a struggle to
trek up the 660 rock-hewn steps that
lead to the rock-face. And, it’s a humbling experience to see much-older
people virtually sprinting past you.
When I stopped to catch my
breath, however, the view — the
emerald waters of the tank, framed by
lush trees and rocks as old as time —
make it all worthwhile. As I near the
top, I realise I’m walking over ancient
inscriptions, only some of which are
protected with glass. Many, remarkably, are left to battle the elements, and
it feels strange to be walking practically on top of these invaluable carvings.
There are huge, inscribed boulders
and one can see praying figures
carved into the rocks. The walls are
adorned with images of horses and
elephants — I even saw a relief of a
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large fish on one of the stone walls.
There is a monolithic gateway with a
Gajalakshmi panel above the door
lintel. On it, the goddess Lakshmi sits
on a lotus flanked by two elephants.
This is believed to be the finest and
largest relief of Gajalakshmi in
the country.
Waiting for you, like a reward for
braving the climb, is the world’s largest monolithic statue, intricately
carved out of a single piece of rock —
58-feet tall, it weighs about 60
tonnes. It was built in 981 CE by
Chavundaraya, a commander-inchief who served under a King of the
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Ganga dynasty. The massive Bahubali
(meaning, ‘one with strong arms’)
stands in a meditation posture. He is
the first of the Jain Tirthankaras, and
is said to have meditated while standing for a whole year, without moving
at all, which is why plants started
growing around him. The three sides
of this monolith are enclosed with
many statues of the Tirthankaras

built by Hoysala kings in the
12th century. There is also an elaborately carved pillar in a small open
pavilion, from which point,
Chavundaraya is said to have distributed gifts to the needy.
It’s a marvellous walk through
time and as I climb down those 660
steps, I’m glad I got to see this wellhidden piece of history.

