RIYA PAUL IS visibly glowing
and happily pregnant. Before we
start talking, she savs, “Stick to
the questions please.” Like uny

CEO she obviously wants to be
in control. There are a few she has X'ed oul in
my questionnarre. Married 1o Chennai's quiet
and animal rights friendly businessman Sethu
Vaidyanathan, she spends a lot of time here.
There is no question of & long distance mar-
riage or being torn between a career and a per-
sonal relationship, The couple travel together a
lest.

“Right now, weare both together here, and
tomorrow we are going away for a weel. Bal
ancing 4 marniage and work is an issue lorall
married women; there is no correct formula
and it has 1o work outas you go along,” she says
miatter-of-factly.

As the charperson of Apeejay Surrendra
Park Hotels, Paul of course is one of the coun-
try's best known business women. She is
among the most respected professionals in the

hatel industry and has been nominated twice

for Erononne Times's Business Woman of the
Year award. Her biggest achievement has been
giving the once sleepy Park group a brand new

identity in form of a boutique hotel company.
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Priya Paul is one of India’s most successful hoteliers. She
also pioneered the concept of nationwide boutique hotels

By Ameeta Agnihotri.

Tor the five-hotel group this distinguishing

trademark was important in an industry domi-
nated by behemaths like the Taj, Oberoi and
I

As Paul says " We don't think of ourselves as
a "chain’ and we certainly do not want 10 be
called a'chain as a'cham’ maplies a certain sim-
ilarity, which we are trying nol to do. We are
trying to be acollection of individual boutigue
hateds” And the strategy has paid ofl. The Park
Hotels in cities like Delhy, Bangalore, Caleutta

and Chennai stand put not for their size; but for
the distinctive design, look and ambience of
their ronms, lobbies, restanrants and night-
clubs. Staying at a Park Hotel is all about
savouring a different experience.

Paul's business acumen comes from her
father, the Calcutta tea magnate Surendra Paul
who was tragically gunned down at the height
of insurgency in Assam in 1990, The family-
run Apeejay Surrendra Paul group which was
founded in the early part of the century has
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interests that range from tea plantations, ship-
ping, steel, real estate, construction, financiul
services 10 book steres hotels and restaurants.
By age 10, Paul says, she found all the shop talk
about the family business so interesting there
wis ng doubt in hermind about where her life
would head once an education was in place.
“Between class 10 and 12 | would often sit by
iy father’s desk. I would sitinat méelings and

hewould try and get me to participate; or ask

my apinion.” And by the time she came bicl

with a degree in economics from Wellesley Col-
legein the United States, her father had char
tered out her career. "My fathier could have
positioned me in any of the businesses, but he
happened to putme in the hotel business”, she
S4YS,

2

e sturted out-as a marketing manager at
the Park in Delhi, but by 1990, after her futher’s
deathy she was forced 1o take over l|lcll::;j|1tlg

of the group’s holel division (her sister and

brother run theother divisions), Shewas still 23
then,and the three hotel group. though inexis.
ence since 1967, wis a fringe player in the
industry, As Paulsaw it "One of thedssues was
how were we, dsasmall hotel company goingto
be top of the e, how were we going 1o survive
anel be ditferent fromy the rest of the pack. | felt
that the hatel business could be much moge
creative and much more challenging for me.”
And thus was born her plan to re-orient her

hotels 1o £t the concept of boutigue hatels,

The term houtique hotel” was éoindéd in the

Li5 in the eighties when soaller-and largely

family=owned hotels: tried 1o differentiate

themselves and compete against the larger fll
service hotels Boutigque hotels as one exper!

put ity are “intimate hotels thal are uniguely

dL‘h]t_._--l:u'\ dedicated o details and focused on

highly personalised serviee;all ata value to the

customer. In the bautigue hotel, suests often

sleepiin, and the general pace is slower and
more relaxed, Disigns vary ofteén from 1eom to
rowm and requirea higher degree of service.
The bars and testaurants stand out for their
ambicnce and food. The guests exprience
requires more attentiveness from the staff to
achieve the degred of sorvice the customer
expects. The ratio of emplevees Lo guests is typ-
ically higher 1o meet that need, while the nam

berof roomsin a boutique property is senerally
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lower than larger full service hotels” The Bed-
ford Hotel in San Franciscoand Margans Horel
in New York, hoth set up in 1981, are consid-
ered to be two pioneering boutique hotels, and
the idea has become popular wround the world
since.

“Small, persanal and intimate. And you do
not kave 1o have nine restaerants to bea luxu]'}'
hotel " has been Paul’s cwn definition of bou-
iggue hotels, The Parlin Kolkata was the first o
come under her knife in the early 19905, The
rooms were redesigned into 89 Deluxe rooms,
43 Luxury rooms and 17 plus Deluxe suites.
The luxury ropms feature 43-inch Plasnoa TVS,
the Deluxe suites come with Jacuzzis and per-
sonal butlers. A new oriental restaurant called
Zen wasset up with Hast Asian cuisine and a
strikingly unusual black and white decor high-
lighted by powerful lighting and art on the
walls: The hotel’s trendy image was further
enhanced with a new nightclub called Tantra,

Spread over 5000 sq feet covering rwo levels
with two hars, it has a dande floor and a lounge
that- many rate to beamongst the best in the
country.

Simultancously, work also started on new
lotels i the flourishing IT elties of Bangalore
and Chennai, The Bangaldre property which
opened in 2000 features 109 rooms L{fsigncd
by the UK firm of Conran & Partners. Tatler
magazine has rated it as.onge of the 101 best
hotels in the world, In keeping with the bou-
tigpue tradition, the hotel isall abou style.

“The design philosophy is a fusion of the
vibrant colouts and landscapes of India with
international style. Fach area is specially
designed w providea richerand more sensual
interaction. The-hotel draws on Indian sensa
tons and environment w provide travellers an
‘tirban retrear)” is the management's descrip-
tion af the property. The lobby for example,
lias been termed asa'silk bow” with orange raw-

silk curtains, leather furniture and a series of
pazehios!

The hotel’s lounge bar, [-Bar, is considered
among the hippest hangout places in the city
with its low furniture, beanbags, neon colours
and awall of rich carpet wover ina patternsug-
gestiveaf a circuil board. Then thereis the ltal-
ian restaurant called i-t ALIA where the timber
floor complements a charcoal black uphelstery
with lime green sofas in the niches. Even the
massage and gym arca  has been specially
designed with a translucent azure glass back-
drop and given the soothing name of Aqua-
zone. The rooms featurea combination of silk,
leather, oak and glass with-a four-poster bed
carrying a custom-made 11 inch mattress as
the centre-piece, Many rooms have balconies
with deck chairs, On the outside, each of the
fonar floors 1s designed to please the senses; The
firstfloor hasbeen destpned 1o give the feel ofa
cool expanse of water, the second floor suggests

Forget other airlines. We're now catching up with trains.

Introducing Delhi - Dehradun.

For Rs. 2200 or less.
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amountain landscape, the third floor the loel

of @ jungle and the fourth floor denoies an
oasis ina'desert..

Cutting-edge design, this ttme by Hirsch
Bedner Associates from Los Angeles, is also the
central highlight of the Farlcin Chennai which
openedits doors in the year 2002, Built on the
premises of the historic Gemini Studios the
luxurious 215-room hotel boasts of multi-lay-
ered lobly which has been modelled 1o evoke o
loak of a-theatre; und is propriately named The
Stage, The 24-hour restaurant called Six-0-
One has bamboo foonng and coconut shell
inlay fused with 18 foot high light columns,
The watering hole, appropriately named The
Leather Bar is decorated with g rich black
leather Hoor that blends into olive suede walls,
(I cotirse, you can't miss the sill encased Thai
restaurant called Lotus and the pight club with
mirrored walls.called Pasha.

While the Chenmai property is called "An
urban haven' the Bangalore property An urban
retreat) the Kolkata property 'An urban hulb the
Visakhapatnam hotel'An Urban Beach Retreat|
and the newly dene up Delhi Park fs called “The

Urban Junction”! The renavation was done by
Conran & Partners who designed the Banga
lore Hotel property, Five, the New Delhi Farks
Indinn restaurant with a single sheet translu-
cent white glass and crystal bead curtaing,
alongwith Agni which hasa 12-metre long bar
with leathier tub chairs and plowing slass tables
aredlready a landmark in the capital, particu-
larly among the design nunded.

For Paul, the hotels are an extension of her
persanality “1enjoy the hotels, | have mude
thém inta places that [ enjoy using, So it works
both ways:—work and pleasure at the same
time,” she says, Having gone against conven-

tional norms did sheevery consider the possi-

bility of failuret “I think you can't always think.

youwill be a success. That ie certainly not iow
vou live vour life. You have apprehensions
about everything that vou do. Being confident
and sure gomes with alot of practical experi-
ence, and vau know some things that are going
toworkand seme that are notgoing Lo. You just
meve ahead and make plans work”

Does she leel stressed oul by the burden ol

congtant innavation ?71 think every business

hag ite stresses and 1ssues. | find the business

very creative, not unusually stressful We make
our lotels a lictde different, a licte more fun” A
new project takes up a lot of heratention, par-
ticularly during the canstruction and develop-
ment stage. While an elder, running property
would natueally need less supervision. But a
visit every three months is definitely on for
every ane of her hotels, Currently though she
lives between Delhiand Chenii,

Cuite.calmein acrisis situation, there is no
fiarmnula that Priya follows 10 guarantee success,
“We'just enjoy what we are doing and creare
things that we like doing. 1t is a team effort. We
brainstorm a lot, but the fnal bricfing and
desipn direction is given by me ' I'he decision
to build the Chennai hotel, for example, was
not based on any marketsurvey but purely on
intuition. “We stmply went ahead and did what
wewanted. she says. And it worked,

Currently what ocoupies Priva Paul’s mind
and time are three new projects— one is a new
restaurant at The Park, Delhi, renovation of the
lameus Flurys, which was started in 1927, in
Caleutta, and of course thereis baby., .. +
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