
F o R G o T T E N    

In South India, the remnants of a lost civilization lie scattered across an enchanting landscape. Jeffrey 
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From left: Intricate carvings at Hampi’s Hazara Rama Temple; daybreak at the Achyutaraya Temple; 
the Lotus Mahal, a palace built for the queens of the Vijayanagara empire.

T T E N    K I N G D o M

Gettleman joins the tuned-in travelers discovering Hampi.
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The Tungabhadra River 
cuts through the boulder-strewn landscape of 

Hampi, in the South Indian state of Karnataka,  

like a jigsaw. Twisting back and forth between 

giant rocks, it has always been a lifeline for the 

people of this landlocked village—which is why  

so many of Hampi’s spectacular ruins stand right 

along its banks. As my family and I approached  

the river, the sun burning bright overhead, our 

nine-year-old son, Apollo, pointed to a circular 

bamboo raft tied up near the shore. 

“We’re not going across in that, are we?” 

To say that the raft appeared unseaworthy 

would be an understatement. The bamboo vessel, 

known as a coracle, resembled an overgrown  

fruit basket. No more than six feet across, its rim 

sat just a few inches above the water.

“No, no,” my wife, Courtenay, reassured 

Apollo and his seven-year-old brother, Asa.  

“We’re taking a real boat.”

Our guide, B. Virupaksha—Viru for short— 

eyed us with a smirk. “Don’t you want to travel 

like they did in ancient times?” he asked. 

Carefully, we lowered ourselves in and edged 

down into the bottom of the raft, fearful of 

flipping the whole thing into the water. It felt  

like we were sitting in the river. But the boat was 

surprisingly sturdy, and before we could voice  

any more opposition, the boatman gave a push and sent us 

spinning downstream, tugged by the current of the Tungabhadra.

Soon we were passing ancient Hindu shrines overlooking  

the water, each carved from the same yellow granite as the 

boulders lining the riverbanks. Inside one cavelike space, a group 

of women in brightly colored saris was gathered in prayer,  

a smudge of turmeric powder on each of their foreheads.  

In another, several sadhus, or holy men, chanted softly, their 

words merging into one long, soothing note. As we floated by,  

we could smell the woody fragrance of temple incense in the air. 

IN THE 15TH AND 16TH CENTURIES, Hampi was the capital of one 

of India’s most prosperous empires, the Vijayanagara. While its 

rulers were later overthrown by more powerful forces, they left 

behind some of the country’s most remarkable monuments—

many of which are still magnificently preserved. Littered around 

Hampi are stone market buildings, watchtowers, royal palaces, 

elephant stables, and too many temples to count. But until  

the 1960s, Hampi was unknown to anyone but Hindu pilgrims 

and British archaeologists. In 1986, UNESCO designated the 

monuments as a World Heritage site, but major excavations 

continue, and only today is the full extent of what was built  

there coming to be understood. 

My family and I moved to New Delhi two years ago, when I 

took the position of South Asia bureau chief for the New York 

Times. Since then, the four of us have taken selfies in front of the 

Taj Mahal, lounged on Goa’s beaches, skied the powdery slopes  

of Kashmir, and spotted a tiger in Ranthambore. But Hampi is 

one of the most enchanting places I’ve visited in all of India. 

Exploring it felt like plunging into a lost world.

Looking out at the citadel’s delicately hewn temples, their 

golden stone peeking out from the rich green of the jungle, 

activates those synapses in your brain that say: discovery. Here, 

you can witness something as stunning as Machu Picchu, and  

have it virtually to yourself. But you might want to hurry. Until 

2017, getting to Hampi usually involved a seven-hour drive from 

Bengaluru (Bangalore) on bone-jarring roads. But since reliable 

flights began operating to Jindal Vijaynagar Airport two years ago, 

you can do the trip from Bengaluru in about an hour. 

Since we were visiting an opulent kingdom, we figured we 

might as well stay in an opulent palace—the Kamalapura Palace,  

a grand property opened in 2016 by the luxury chain Evolve Back. 

Each morning, Viru, himself a proud Hampi native, would meet 

us under the Vijayanagara-inspired arches of the hotel portico. 

Viru, who comes from humble means, learned English as a boy 

by selling postcards to tourists. Twenty-five years ago, there  

were just a handful, he said, and most were backpackers. Now 

there are countless more—Americans, Europeans, Australians, 

Japanese, and, of course, many Indians. 

One of the first places visitors head to is the Virupaksha 

Temple, perhaps Hampi’s most majestic landmark. The builders 

of the 165-foot-high pyramid-shaped tower at the entrance to the 

complex employed a clever perspective trick. Each of the floors, 

A visitor at  
the Daroji Sloth 
Bear Sanctuary.

The Kamalapura 
Palace is the 
town’s first high-
end hotel.

Hampi’s 
Virupaksha 
Temple, one  
of the tallest  
in India.

T R A V E L A N D L E I S U R E . C O M 1 0 9

as your eye follows the building up, is slightly shorter than the 

one below it, giving the impression the tower is even higher than 

it really is. Despite the optical illusion, Virupaksha actually is  

one of India’s tallest temples, which shouldn’t be a surprise,  

given the region’s immense former wealth.

The Vijayanagara dynasty ruled southern India but traded 

across the world. Vijayanagara merchants exported indigo to 

Persia, ginger to Portugal, printed cloth to Java, and cinnamon  

to Mecca. The kingdom’s success was built on a well-oiled 

bureaucracy and income from the endless acres of sorghum, 

cotton, wheat, and rice it controlled. The 

Vijayanagara kings were tough cookies.  

One used to lift ceramic weights, oil himself  

up, go a few rounds with a wrestling partner,  

and then gallop around on an Arabian 

thoroughbred every day, before dawn. 

Above all, though, the Vijayanagaras were 

known to be fair. “Every man may come  

and go and love according to his own creed,” 

wrote Duarte Barbosa, a Portuguese officer who 

passed through in the early 16th century. 

“Justice is observed by all, not only by the rulers 

but by the people to one another.”

But by 1565, this just world was falling  

apart. A group of Muslim rulers ganged up on 

Vijayanagara’s Hindu king, Rama Raya, and 

destroyed his army on the battlefield. Then they 

cut off his head and sacked the temples. Over 

the next few centuries, the fabled kingdom 

slipped into oblivion. Many of its grand 

palaces, especially those built of wood, were 

destroyed by jungle vines, gravity, and time. 

British colonial officers began to excavate the 

remaining monuments in the late 1800s, but it 

wasn’t until the 1960s that the first ordinary 

tourists showed up. What they found were 

hundreds of different shrines, just about all of 
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Lakshmi is the name of the Hindu goddess of wealth, fortune, 

and prosperity, but it’s also the name of the Virupaksha Temple’s 

resident elephant. We joined a line of Indian tourists holding 

wrinkled rupee notes, waiting for her blessing. The mahout, or 

trainer, barked out commands, instructing Lakshmi to touch her 

trunk to our bowed heads. It was incredible how gentle she was; 

her trunk felt light as a pool noodle. Then she scooped up the bills.

Viru shook his head with a smile, as if he had been bested.

“That mahout is too rich,” he said.

Because Hampi has so many historic sites spread over a 

16-square-mile area, we let Viru set the course for our four-day 

them covered with elaborate carvings, many 

depicting erotic scenes—some of which are 

chiseled into the cornice of the Virupaksha Temple. 

“Don’t think of this as pornography,” Viru 

explained. “Back then, this is how they taught 

people about sex.”

We have yet to have the birds and the bees  

talk with our kids. So before they could ask why  

a stone woman was standing with her legs wide 

open, grinning from ear to ear, we hustled them 

along to meet Lakshmi.
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trip. One of his favorite spots is the Vijaya Vittala complex,  

which is loaded with some of Hampi’s most detailed carvings— 

on the walls, the ceilings, even the floors. Many retell stories  

from Hindu texts; others record real moments in history.

“Just look at these pants,” Viru said, laughing. He brought  

us over to a carving that depicted a Portuguese trader in baggy 

pantaloons. The figures had been chiseled so precisely that  

the fashions of early-16th-century Europe sprang from the stone.  

I could tell Viru wanted to run his hands over the surface to 

admire the craftsmanship, but he resisted. “Just look at the 

quality,” he said, lingering on that word.

Exploring Hampi  
and Beyond

Getting There

There are daily non-

stop flights to Mumbai 

from Newark, and to 

New Delhi from several 

major U.S. cities. You’ll 

probably want to 

break up your trip in 

one of these destina-

tions before flying on 

to Bengaluru or Hyder-

abad. From there, you 

can connect for the 

60-minute transfer  

by propeller plane to 

Jindal Vijay nagar 

Airport, in Torana gallu. 

Hampi is an easy 

hour-long drive away. 

Where to Stay
In Hosapete, a small 

city just a few miles 

from the ancient  

site, Evolve Back’s 

Kamalapura Palace 

has 46 luxurious suites 

and villas, as well as 

an ayurvedic wellness 

center inspired by  

the architecture of the 

Vijayanagara empire. 

evolveback.com;  

doubles from $450, 

including breakfast 

and dinner. 

Tour Operator
This trip was organized 

by the Explorations 

Company, which  

offers customized 

tours throughout 

India. Their experts 

recommend visiting 

Hampi as part of a 

broader South India 

itinerary, beginning in 

Hyderabad, a capital 

of Islamic architecture 

and cuisine. From 

there you’ll travel 

south to Hampi, before 

visiting Nagarahole 

National Park, one of 

the largest tiger 

reserves in the region. 

The tour ends in 

Kerala, at Neeleshwar 

Hermitage, a secluded 

beach resort on  

the Arabian Sea. 

explorations company.

com; 15-day trips  

from $8,000.

One of the many 
sadhus, or holy 
men, who make 
regular pilgrimages 
to Hampi’s temples.

The Achyutaraya 
Temple, which is 
named after a 
Vijayanagara king.
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palaces, and the 20-foot-tall fortification walls. They’re all  

in really good shape. 

The most intricate buildings were the Hindu temples.  

At a complex for Krishna, Viru took us inside an underground 

chamber that was cool and moist. And very dark. We hit the  

lights on our phones and gasped. Dozens of bats were clinging  

to the walls, less than a foot from our faces. Each was the size  

of a rat and about as furry.

“If you walk three times around this chamber, it brings  

you good luck,” Viru said.

I can never resist anything that promises to bring good  

luck, so Viru and I ducked in a defensive crouch and made three 

rounds, breathing through our mouths, almost overpowered  

by the intense smell of ammonia. 

With no big cities nearby, Hampi is still relatively wild. On the 

hour-long drive from the airport, we spotted kingfishers and Indian 

rollers perched on telephone wires and mongooses scuttling across 

the roads. An hour out of town is the Daroji Sloth Bear Sanctuary, 

one of India’s best places to spot these slow-moving, shaggy-haired 

termite lovers, which are native to the country.

If Courtenay and I had been by ourselves, we would probably 

have skipped the bears. But by this point I could tell by the  

glazed look in the boys’ eyes and the fights breaking out over  

who got to carry Daddy’s water bottle that the team was getting  

a little templed out. So the late afternoon found the four of us  

up in a watchtower with about a dozen Indian tourists, all staring 

listlessly at a rock smeared with brown sugar. As we waited,  

I asked one of the guards to tell me about the bears.

“When they’re hungry, they’re aggressive,” he said.

Who isn’t? I thought.

We spent the next 45 minutes staring at the rock. A few 

peacocks strutted past. Some monkeys snatched a little sugar.  

The guards, who each day give the bears a snack, looked up and 

yelled at the monkeys. Then they returned to their mobile phones. 

I was getting antsy, and the kids were starting to fight over  

the water bottle again, when suddenly, a peacock squawked  

and the monkeys hightailed it into the nearest trees. 

“Look!” the guard said.

The bears had arrived. A group of three lumbered down the hill 

and planted themselves in front of the brown sugar. Butts in the air, 

they licked that rock clean. The light had begun to fade as, satisfied 

at last, we all plodded down from the 

“How long did it take to build this?”  

Apollo asked.

Viru put his hand on Apollo’s shoulder.

“It took years, and thousands of people  

worked here,” he said. “Thousands of slaves  

and prisoners, really.”

More than half a million people lived in 

Hampi at the height of the Vijayanagara empire. 

The commoners dwelled in houses made from 

impermanent materials, such as timber or mud, 

so those are all gone. But the major structures 

were made from brick or granite—the temples, 

the public baths, the aqueducts, some of the 

From top: A  
guest room at 
Kamalapura Palace; 
the bamboo coracles 
used to cross the 
Tungabhadra River.

Visitors climb 
Anjeyanadri Hill, 
believed to have 
been the birthplace 
of the Hindu  
god Hanuman. 

(Continued on page 130)
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(Hampi, continued from page 112)

watchtower and then headed back to 

our hotel. We were hungry, too.

RETREATING TO the Kamalapura 

Palace for dinner after a day of 

sightseeing was one of our favorite 

parts of the trip. We would sit out  

in the cool night air and listen to 

musicians playing Carnatic folk music 

as we inhaled the delicious smells 

floating out of the kitchen. Everything 

we ate, from the soft, buttered naan 

and succulent lamb to the delicate  

kulfi (Indian ice cream) was superb.

The whole hotel is built to echo  

the design of the nearby monuments. 

It houses an ayurvedic spa and a 

restaurant inside a replica of Hampi’s 

Lotus Mahal, which used to be  

the queen’s pavilion and is one of the 

town’s prettiest ruins. Our villa was 

seriously imposing, with soaring, 

arched doorways, four-poster beds, 

and a private plunge pool. 

Early on our second morning,  

I worked up an appetite swimming  

in the main hotel pool, but instead  

of piling up our plates at the breakfast 

buffet, we went in search of a dosa  

in Hampi’s modern-day market, the 

Janatha Plot. Dosas are a South Indian 

staple, a rolled-up rice-flour crêpe 

filled with spiced potato. Viru took  

us to the stall of an old friend of his,  

a dosa master named Channappa.  

As we watched Channappa spread thin 

circles of batter on a bubbling-hot  

grill, he said, “My grandfather did this, 

and so did my father.”

“And next month,” he added, 

beaming, “my son is coming!”

Viru hadn’t been exaggerating; 

Channappa’s dosas were sublime.

That evening we climbed up the 

Malyavanta Raghunatha Temple, 

perched on a hilltop overlooking the 

village. The sun was about to plunge 

into a haze of pink dust. Nearby, some 

kids ate freshly roasted rice from  

paper cones, which smelled delicious.

“Hampi is something, isn’t it, sir?” 

Viru asked me. “You had no idea,  

did you?” I admitted that I hadn’t.

“Maybe you Googled it, but Google 

gives you maybe ten percent,” Viru 

went on. “When you visit Hampi,  

you realize Hampi is all about size. You 

have to see it to believe it.”

I looked off at the lost civilization 

spread in front of me and saw countless 

temples and shrines and elegant pillars, 

remnants of once grand buildings, 

some still hidden in the banana groves. 

I saw women in pinks and blues and 

teal greens walking among the ruins, 

the wind tugging at their saris. I saw 

boulders of unimaginable weight 

stacked on the hilltops, looking like 

they were about to roll down but 

forever fixed to that very spot.  

From that hilltop, I experienced a 

sensation I had felt many times during 

my visit: I was overwhelmed, in the  

best possible way. 
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