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The Rajbari Bawali, Raypur
That’s how the Zamindar’s lived

The regal lifestyle of the zamindars comes alive in this heritage 
mansion just outside Kolkata. It has been lovingly

restored into an elegant boutique hotel for the modern traveller.

T all palm trees, water lotuses and mud houses—the rustic 
sights of a typical village in Bengal guided my way to 
Bawali, a hamlet 30 kilometres further from Kolkata. 

Wooden grocery shops, children returning from school and noisy 
lanes packed with bicycles and auto-rickshaws stood in sharp 
contrast to the natural vistas. 

After driving a few metres through the chaos, the silence slowly 
returned and I got my first glimpse of the grand Rajbari Bawali—a 
heritage mansion now converted into a beautiful boutique hotel. 
The entrance is nondescript, but I walk into a grand courtyard, the 
kinds that existed in havelis of the zamindars or the landowners 
responsible for collecting taxes in pre-partitioned India. 

History in Heritage
I once read Bengal was home to an entire range of rajbaris or zamindar 
houses. With the zamindars falling on bad times after Independence, 
when their land holdings were reduced into a fraction of what it was 
once (with the government taking over the rest), the survival of the 
265-year old Rajbari Bawali, formerly known as the palatial Mondol 
Mansion, is a ray of hope for me. 

Kolkata-based businessman Ajay Rawla, the owner of the 
mansion, decided to retain its original textures and materials 
while restoring the Rajbari. He hired restoration specialists 

from Delhi, trained at the Aga Khan Foundation. They learnt 
and executed the traditional art of brick-making, the marbles 
were scraped and polished, and the ponds were scooped 
and refilled. The original wooden shutters from the zenana 
(women’s quarters) and some fabrics were reused to add to its  
periodic décor. 

By the time the work ended, a robust and graceful Rajbari 
opened its gates to the people. The beautiful mansion is rooted in 
the culture of Bengal. Not only is this evident from its architecture 
and décor but also in the family who owns it—the descendants of 
the native Mondol family, who have an extraordinary history dating 
back to over 400 years. 

It begins with septuagenarian Samar Mondol’s ancestor, 
Shoba Ram Rai, who was awarded over 300,000 acres of 
land by Maharaja Sawai Man Singh of Jaipur for successfully 
warding off a crew of pirates, who frequently invaded this river 
ravine and swampland, as it was then. The construction of this 
architectural masterpiece soon transformed this small rural 
village into an extraordinary town of temples and palaces. Over 
the last 170 years, Rajbari has witnessed grand living, parties 
and visits from eminent guests till India’s independence, when 
the zamindars lost much of their wealth and the house started 
to fall into despair. 

Inspired Living
I meet Mondol during the evening aarti, a time when the central 
courtyard transforms into a spiritual centre. On the steps of 
Thakur Dalan (temple altar), Mondol stands amidst a conch 
bearer and a dhak (drum) player and is surrounded by dhunachi’s 
(incense burner) smoke. He recites hymns to Goddess Chandi and  
other deities. 

Later when I ask him if he prefers the Rajbari that he grew 
up in or the restored property, he says, “Definitely this. After a 
long period of suffering and loss of royalty, the grandeur has been 
restored to this,” pointing towards the tall pillars. “It is nothing short  
of exuberance.”

Little did I know then that dinners at Rajbari Bawali are as 
grand as its tall pillars. On my first night, I sampled the elaborate 
Zamindari thali. It is a Bengali feast comprising Shukto (bitter-sweet 
vegetables), Moong Dal, Aloo Bhaja (fried potato), Jhinga Aloo 
Posto (ridge gourd and potato with crushed poppy seeds), Mangshor 
Jhol (mutton curry), Chingri Malai Curry (prawns in coconut 

milk), and finally Mishti Doi (sweet curd), Sandesh and Rosogolla  
for dessert.

Exploring the Outdoors
Bengal’s heavily moisturised air evenly distributes itself above the 
green fields of the Bawali. As I walk around the village, which is 
inhabited by nearly 300 families, I come across clear ponds, flourishing 
marshes, dilapidated brick structures and wild plants every few metres. 

On my first evening, I stroll towards Jal Tungi Bagan, an open 
field, which was once the recreational ground for royalty. At its 
centre is an open circular pavilion surrounded by water. An iron 
bridge that connects it to the land broke a few years ago. At a 
distance, I see another shelter. This was where the kings would be 
seated while the dancers and singers performed under the pavilion. 
Creepers grow on the century-old brick façade and water hyacinth 
cover the water, adding to its eerie wilderness. 

I stumble across several temples dedicated to Lord Krishna. On 
my way back, I stop at the Radha Krishna Temple, a 300-year-old 
temple that would have been abandoned, much like the neighbouring 
Gopinath Temple, had it not been for its sole caretaker. Its striking 
architecture is replete with terracotta panels on its dome and dark 
red brick work at its foundation. 

I later head out to explore the Bawali riverside. On the banks 
of river Hooghly, I wait patiently as dark clouds approach from a 
distance and numerous fishermen throw their nets into the rapid 
river. Soon my guide confirms our boat ride. And so above the right 
tide and fierce river, we row away for a while. 

Once back, I sit by the poolside, its cool blue colour a sharp 
contrast to the muddy river. A little later, I take my first lap, breathing 
in the fresh countryside air of Bawali. 

Price starts from `7,000; The Rajbari Bawali, Bawali, Hasnecha, 
Raypur, West Bengal • therajbari.com

Facing page: the century-old brick façade of the hotel;
Clockwise from above-left: the rooms wear earthy colours with dark 
wooden beds, brass antiques and distressed furniture; Zamindari thali is 
a Bengali feast par excellence; spend your time lazing by the poolside 


