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TMiguel Cunat 
discovered the 

site for the Ceylon 
Tea Trails resort 
(above) while 
exploring the 

Bogawantalawa 
Valley by 

motorcycle. 

High Time for Sri Lanka
WITH A DEVASTATING TSUNAMI AND A DECADES-LONG CIVIL  
WAR BEHIND IT, THE ISLAND NATION IS TAKING FLIGHT AS A  
DISTINCT LUXURY DESTINATION.  BY CYNTHIA ROSENFELD

HE GIPPSAERO GA8 AIRVAN !oats nimbly through the clouds, sweeping 
over the paddies and craggy mountains of the Sri Lankan countryside. Traveling 
north from the island nation’s seaside metropolis of Colombo to its famed 

Cultural Triangle, the aircraft soars past Adam’s Peak—a jagged, cone-shaped mountain 
whose footprint-like indentations have for centuries prompted holy pilgrimages—then 
veers toward the tangled green hills of the northern steppes. 

Suren Mirchandani, the founder of the Sri Lankan private-aviation company Simpli!y, 
has taken me 20,000 feet above the ground to prove a point. “Seven years ago, I realized 
tourism’s potential here was in the air,” he says as the changing scenery slips past us in 
a few heartbeats. Having visited Sri Lanka in the past, I know that this idyllic landscape 
often unfolds slowly and uncomfortably on the ground, a travel experience marred by 
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Even my 
unre!ned palate 

notes the  
diversity of 

tastes in Dilmah’s  
handpicked Watte
Single Estate Tea. 

end of the 3rd century), Abhayagiri 
Dagaba (a massive domed monastery 
erected in the 1st century BC), and 
the Bodhi Tree (one of the world’s 
oldest known trees, and one of the 
most revered sites in Buddhism). 

Almost as quickly as I arrived, how-
ever, I &nd myself back in the air, 
this time taking o' from Ulagalla’s 
helipad in a zippy Bell206 JetRanger. 
Whizzing past the tiny, slivered 
roads below, I am again relieved to 
be skipping the drive—what in this 
case would be an eight-hour ordeal. 
Instead, an hour later, we land in the 
Bogawantalawa Valley, Sri Lanka’s 
tea region in the central province, to 
visit the country’s best-known tea 
purveyor, Dilmah.

Ten years ago, Cunat explored this 
valley on a motorcycle, using old 
military maps to search the velvety 
green landscapes for an ideal resort 
location. Along the way, he discov-
ered the four planters’ bungalows, 
built between 1890 and 1939, that
today make up the Dilmah-owned 
Ceylon Tea Trails resort. Eclectic and 
charming, the four villas are deco-
rated with period antiques and cane 
furnishings, and each features its 
own spring-fed swimming pool. 
From Castlereagh, my circa-1920s 
bungalow, views of the nearby tea 
hills draw me to the resort’s winding 
foot trails, where a leisurely stroll 
affords glimpses of leaf pickers 
tending their fragrant harvest.

Tea is naturally on my itinerary, 
and Cunat has arranged a rare pri-
vate tasting with Merrill Fernando, 
the 84-year-old founder of Dilmah. 
Over cups of handpicked Watte 
Single Estate Tea (laid out before us 
by the resort’s Swiss-trained sta'), 
Fernando compares his “liquid gold” 
to &ne wine. Even my unre&ned pal-
ate notes the diversity of tastes 
among the leaves, which I learn con-
tain more antioxidants than my usual 
green tea. My education, however, 
ends prematurely—we have another 
helicopter to catch. Stashing some 

loose white-tea leaves in my bag, I 
bid Fernando farewell and board the 
JetRanger for Yala National Park on 
Sri Lanka’s southern coast.

“DON’T WORRY,” Noel Rodrigo, 
owner of Yala National Park’s 
Leopard Safaris camp, tells me hope-
fully. Somewhere along the road 
between Yala’s entrance and Rodrigo’s
campsite, my suitcase has gone miss-
ing. Our safari Jeep was bouncing 
along a dirt pathway surrounded by 
scrub jungle and thorny grasslands 
that are home to one of the world’s 
largest leopard populations. 
Captivated by Rodrigo’s tales of the 
378-square-mile sanctuary’s inhab-
itants, I neglected to notice my Tumi 
roll off the back of the vehicle. 
Rodrigo suspects my luggage may 
have made a splash landing during 
a river crossing.

Indeed, accessing Yala National 
Park—and many other alluring 
attractions in Sri Lanka—still 
requires a bumpy ride on a rudimen-
tary road. Even with the advances 
in tourism and transportation, casu-
alties such as this are to be expected. 
This time, however, fate proves 

sympathetic: Several hours later, 
after I have gorged myself on a 
bounty of barbecued Negumbo 
prawns and pork chops, two guides 
return from a game drive, trium-
phantly carrying my suitcase.
Relieved, I retire to my tent—a mod-
est canvas accommodation with a 
king-size bed, solar-powered light-
ing, and a separate private bath-
room—in preparation for tomorrow’s 
leopard safari.

My rest is nothing if not short, as 
the next morning begins in dark-
ness. Rodrigo has convinced me that 
the best leopard sightings occur 
before dusk and dawn—and before 
the other tourists arrive—so we rise 
at an ungodly hour to reach the 
national park’s entrance ahead of 
the other Jeeps. 

variable roads and other remnants 
of the country’s checkered past. 

My previous visits to the island—
one in 2005, a few months after a 
devastating tsunami ravaged the 
country, and a second in 2008, dur-
ing a !are-up of domestic violence—
had been disappointing, to say the 
least. On the occasion of the latter, 
my Cathay Paci&c !ight arrived at 
Bandaranaike International Airport 
just as an attack by the Liberation 
Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) hit 
nearby Colombo. At the time, the 
country was less than a year away 
from ending its 26-year civil war 
between the LTTE and the ruling 
Sinhalese. But on this trip, gun&re 
on the only road into the city left me 
stranded and fearful. Canceling my 
stay, I bribed a machine-gun-toting 
soldier to help me buy the next plane 
ticket out of town, and then spent 

the next 12 hours eating stale cookies 
and attempting to wiggle into a sleep-
ing position on an airport windowsill. 

The Sinhalese government 
defeated the LTTE in 2009, and, as 
I am quickly learning, much has 
changed for tourists in the subse-
quent years. Many of these changes, 
however, started taking shape much 
earlier, thanks to visionaries like 
Mirchandani. “Exceptional hotels 
opened even during the worst years 
of the war,” he explains as we !y over 
Heritance Kandalama, an eco-resort 
opened in 1994 that is built into the 
side of a rocky cli'. “But long drives 
kept people away at least as much as 
the &ghting.”

Miguel Cunat, a cofounder and the 
CEO of the travel agency Sri Lanka 
in Style, is another of the island’s 
tourism pioneers. After visiting Sri 
Lanka in 2002 for his honeymoon, 
the Spanish entrepreneur “fell in 
love with the country, too.” Realizing 
Sri Lanka held tourism potential for 
more than just intrepid backpackers 
and Buddhist pilgrims, Cunat 
launched his agency in 2005, amid 
the country’s long-standing unrest.

“Back then we felt certain the war 
would continue for a very long time,” 
says Cunat, who is escorting me on 

my trip north. “I became skilled at 
answering the question, ‘Is it safe?’ 
To show Sri Lanka at its best, we &rst 
needed to get people o' the ground.”

Moments later, we touch down on a 
former military air&eld. (“The war 
that impeded our operations now 
facilitates it,” Mirchandani says.) 
Stepping o' the aircraft onto the !at, 
emerald plain, I am not sure which 
takes my breath away more: the 
5th-century rock-fortress capital of 
Sigiriya, protruding from the horizon 
like a thumb, or the speed at which 
we have arrived—less than an hour 
after takeo', or about one-&fth the 
time it would take on the bumpy roads.

Cunat and I continue 45 minutes 
by road to Ulagalla, a 20-villa resort 
spread across a 58-acre nature pre-
serve near Wilpattu National Park. 
Home to leopards and sloth bears, 
the park reopened in 2004 after 
nearly 16 years of closures caused 
by safety concerns. Before Ulagalla, 
which debuted in 2010, the region 
lacked anything in the way of luxury 
accommodations, forcing Cunat’s 
clients to rush from site to site on 
day trips. But today, as a buggy 
driver escorts me to my villa, the 
mood is unhurried, with stops along 
the way to observe three monkeys 
swinging in the trees overhead and 
a delightfully prehistoric monitor 
lizard crossing our path. The jungle 
surroundings are on display 
through !oor-to-ceiling windows 
in my villa, which is out&tted with 
colonial furnishings and a four-
poster bed. 

The 20-villa 
Ulagalla resort sits 
in a 58-acre nature 

preserve near 
Wilpattu National 
Park, home to a 

large population of 
leopards.

Guests at Ceylon 
Tea Trails can 

sample the "liquid 
gold" of the 

region's Dilmah 
tea company.
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