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Joe Brancatelli's article on 51 Buckingham Gate on JoeSentMe.com.

HOTEL HAPPENINGS

Despite the gloomy weather and local psyche, I spent several glorious days last month cocooning at 51 Buckingham Gate, which is unique in all of London. Operated by Taj, the luxury hotel group based in India, 51 Buck is a collection of 86 residential-style suites surrounding a courtyard guarded by a gated entrance. Its location is perfect: a few steps from Victoria Station, St. James Park and the government offices in and around Westminster Palace. It isn't inexpensive, but a current "four nights for the price of three" promotion helps soften the blow. The service and the furnishings are exquisite and you can also call on the facilities offered next door at the Crowne Plaza St. James Hotel, which Taj is painstakingly restoring.

Since London doesn't have the kinds of all-suite and extended-stay properties that are common in most U.S. cities, "there really isn't anything competitive with us," explains Prabhat Verma, general manager of both the bustling St. James and the genteel 51 Buckingham Gate.

But if the lure of points or free stays keeps you anchored to the major chains, my recommendation is the Andaz, adjacent to Liverpool Street Station, for Hyatt Gold Passport players; the Marriott County Hall, carved from the former seat of London city government, for Marriott Rewards players; and the Hilton Paddington, connected to Paddington Station, terminus for the Heathrow Express, for Hilton HHonors members. If you're a fan of Starwood Preferred Guest, try the WLeicester Square, which just opened two weeks ago. If you're a player in Priority Club Rewards, then you really should try Taj's Crowne Plaza St. James. Ask for a room on the newly renovated second floor.

DINING DELIGHTS
It's easy to make fun of food in London because, well, the British diet is worse than ours. To be fair, though, London is one of the greatest restaurant towns in the world. And one of the reasons to stay at 51 Buck is because it is upstairs from The Quilon, the world's only Michelin-starred restaurant serving South Indian coastal cuisine. The fare is brilliant, the dining room is spacious and soothing and the service is impeccable. If you only know Indian food as curries from the north, you must make The Quilon your first stop the next time you're in London.

