KERALA

Exploting the Garden State of India

Story and photographs by Robert Watson

As the palm-fringed shores of the Kerala backwaters quietly slide
by, there is time to reflect on this idyllic place in the sun -

Kerala, land of the coconut.

An Indophile friend once remarked that
Kerala is the essence of the India in your old
school geography books. Set in a garden of
natural beauty and abundance, this South In-
dian State is indeed a melting pot of some of
the best features of Indian culture, traditions,
architecture, as well as the natural environ-
ment. There is also plenty of individual char-
acter that you will find nowhere else in India.

Kerala is a land of wonderful contrasts. The
majority of people have relatively simple rural
lifestyles yet Malayalis - the people of Kerala -
are the most literate people in India. Although
Hindus are the majority, there are significant
minorities of Muslims, Christians, Buddhists and
even the remnants of a once large Jewish
population. Temples, mosques and church-
es are numerous, and Kerala also boasts
one of the oldest synagogues in the world.

Kerala is tolerant and relatively free of com-
munal violence yet the presiding Hindu deity
is the warrior goddess Bhadrakali. There are
golden beaches with glistening seawater on
the coast, where the temperature seldom
goes below 20 C, as well as the jungle and
tea plantations of the cool highland areas.
Many of the main cities have two names,
the newer Malayam names as well as the
older and frequently used Anglicised names.

This journey starts in Cochin, one of India’s
most beautiful and busiest harbour cities.
First impressions approaching Cochin by air
is of a tropical paradise with immense wa-
terways, palm-studded islands and penin-
sulas on which the city is built. Across the
water on the mainland is the newer and
busier city of Ernakulum. On Cochin’s main

harbour are the islands of Wimington,
Vypeen, Vallarpadam, Bolghatty and Gun-
du, as well as the main area of interest for
travellers, the Fort Cochin, Mattancherry
peninsula. The harbour is a kaleidoscope of
colour and activity with cargo boats, pas-
senger ferries and fishing craft, ranging from
one-man canoes to ocean going trawlers.

Although the character is undeniably Kera-
lan, Cochin exhibits many influences from
the various foreign traders who have lived
here over the centuries. Fort Cochin is the
site of the ancient and efficient Chinese
fishing nets, which were introduced by the
court traders of Kublai Khan. Huge canti-
levered nets on a system of pulleys, ropes
and weights are lowered into the water at
high tide, then pulled out after a few min-
utes trapping the fish within. This opero-
tion continues on through the night with oil
lights dangling on the nets to aftract the fish.
St.TErancis Chureh=at _Fori=Cochin,  &sfab-
lished in 1503 by the Portuguese: Francis-
can friars, was the burial place of Vasco
da Gama in 1524. Although the remains of
this famous Cochin resident were later re-
turned fo Portugal, the tombstone is still in
the church. Rebuilt and renovated by the
Dutch then the British, the church is still used
for Sunday services, during which punkao-
wallas manually pull ropes on the big, wo-
ven rattan fans to provide air conditioning.
It is far easier to get around Cochin by wa-
ter than by road. Plying the harbour is a vo-
riety of public and privately operated tour
boats from which you can see many of
Cochin’s famous sights. The charming Bol-
gatty Palace Hotel, formerly a palace built
by the Dutch is well worth a visit, as is the
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modern and luxurious Taj Malabar Hotel on
the tip of Wilingdon Island. Across the wa-
ter in nearby Mattancherry is Jewtown,
site of one of the oldest synagogues in the
world. Handicraft and antiue shops can
be found nearby as well as the spice mar-
kets that helped make Cochin one of
the best known Indian cities in the world.

The evening in Cochin is the time to see the
magnificent Keralan dance-drama theatre
of Kathakali. Kathakali dancers are trained
in their rigid discipline from the age of about
9 for eight years. The infricate make-up of
the dancers takes hours to prepare and ap-
ply, then, dressed in spectacular costumes,
the dancers perform theatre with origins
in yoga, mythology and spiritual beliefs.

Kathakali Dancer, Ernakulum, Kerala

To get relief from the coastal humidity and
see magnificent scenery, a day frip by car
to the Kerala High Ranges is an easy option
from Cochin. Once through the bustling city
of Ernakalum, the scenery changes from a
rich patchwork of cultivated fields of rice,

banana, cardamom and rubber planta-
tions, to thick tropical forests with waterfalls
cascading over cliffs beside the road as you
start to climb the Kerala High Ranges.
At the top of the range at an elevation of
1500 metres is Munnar, a hill station at the
centre of one of India’s largest tea grow-
ing areas. The cool air is permeated with
the scent of tea, and tea bushes stretch
along the hilltops like a giant sculptured car-
pet as far as you can see. Vivid splashes of
colour interspersed among the tea bushes
reveal the presence of plantation work-
ers picking the tender young tea leaves.

Tea Pickers at Munnar, Kerala

One of the most exotic, yet simple pleasures
of India is a trip through the Kerala back-
waters. The backwaters is a series of palm-
fringedlagoons, rivers and canals inland from
the Malabar Coast, linking Cochin with the
port of Quilon in south Kerala. It is an area of
great beauty and enchantment and a trip
not to be missed by any south Indian fravel-
ler. From the moment the kettuvallom or rice
barge - the fraditional backwaters cargo
boat - casts off from the bank at Allepey, you
become part of this idyllic, relaxed world.
The panorama is captivating and serene,
the pace of life is relaxed, the people friend-
ly, the climate is warm and sultry, and there
is a plentiful supply of fresh, delicious food.
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In the Kerala backwaters there is never a
time when there is not something of beauty
and interest to observe as the kettuvallom
floats along the mirror surface of the water.
Some canals are so narrow you can almost
touch each side from the boat. Backwaters
life is going on literally within reach as you

A fraditional kettuvallom (rice barge) converted to a houseboat on the Kerala Backwaters

glide by, occasionally alighting at a village
to buy fresh food or to discover one of the
many crafts of the area. Men are loading
boats with cargoes of cashews, coconuts
and rice; women are spinning coconut fibre
into lengths of sisal rope or tending water buf-
falo; children wend their way along a maze
of small peninsulas, spits and tracks on their
way to school. Out on the lakes, young men
dive to the bottom for black mud to pack
around coconut tfreesto helpinsulate the root
system from the coming summer heat. Fisher-
men cast nets by hand from small canoes.
In the evening the houseboat moors on
a lake and another seemingly effortless
and delectable meal is served and en-
joyed while the sun sets over the palm-sil-
houetted horizon, streaking the sky with
briliant hues of red, pink and yellow.

Tourlndia, a company specialising in south
Indian travel, operates this unique backwa-
ters holiday enterprise under the direction of

the alfruistic and energetic Babu Varghese.
A few years ago Babu, realising the tourist
potential of the backwaters, acquired his
first kettuvallom. He operates a boat yard
at Quilon where craftsmen restore and ren-
ovate the old kettuvalloms using tfradition-
al techniques. Coconut palm leaves are
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woven into watertight canopies and awnings
and the master boatbuilder oversees repairs
and restoration of the hulls. Timber from fruit
treesis hewn into planks to form the hull which
isclampedtogetherusing coconut fiore wad-
ding saturated in fish oil between the planks
and coirrope to bind the planks together. No
nails or screws are used in the construction.

Houseboat accommodation comprises
two double bedrooms, with attached bath-
rooms, and a spacious central area in which
to relax and dine. The hedonist can lie in bed
with the rattan awning raised and watch
the scenery slowly glide past, or sit on cane
armchairs on small decks built out over the
water on either side of the boat. The crew
of four including captain, deck hand, cook
and guide add yet another dimension to this
marvelous adventure with their abundant lo-
cal knowledge and efficient, friendly service.
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The cuisine is, like everything else on Tourln-
dia’s houseboats, authentically Keralan and
served on fresh palm leaves. A typical meal
comprises a number of Keralan vegeto-
ble dishes such as thoran, which is a mixed
cabbage and coconut dish; avial, a popu-
lar curry of mixed potato and green bao-
nana; pavakay, a tasty, bitter Keralan veg-
etable; and fish molly, a hot and spicy fish
curry with potato, coconut milk and spices.

A backwaters houseboat journey can last
from two days to two weeks, and finishes at
Quilon with a tour of Tourlndia's boatyard
with the remarkable Babu Varghese proudly
showing off the time honoured boat build-
ing techniques of the Kerala waterways.

centre of this 770 square kilometre park sur-
rounded by lush tropical forest and grassy
slopes. Periyar boasted the largest wild el-
ephant population of any of India’s wildlife
reserves a few years ago, however, ivory
poaching has all but wiped out the male
tusker elephant population and hence dis-
rupted the breeding cycle. Other than
elephant, or for the lucky ones, a tiger
sighting, Periyar is renowned for its birdlife
and diverse vegetation and  well
worth at least a couple of days.

A few kilometres south of Trivandrum is the
popular beach town of Kovalum. In recent
years, well-planned development has pro-
vided a variety of accommodation as more

Trivandrum or Thiruvananthapuram as it is
called in Kerala - is one and a half-hour drive
from Quilon and this city has the ambiance
of alarge country town rather than an Indian
State capital. Political and religious expres-
sion is free and profuse in Trivandrum and it
is common to see colourful religious festival
parades as well as noisy, but peaceful union
and political rallies. Kerala has the distinction
of being the first place in the world to free-

ly elect a communist government in 1957. .

Successive governments have implement-

ed policies for fairer distribution of land, in- o= : :

come, health services and education as well
as encouraging tourism and development.

Trivandrum is a good spot to make on-go-

ing fravel arrangements, as there are good B
road, rail and air connections to other parts ST 2

of India as well as the Maldives and Sri Lan-
ka. Tours to the Periyar Wildlife Sanctuary at
Thekkady near the Tamil Nadu border can
be made from Trivandrum. The main fea-
ture of Periyar is the huge artificial lake in the

tfravellers include Kovalum on south Indi-
an travel itineraries. November to March is
the best time to visit Kovalum to take ad-
van tage of the beautiful beaches with
cleanseawater and good surf, and the ex-
cellent cuisine served from a plethora of
beach side cafes and restaurants. Unlike
the better known beach resort of Goa to
the north, Kovalum is, as yet, relatively un-
discovered with a laid back atmosphere
and coos’r panorama second to none.

There are severalgood
beaches in a succes-
sion of small palm-
fringed bays stretch-
ing along the coast. In
the early mornings the

local villages come
to life when the day’s
fishing starts. Large

open boats set fish-
ing nets in large arcs
across the bays. The
ropes on the end of
the nets are rowed

Lcol villagers examine
the morning catch
near Kovallam
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back to the beach where men women and
children of all ages start pulling the nets in
to the beach. Some of the nets are set
well over a kilometre to sea, and on larger
beaches there may be three or four nets
being set and pulled in at one time. Young
boys swim out to scare escaping fish back
into the nets, villagers shout encouragement
from the cliffs, and the rare early morning
tourist is gently coerced into a turn pulling in
the nets. The best place to watch the fish-
ing activity is the ocean beach adjacent
to the coastal fishing village that is a scenic
two kilometre walk south around the coast-
line from Lighthouse Beach at Kovalum.

A Mosque on the headland of
Vizhinjam fishing harbour near Kovallam

A brightly decorated Mosque on the head-
land overlooks the fishing village in a small
harbour crowded with painted wooden
boats. The rows of thatched cottages lining
the beach house a community of exuber-
ant, friendly people who all seem to be in-
volved in the morning fishing activity. After
the fish are caught, sorted, bartered and
sold, the villagers settle down to the tasks of
mending nets, repairing boats, cooking and
going to school. It's time to walk around the

kettuvallam at Quilon on the Kerala Backwaters

beaches back to Kovalum and set-
tle into one of the beachside ca-
fes for a breakfast of fresh fruit, yogurt
and the best espresso coffee in India.

Travellers to Kerala include pleasure-lov-
ers, adventurers, naturalists, history and
culture buffs and gastronomes - there is
something for everyone in this bountfiful
land of conftrasts, traditions and beauty.

Author, photographer and
fraveller Robert Watson



