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BBT Online’s Publisher Karin de Graauw took a twelve day
trip through India. She started in Delhi to explore the Golden
Triangle in Rajasthan, and then flew down to tropical Kerala,
where she enjoyed the province’s lush nature. Of course lots of
interesting experiences were had along the way. From elephant
painting to house boats: India is one of the most diverse
countries on the planet.
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hen I told people I was going to India in August,
they said I was crazy. Summer in Europe means
monsoon season in Southern Asia, and everyone told
me my trip would literally drown in endless rainstorms.
Wrong. While it’s true I saw some rain, most of it came
down in very short showers. Moments later, the sun
would reappear and everything would immediately
start drying. I don’t regret going in August at all. As
a matter of fact I would recommend it. Everything –
including the flights – is much cheaper in summer, and
there are fewer tourists to be seen.
The first part of my journey would be the traditional
tour through the Golden Triangle in Rajasthan: Delhi,
Jaipur and Agra. I would indulge myself in the region’s
rich history. After Rajasthan, I would fly south, to
the tropical province of Kerala, where I would stay in
Cochin on the Arabian Sea. I would also visit the Periyar
National Park and take a traditional house boat to
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Alleppey. The final stop would be Marari, where I would
spend my two last days in India in a very nice beach
resort. Varied as the schedule was, it would show
me a lot of different sides of the country. Looking at
the length of the trip, it would be impossible to cover
everything. That’s why I will give you some highlights
of the things I particularly enjoyed.
The beauty of Rajasthan
Exiting Delhi Airport is always an adventure. The Indian
capital is overcrowded, very busy and overwhelming.
Although there is a lot to see and discover, we almost
immediately left for the much smaller town of
Mandawa – 200 km down the road. Mandawa is a
beautiful little place filled with traditional townhouses
or “havelis” covered in colourful frescoes.
Our hotel was a very pleasant surprise. The Vivaana
Culture hotel is housed in a beautifully restored 19th

century haveli. The rooms feel very historic and are
fantastically decorated. They seem to come right out
of Disney’s Aladdin. The design is great, the nouvelle
cuisine food is very tasty and it comes with a great pool
and wellness centre.
Rajasthan’s culture runs deep and is very old. You can
travel the region for months without seeing even half
of it. I consciously decided not to do all of the many
monuments the cities I visited had to offer. Since I was
more interested in meeting the locals and interacting
with them, I went on a couple of different activities.
The guided biking tour through Agra was great. The
sweat was running down my back, but it was lots of
fun as well as a very different way of seeing the city.
The occasional cow blocking your bike once in a while is
something you’ll just have to deal with.

Some monuments though, are must visits. The Amber
Fort in Jaipur is beautiful and can’t be ignored, and
obviously so is the Taj Mahal: probably the only building
that looks just as majestic in real life as it does in all of
the pictures you’ve seen it in before you visited. Going
to Agra and not seeing the Taj Mahal is a sin.
Meeting the Elephants
One of my favourite moments in India was a visit to
Elefantastic in Jaipur. This is a place where you can
learn all about the relationship Indians historically
have with their elephants. Even better is that you can
interact with the animals themselves. As far as I could
see, the elephants in the centre were all treated with
love and respect.
We were allowed to meet them, feed them, bathe them
and even paint them in the traditional colours used for
festivities. The centre is run by a motivated ex-mahout
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Playing with the elephants at Elefantastic

(elephant rider). He would not accept a donation, but
preferred a positive review on Tripadvisor – one he
obviously deserves. www.elefantastic.in.
Exploring Cochin
Kerala is very different from Rajasthan. It’s tropical,
green and watery, and has blue lagoons and white
sandy beaches along the coastline. Cochin is a port city,
and while it’s much smaller than Delhi or Jaipur, it’s
still pretty busy. Cochin’s main attraction are the giant
Chinese fishing nets in the fort, which you can help pull
in yourself.
We visited the city with the help of Markose, a very
friendly ex-tuktuk driver, who seemed to know
every nook and alley in the centre. He showed us the

Mattancherry District, where we visited the oldest
synagogue in the country. Afterwards, he took us to
colourful spice warehouses, secret little shops, obscure
temples, to painting ateliers and all sorts of craftsmen.
Markose had a lot of life lessons to share, and was a
self-made man who proved that if you really want to
reach something, there is always a way. Besides being
a guide, he started his own company as well. It was a
very nice tour with a personal touch.
In the evening, we were presented with a performance
of the Kathakali, a traditional dance from the 17th
century, which was nice to be able to witness.
Our Cochin hotel was great. The Eight Bastion Hotel
is housed in a colonial style building, with a superb
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Distant Frontiers

When to go to India?

The trip was arranged by Distrant Frontiers, SITE member and a DMC concentrated on the Indian subcontinent.
They offer tours and other experiences in India, Nepal,
Sri Lanka and Bhutan. The contact person for Distant
Frontiers in the Benelux is Pankaj Patpatia, who is also
responsible for the Asian Trails DMC (Thailand, Laos,
Indonesia, Malaysia, Cambodia, Myanmar).

Although the best and most pleasant time to
visit India is arguably from October to March,
the rain was very managable in August, and the
prices were lower. From April to June it gets very,
very hot in Rajasthan though.

You can contact him via mail:
pankaj.patpatia@distantfrontiers.in, or via telephone on
+33-669939649. More info on www.distantfrontiers.in.

kitchen and an atmospheric lobby full of model
ships and paintings of Dutch sailors – the East India
Company used to frequent the port. There’s even a
Dutch cemetery close by, and the original grave of
Vasco Da Gama is located here as well – not the body
though, it was transported back to Lisbon centuries
ago.

Kerala’s wild nature
During our stay in Kerala, we were able to enjoy its
natural beauty in several different ways. We visited the
Periyar National Park & Tiger Reserve: a very famous
wildlife park of almost 1,000 km2, with a big central
lake. Its most famous inhabitant is the white Bengal
tiger. Sadly, we didn’t get to see any. While the park
is quite beautiful on its own, we didn’t see that much
wildlife. Nothing to do about it.
We spent the night very close by in the Thekkady
Spice Village, after enjoying a Kalaripayattu show –
the traditional martial arts of Kerala. Which is a nice
alternative to white tigers anyway.

Another fantastic experience was being on Vembanad
Lake – India’s longest lake – on a traditional house
boat. The stay is very simple but completely peaceful.
Far away from all the hectic scenes you usually picture
when thinking of India, on a boat like this you can just
relax, leave your worries behind and see the landscape
go by.
We ended the trip with a two day stay in the Marare
Beach Resort. It’s right next to a lovely stretch of
beach, and spans across 55 acres of lush property. It
feels a world away from Delhi, where we would fly back
to the next day – way too soon, as always.
Visiting two such different regions in India was an
amazing experience. The contrast between the two is
gigantic, and Rajasthan and Kerala are but a fraction
of the whole country. India could be a continent on its
own as far as variety is concerned. I will have to plan a
lot more trips to get a true grasp of all it has to offer.
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