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A COLOURFUL crowd pressed
against the barriers at Calicut
airport. In front, a smiling man
called Muncham held up a card
with the words: “Welcome to
Kerala Mr Katie Fenton.”

We laughed, pointing to the
very feminine form of our tour
leader and he, with an
apologetic grin, covered the
offending Mr with his hand.

Welcome indeed to Kerala,
land of coconuts, the coastal
state on the southwest tip of
India.

Compared to Goa further
north, tourists have still to
explore this
very green
state full of
tea and coffee
plantations,
pepper and
spices.

The air is
perfumed
with the
faintly
medicated
scent of the
coffee
blossoms,
plump white
flowers yet to
turn into
beans.

Munsham
proudly led us
to our
transport, a
battered
minibus with
dodgy
suspension and air conditioning
like a freezer, called, somewhat
grandly, the Moving Palace.

Through its windows
impressions of Kerala spilled as
often as the Moving Palace hit
yet another pothole.

We see: ten little schoolboys
tucked up in a tuk-tuk, or auto
rickshaw, as the Reliant Robin
of South Asia is called in India;
a monkey jaywalking and a cow
walking itself home through
town; tea plantations flowing
over hills like sculpted privet;
and a decaying Jain temple full
of bat droppings. And litter

everywhere. Names of shops
flash by: Pants House, Nighty
Shop and, honestly, Hilda
Bakers.

Mustafa, our driver, who will
later get a tip for not killing us,
drives like a madman playing
dodgems on the Wall of Death,
but then everyone in India
drives like a madman except
the learner we overtake in the
Scud Driving School car.

Mustafa
ignores homilies
on road signs
advising “A
danger seen is
half avoided,”
weaving through
traffic,
constantly
sounding his
horn. Everyone
does. It means “I
am here” rather
than aggression.
I mentally clock
up penalty points
– going into
double figures
when he
overtakes on a
blind bend on a
mountainside in
a mist at night.

Instead of
hotelling it
round the state,
we are seeing it

closer at hand, staying bed and
breakfast courtesy of Mahindra
Homestays.

Some, like Cherian Ninan, at
the Coffee Vista homestay in
Wayanad, the northern part of
the state in the Western Ghat
mountains, are farmers.

He runs a 140-acre coffee
plantation and homestay adds
another income – he also works
in finance in the nearby city.

Accommodation is good – a
room with a massive bed and a
wet room with toilet and
shower.

He’ll take you on a tour of the

estate which is full of wildlife –
including monkeys. “They’re a
big problem. They destroy the
coffee because they like the
sweet taste but we’re not
allowed to shoot them as they’re
a protected species,” he tells us.

That night he leaves for a
wedding and his father
entertains us with Johnny
Walker black label whisky
under the stars on the family’s
deep pile lawn. Mr Ninan
Senior has not yet reconciled
himself to charging visitors.

“It’s part of our culture to
entertain guests for free,” he

says. But his investments have
not done so well and his son has
persuaded him.

The food, cooked by Cherian’s
mother Achamma, is lovely –
pomfret in coconut, chicken
curry, beef cutlets and ghee
rice. And that’s just lunch.

The Ninas are Christians,
like our next host Jossey
Thomas, who runs Kaits Home,
a homestay on the banks of the
river Pampa in the village of
Champakulam, near Aleppy,
several hundred kilometres
further south.

My accommodation is basic -

a sort of Butlins 1950s chalet
but with a great view. I awake to
the sounds of women washing
clothes in the river and people
bathing, dipping toothbrushes
in the muddy brown water. It
could be a bend on the river
Amazon.

Jossey hires a boatman and
we paddle across the Pampa to
the other side of the river to see
the rest of the village, its
famous snakeboat – the people
of this network of lakes and
rivers called the Backwaters
have their own version of the
boat race – and the paddy fields,

still harvested by hand.
The winnowed rice is put on

canvas sheets on the roads –
vehicles drive round them – to
dry before it is husked.

In Champakulam we explore
St Mary’s Church, founded in
427AD. When Vasco da Gama
arrived in Kerala he was
amazed to find Christians,
originally converted by St
Thomas who came in 52AD.
Today the state is half Hindu
and a quarter each Christian
and Moslem. The town has a
thriving market.

Now we’re off to our third

and last stop, driving east to
Pepper County homestay at
Thekkady, near the Periyar
wildlife sanctuary and tiger
reserve. Our hosts, Mr Cyriac
and his wife Dolly, have a
magnificent house on a small
hillside spice plantation of
seven acres.

He is a lovely man with a
mournful hangdog expression,
perhaps because the bottom has
dropped out of the vanilla
market. But then when have
you ever met a happy farmer?

She cooks like a dream and,
as before in each of our stays,

it’s assisted eating. Don’t reach
out to a dish – they’ll be
hovering to do it for you. We
have some of the best food of
our trip here.

Later we pad through his
acres to smell cardamom,
pepper and mace and be
instructed in the mysteries of
vanilla sex. Each blossom has to
be hand fertilised before the
sun is at its height or it dies, a
life unconsummated.

“How on earth did it cope
before people?” I ask.

Mr Cyriac gives a hangdog
smile: “Only God knows.”

Brittany: £107
SAVE up to 15% on Just
France properties in
Brittany on any date this
summer if you book before
the end of April. Stang Forn,
an attractively-renovated
farm cottage, with private
swimming pool, in delightful
rural surroundings close to
the beaches of the bay of
Douarnenez, is £107 per
person for week, based on
five sharing, including ferry
crossing for a car and
passengers via
Dover/Calais. Contact Just
France Reservations on 020
8780 4480 or book online at
www.justfrance.co.uk

Menorca: £172
SOAK up the sun at the
three-star Hi Marina
Apartments in Cala’n
Bosch. Price includes return
flights from Manchester on
May 4 and seven nights’
accommodation, bed and
breakfast. Book online at
www.onthebeach.co.uk or
call the UK call centre on
0870 6060708.

Lisbon: £267
EXPLORE this vibrant city,
staying at the four-star Vila
Gala Opera Hotel. Price
includes return flights from
Manchester on May 2 and
three nights’
accommodation on a bed
and breakfast basis. Book
at www.onthebeach.co.uk
or call the UK call centre on
0870 6060708.

Nile Cruise: £649
DISCOVER Egypt has Nile
cruise packages starting in
Luxor and gliding down to
Aswan from £649 per
person, departing April 27
Gatwick – £689 from
Manchester. Seven nights
on board the four-star all-
inclusive Viking III. Includes
10 excursions, return flights
and transfers. Call Discover
Egypt on 0844 880 0462 or
www.discoveregypt.co.uk

Halkidiki: £165
LESS than half-price
mainland Greece offer from
Olympic Holidays – a week
at the family-run three-star
Anna Maria Apartments
among olive groves at
Pefkohori. Included is return
Gatwick flight on May 7,
transfers and seven nights’
self-catering. Call 0844 576
2386 or visit
www.olympicholidays.com

Florence: £698
SAVE £229 per person with
Kirker Holidays (020 7593
2283 www.kirkerholidays.
com) three nights for the
price of two offer at the
deluxe five-star Helvetia e
Bristol, a beautifully-
furnished hotel with
fashionable bar and fine
restaurant, close to the
Duomo. Prices from £698
per person including return
flights (regional departures
available), three nights’
B&B, private car transfers,
guaranteed tickets to the
Uffizi Museum. Departures
until April 28.

LATE BOOKING SHORT BREAKS
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Sample the real India inhomes tour

Travel

■ MARTIN travelled to India
courtesy of Mahindra
Homestays.

For full details of their
accommodation in Kerala
and the rest of India, visit
www.mahindrahomestays.com
■ Reservations can be made
on 0203 140 8422 or e-mail:
reservations@mahindrahome
stays.com
■ Prices: Coffee Vista from
£56 per room per night; Kaits
Home, £36; Pepper County,
£56. All include breakfast.
■ You cannot buy rupees in
the UK, only on arrival in
India.
■ The best time to stay in
Kerala is October to May.

■ AS I walked on to the
verandah of my hut at Kaits
Home to admire the river view
a little girl aged no more than
five said hello.

I thought how charming and
exchanged a few words. It was
a one-sided conversation.

I went back in but five
minutes later she was still
there. “You have gift?” she
said and the penny dropped.

Children expect things from
Europeans.

Luckily I had been warned
and brought ample stocks of
pencils and sweets.

She skipped with delight at
getting three pencils.

Ten minutes later she was
back again, with a boy and a
girl on either side of her,
gazing at me expectantly.

It was time for the sweets.
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SWEETNESS AND LIGHT

EVERYONE likes a bargain,
and when you are stopping in
what is billed as one of the
world’s best hotels, even
more so.

I was chatting with the
concierge at the Milestone
Hotel, Kensington, about our
previous night’s experience
before a burlesque show.

We had booked a pre-
show meal at the Med
Kitchen in Cambridge Circus,
just off Shaftesbury Avenue...
a remarkable three courses
plus cocktail for £15 each.

“How much?” he said. “I
paid £45 each for two
courses, and wine extra!”

Ah I said, you should have
booked through toptable.com

This website was a tip from
my daughter and it’s well
worth knowing.

One night in London may
seem indulgent, but when
you are stopping in a hotel
rated as number one in the
world for service, beating the
Mandarin Oriental in Munich,
the Amanpuri in Phuket, and
The Oriental in Bangkok, you
get the picture.

When a guest expessed an
interest in rare antique model
soldiers and tanks, a dealer
was found for him the next
day.

Their mantra is “no request
too large, no detail too
small.”

Built in the late 19th
century as two townhouses,

this Grade 2 red-brick listed
building now has a 21st
century elegance and a
unique character.

And there’s a Chatsworth
connection. In 1911 the
house was the home of
Algernon Bertram Freeman
Mitford, grandfather of the
Mitford sisters – Nancy the
novelist, Diane the beauty,
Unity the fascist, Jessica the
communist and Deborah,
who became the Duchess of
Devonshire.

It’s opposite Kensington
Palace Gardens which means
that the Albert Hall,
Knightsbridge designer
shops, Harrods and The Ritz
are all within walking
distance.

We got a cab into town,
but we could have got a
number 9 bus, which is what
we did after midnight – it
dropped us yards from the
hotel. High St Kensington
Tube station is a five-minute
walk away.

It’s the little things and the
attention to detail that sets
the Millestone apart.

A letter/checklist arrives
after booking – or as they
quaintly describe it, a ‘pre-
arrival guest questionnaire’ –
so you can detail any dietary
requirements, a choice of
newspapers and pillows, and

even what music you would
like on your pre-programmed
iPod.

Each iPod is also pre-
progammed with nine
walking tours of London.

Naturally the concierge can
get you tickets for any show
in London or a table at any
restaurant.

If you want a shave at the
Royal barbers Truefitt and
Hill, or want to be measured
for a suit in your room, no
problem.

The full English breakfast,
with freshly-squeezed pink
grapefruit juice, brought
another first.

What, we asked, were
these dark crystals in a
bowl?

“Black salt” was the

answer, “from Hawaii”
Where else?
For people who can’t bear

to leave loved ones at home,
they welcome pets and have
a dedicated pet concierge.

If you are feeling fit there’s
a swimming pool, gym,
sauna, and personal yoga
instructors.

With 57 guest rooms and
suites, the Milestone offers
exemplary service.

Rooms are from 18 square
metres to suites up to 62
square metres, all luxuriously
furnished.

One lady guest I was
speaking to about the hotel’s
ambience said: “I feel so
relaxed, it’s just like being at
home.”

Praise indeed.

Great service: The Milestone Hotel, Kensington
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STUART HASTINGS
Travel Writer

MARTIN DAWES
Travel Writer

■■ THE Milestone is part of
Red Carnation Hotels,
luxury hotels in London,
Dorest, Guernsey, Geneva,
Palm Beach and Cape
Town. It has been voted:
Number One British Hotel
(Condé Nast Traveler Gold
List World's Best Hotels
2009), Best Hotel in the
British Isles, (Condé Nast
Traveler Readers Choice
Awards 2008), Hotel of the
Year 2008 (Ensemble Travel
Group) and Number One in

the World for Service (Travel
and Leisure’s world’s best
service reader survey, ’08).

Room rates:
■■ Queen Bedded Rooms:
£265 high season, £235 low.
■■ Park Queen: £295, £265.
■■ Deluxe King Rooms:
£315, £285.
■■ Deluxe Studio: £385,
£355.
■■ Junior Suites: £599, £569.
■■ Grand Master Suite: £799,
£769.
■■ www.milestonehotel.com
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Snapshots of India: An elephant takes a break while his minder checks his mobile phone, children at Sunday school at St Tham’s Syrian Catholic Church in Champakulam, auto-rickshaws lined up ready to go and women wash as children play in the River Pampa

Room with a view:Martin Dawes stayed here on the River Pampa

Gifts: These two smiling children have just been given pencils

Service
with a
smile:
The
Milestone
Hotel
reception
area

‘No request is too
large, nodetail too
small’ is theboast


