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C R U I S I N G  T H E  K E R A L A  

B A C K W A T E R S                              
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E M A I L  emily@theultimatetravelcompany.co.uk  

 

L O U I S A  T H O M P S O N  

Louisa works for Ultimate’s Escorted Tours team arranging cultural and 

wildlife tours worldwide and has accompanied tours to Spain, India and 

Russia. With the travel bug fully ingrained during many family holidays, 

Louisa decided to take a year out after completing her studies and escaped to 

the Alps to work as a Chalet Host in Switzerland and fulfil her passion for 

skiing. Louisa likes to take on challenges and ran a marathon in Myanmar for 

The Brain Tumour Charity and recently completed the Three Peaks challenge. 

She has a love for photography and cooking and is looking forward to 

spending more time in this photogenic place. 

Q U A L I T Y  O F  S E R V I C E  

We like to think that our success has been built on a simple formula - to deliver a high standard of service 

before, during and after each holiday, a duty of care and commitment to you, and value for money. We aim 

to be totally flexible in our approach, as this allows us to create the holiday that you want and one that is 

easy and enjoyable to plan. 

However, if you feel that there are areas in which we could improve our service to you, please do not hesitate 

to contact either our Managing Director Nick Van Gruisen, or Executive Director Rowan Paterson, on 

020 7386 4646.  You can also email them: 

 

nick@theultimatetravelcompany.co.uk 

rowan@theultimatetravelcompany.co.uk 
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D E T A I L E D  I T I N E R A R Y  

Join Louisa Thompson on a pioneering cruise through Kerala from the modern port city Cochin (Kochi) to 

the ancient port town of Alleppey (Alappuzha) passing through Kottayam, land of latex and spices. Travel 

aboard a traditional 9-cabin wooden rice barge on what promises be an enlightening as well as an extremely 

relaxing holiday. 

Kerala has an extensive network of water ways that lace its interior coastline, stretching along almost its 

entire length of around 600kms. It is a land of copious rainfall which flows from the hills and mountain 

passes in fresh water canals and streams to join the 40 odd rivers in the State. This labyrinthine network of 

canals, streams and rivers, which converge to form lagoons, make up the Backwaters and give rise to an 

unique eco system which is a haven for nature. 

The area has been named by National Geographic as the Green Venice of the East due to the green coconut 

trees which turn the backwaters an emerald shade of green, with the setting sun adding splashes of red, all 

contributing to the serenity of this tropical destination. The water-ways team with life as wooden boats are 

the only way of travelling between villages and along the way we will visit temples, churches, market places, 

paddy fields, beaches and boat building yards. We will learn about and experience the vibrant culture of the 

region including coir handloom weaving, snake boat regattas, traditional toddy tapping, local dances, 

martial arts and festivals.  

   
           Chinese Fishing Nets Cochin              Taj Malabar Hotel 

DAY 1: TUESDAY, 3 MARCH   LONDON / COCHIN 

Depart London (international flight not included in the cost of the tour). 
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DAY 2: WEDNESDAY, 4 MARCH  COCHIN 

Arrive in Cochin. Transfer to the Taj Malabar Resort & Spa where two nights are spent. Situated on 

Willingdon Island with a magnificent view of Cochin harbour, the Taj Malabar Hotel combines old-world 

elegance with modern day convenience. The heritage wing of the hotel was built in 1935 and houses graceful 

Victorian interiors whilst the tower wing rooms mix the classic with the contemporary. With varied 

restaurants and a fantastic swimming pool this is an excellent hotel in which to relax. Dinner under own 

arrangements. 

DAY 3: THURSDAY, 5 MARCH   COCHIN 

Walking tour of Mattancherry, the bustling part of Old Fort Cochin and the epicentre of the spice trade for 

centuries. The tour reveals Cochin’s multi-layered past, a rich brew of Arab, Portuguese, British, and Dutch 

influences. Begin at the Dutch Palace built by the Portuguese as a gift for the Raja of Cochin in 1555. See 

St. Francis Church, India's first European church famed as the original burial site of Portuguese explorer 

Vasco de Gama. Next visit the picturesque Chinese fishing nets, unique to Cochin, introduced by the Chinese 

explorer Zheng He in the 14th century. 

Lunch under own arrangements. Afternoon at leisure. Welcome dinner at the Rice Boat Restaurant. 

   
St. Francis, Mattancherry          Kerala Backwaters 

DAY 4: FRIDAY, 6 MARCH   COCHIN / RV VAIKUNDAM / VAIKOM 

After breakfast, check-out and proceed to witness a performance of Kalaripayattu, the martial art form of 

Kerala and an integral of the Malayali culture. Transfer to Maradu Jetty in Ernakulam (the urban area of 

Cochin) to embark on the River Cruise Boat RV Vaikundam.  

After a traditional lunch on-board, set sail to explore the magnificent network of waterways formed along 

the coastal belt by the rivers from the Western Ghats before draining into the Arabian Sea. Amidst the rapid 

development in the city, the Backwaters of Cochin remain placid, giving life to many island villages. By 

evening, arrive at the old town of Vaikom in Kottayam, the land of natural rubber latex and spices. Visit the 
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temple of Lord Shiva, one of the largest in Kerala, where following Keralan tradition each element of the 

temple represents an element of the human body. Dinner on board. 

DAY 5: SATURDAY, 7 MARCH   VAIKOM / VECHOOR 

After breakfast on the boat, visit the cultural centre in Vaikom to watch a performance of the traditional 

dance Kathakali. Cruise to Chenganda village and see the locals making coir, demonstrating how to collect 

mussels and prawns and their indigenous methods of fishing and coconut farming. 

Return to the boat for lunch. Cruise through the Thanneermukkom Barrage which divides the lake into two, 

one half with perennial salty water and the other with fresh water enriched by the rivers. Arrive in Vechoor 

village and take a walk or relax on board. Evening visit to a farmhouse located on an island which was made 

by the men of the house, by reclaiming land from the Backwaters. Take a walk on the farm and enjoy a 

demonstration of traditional Syrian Christian cuisine by a mother and her daughter-in-law. 

   
             Kumarakom Bird Sanctuary                   Kalaripayattu 

DAY 6: SUNDAY, 8 MARCH   LAKE VEMBANAD / VELIYANAD 

After an early and light breakfast, set out for escorted canoe ride to watch the migratory as well as endemic 

birds of Kumarakom Bird Sanctuary which is made up of a cluster of lagoons of Vembanad lake with a 

backdrop of mangroves, paddy fields and coconut groves. Waterfowl, cuckoo, owl, egret, heron and the 

water duck are some of the endemic species seen here. Parrots, teal, larks, flycatchers, wood beetle, and 

other birds are seen here during their respective migratory seasons. Return to the boat for breakfast. Cruise 

on to the interior of Kuttanad with its vast stretches of paddy fields, dykes and narrow canals. Watch a folk-

dance performance (Kaikotti kali) by the girls of the village.  

Lunch on board. Return to the boat and cruise further inland until dusk to Veliyanad village. Dinner on board. 
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DAY 7: MONDAY, 9 MARCH    KAINAKARI / CHAVARA BHAWAN 

Cruise to Kainakari, another vibrant village in the interior. En route we visit a traditional Ayurveda centre to 

learn about this ancient form of treatment and holistic way of life and try a massage. Cruise on to Chavara 

Bhavan, the ancestral home of Saint Kuriakose Chavara, the first canonized Catholic male saint of Indian 

origin. The ancestral home of the Saint has now been preserved as a museum.  

After lunch, cruise to Pulinkunnu village. Get closer to the laid-back, yet harmonious, life, paddling along 

the narrow canals by country boat, interacting with the villagers. Dinner on board. 

DAY 8: TUESDAY, 10 MARCH   MANNAR / CHAMPAKKALAM / CHANGANKARI 

Morning excursion by road to Mannar village, famous for ornate locks, lamps and vessels used in temples.  

Return to the boat for lunch. Cruise to Champakkulam village, settled more than 1000 years ago by Syrian 

Christian traders, who later converted to Roman Catholicism under the Portuguese. Their cultural heritage 

can be seen in the monumental St. Mary’s Church on the riverside, built in 1550. Visit the church, a school 

and the local artisans and see the village’s Snake Boat. These boats, decorated in Keralan style and used 

nowadays for races, were once maritime war boats. Cruise on until dusk, passing through the serene canals 

and arrive in Changankari village. Relax on board or take a visit a local temple, watching the evening rituals 

and interacting with the devotees. Dinner on board. 

   
      Snake Boat              Champakkulam 

DAY 9: WEDNESDAY, 11 MARCH  KONNI / THOTTAPPALLI 

After breakfast, proceed to Aranmula village which is home to a family of craftsmen who are skilled at 

making mirror out of a special combination of certain metals. The secret of the trade has been passed down 

through generations. Visit the mirror makers, see the ancient temple of Krishna, see the mural art of the 

local artists and meet a snake boat builder. 

Lunch at a local house with beautiful architecture, located on the banks of the Pampa, the holy river of 

natives. Listen to a talk about the rituals of the annual regatta. Drive to Thottappalli with a visit en route to 

a temple where serpents are worshipped. Re-board the boat in Thottappalli for tea/coffee with snacks and a 
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short cruise to a tiny settlement. Take a walk to the beach and visit a toddy shop. Toddy is a local alcoholic 

beverage made from the sap of the flower of coconut palm and usually consumed accompanied by tapioca. 

   
              Rice Paddy Field, Kuttanad   

DAY 10: THURSDAY, 12 MARCH  KARUMADI / KANJIPPADOM / PALLATHURUTHY 

Plant a coconut sampling for the village. Arrive in Karumadi village. Here an 11th century statue of Buddha 

is preserved in a small shrine. After taking a walk through this quiet and rustic village, cruise to Kanjippadom 

village to visit boat yard where traditional wooden boats are built and repaired. You might be able to see the 

art of traditional Kettuvallum or coir rope lashed wooden plank boat building. 

After lunch, cruise through Pallathuruthy village and arrive at a small lake (Vattakkayal) amidst paddy fields. 

Take a relaxing walk and watch toddy tapping. Return to the boat after the beautiful sunset. Toddy will be 

served during the farewell dinner.  

DAY 11: FRIDAY, 13 MARCH   ALLEPPEY / COCHIN 

Cruise to Alleppey, the ancient port town, criss-crossed by rivers, lakes, canals, lagoons and paddy fields, 

named as the Venice of the East. Disembark and take a guided tour of the old part of the town. Visit the 

markets, temples, churches and mosques and the beach. Transfer to Cochin. 

Lunch at the Courtyard by Marriott Hotel. Day use rooms will be reserved at the Courtyard by Marriott Hotel 

(one room to be shared between four guests) or one additional night’s accommodation (for those departing 

the following morning). Dinner under own arrangements. 

DAY 12: SATURDAY, 14 MARCH  COCHIN / LONDON 

Transfer to Cochin Airport for your flight to London (international flight not included in the cost of the tour). 
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V A I K U N D A M  ( A B O D E  O F  G O D S )  

 

The river boats of today are modified versions of the traditional Kettuvallom or rice barges which in past 

years were used for transporting produce from farms in the interior of Kerala to the markets. Today they are 

comfortable cruising homes allowing guests to unwind, relax and immerse themselves in the pristine nature 

and captivating local activity along the meandering network of the Backwaters. 

RV Vaikundam has nine well-appointed cabins, with ensuite bathrooms, on its lower deck and a well-

appointed kitchen, an air-conditioned and exquisitely furnished dining room and an open-air lounge on its 

upper deck. The wooden hull of the boat has been fashioned by joining planks of local ‘Aanjili’ wood, using 

strong coir rope on the sections above the waterline while, below the waterline, copper tacks are used for 

added strength in keeping with traditional methods. The wood is coated with caustic black resin made by 

boiling cashew kernel and fish oil and is periodically treated with Neem oil and Fish oil. The rooms are made 

using wooden panels, bamboo poles and bamboo mats, following the traditional practices. 
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O N  B O A R D  

• The boat has two decks. The upper deck offers the open sun deck with a 360-degree view, an open lounge 

deck looking forward and an indoor, air-conditioned restaurant seating 22 guests. 

• There is a small on-board library. 

• Indian and international cuisine is offered on board in the restaurant. 

• The lower deck has nine cabins with the first cabin being the deluxe cabin and the balance eight being 

superior cabins. All cabins are air-conditioned with ensuite washroom and toilet facilities. 

• Each cabin has large windows, have twin and double beds, a cupboard and side tables. 

• The electricity is run 24X7 and there is always running hot and cold water. 

• There is an on-board destination manager, cruise director and chef and there is a complete crew of ten 

people for eighteen guests. 

F O O D  A N D  D I N I N G  

• Well equipped kitchen managed by experienced Chef and service team. 

• Buffet Menu: Traditional Indian cuisines Vegetarian and non-vegetarian Indian food using locally 

available fresh products. 

• Beverages: Authentic Indian Wine and beer is available on-board. 

• A special chef’s meal is arranged serving Kerala Cuisine with fresh catch of seafood in a traditional style 

on a banana leaf. 
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T O U R  P R I C E  

C O S T      £ 2 , 1 8 0  P E R  P E R S O N  

Single Supplement     £1,135 

Supplement for Cabin 1     £150 per person 

Please note we have not included the cost of the flights in the tour price. Please contact us for prices should 

you wish to book them through us. 

 

P R I C E  I N C L U D E S  

• accommodation throughout as shown in the itinerary 

• breakfast daily; 8 lunches; 8 dinners 

• all entrance fees, visits, excursions and transportation as per the itinerary 

• gratuities in restaurants for included meals 

• gratuities to driver/s 

• porterage 

• gratuities to guide/s 

• local English-speaking guide/s 

• the services of your tour leader throughout 

P R I C E  E X C L U D E S  

• International flights 

• travel insurance 

• visas 

• items of personal expenditure (e.g. telephone calls / laundry etc.)  

• government levies or taxes introduced after costing and publication of this programme on 01/12/19 

A I R L I N E  T I C K E T S  

As a tour operator we have access to special airfares. While these offer good value, they do carry certain 

restrictions applied by the airline. Please ask us for details. 

Note:  If you are thinking about using air miles to upgrade to a premium cabin on the flights, please check 

with us first as fare restrictions might not permit this. 
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A I R L I N E  S E A T I N G  

The rules governing the pre-booking of seats vary from airline to airline. Some allow us to pre-book seats 

immediately and without charge, some only once the tickets are issued but with charge, and others only 

when you check in either on line or at the airport. 

We will clarify the rules for your specific carrier(s) with our confirmation documents. In the event that seating 

cannot be arranged until tickets are issued (normally six weeks prior to departure) and you prefer not to 

wait, we can issue your tickets earlier provided you are happy to pay in advance for the flight costs in addition 

to the required deposit for the holiday. 

However, please be mindful that the majority of our discounted fare tickets, once issued, are non-refundable 

and will attract fees should you wish to make any date changes.  Nor will you be allowed to change the 

actual flight routing. 

P E A C E  O F  M I N D  

You will probably be aware of the difficulties many travellers faced with obtaining refunds when their 

holidays were disrupted or cancelled as a result of such events as ash cloud, strike, snow and political 

unrest. By booking both your flights and land arrangements with us, not only are you guaranteed the peace 

of mind that comes with full financial protection but also all the round the clock assistance we are able to 

offer, should the need arise. 

C H A N G E S  T O  T H E  I T I N E R A R Y  

Please note, that certain elements of this itinerary, and/or the order of events, may well be subject to 

alteration due to circumstances beyond our control. 

F I T N E S S  T O  T R A V E L  

Whilst we do not impose any age limitations on joining a tour, participants must be reasonably fit. The very 

nature of the sightseeing involved in our tours (and the difficulties of direct access by coach in various 

places) means that a considerable amount of walking and standing is unavoidable on almost all tours. We 

regret that our tours are not suitable for people who have difficulty in walking, may require wheelchair 

assistance at any time, or are unable to keep pace with the group. If you are in any doubt as to the suitability 

of a tour, please make this known to us before you book and we will advise you accordingly. The Ultimate 

Travel Company reserves the right to decline a reservation without necessarily giving a reason. Your tour 

leader may also refuse to take participants on particular excursions if they feel that the rest of the group will 

be held up. 

A C C O M M O D A T I O N  

Hotels are chosen on the basis of category, character and location. The majority will be at least 4 star, 

otherwise the best available. The projected size of the group will often rule out the use of luxury boutique 

hotels. Sometimes the style of hotel will mean that not all rooms are of the same size or have the same 

outlook.  
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H E A L T H  R E Q U I R E M E N T S  

No vaccinations are required for entry into India however if you have travelled within a yellow fever infected 

area during the previous six days prior to arrival you will require proof of inoculation. The following 

inoculations are recommended: Typhoid, Hepatitis A and B, Diphtheria, Tetanus and Polio. Malaria is 

present throughout most of India so anti-malaria prophylactics are advised.   

Please check recommended practice with your GP, practice nurse or travel health clinic. Detailed medical 

advice can be found on: http://www.fitfortravel.nhs.uk/destinations.aspx. 

P A S S P O R T  A N D  V I S A  I N F O R M A T I O N  

British Nationals require a visa for India. This can be obtained through the new online e-Tourist Visa service 

(currently the easiest and cheapest option), through CIBT (our recommended visa service provider) or 

directly through one of the Indian Visa Application Centres located throughout the UK. 

Passengers should hold a full passport, which should be valid for six months after you return to the UK and 

should also have at least three empty pages for the visa. Nationals of other countries should consult their 

local Indian Embassy.  

For British passport holders and for non-British nationals resident in the UK, visas can be arranged through 

CIBT Visa Service Company (an application pack will be provided two months before travel) or direct to the 

High Commission at http://in.vfsglobal.co.uk. 

F C O  A D V I C E  

We recommend that you periodically review the travel advice issued by the Foreign & Commonwealth Office, 

which relates to all aspects of your destination, at www.gov.uk/knowbeforeyougo. 

http://www.fitfortravel.nhs.uk/destinations.aspx
http://in.vfsglobal.co.uk/
http://www.gov.uk/knowbeforeyougo
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W H Y  C H O O S E  U S ?  

We have been organising bespoke, tailor-made holidays and escorted group tours around the world since 

the early 1990s. The opportunity that we identified then was for a travel company with the knowledge and 

enthusiasm of a smaller specialist, but with the range and buying power of a much larger organisation, and 

we like to think that we have maintained this balance over the years. 

More importantly, we try to be an easy and friendly company to deal with, and because most of us have had 

the good fortune to work abroad, we are able to approach travel in a sensitive and intelligent way. 

W H A T  W E  O F F E R ?  

First-hand knowledge and personal service is at the core of what we offer. Our consultants travel to all the 

destinations that we feature on a very regular basis, so that the advice you receive is accurate and up-to-

date. They will also look after you from the outset and assume full responsibility for ensuring that your travel 

plans are designed and delivered as requested. 

Planning a holiday should be an enjoyable and effortless experience, and we will do all that we can to ensure 

that this is the case. 

O U R  R E P U T A T I O N  

We have grown largely through personal recommendation and repeat business, and so we treat our 

reputation with care. The directors and owners of the company, led by Nick Van Gruisen, are very much 

‘hands on’ so immediate decisions can be taken to ensure the standard of service that our clients have come 

to expect is maintained. 

L O C A L  R E P R E S E N T A T I O N  

Equally crucial is the quality of our local associates and suppliers. It is they who look after you on holiday 

and it is their guides, vehicles and general support service that will determine your enjoyment of it. We 

therefore take great care to ensure that our ground handlers have the requisite expertise, efficiency and 

creativity, and also the ability to deal sensitively and swiftly with any situation that might arise. The fact that 

we have worked together for many years and know each other well is a further bonus. 

R E S P O N S I B L E  T R A V E L  

As a company with a passion for travel, we understand the vital support that tourism can provide to 

communities and fragile habitats throughout the world. At the same time, we are aware that tourism can 

have a negative impact and are committed to doing what we can to minimise this risk. 
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In 2007, an independent body completed an Environmental Audit on all aspects of The Ultimate Travel 

Company. This covered not only our own practices but those of our worldwide suppliers, thereby ensuring 

that we all met the necessary environmental and employment criteria. 

The audit also measured the carbon footprint produced by our London office and by our international travel, 

and we now offset this with an annual donation to Social Change and Development, a small but dynamic 

tree planting initiative in India. 

Further initiatives include a ‘charity donation’ scheme, whereby we ask clients for a voluntary contribution 

of £10 which we then match. As a result of this initiative, a handful of small overseas charities, and the 

healthcare, environmental and educational projects that they run, now share an annual donation of more 

than $100,000. 

If you want further details of these initiatives, please ring Nick Van Gruisen on 02073864646. 

E X T R A  V A L U E  

It can be difficult at times to recognise the extra value promised by travel companies. Generally speaking, 

we all offer the same flight, the same hotel, the same excursion, the same excursion, the same sunset, and 

at similar prices….indeed in many ways, the same holiday experience! 

Here, at The Ultimate Travel Company, we strive to go further. While we believe that the diversity of 

destination, intimate product knowledge and personal service we offer already sets us apart, we supply all 

our clients with detailed information on all aspects of their forthcoming journey, a 10% discount voucher at 

Daunt Books (described by The Daily Telegraph as ‘the most beautiful bookshop in London – designed for 

travellers who like reading’) and a welcome home ‘surprise’. 

Honeymooners can also look forward to a wedding gift on arrival at their chosen destination.  

Moreover, we continually monitor your movements while you are away so that we can offer any assistance 

that might be required, effectively and without delay. And if genuine problems do arise as a result of any 

error on our part (few as these may be!), we will not shy away from our own responsibilities and our 

commitment to you. 


