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Namaskaram,
Varkala!
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w Stay with us in
Varkala

One Zostel, on the North Cliff, facing the
Arabian Sea: an auto from Varkala Sivagiri

2
Namaskaram! We're Varkala's Zobus,
and our town ends in a cliff: a red
laterite cap over bands of ochre sand
and clay, millions of years in the
making, standing straight up out of the
Arabian Sea. Along the top runs a path
of cafés, surf schools, yoga and
ayurveda under the palms; below it,
Papanasam, Black Beach and Odayam
take the waves, and springs trickle out
of the rock. Inland sit the old
Janardhana temple, Sivagiri on its hill
and the station. Learn to stand up on a
board in the morning, eat the day's
catch, say nanni, keep back from the
edge, and come home to our pastel

house on the North Cliff.
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«/ 5 minutes
of history

Mio-Pliocene
The cliff is laid down

Layer on layer of sandstone, grit, clay and
thin seams of lignite settle here and harden
under a cap of laterite: the Warkalli
Formation. The Geological Survey of India
dates the cliff to at least 5.3 million years.

1st century AD
Balita on the sea route
A Greek text of the first century names a

place called Balita on this coast, read as
Varkala.

1677-84

An old temple, repaired
Tradition calls the Janardhana Swamy tem-
ple some 2,000 years old. An inscription

records repairs under Umayamma Rani, who

ruled in these years.

1684

The English at Anjengo

The Rani of Attingal lets the English East
India Company open a factory at Anjengo,

down the coast. Its fort goes up in the 1690s:

the Company's first permanent post on this
coast.

The Attingal revolt

About 140 Company men marching to the
Attingal palace with gifts for the Rani are
killed by local fighters, and Anjengo's fort is
besieged for months. It is often called the

first organised revolt against British authori-

ty in India.

Vishu (mid-April). The Malayali new year:
the first thing seen at dawn is a tray of rice,
fruit, gold and the yellow konna flower; el-
ders give small gifts of money, and fire-
crackers go off.
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Arattu at the Janardhana i
temple (March-April). Ten i‘i
days in Meenam: a flag goes up,
Kathakali plays through two
nights, and five decorated ele-
phants walk the last day.

Sivarathri on -

Ponnumthuruthu (Feb- Ll
ruary-March). The island's temple
is lit up and people stay the night

across the water.

The Sivagiri pilgrimage =
(30 December to 1 L]
January). Pilgrims dressed in yel-
low come to Sivagiri for Sree
Narayana Guru, as he asked in
1928, for education, cleanliness,
farming and trade.

A hard red hat. Thetop 3to 4
metres is |aterite, iron-red and
hard; underneath, softer sand-
stone and clay. That is why the
edge breaks: keep back.

i

Millions of years, stacked. Sand, grit, clay
and black seams of lignite from the Mio-
Pliocene, the Warkalli Formation, at least
5.3 million years old.

station.

~

) % Zostel Varkala

A pastel green and blue building among co-
conut trees on the North Cliff, a five-minute
walk from Black Beach: sea views from the
rooftop, the rooms and the balconies, a ve-
randa round every room, and A-frame
cottages.
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Maps: © OpenStreetMap contributors (ODbL), data
fetched 2026-10-13 (UTC) - Terrain: Terrain Tiles on
AWS (Mapzen/Tilezen), from SRTM courtesy of
NASA and the U.S. Geological Survey. Walk lines
routed by FOSSGIS OSRM on OpenStreetMap.
Drawings: the Zostel brand's own. Things change:
check the day’s timings at the gate.

e’ Practical tips

—
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Most trains on the Kollam-Trivandrum line
stop at Varkala Sivagiri, about 3 km from
the beach; take an auto from the station.
Trivandrum's airport is about 50 km south,
and Kochi about 180 km north, by train or
road. By car, follow the Varkala-
Kallambalam road towards the aquarium:
we're just before it.

m, Getting in
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1867-1880

Tunnels for the boats

Travancore cuts two tunnels through the
high ground at Varkala, finished in 1877 and
1880, so cargo boats can sail the backwaters
from the north down to Trivandrum without
unloading.

1904

The Guru on the hill

Sree Narayana Guru, the reformer of 'one
caste, one religion, one god', makes Sivagiri
his base and opens a school for children
kept out of others; its Sarada Mutt follows in
1912.

1928

The Guru's last year

The Guru approves a yearly pilgrimage to
Sivagiri, its pilgrims in yellow, and dies there
in September. The first pilgrims walk in 1932.

1990s-2004

The cafés move up

Until the late 1990s nothing permanent
stands on the cliff: thatched sheds come for
the season and go. Then the cafés stay, and
in 2004 the path along the top is paved in
stone.

2014

A monument of stone

The Geological Survey of India names the
cliff a National Geological Monument, India’s
27th, for the rock record it shows nowhere
else on the west coast.
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Water from the rock. The
sandstone holds rain like a
sponge; where the cap stops it,

fresh water falls out of the face in
springs.

O

A bit of Mars. The cliff holds jarosite, a min-
eral also found on Mars, so scientists study
it as a stand-in for the red planet.

Gardens on the ledges. Plants grow in the
cliff's cracks that the nearby forests don't
have, and reefs offshore feed the fishing
boats.

About 7 km of it. The cliff runs some 7 km
along the shore, from the south cliff past
the North Cliff and Black Beach.

Green means hero. Pacha, a
green face with coral-red lips,
marks the noble ones: Rama,
Krishna, Arjuna.

Hands that talk. Twenty-four main hand
gestures carry the words; the eyes and the
face carry the feeling.

Drums all night. The chenda, beaten with
curved sticks, drives it. Old shows ran from
dusk to dawn; today's run a few hours.

In Varkala. Shows play in town most
evenings, and the make-up is part of it:
come early and watch.
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At the temple's festival.
During the Arattu in March-
April, Kathakali plays through two
nights.
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AN IDEA
Sea cliff to the capital
One train from Varkala's own
station runs the length of India,
about three thousand km, to
India Gate at dusk in Delhi.

AN IDEA
Up the Konkan
to Mumbai
From Varkala's station,
i up the
by
Madgaon, to the

WAYANAD

Every place we're live, on one map.
Varkala is one: pick your next.

Zostels destinations

5M+ since

travellers 2013
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Around Varkala, by road

Drive times from our Zostel in Varkala

== Up the coastal belt
Alleppey 3 h > Kochi1%z h

== Up into the tea
Kochi 5 h»Munnar 4 h

== Into the woods
Kochi 5 h» Wayanad 6% h

@ TRV1%:h
@ Varkala Sivagiri 4 km

m Getting around

L J L J
Walk: the paved path along the cliff joins
the cafés, the beaches' steps and our door.
Autos are everywhere for the town, the
temple and the station; scooters and bicy-
cles are for hire for Kappil, Odayam and the
tunnel. Phone signal is weak on the North
Cliff, so save your maps before you head
out.
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f When to come

October to March is the season, with the
biggest crowds from December into early
January. Surf schools teach from October to
April. The monsoon, June to September,
brings heavy rain and rough seas: a quieter
town, a sea too rough to swim, and a lot of
green.
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m Keep back from the
£8  edge

The cliff is soft rock under a hard cap, and it

is wearing away: rain soaks in, waves cut its

foot, and a stretch above Papanasam came
down after rain in July 2026. Stay on the
paved path, behind the barriers and warn-
ing signs, never on the lip for a photo, and
give it extra room in the monsoon.
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. Beach and town

Swimwear is for the sand. In the temple
town and at Sivagiri, cover shoulders and
knees; at the Janardhana temple shoes
come off, the inner shrine is for Hindus only,
and the rules on what to wear are the
gate's: ask there.
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Swim where the life-
guards say

The surf here is strong and the currents pull.
Swim only where the lifeguards' flags say,
never alone, and stay out of the sea from
June to September, when it runs rough.
Learn to surf with a school: the lessons start
with a safety briefing on the sand.
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—\ @ Cash and cards

Our desk takes cards and UPI. Carry some
cash for autos, tea stalls and the small
shops on the cliff, and ask at the desk for
the nearest ATM. Bargain gently for clothes
and souvenirs; where a price is marked,
that's the price.
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. Down to the beach

Every number is a tip on the map overleaf, in the

colour of its kind: @) Red Cliff, OId Stories

. Kadal, Lake, Island
Smells Like Incense

@ Green Faces, Long Nights

. Stayed for the Surf. A drawing beside a line

shows what you will find there: ﬁ :_':_::_

Meen, Please

Namaskaram

Hello (the formal one)
num-us-kaa-ram

Nanni
Thank you
nun-nee

Sheri

Okay, fine
sheh-ree

Mathi

Enough (that's plenty)
muh-thee

Chetta / Chechi

Elder brother / elder sister: how you ad-
dress an older man or woman, the shop-
keeper or the auto driver

chay-tta / chay-chee

Chaaya
Tea

chaa-ya
Vellam
Water
vell-um
Meen
Fish
meen
Kadal

The sea
kuh-dul

Adipoli
Superb! (the food, the wave, the day)
uh-dee-po-lee

Steps cut into the cliff take you down: the
easiest flight to Papanasam is at the south
end of the North Cliff, and a path drops to
Black Beach to the north. Some flights are
steep and narrow; take them slowly, and
never climb the cliff face itself.
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Varkala eats from the sea: the night's catch on
ice at the cliff's doors, prawns and fish cooked
the Kerala way, and in town the breakfasts of
the whole state, puttu with kadala, appam with
stew. The cliff's kitchens first, then the dishes to
hunt down.

Coffee Temple. Coffee and

masala chai by the helipad,

breakfasts and baguettes, on

the cliff since at least 2015.

“Coﬁree on the cliﬁf: the helipad on one side, the

whole Arabian Sea on the other.”

6

Abba Restaurant and

German Bakery. An open- ]
air garden on the North Cliff: a
wood-fired oven, bread baked in-
house, and the seafood our guide
heard praised.

“On the North Cliff the bread comes out
ofa wood—ﬁred oven. Tear it while it's

warm.”

Darjeeling Cafe. Big break-
fasts and Tibetan plates a
few metres from Abba; a masala
dosa and a Kerala chicken curry
too.

“A dDSEl or mamox? OYI thl’S CIW)}OU

don't have to choose.”

17

Cafe del Mar. Prawns and

fish cooked the local way, L]
the beach right below.

“Prawns undﬁsh the Kerala way, the
waves underneath. That's a Varkala
dinner.”

Where it began. About 38 km inland,
Kottarakkara, where a prince's Ramanattam
is said to have grown into Kathakali.

Odayam beach

Land Odayam's quiet sand.

-
w Along the cliff, fromw
the South Cliff to

4.3 km - about 3.5 hours with stops - 8 stops

From the South Cliff's layers down to Papanasam and its
springs, up to the helipad, then north along the cliff path
past cafés and the Kathakali centre to Black Beach's surfers
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Shortcut: On to Kappil

Arabian;Sea

© OpenStreetMap contributors, data 2026-10-13

Clafouti. The night's catch
and a long menu on the -9
North Cliff, there since at least
2015.
“Here theﬁsh waits on ice at the door.
Yaupoint; the kitchen does the rest.”
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Little Tibet. Momos and
chapati rolls, fresh juice and
fruit salad: the cliff's Tibetan
kitchen.

“Momos on a Kerala cliff. Order two
plutex; theﬁrst one goes toofaxtf'

Shiva Garden Kerala

Restaurant. Traditional L4
Kerala thalis, vegetarian or with
fish: have one before you go back
to the smoothie bowls.

12

“Rice in the middle, curries round it,
fingers in. That's how Kerala eats.”

Marina Bay. A long list of Kerala's
own dishes, served with care: ask
what's cooked Kerala style today.

“Ask what's Kerala today. That's all the menu you

need.”

10

Oottupura Vegetarian
Restaurant. All vegetarian, @@
almost the first door from the heli-
pad: the easy answer on a cliff
that runs on fish.
“All vegetarian, right oﬂthe helipadA
Not everyone on this cliff eats fish.”

Reena Bakers. Pastries and

cakes in town, a short walk L]
from the station: the snack for the
train.
“Oﬂthe train at Varkala? Samething
from the bakery first, then the cliff.”

Wo®
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Stay with us
% Zostel Varkala

On the North Cliff, 75 m before
Varkala Aquarium on the
Varkala-Kallambalam road.

)
Varkala Aquarium

\« Dishes to hunt
down

A black beach. At the north
end the sand turns dark:
Thiruvambadi, Black Beach, our
own.

\«/ Ayurveda and
yoga, plainly

A Dutch ship's bell. The
story goes that a Dutch ship ﬁ
stuck off the coast sailed free
once its captain gave a bell to the
Janardhana temple.

A household tradition.
Ayurveda here is a household
tradition of oils and herbs, not
only a spa menu.

Pick a classified centre. Kerala Tourism
classifies ayurveda centres (Silver, Gold,
Diamond) and lists the approved ones;
check before you book.

Mind the hustle. Not every sign on the cliff
is what it says: ask at our desk, read re-
views, and agree on everything first.

Yoga by the sea. Classes on

the cliff most mornings in =
the season, some with rooms;
drop in for one before you commit

to a week.

-

The town smells good. Incense in every
shop, so the butterflies come too.
Named by the Greeks. A first-century

Greek text already calls this coast's port
Balita.

N\ -

\«/ The catch, from
the net to the
plate

(Odayam at first light. North of
the cliffs, fishermen haul in the
morning catch on the beach at
Odayam.

,
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«/ Only in
Varkala

The shore-pull net. Karamadi, the shore
seine pulled in by hand from the beach, is a
waning craft of Kerala's southwest coast;
OpenStreetMap marks a spot for it at
Vettakkada, up the coast.

A helipad on a cliff. A iy,
helipad sits on the NV
cliff top, and from

October to March !
paragliders launch off the cliff be-
side it.

Puthenchantha. Where the

27 town buys its fish, south- ==
east of the station.
On ice at the door. The
4 cliff's restaurants lay out —

kingfish, snapper, prawns, squid
and pomfret; you choose grilled,

Yol a

tandoor or masala.
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Karimeen. Kerala's state fish since 2010,
from brackish water: the one for
pollichathu.

The catch on ice. Kingfish,
snapper, tiger prawns,
squid, pomfret, set out at
the cliff's doors as evening comes.
Point at one; have it grilled, from
the tandoor or in a Kerala masala.
Ask the weight first.

Karimeen pollichathu. Karimeen,
the pearl spot, is Kerala's state fish
(since 2010), a fish of brackish wa-
ter: marinated in spice, wrapped in banana
leaf and roasted.

3

Puttu and kadala. Kerala's go-to
breakfast: steamed cylinders of rice ek
flour layered with grated coconut,

with a curry of black chickpeas. Find it in
town, in the morning.

Appam and stew. A bowl-shaped
pancake of fermented rice batter
and coconut milk, lacy at the edges,
soft in the middle, with a coconut-milk stew
or egg curry.

B

Idiyappam. Thin steamed rice noo-
dles pressed into nests, with coconut %
milk and sugar, or with a spicy curry.

12

A meal on a banana leaf.
Rice and curries served on i
a leaf and eaten with the

right hand. The full sadya, 24 to 28
dishes from the chips and pickles
on, comes at Onam, Vishu and
weddings; fold the leaf towards
you when you're done and liked it.

Banana chips. Kaya upperi: raw
plantain sliced thin and fried in co-
conut oil, salted; the sweet ones,
coated in jaggery, are sharkkara varatty.
Both open a sadya.

~—

7 Varkala these

\«/ Markets b
what they sell

days

A tunnel open to boats again, a cliff that needs

=
Ayurvedic oils. Herbal and
ayurvedic oils, incense and
soaps in the cliff's shops and
wellness centres. Buy from a
pharmacy or a centre you trust.

The cliff's shop lane. Kashmiri shawls and
pashminas, Tibetan handicrafts, loose cot-
tons and kaftans, jewellery, books, incense.
Bargain.

9

Tibetan market. Souvenirs,
beaded jewellery and
Tibetan handicrafts, beside Coffee
Temple.

et

Tailors. Shops by the beach that measure
you and stitch shirts and trousers.

Kasavu and coir. Kerala's own: the white
kasavu cloth with its gold or silver border,
and things made of coir.

Janardhana Swamy temple’s shops. Brass
figures and lamps, incense, Kerala saris, ele-
phant pieces, by the temple above
Papanasam.

A spice shop on the cliff. Spices to take
home, from a shop on the North Cliff path
by Darjeeling Cafe.

27

Puthenchantha. The town's

fish, sold next door to a new ==
market building that stood unused
in September 2026, and along the
road.
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room, and a long argument about who builds

where.
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Boats in the tunnel

again. In February

2026 the shorter of

Travancore's two tun-

nels, at Chilakoor, reopened to
boats after decades of silt, with
electric boats planned and a light
show on Sree Narayana Guru
inside.

The cliff gives way. In July 1L
2026 a stretch of the cliff
above Papanasam fell after days
of rain, and the tourism police
asked everyone to take extreme
care.

Cafés on the edge. In

December 2023 the town =
counted 69 restaurants and cafés
within 10 m of the edge. The green
tribunal has the case; a state study
asks for a buffer of 50 m or more.

Cut back, then questioned. In June 2024
part of the south cliff was cut away to stop
slides; the Geological Survey called it
shocking for a protected monument.

Surf season, booked. The
schools teach from October
to April; for December to
February, book ahead.

4

Kurikani junction

Tender coconut. llaneer: a young
green coconut hacked open with a
machete in front of you. Drink the

water through a straw on a hot afternoon.

Fish curry with kudam puli. The
Malabar coast's sour fruit, kudam
puli, dried black, goes into the fish
curry instead of tamarind.

Kappa and meen curry. The toddy

shop's plate: steamed tapiocaand a <.
red, sour, fiery fish curry to mop up

with it. Kerala's toddy shops (kallu shappu)
are known for their food as much as their
drink.

«¢ Got a day to
spare?

Ponnumthuruthu. About 12 P
km south: a country boat el
from Nedunganda poles through
the backwaters to a palm island
and its temple. Legend says
Travancore's queens hid their
gold here, hence the Golden
Island. Bring binoculars for the
egrets.

33

Anjengo. About 9 km down

the coast: the East India

Company's fort of the 1690s,

between the sea and the back-

water, its lighthouse beside it and fishing
boats on the beach.

35

Kappil and Edava. North
past Odayam, where

Kappil's lake meets the sea: a
bridge over the estuary, pedal
boats from the tourism club, and
quiet sand at Edava.

T

»/ Good to know

—
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A tunnel for boats, open
again. Of the two canal tunnels
cut through the laterite in the
1870s, the shorter, Chilakoor,
350 m, reopened with the new waterway's
first phase in February 2026, an electric
boat carrying the first riders. Ask whether
rides are running.

The canal has a name. The canal below the
town is the Parvathy Puthanar, part of the
old Travancore canal that ran north from
Thiruvananthapuram; its longer tunnel,
about 722 m, is the Sivagiri tunnel.

Golden fibre from the husk. Coir is the
coast's own craft: husks soak in the back-
waters until the fibre comes loose, then it is
spun into rope and woven into mats. Watch
women spin it at Hariharapuram's co-oper-
ative, about 10 km from Kappil.

Akathumuri's lake. South of town past
Melvettoor, Akathumuri's lake has herons,
egrets and country-boat rides, with a small
coir unit where you can watch the work.

Tourism police. The Thiruvananthapuram
Rural police run a tourism police unit at
Varkala, there to help travellers and stop
harassment: go to them, or to the Varkala
police station, if anything goes wrong.

After dark, stay where people are. The
cliff path is busy in the evening, but the
beaches below and the stretches north of
the cafés empty out. Walk back along the
lit, busy part, and keep off lonely sand at
night.

One main station. Varkala Sivagiriis the
station to plan on; the small halts of Edavai,
Kappil and Akathumuri see only a few
trains. Check any halt on the railway's own
enquiry site first.

J

[The stops

The cliff's layers,
South Cliff

Red laterite over white clay

Papanasam beach
The lifeguards’ flags

The helipad

The whole bay from the top

The North Cliff path

Cafés along the edge [ ]

Kathakali on the
North Cliff

The green make-up going on

Black Beach
(Thiruvambadi)

Dark sand, surfers waiting

Varkala Aquarium
Reef fish of the coast

Odayam beach

Fishing boats on quiet sand

| -

Kollam and Munroe Island.
About 35 km north, the old
port of Quilon on Ashtamudi
Lake: seafood, cashews and back-
waters. Go on to Munroe Island's
narrow canals, where the lake
meets the Kallada.
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)

Jatayu Earth's Center.

Inland at ar
Chadayamangalam, a stone bird
200 feet long lies on a rock hill:
Jatayu, wounded, from the
Ramayana. Said to be the largest
bird sculpture anywhere; a cable
car goes up.

37
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Trivandrum. Kerala's capital, to the south:
the Padmanabhaswamy temple and the

Napier Museum's bronzes in a building of
1880.

Kovalam. Below Trivandrum, three cres-
cent beaches between rocks, with the
Vizhinjam lighthouse on its hillock above
the southern one.

Alleppey, next. Not a day out: a stop of its
own. Up the coast, the backwater town and
our Zostel Alleppey by the beach are the
natural next leg.

\-t Festivals worth
timing a trip for

Onam (August-September). X
Kerala's own festival: about ten

days of flower carpets growing

on every doorstep, ending in a

feast on a banana leaf on Thiruvonam. Eat
everything.

Learn to dive. Our Varkala page says you
can learn scuba here, and Kerala Tourism
agrees: guided beginners' dives in small
groups off the quieter Varkala-Edava coast,
with a certified instructor, from October to
April, never in the monsoon.

The tea shop's fried plate. At a chayakka-
da, Kerala's tea shop, sweet strong chaaya
comes with pazham pori, ripe-plantain frit-
ters, or parippu vada, crisp lentil fritters
L with shallot, ginger and curry leaf.

_J

1t The temple
town:
Janardhana, the
station, Sivagiri
and the tunnel

=

7.1km - about 3.5 hours

From the helipad to the Janardhana tem-
ple's steps and Dutch bell, east through
town to the station and bus terminal, up
Sivagiri hill to the Guru's samadhi and
Sarada temple, then down to the Varkala
Tunnel's portal.
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) ¢ QUESTS Vot

Dares for the brave and the curious. The map
marks each with a star; tick them off as you

1«7 Walk the whole cliff, e
end to end. North Cliffto "=
the south cliff on the paved
path, Papanasam below you.
Stop at every café's view, keep
to the path, and count the surf-
boards on the way.

'/ Find a spring falling 121
out of the cliff. The sand- ==
stone holds rainwater and the
hard cap pushes it out of the
face: look for the thin falls of
fresh water at the cliff's foot,
from the sand.

\+ Read the cliff like a V
book. From the beach,

find the dark red cap on top,
then the pale and ochre bands
below it. Millions of years, layer
by layer. Look for the black line
of lignite.

\o/ Stand up on a board. _i_
Book a morning lesson in

the surf season. Lie, paddle,
pop up, fall off, repeat. Waist-
deep water, soft sand under-
neath, an instructor beside you.

. \/ Eat puttu with kadala
/\( for breakfast. Steamed
cylinders of rice and grated co-
conut, pushed out of the pot in
alog. Crumble it into the black
chickpea curry, or eat it with a
banana.

\+/ Eat the day's catch on

the cliff. Pick your fish =
from the ice at a cliff-top café
and ask for it the local way:
grilled, or in a coconut curry.
Then watch the sea it came
from.

./ Say nanni to whoever
pours your chaaya. —_
Thank you is nanni, tea is
chaaya. Order one, say it, and
see who answers in Malayalam.

'/ Call something
adipoli. Superb in 'L
Malayalam, for a meal, a wave
or a view. Use it once a day and
watch it land.

w Walk north to the
fishermen. Early, walk ey
past Black Beach to Odayam
and towards Kappil while the
fishing crews bring in the catch.
Ask before a photo; lend a
hand only if asked.

3 '/ Find the black sand. _L
: Thiruvambadi, Black
Beach, sits at the cliff's north

end. Pick up a handful and see
what's dark in it.

7 Pedal a boat on

Kappil Lake. The tourism =
department’s boat club hires
pedal boats where the lake
meets the sea. Then walk the
bridge and look both ways:
backwater one side, sea the
other.

</ Row to the golden is-

land. Take a country boat by
from Nedunganda through the
backwaters to
Ponnumthuruthu. The story
says Travancore's queens hid
their gold here; look for cor-
morants and egrets instead.

=/ Find the tunnel built

for boats. Inland from the = =
cliff, a canal goes straight into
the hill: one of two tunnels
Travancore finished in 1877 and
1880 so boats could sail to
Trivandrum.

'« Watch a hero's face ‘
go green. Get to a

Kathakali show early and watch
the make-up go on: green for
the hero, red lips, then the eyes
that tell the story without a
word.

o/ Spot a Brahminy kite.
Chestnut wings, a white =
head, gliding along the cliff at
eye level. Count how many
pass before your tea goes cold.

o/ Join a game on Black
Beach. Most afternoons
someone has a cricket bat, a
volleyball or a football on the
sand. Ask to play; lose
graciously.

! Take a morning yoga
class. The cliff has yoga L]
centres by the dozen; drop in
for one class before the heat,
mat facing the sea.

REACHING US

On the North Cliff

Zostel Varkala. A pastel green and blue building
among coconut trees on the North Cliff, a five-
minute walk from Black Beach: sea views from
the rooftop, the rooms and the balconies, a ve-
randa round every room, and A-frame cottages.

RED CLIFF, OLD
STORIES

The beach under the red
wall

Papanasam beach. A strip of sand at
the foot of the cliff, between the m
North and South cliffs. Papanasam

means 'destroyer of sins'; many hold

the sea here sacred. Fishing boats at dusk.
Rough in the monsoon: swim where the life-

guards' flags say. @

Varkala

Every number is a tip around the
map, in its colour. Every star is a
quest.

i
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A cliff older than the
Himalayas' foothills? Close

The cliff's layers, South Cliff. The

only sea cliffs in southern Kerala, a ﬁ
National Geological Monument: sand-

stone, clay and lignite from the

Miocene and Pliocene under red laterite, on
UNESCO's tentative list since 2025. The quiet
South Cliff shows the layers best. Keep back

from the edge. E

Meet the karimeen before
lunch does

Varkala Aquarium. A small public
aquarium on the road above Black
Beach, steps from Zostel Varkala: -
scorpionfish, angelfish, koi and

karimeen, the pearl spot Kerala's kitchens love.
Modest, sometimes half empty: a quick look on a

hot day. g

A canal that goes through
a hill

The Varkala Tunnel. A laterite hill

blocked the waterway, so Travancore

cut through it: two canal tunnels, the

longer about 720 m, dug from 1867

and finished by 1880, for boats of coir, rice and
cashew. See the brick portals from the bank.

The beach the crowds
haven't found

Odayam beach. North of Black Beach
on the cliff path: one of Varkala's least
crowded beaches, gentle waves for —
floating, a few small cafés set back -
from the sand. Little shade, so go heavy on sun-

screen. Turn back here or walk on to Edava. o

Where the red cliff runs
out

The cliff's north end, Odayam. The

red cliff's last stand above Odayam: ﬁ
look south along the laterite and

palms to the North Cliff, north over

long beaches. Best early, when the light is soft.

Unfenced, crumbling edge: keep well back. @

The world's biggest bird
sculpture, on a rock

Jatayu Earth's Center. On a rock at
Chadayamangalam lies Jatayu, the
Ramayana's bird who fell fighting #
Ravana: 200 feet long, the world's

largest bird sculpture. Climb 826 steps or take
the cable car. About an hour's ride from Zostel

Varkala. °

An island temple by coun-
try boat

Ponnumthuruthu (Golden Island).

South of Varkala in the Anchuthengu
backwater: the Golden Island, where

legend hid a queen’s gold. Country

boats go from Nedunganda to its Shiva Parvathi
temple in coconut groves. Cormorants, egrets,

herons; lit up at Sivarathri. @

W e e (9 |

Lake on one side, sea on
the other

the backwater and the sea run side by

side, a road apart, and the lake meets

the sea at the Pozhi. Kappil beach is

secluded sand and rock under palms. About 6

km north of the cliffs. Q

Kappil beach and the Pozhi. Where T

The old port where the
backwaters begin

Kollam and Ashtamudi lake. About

35 km up the coast: old Quilon, an an-

cient port on Ashtamudi lake and the \ am,
world's cashew capital. Boats go to

Munroe Island's canals, and the backwater cruise
runs on to Alappuzha, home of Zostel Alleppey.

The backwater behind the
beach

Edava-Nadayara lake. Another arm

of the backwater, behind Edava's

beaches: quiet local water, fishing ca- —
noes and palms, almost no visitors.
Boat rides run here as at Kappil; ask locally, or

walk the lakeside lanes in the morning cool.

Where the cliff starts and
the gliders launc

The helipad. The flat cliff top where

the road from town ends: the cliff

path runs north, steps drop to

Papanasam. Sandy clay and red lat-

erite lie open here. October to March, tandem
paragliders launch when the wind allows. Stand

well back from the edge. @

One long path, the sea on
your le

The North Cliff path. Varkala's high
street is a footpath on a sea cliff:
cafés, yoga shalas, ayurveda rooms
and bead shops on one side, the drop
on the other. It runs north past Black Beach to-
wards Odayam. No railing in places: keep to the

path. g

Dark sand, morning
waves, our home next
door

Black Beach (Thiruvambadi). The

dark-sand beach at the north end of

the cliff, quieter than Papanasam.

Mornings belong to surfers: schools

teach beginners on soft-tops, October to April.
Later, locals play cricket and football; ask to join.

Zostel Varkala is a short walk. @

N
|

Pedal the backwater,
palms all round

Kappil lake boat club. A calm estuary
in coconut groves, 6 km north of
town. The tourism boat club hires
pedal boats, kayaks go out, and the
bridge is the best free view. Varkala's taste of the

backwaters. Wear a life jacket. @

.
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Beach.

One home on the
North Cliff: a pastel
house among the
palms with a rooftop
over the sea, a short

walk from Black

~

4 Point at a fish. They'll cook
it.

The catch on ice, North Cliff. At dusk
the cliff's seafood places lay the day’s
catch on ice at the door: kingfish, ‘a
snapper, tiger prawns, squid. Point,

then pick grilled, tandoor or Kerala masala. Ask
what came in that morning, and the weight first.

6 Wood-fired, open-air,
bread baked here

Abba Restaurant and German

Bakery. An open-air garden on the

North Cliff: a wood-fired oven, bread f
baked in-house, breakfasts from

Indian to Tibetan. Our guide picked it for the
seafood. Shade enough to sit long; Darjeeling

Cafe is steps away. o

Prawns and fish, cooked
the local way

Cafe del Mar. A North Cliff regular,

the beach below. Our guide went for

prawns and fish cooked the local way; -
) ) ]

there are pizzas and grills for the rest

of the table. Ask for the fish Kerala style. a

8 Momos on a Kerala cliff

Little Tibet. The cliff's Tibetan

kitchen, the Himalayan end of menus

that run from Keralan to Himalayan:

momos, chapati rolls, fresh juice and

fruit salad. Plain and filling. Order a second plate

of momos before the first is gone. 0

I o Vegetarian, first door off
the helipad

Ootupura Vegetarian Restaurant.

Almost the first restaurant you meet

from the helipad, and all vegetarian:

the easy answer on a cliff that runs on

fish. Come hungry, ask what's Kerala on the
menu today, and eat with your hand if you like.

'I 'I Buddha bowls and

desserts with a view

InDa Cafe. Near the cliff: Buddha
bowls, eggs Benedict and desserts,
the healthy-breakfast address after
an early surf. If it's full, walk a few

doors along the cliff and come back. !

VN
[ ]

1 2 Kerala thali, vegetarian or
not

Shiva Garden Kerala Restaurant.

Traditional Kerala thalis, vegetarian or

not: rice at the centre, curries round

it, fish on the non-veg plate. Have one

before you go back to the smoothie bowls, and
mix each curry into the rice in turn. ‘

Ww T a1zl

6 The nightly catch, a long
menu

Clafouti. On the North Cliff since at

least 2015: a long menu and the

night's catch. Ask what came in that -
X L - ]

day; have it grilled or in a Kerala

masala. Busy at sunset, so come early or late.

'I 7 Big breakfasts, Tibetan
plates, a dosa too

Darjeeling Cafe. A few metres from

Abba: big breakfasts and Tibetan

dishes, and these days a masala dosa f
and a Kerala chicken curry too. Take

the friend who can't decide; the menu covers

most of the map. o

'I 8 Quick, cheap-ish, upstairs
over Black Beach

Trattorias. At the north end of the

cliff, over Black Beach and closest to

Zostel Varkala: homely Indian and N

) - ]
pan-Asian plates, quick and easy on
the pocket, views from upstairs. The dinner for a

night you've walked enough. g

25 A plain vegetarian hotel,
local prices

Hotel Suprabhatham. In Kerala a 'ho-
tel'is often a restaurant.
Suprabhatham is a plain, fully vege- -
tarian one, where the town eats away

from the cliff's menus and bills. No view, just a

meal. Point at what the next table is having. !

2 Cakes for the train

Reena Bakers. In town, a short walk
from the station: pastries and cakes
for the train, or the first snack off it.
Look past the cakes at what the peo-

ple ahead of you buy, and buy that too. 0

P N
[]

Beads, bowls and sou-
venirs on the cliff

Tibetan market. A little market on the
North Cliff, Coffee Temple beside it,
the Juice Shack behind: souvenirs,
beaded jewellery and Tibetan handi-
crafts, sold here for years. Walk the whole row

first, and bargain with a smile. E

T T

Where the town buys its
fish

Puthenchantha fish market. South-
east of the station, where Varkala

buys its fish. A new market building <
stood unused in September 2026, so ‘

the selling happens next door and by the road-
side. Watch, and learn to choose fish. a
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GREEN FACES,
LONG NIGHTS

Oil, steam and a govern-
ment nature cure

Ayurveda and the Nature Cure

Hospital. Ayurveda signs line the

cliff: choose centres with registered §< -
practitioners. By the helipad, the

government Nature Cure Hospital (1978, 60
beds) treats with sun, water, mud, diet and mas-
sage. Mention any condition before treatment.

A Dutch ship's bell in a
Vishnu temple

Janardhana Swamy temple. Up a

long flight of steps above

Papanasam: Vishnu's temple, said to w
be two thousand years old, with a
copper-roofed round sanctum and a Dutch

ship's bell. Arattu in March or April brings
Kathakali nights. Inner shrine for Hindus only.

Watch a face become a
god
Kathakali on the North CIiff. Kerala's
dance-drama of the epics, told in
mime, drums and painted faces. The
centre on the North Cliff plays for
travellers with English commentary. Come early
to watch the make-up go on, layer by layer. Ask

for the day's timings. °

One caste, one religion,
one God
Sivagiri: Sree Narayana Guru's
samadhi. Sree Narayana Guru, who
taught ‘one caste, one religion, one
God', settled on this hill in 1904; his
samadhi draws thousands. See his octagonal
Sarada temple of 1912, with windows. Pilgrims in
yellow fill it at New Year. °

The mosque on the road

to Odayam
Odayam Juma Masjid. The Friday
mosque of the Odayam coast, on the
lane from Black Beach. Nearly three Tm‘r
in ten people in Varkala are Muslim
(2011 census). A working mosque: dress modest-
ly, ask before stepping in, avoid prayer times.

Nine elephants and pea-
cock dancers

Thiruvambadi Sree Krishna temple,

Manthara. The Sree Krishna temple

at Manthara, at the cliffs’ north end.

Its Arattu closes with nine decorated

elephants and folk arts: Ammankudam's tall
pots and Mayilattam, the peacock dance.
Ashtami Rohini is the other big day. Dress mod-

estly. g
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Everyone hauls, the whole
beach watches
Shore-net fishing at Vettakkada.
Kerala's old shore seine, karamadi: a
boat rows the net out in a half circle, H
and two teams haul the ropes in hand

over hand until the catch comes up the sand. A
fading craft. Watch from the side; ask before

pictures. °

STAYED FOR THE
SURF

The cheap way out of
town

Varkala bus terminal. Next to the

station, the municipal bus terminal:

local buses to Kollam, Jatayu and the ﬁ
hills, state buses to

Thiruvananthapuram and Ponmudi. Ask at the
stand which bus goes where, and come early.

22 ﬁ‘I!Teosl every train stops

Varkala Sivagiri station. Varkala's

station on the Kollam-

Thiruvananthapuram line, where al- E
most every train stops; open since

1918, named for Sivagiri in 2005. Tourist infor-
mation on the forecourt; autos wait outside. The

cliff is about 3 km west.
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Another cliff, another beach Stay WIt us
town on the Arabian Sea. The
sand here is black: go and see - % Zostel Varkala
why. On the North CIiff, 75 m before

Varkala Aquarium on the
Varkala-Kallambalam road.
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I
Pointed at a fish on the ice,
asked the weight first, and
had it grilled. Alleppey would
approve.

Came early to watch the
make-up go on. By the end
the green face was the only
one | was looking at.
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. Red Cliff, Old Stories

. Kadal, Lake, Island

Meen, Please

. Smells Like Incense

From Alleppey, three hours
down the coast. Our backwa-
ters are flat; here the land

stops at a red cliff. . “J@/ %Ks ig‘ Egvsra

. Green Faces, Long Nights

. Stayed for the Surf

% our Zostel

/\\( a quest (the list is round the map)

)
Jatayu Earth’s Center
23 km > B

Around Varkala
The box is the big map. Edge pins point the way
(not to scale).

| came down from the tea hills
for the sea. The layers in this
cliff are older than any tea

Along the cliff, from the South
Cliff to Odayam beach, the walk
(side A)

Kappil is where the lake al- . \\ i //
most meets the sea: one thin !
strip of sand between two
kinds of water.
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