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Far from India’s 

madding crowds,  
Goa, with its 

spectacular beaches 
and laid-back  

vibe, is a gentle 
introduction to this 
fascinating country
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or the uninitiated, 
the vast land of India can simultaneously 
inspire wonder and fear. The sheer scale of the 
country – it’s home to around 1.3 billion people 
(and counting) and comprises 29 states – can 
be enough to overwhelm anyone thinking of 
visiting. Add to this the considerable cultural 
differences and it can seem like too much of a 
challenging holiday destination. 

But there’s a way to ease yourself into this 
fascinating country. Goa, India’s smallest state, 
situated on the west coast, offers a seductive 
alternative to the hustle and bustle often 
associated with a visit here. Sometimes dubbed 
‘India-lite’, this is where you’ll find spectacular 
beaches, particularly in the south. Patnem, 
Majorda, Agonda and Colva are famous for 
their picturesque shacks, boho beach bars and 
restaurants serving delicious freshly caught fish 
and seafood. These structures appear, like the 
tourists, at the beginning of the holiday season 

f in late autumn and disappear as the monsoon 
arrives in summer. Their transient nature lends 
them a delightfully spontaneous air and has the 
added benefit of keeping resorts and permanent 
structures off the beaches. They also attract a 
certain kind of clientele – families, empty-nesters 
and friends on chill-out breaks or yoga retreats, 
happy to ‘go native’ under a mosquito net and 
fan and to shower under the stars. 

And so I find myself on my first evening 
in Goa, gazing out from the seafront balcony 
of my beach hut – one of 16 that make up the 
Bougainvillea ‘hotel’. With its 65-mile coastline 
hugging the Arabian Sea, and an interior made 
up of spice plantations and vibrant paddy  
fields intersected by lazy rivers, the state has 
a reputation as a laid-back haven of tolerance 
and tranquillity. The local people are largely 
responsible for the generally chilled-out 
atmosphere. Good-natured auto-rickshaw 
drivers and shopkeepers add banter to the barter, 
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which tends to be part of each transaction; beach 
bartenders take pleasure in our enthusiastic 
approval of their cocktail-making skills.

But while Goa may also have a reputation as 
a party state, there are strict rules in place and 
restaurants and bars must ensure their music 
can’t be heard beyond their boundaries and  
is turned off by 10pm. 

That last point is a legal one enforced by a 
state which, for 450 years, was governed by 
the Portuguese. Their culinary, religious and 
cultural influence is still evident in Goa today, 
as I discover on an initially reluctant foray from 
the beach into the interior. Here, hundreds of 
heritage homes and Christian churches are 
unexpected markers for a rich history shaped 
largely by Portuguese conquest and colonisation 
from 1510 until 1961. Key to the colonisation  
was the city of Goa Dourada (Golden Goa), 
which is filled with some extraordinarily 
impressive religious and secular buildings. 

To visit Old Goa, as it’s now called, is a surreal 
experience that begins long before we actually 
arrive. Rising above the jungle canopy, the dome 
and bell towers of St Cajetan look for all the 
world like something from Renaissance Europe 
and, on arrival in the main square, a cluster of 
astonishing churches and buildings centred 
around the Sé Cathedral – the largest church in 
Asia – make for a great day’s exploration. We 
dash from one shady spot to another to take in 
views of the Archbishop’s Palace, the Church 
and Convent of Francis of Assisi, St Catherine’s 
Chapel, St Augustine Tower, the Basilica of Bom 
Jesus and the monuments on Holy Hill. Along 

Previous page Agonda Beach; the church  
of Nossa Senhora da Esperanca, Candolim.  
This page, clockwise from left The Basilica  
of Bom Jesus; lunch in Panjim; a paddy field 
near Canacona; life on Anjuna Beach
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the way, we fortify ourselves with the delicious 
(and giant) cashew nuts grown in the state’s 
numerous spice plantations, but hold off on 
sampling some of Goa’s famous Indo-Portuguese 
food until we arrive at nearby Panjim. 

Set at the mouth of the Mandovi River, the 
bustling state capital of Panjim offers a very 
different view of Portuguese influence on 
modern Goa. Here, dilapidated but colourful 
buildings are a shopper’s paradise, packed with 
everything from antique paintings on glass to 
filmy saris and bolts of bright cottons. 

But it’s the restaurants that have drawn us 
here. We sample staples like vegetarian thalis 
and south Indian dosas, but are keen to sample 
the traditional Goan cuisine that’s becoming 
increasingly harder to find. We head to Mum’s 
Kitchen (mumskitchengoa.com) in the Panjim 
suburb of Miramar. The restaurant aims to 
preserve the old recipes and dishes of real Goa. 
We try kombdechem sukhem, in which boneless 
chicken pieces are marinated with ginger, garlic, 
coriander and tamarind and then pan-fried, and 
steamed savoury rice cakes known as sannas.  
Keen to try more of this authentic cuisine, we  
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Clockwise from top 
left Dusk on the beach; 
the west wing of the 
Braganza House; 
cheeky boys

take a tip from some of our fellow diners and 
sign up for an intriguing-sounding tour.   

The Koko Lunch club tour (kokoindiacom/ 
retreat-lunch-club-goa) links two of South 
Goa’s most important attractions, the Braganza 
House in Chandor and the Palácio do Deão 
(palaciododeao.com) in Quepem. The former is a 
17th-century Portuguese-style mansion made up 
of two symmetrical wings that atmospherically 
illustrate the differing fortunes of the two 
brothers who commissioned the house. The east 
wing is all tarnished silver tableware and dusty 
trompe l’oeil tilework set in dilapidated rooms. 
The west, by contrast, is being lovingly restored 
by the more well-to-do arm of the family, and 
includes a magnificent 450-year-old ballroom, 
complete with zinc-embossed ceiling, from 
which dangle huge Belgian crystal chandeliers. 
In the more diminutive Palácio do Deão, the 213 
years since its construction have also taken their 
toll, but here, too, dedicated restoration by its 
current owners, Goan couple Ruben and Celia 
Vasco da Gama, has ensured it’s a vibrant,  
lived-in home – with cooking at its heart.  

The effervescent Joanna Lester-George linked 

the houses via the half-day Koko Lunch Club 
tour to ‘let people know that these gorgeous 
houses exist, and are being kept alive by 
nothing other than the passion of their owners, 
who get no help or funding’. The highlight 
of the tour is Celia’s five-course home-made 
Indo-Portuguese lunch, served on the terrace 
overlooking charmingly ramshackle gardens. It’s 
an experience that illustrates Joanna’s feelings 
about her adopted home: ‘Most people return to 
Goa year after year, but often don’t leave their 
sun-loungers,’ she says. ‘But it’s good for the soul 
to see a different landscape or to break bread 
with strangers; that’s why we travel.’ 

Joanna’s idea of breaking bread with strangers 
gives me the idea of making bread with strangers, 
through one of the cookery classes offered all 
along the coast. In an airy yard where chickens 
cluck and small boars rootle around, a group of 
five of us join chef Rahul (rahulcookeryclass.
com) to try our hand at a range of dishes – 
including dhal, curries and chapatis. 

Rahul, of course, makes it look easy, having 
learnt his skills from his mother and honed  
them over 10 years in a restaurant kitchen.  
Still, in under two hours we manage to put 
together a mouth-watering feast, which we  
then enjoy in the shade of a pretty courtyard.  
My dining companions discuss where in Goa  
to do a Pilates class, find great street food or 
drink the best margarita, before talking about 
their wider travels in India. I am inspired by  
their stories and decide I’m ready to explore 
more of this mesmerising country. The eight-hour 
overnight wait at Margao Station (Madgaon) 
challenges my new-found enthusiasm, but  
that’s a whole other story. 
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CHICKENS CLUCK 
AND SMALL BOARS 
ROOTLE AROUND
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Goa footnotes

Vital Statistics
Goa is on the Arabian Sea in 
south India, and has a  
unique identity shaped by  
450 years of Portuguese rule 
and religious diversity; of 
its 1.3 million inhabitants, 
360,000 are Christians. 

For short distances, auto rickshaws 
(or tuk-tuks, below) are a joy to travel 
in, and very cheap at around Rs50 
– 100 per journey (between 50p – 
£1). For longer journeys, taxis are 
more comfortable and can be had 
for around Rs2000 (about £20) for a 
day’s sightseeing and touring. 

Goa’s beach shacks serve mainly 
super-fresh fish and vegetables 
made into spicy-but-not-too-hot 
curries. Sweet coconut, onions, sour 
tamarind and ginger are likely to 
feature just as much as chillies, 
though beware the fiery xacuti and 
pork vindaloo. This, the state’s most 
famous dish, is not necessarily its 
best; grilled or tandoori fish are 
better and found everywhere. 
Beware, too, the local hooch, feni. 
Made from coconuts or cashew nuts, 
this potent brew can be had for 
pennies, but the local Kingfisher 
beer is much more refreshing. 

The length in miles of  
the coastline in Goa,  

India’s smallest 
state

W H AT  TO  E AT  &  D R I N K

D O N ’ T  M I S S 
Anjuna market A great place to 
pick up souvenirs, from rugs and 
bedspreads to clothing and accessories. 
A train journey India’s rail network is 
the stuff of legend and used by millions 
of people every day from all walks of 
life; take a short trip or enjoy an hour of 
people-watching at Margao Station. 
A backwater cruise Kerala’s famous 
houseboats are beginning to appear  
on the backwaters of Goa and make  
for an unforgettable day or night on  
the water (johnboattours.com). 
A spice farm visit Many tour 
agencies in Goa offer trips around 
spice plantations, but the Tanshikar 
Spice Farm (tanshikarspicefarm.
com) tour takes you into the stunning 
Western Ghats for a fascinating look at 
the organic farm and a delicious lunch.
Goa Chitra Museum On the outskirts 
of Benaulim, this anthropolgical 
museum engagingly documents the 
agricultural history of the state; and you 
can get there by bike (goachitra.com).

From November – March, Goa’s 
climate is hot, dry and sunny; avoid 
the summer when the monsoon 
makes things humid and very wet. 
With its large number of Christian 
inhabitants, Carnival is the state’s 
biggest event and is celebrated 
before the start of Lent, but Hindu 
Zatras, held by individual temples, 
can be enjoyed throughout the year. 
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EXCLUSIVE 
MEMBER OFFERS
Save 10% with 
Barrhead Travel 

INDIA GOLDEN 
TRIANGLE TOUR 
Members save up to  
10 per cent on this  
six-night tour – taking 
in Delhi, Agra and 
Jaipur – and five-night 
stay at the 5-star  
Zuri White Sands  
Hotel in Goa. From 
only £1529pp*, 
including flights. 

For more information 
or to book, visit 
csmaclub.co.uk/
barrhead or call free  
on 0800 484 0321.

Save up to 60% 
with Holiday
Extras*

From convenient 
airport parking to 
comfortable airport 
hotels and lounges, 
Holiday Extras has 
everything to make 
travelling as hassle-free 
as possible.

For more information 
or to book, visit 
csmaclub.co.uk/
airportservices or 
call 0800 083 8746, 
quoting ‘HY443’.
 
*See p135 for Ts & Cs

G E T T I N G  A R O U N D

N E E D  TO  K N O W
British citizens visiting India require 
a visa, which can be obtained 
online (indianvisaonline.gov.in) 
for around £40, between 34 and 
four days before arrival in India. The 
process is complicated and can be 
frustrating, so make sure you allow 
plenty of time to apply.
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