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As a competitive endurance athlete for most of my 
life, I’m an active traveler and enjoy adventure 
and exploration over relaxation when it comes to 
vacations. !at said, I’m an admitted hammerhead. 
With that came a slew of injuries and just as many 

suggestions to practice yoga. Finally, I stepped into a yoga studio and 
was immediately hooked. While I never gave up my multi-sport ways, 
last January was my two-year anniversary as a yogi. To celebrate, I 
booked a three-week trip to South India. My goal was to experience the 
hoo-ha of practicing yoga in India and to experience the area’s outdoor 
adventure, wildlife, and culinary scene.

My fellow fit foodie friend Nancy joined me, though her motivations 
and travel goals were di"erent. While I travel frequently, Nancy takes 
only one big trip a year. She visited north India six years ago and loved 
it. Since then she’s become somewhat of an India devotee, eating 
Indian food on a weekly basis—the hotter the better—and occasionally 
donning Indian garb in New York City. So, when I told her about my 
plans, she jumped at the chance to join me. While Nancy was excited 
to visit museums and explore cities, she was open to doing yoga and, 
like me, wanted to be active and explore culinary o"erings. 

Although Nancy and I both kayak in NYC on the Hudson River, we 
don’t actually paddle together. I’m a former elite bike racer, All-American 
triathlete, adventure racer, ultrarunner, surfski kayaker who has hoochie 
coochies in her pants and can’t stand still. Nancy’s more of a recreational 
paddler from a dancing background who enjoys chilling with her kitties 
reading a book. She also drops in and out of running phases, so I thought 
it would be fun to run together in the mornings. But, when she said she 
was leaving her running shoes home, I suspected we would have di"erent 
desires for our trip and would end up an odd traveling duo.

Our big girls’ getaway Asian adventure began with a 15-hour flight 
from New Jersey to Mumbai. I was mentally numb by the time I 
snuggled into my silk sleep sack on the thin, bumpy mattress in our 
Mumbai hotel around midnight local time. !ree-hours later, I was 
wide awake and fidgety, listening to foot tra#c on the street. It was too 
dark to go running, so, I did yoga in the dark while Nancy slept. An 
hour and a half later, she woke to find me dripping sweat doing sun 
salutations and chaturanga on the cool tile floor. She shook her head 
and tucked back into bed as I dressed for a run to explore the chaotic 
city as daylight broke. 

Following two days of shopping and sightseeing, we flew south to Ft. 
Cochin—called Kochi by locals—a beach town in the Kerala district, 
to begin our true adventure. While I’ve climbed cold, icy, blustery 
mountains in Tibet and Ecuador, I still love the summer sun. So does 
Nancy, who also bronzes in the sunshine and rarely burns. It was a 
no brainer for us to head south when deciding between the blustery 
mountains and temples in the north or warm beach, backwaters, and 
tea plantations. It was also a new territory for Nancy, who was keen to 
check out the local Folklore Museum—an excursion I skipped. 

girl!’ getaway in  South India!

HOW AN ENDURANCE RACER 
AND A FORMER DANCER 

BALANCED ACTIVE ADVENTURE 
TRAVEL WITH RELAXATION 

AND SPLASHES OF YOGA, 
COOKING, AND ELEPHANTS

Stefani and Nancy taking an elephant ride in Cochin. 
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John Johnson, co-owner of Worldwide Tours and our guide for the 
next five days, met us with his driver Bobo. We set o! early the next 
morning for the tea plantations in Munnar, in the lush mountainous 
Western Ghat. 

Our first stop was the Kodanad Elephant Training Centre. I was 
giddy when a half-dozen sinewy men wearing traditional dhoti—
think white wrap-around skirts—escorted adorable baby elephants to 
the river’s edge for their morning bath. "eir ears and tails wiggled as 
we followed, like kids tracking the ice cream truck on a hot summer’s 
day. Perched on grassy knoll, Nancy and I cooed like schoolgirls as 
the men scrubbed and tickled the elephants’ backs and bellies using 
coconut shells.

Later, we bitched and moaned jokingly while riding what could be 
the oldest, wobbliest elephant in all of India. We sat toboggan-style, 

crotch to backbone with a wafer thin pad in-between. I’ll never again 
complain about my bicycle saddle. Riding an elephant in India was 
one of those touristy must-do things on our list. We knew it would 
be goofy, but we were in tears laughing as we plodded down the dirt 
trail, chanting in unison “ba’boom ba’boom, ba’boom, ba’boom” with 
every crotch-smashing step. It was something we two giggled about 
throughout our trip.

Kaivalyam Retreat, our exotic lodge for the night, was 
nestled into a steep mountainside and surrounded by 11 
acres of lush forest. "e secluded stone organic resort is 
owned by a husband and wife team, former IT finance 
executives from Tokyo, Japan. Our sparkly clean modern 
room had a killer deck outside the sliding glass door facing 
the woods.

I was feeling pent up from sitting all day, so I jump roped 
for an hour to get my ya-ya’s out. Nancy read her book. 
"e jump rope is a perfect, compact, athletic traveling 
partner. After that aerobic e!ort, Nancy and I took our 
first yoga class in India. It was held in a simple open-aired 
cabana encircled by fragrant flora, which was as soothing 
as the instructor’s silky voice. We dipped into triangle, 
forward folds and up dogs. It felt good to be back on the 
mat. I struggled to touch my shins, while Nancy, who 
infrequently attends yoga classes, wrapped her leg around 
her head. I couldn’t stop thinking “I’m in India, doing yoga. 
Yahoo!” Admittedly, the asana was slower and less physically 
challenging than I expected, but it hit the spot on the heels 
of long days of flying and driving. What I enjoy about yoga 
at home is the fluidity and sequencing of classes that stretch 

my super tight muscles while physically challenging me with arm 
balances. At the same time, yoga makes me listen to the instructor’s 
words, rather than thinking three steps ahead—as I do in my day-to-
day life.

"is class had the zen without the zing. It was unfortunately, a 
common theme threading across other classes we took in India. 
Maybe I’m more suited for yoga in the Western world. By our third 
yoga class, led by a self-involved instructor who spent the better part 
of the 90 minute class demonstrating “how good he got,” we gave 
up on yoga. Perhaps, we attended the wrong classes, but we had had 
enough and decided to spend our time doing things we found more 
fun and fulfilling, like going to the beach, renting bikes, and visiting 
a silk factory. 

SWEATING IN SOUTH INDIA
At daybreak the next morning, I slipped on my running shoes, 

top, capris (it’s a no-no for women to wear running shorts in India), 
and baseball cap, then headed out for my morning run, trying not 
to wake Nancy as I left. Hu#ng and pu#ng, I struggled up the 
steep, broken road that required we use four-wheel drive the previous 
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 I could"’# $top %inking “ I ’& i" Indi', doing yoga . Yahoo!” 
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day. !e payo" at the top was big. I turned right and followed the 
twisting and turning smooth asphalt up the mountain, past scores 
of willowy tea plants fluttering in the breeze. Birds chirped. Vendors 
set up fruit stands. !e morning sun warmed my neck and face. An 
hour and a half after setting out, I admired the stunning view of the 
verdant valley below. Mornings are my favorite time of the day and 
my time to take care of me without distractions. I love the quietness, 
the slow pace of life, and the sight of the earth waking up. Getting 
out for exercise in the morning is my daily treat that allows me to deal 
with anything that comes my way later in the day. Nancy prefers to 
sleep. So, by the time we arrived in Kochi for our last week, we had 

our morning routine down pat. I’d wake Nancy when I returned from 
my morning running adventure and had finished doing push-ups and 
planks, then we’d have breakfast together.

!is morning, Nancy was awake, showered, and sending emails 
when I returned. After quick cleanup, we headed to breakfast where we 
munched fresh mango, kiwi, and melon and dipped crunchy chapati 
into flavorful veggie curry—big on flavor, small on protein. Much to 
Nancy’s horror, I sipped a protein drink that I brought from home. We 
chatted excitedly about our upcoming overnight hike through the tea 
plantation and went over our packing list of dried fruit, rain jackets, and 
bug spray. !is was one of the highlights of our trip and something we 
had both been looking forward to doing since starting our trip planning. 
I couldn’t wait to get into the woods and move. I was hoping we were 

going to keep a swift pace and not stop too much to chat. Nancy, our 
uno#cial trip photographer, was interested in taking great pictures as 
well as getting exercise and learning about the tea manufacturing. We 
were both ready to escape the horn-honking and erratic car tra#c.

!at day, we trekked up a sheer, narrow dirt path into the hills 
of Munnar on the heels of our muscular and dashing guide, R. 
Mohan, who is not only a tea expert but also a former Karate World 
Champion. Leaving the dusty, honking roads, we entered the lush 
wilderness of Western Ghats. My quads winced a bit from my 
morning run as I planted my trekking poles and stepped up the 
hillside. It was just past one in the afternoon, so the pu"y clouds 

hiding the beating sun provided some relief. A pleasant breeze rustled 
the canopy above us.

As we entered a seemingly endless tea plantation, Nancy and I 
walked at a fast clip side-by-side, chatting. Our words melded into 
oohs and aahs as we got deep into the fields filled to the brim with 
finely manicured quilts of bushes that engulfed us and lined the 
tiered mountainside for as far as I could see. It was like something 
plucked out of Alice in Wonderland and I half expected the Mad 
Hatter to pop out from behind the chest-high tea shrubs o"ering us 
some tea.

Stepping out of the serene setting, we hoofed up a narrow, damp, 
twisty trail through the thick, humid wilderness. Unlike the wide, 
rolling trails cutting through the tea plants, these were hilly and 
rocky, which made me happy I brought along my Ahnu hiking boots 
and folding Black Diamond Z trekking poles, which almost got left 
at home during my pre-trip packing editing. I powered up steep hills 
on Mohan’s heels—he was one fit dude. Cutting through brush, over 
logs and slippery rocks, I dodged whipping branches snapping back 
from Mohan, who charged ahead. My heart fluttered and sweat beads 
dripped down my brow. But the harder Mohan pushed the faster 
my arms and legs followed. We strode up that mountainside in sync 
until hitting a plateau with a breathtaking panoramic view of the lush 
valley below.

Sweet mountain flowers filled the thick, clean air and I sipped in 
a little extra as we chatted while catching our breath and waiting for 
Nancy and Ellen. “Let’s go!” I said. Nancy snapped, “I can use a few 
minutes!” She and Ellen, who was from Sweden and wearing (no 
kidding) Chuck Taylor hi-tops, were red in the face and breathing 
heavy. !ough Mohan and I were keen to push the pace, Nancy and 
Ellen seemed game to go along with the program, other than needing 
a little extra rest here and there. 

FOOD AND CULTURE
!ree hours after leaving, we stopped for lunch on the top of a 

grassy plateau with a gorgeous 360-degree view of the surrounding 
mountains. I was starving. We munched baby bananas, local 
chocolate, and oranges as Mohan unpacked four rectangular 
cardboard takeout boxes. Inside each: three chapati flat breads and 
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a small plastic bag filled with cloudy white veggie curry. !ere were 
no utensils.

It’s traditional for locals to eat with their right hands, a skill 
groomed since childhood. Our first night in Ft. Kochi, John invited 
us to his mother-in-law’s modest home for dinner, and I was 
impressed as he seamlessly scooped soupy curries, fine grains of pu"y 
rice and slim slices of long beans, cabbage, roasted cauliflower, and 
omelet without missing a morsel. 

After a serious Purell moment, I attempted to pluck a slimy carrot 
from the pouch using the chapati. !e soft carrot slipped onto the 
ground. I tried again and again but only got soggy bread. Finally, 
I dug my hand into the bag, snagging a carrot, potato, and piece 
of cauliflower. !e curry had a touch of sweetness from the fresh 
coconut, sourness from the fresh tamarind and a welcoming spicy 
kick at the end.

We hiked a couple more hours to CampTop, our slumbering spot 
for the night, where we met a couple from Australia. Sitting around 
a campfire made in a metal bucket, we admired the starry skies, 
snacked on sweet rice, and sipped big bottles of warm beer the camp 
guides dragged up the mountain. Nancy and I clinked bottles and 
smiled. !is is exactly where we wanted to be—on top of a remote 
mountain with new friends, away from hagglers and horn honking, 
and having gotten there under our own power.

A few days later we were in Waynard, a lush wilderness region, 
drinking ginger tea and cleansing at Ayurveda Yoga Villa. In route, 
we drove though an action-packed animal preserve with families 
of long-tailed monkeys playing in trees and deer. “Eagle eyes” John 
spotted not one but three wild elephants in the woods. It was cool 
seeing elephants in their natural setting. As city chicks, Nancy 
and I see lots of black squirrels in Central Park and pigeons on 
the streets—and Nancy does have two kitties—but we don’t get 
to experience animals in the raw. It was exciting! We hung out of 
the car windows snapping pictures and every now and again, Bobo 
would pull over at John’s command and we’d rush out of the car to 
snap photos of silver monkeys with tails as long as computer cords 
climbing trees or groups of beige monkeys the size of Yorkshire 
Terriers sitting quietly on stone walls.

While I love sports massages, one Ayurvedic massage was enough 
for a lifetime. Laying buck naked on an archaic wooden table, I 

was doused in oil while two female “massage therapists” rubbed 
symmetrical parts of my body in unison—and chanted. When 
Nancy and I met afterward, clad in the hideous housedresses they 
supplied, we wore similar stunned looks.

We returned to Kochi to wrap up our trip and explore Kerala’s 
renowned backwaters, often called the “Venice of India.” !e 
first part of our Backwaters Tour was on a 40-foot motorboat 
that stopped in a petite village so we could taste the local flavor. I 
chomped succulent, tiny, juice mussels steamed with ginger and 
spices in a banana leaf, which might have been the best thing I ate 
in India. We then transferred to small wooden canoes—motored 
by men with long sticks standing on the stern, as if in Venice. As 
we wended through silent tree-lined canals peppered with small 
colorful houses, we passed women and girls washing clothes and 
saw a bright blue fluttering KingFisher bird, which is a novelty. It’s 
also the name of a popular—and tasty—beer in India.

By the third week, I was an expert in fish curry and flavorful 
mushy vegetables. I craved bright, crunchy veggies, juicy seared 
tuna, and a generous glass of Burgundy. Nancy, who eats Indian 
food regularly and was excited to learn new recipes, was in bliss. 
But, we both agreed it would be fun to take a Kerala cooking class 
and learn local spicy secrets. Our instructor Lelu was a cheery, 
round lady who has a video cooking series on the Kerala tourism 
website. Using many of the spices we had seen on our tour of a 
spice plantation, like turmeric, cumin, curry, and tamarind, Lelu 
taught us to make masala for the fish curry, lentils, sautéed cabbage, 
and long beans. Plus, we got to roll and panfry our own roti (like 
chapati but thicker). It was fun. After eating in restaurants, it was a 
treat to have a home cooked meal—even if we cooked it.

TRAVEL CONTACTS
WORLDWIDE TOURS
Active travel outfitters in India
worldwidetours.in | +91 484 268116

KAIVALYAM RETREAT 
Munnar, Kerala 
kaivalyamretreat.com 
kaivalyam@ymail.com | mail@kaivalyamretreat.com
91 4865 232628

AYURVEDA YOGA VILLA 
ayurvedayogavilla.com
Palvelicham, Wayand Dist. Kerala, S. India 
04935-250945

TRACKFINDER ADVENTURES 
Munnar, Kerala
track!nderadventures.com  | 04865 208954

LELU’S COOKING & EAT CLASSES 
Ft. Kochi, Kerala | keralatourism.org
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