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A passage to India
A cruise along the Brahmaputra River is a treat for 
wildlife enthusiasts and tea lovers. 

WORDS AND PHOTOS: MARIA VISCONTI

A
S the sun breaks over 
the far horizon and dew 
still hangs onto the long 
grassy stalks of the open 

plain, we swish our way towards 
a shape only our mahout, or ele-
phant handler, can see. 

Our elephant approaches fear-
lessly and there, right in front of us 
and within a thick vegetation patch, 
a mother and baby rhino are having 
a succulent breakfast of wet grass. 
This elephant safari at Kaziranga 
National Park, Assam, India is part 
of the daily shore excursions under-
taken from the comforts of our river 
cruiser, the MV Mahabaahu, plying 
the Brahmaputra River. 

We were to spot dozens more rhi-
nos and later on, from a jeep safari, 
deer, wild boar and giant hornbills 
appeared as if on cue. 

Originating in the Himalayas 
and finally plunging into the Bay 
of Bengal, the Brahmaputra courses 

through the length of Assam bring-
ing with its waters all the blessings 
of good soil, easy irrigation and 
good fishing, together with the per-
ils of floods that oftentimes deci-
mate the area.

Cruising is the easy way to sample 
the riches of this remote area. 

It is not only the elephant and 
jeep safaris, but also the discovery 
of ancient cultures — such as that 
of the Mishing people who inhabit 
Majuli, the biggest river island in the 
world. 

The Mishing people are believed 
to have come down to Assam from 
the hills of Arunachal Pradesh in 
search of fertile lands. 

Today they practise a form of 
Hinduism based on the worship of 
Vishnu (Vaishnavism) with multiple 
satras (monasteries) where monks 
hold spectacular drumming and 
dancing sessions. 

Experiencing the gentle slopes of 

tea plantations, where female pick-
ers fill huge baskets with what will 
very likely end in your morning 
cuppa, is another land excursion 
included in the itinerary. 

Tea is produced on a great scale 
in Assam. A late afternoon stroll 
through a plantation is both peace-
ful and intoxicatingly beautiful. 

Slanted sunrays illuminate the 
colourful saris worn by the women 
who, with agile fingers, pick only 
the top leaves. 

A visit to the tea planter’s house 
is another treat, with a buffet 
lunch laid out for us followed by a 
tea tasting session.

Life onboard is relaxed and 
never dull. From yoga sessions 
in the early mornings to cooking 
demonstrations; nature and cul-
tural talks by the onboard natural-
ist and evening bonfires on desert 
islands around which cocktails  
are served, the Mahabaahu crew 

do it all with panache.
This vessel has surprising facili-

ties: a spa, two huge indoor heated 
jacuzzis, a sauna, a beauty salon, 
an open-air swimming pool, and 
an observation deck from which 
we spot river dolphins, a variety of 
birds, turtles going up the banks and 
farmers watering their cattle.

The cabins are all well-appointed, 
spacious and share panoramic 
views. 

Mouth-watering Indian dishes 
are served in the restaurant (which 
also includes Western choices) 
together with a great variety of 
breads made onboard by a dedi-
cated baker. The executive chef 
comes from a luxury Delhi hotel 
restaurant and the staff go out of 
their way to make you feel wel-
come. All indoor facilities (includ-
ing the cabins) are air-conditioned.

This is India. Incredible, surpris-
ing, spectacular. l
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KAZIRANGA National Park is 

home to 180 mammal species, 

including the 

Bengal tiger  

and golden langur. It was 

declared a sanctuary in 1916 due 

to extensive rhino poaching.

The MV Mahabaahu was built 

in 2012. It is 55m long and has 

berths for 46 people. 

Assam is the world’s largest  

tea-growing region and even  

has its own time zone —

 Tea Garden Time

For more information see:

www.pandaw.com

www.FarHorizonIndia.com

bit.ly/1KIU4Ez

Assam tea is world-
renowned for its robust 
and refreshing taste.

Dozens of rhinos 
can be spotted 

on safari.

At a weight of up to 4kg, 
the great hornbill is the 

heaviest of its kind.

Take an elephant 
excursion onshore.

The MV Mahabaahu 
plies along the 

Brahmaputra River.


