CIC Travel

Jeannine Williamson enjoys a taste of Assam on an unforgettable journey along the Brahmaputra

fiearly morming mist shrouds the distant

Hirmalayas a2 | lep out on deck. It

already warm and villagers are up and

about tending to cattle tethered beneath

shady trees and washing clothes in the
waler beside the river bank.

Childsen weave exatedly wehen | appear and their
parents glance up and smile before carmang on with
TFoisal CIIDEs.

On the water a vast raft made of lashed together
bamboo poles difts slowdy past in what is a model of
sustainability. Thie woody stems multi-task as bath the
made of transport, goods being carmed and method
of steening a5 two men on @ach side wse long poles o
propel it along. On fop & & makeshitt shelier for their
wives and children and our guide, wha comes out on
gk to fake a look, tells me it will take them days to
reach their destination,

Later | r=alise the scene s ane of many that
encapsulates what to expect on a woyage along India’s
Brahmaputra - which s to expect the unexpected.
There =, of course, an ttinerary but no visrt here can
be entirely scripted and that is what makes it o
enthralling. Rising on the Tibetan plateau and coursing
2391 males through Chana, India and Banglaaesh
it 15 the waldest reees in the Asian sub-cantinent and
the weorlds fastest nver by volume shaping both
the landecape and the lives of the peopss who e
alongside it. Rather fittingly. given its might, it is also
thee only Indian nver with a masculine name (Erahma-
putra meaning the son of Brahima, the revered Hirdu
god).

Collecting nearly haff of the annual Himalayan
meltweater, it floods wikages each spring but resigned
hocals kmowe they will return to find rich alluvial soil on
wehich 1o grow their crops
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The river 15 also swallen by the summer mossoon
and an aur dewnstream voyage we enjoyed early
MMAIMING yoga sessans and magecal lantern:lit
surdowner parties on sandbanks that were submerged
4 fews wieeks before. Indeed, so changeable are the
channels in the river that cwr ship, the 46-passenger
Wahabaahu, only sails durng the day and is
accampanied by a pilo! boat which goes aut to test
the water, quite literally, every time we set sail

Diie ta its unpredictable nature, few oruise lines
have ventured onto the Brahmaputra, but nobody
knonws its vagaries better than Far Horizon Tours. Since
1982, the independent kndian-based holiday spedalist
has been providing authentic lang and wates-based
tours that have earned the company a national toursm
award from the Indian govermment

The Mahabaahu provides a comiortable wany to
explore the northeastern state of Aszam, where the
Brahmapuira is a hquid backbone runneng the entire
length of the regian. A world away from the crowded
tourist magnet af the Golden Triangle, Assam still
captures the very essence af India with ternples filled
with the heady scent of mangalds ard ncense, grand
palaces, wandering sacred oows and teerming main
streets filled with stalls sellirg all manner of goods
fram fruit to petral syphoned into old plastic battles.
Outende beg cities we <aw na ather western visitars
cunrg aur lay.

Elsewwtrers there are trandguil areas, most notably the
bush estates or tea gardens that ane a trademark of
the warld’s largest tea-groweng region. Wild tea plants
were first discowered in Assam in 1834 by Robert Bruce
of the East India Campany, which led 1o tea cultivation.

Durimg the week we visited two plantations,
learning about the history and produsction of tea,
including the prized “second flush® harsest that
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produces a more full-boded brew. Aftensards we
walked among the plants, stappeng 1o Lalk 1o peckers
whio were deftly plocking tips and carning them in
Darhoets on ther heads. Another day we wsited a tea
factony, whach was equally fascinating, along with a
thundenng jute nll

These close-up and personal tours, far nermowved
from mass tourism, provided a really genuine insight
e Assamese life. Mowhene was off Eits if we
wanted 1o chat to locals and our knowledgeable
guides acted a5 interpreters. The interaction worked
DN Ways anid at some MDorng spots oroneack of
willagers waould come down 1o greet us and shy,
gigoling youngsters followed in our wake, while braver
teenagers armed with phones asked for “selfies”

Owr egrage from Jorhat 1o Guwahati brought
e eapenienoes each day Sometimes we waould
siroll ashore for a2 guided walk, other times get into
Cars - just three passengers in each with a guide - to
vzt histonical sights, There were oppartunities to buy
wreathes of silk in weaving villages, and withen 3 day

they were transformed into tops, dresses and ather
iterms by Mahabaahu's wery cwn on board tador

W weenit on bird and wilclife safars, on fool o on
the shig's skiff, with our eagle-eved naturalist imariably
spotling creatures well befare we ded. The natural
highlight of the week was Kazwanga Mational Park,
wihere we sav wild water buffalo, Asian elephants
and members of Indsa’s langest population of greater
ane-harmed rhinos. This is 2o the domain of the Royal
Bengal Tiger and althrough the chosest we got to seeing
ane was a fresh paw print it was still thrilling to ko
wie were in such dose proximity 1o these magnificent
creatures

The Brahmaputra is aka famous for its river islancs,
in particudar Majuli and Umananda, respectively the
largest in the world and smallest imhabited iske, On
Maijuli, the centre of Assamese Knshna worship, we
watched joyful monks take part in a refigious song
ard dance, and afterwands we were invited to come
forward 1o be blessed, It was another very special
mament
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