A Wet, Wild World called The Ganges!

When I first saw pictures of people in life jackets, in flimsy rubber boats putting life and limb at risk (that’s what I thought then), battling what looked like impossible waves, I dismissed white water rafting as a sport for crazy thrill-seekers. 
Then I threw myself out of a plane at 15,000 feet, and lived to tell the tale, and white water rafting didn’t seem as crazy anymore; I thought hey, why not give it a shot!
I knew nothing about rafting, it was enough that every single person who talked about his trip was excited about it, and swore it was a must-do, and must-repeat experience. I figured as long as a person was a little careful, it couldn’t be too dangerous. So there we were, me and my younger brother, deciding to give rafting a try!

We flew from Delhi to Haridwar, and then drove further north to Rishikesh, which offers a sublime blend of spirituality and adventure. We climbed into a rickety jeep, with the raft, 

life jackets, helmets and paddles loaded in the back, and were off to Kaudiyala, a 30kms ride through the meandering Himalayas. The elysian atmosphere at Kaudiyala was overpowering. Glittering golden white sandy beaches with limpid waters of Ganges gushing forth for a moment transcended us into an entirely different world. Our guide, Pawan’s whistle, however, was enough to get us back on ground.

I met my other team members here, a group of four lanky college guys from Meerut and a couple from Russia who claimed to have done rafting earlier in Volga! Our initial exercises were aimed to acclimatize us with the conditions. We did a spot of kayaking, and then foolishly jumped at the offer of a supervised swim in the ice-cold water. The frigid waters ensured that we swam twice our usual pace, onto our rafts. There was some nervousness, and plenty of anticipation – we really wanted to get out there into the rapids. 

Helmets and lifejackets (essential equipment) in place, paddles firmly in hand, we were instructed on where to sit (on the side of the raft,) how to sit (the further out you sit, the less the chances are of you falling in the river – huh?), where to keep our feet (firmly tucked under the inflated crossbeam or straps,) and how to keep our balance (lean back out over the water!!) That last bit sounded crazy, but I said my prayers and swore I would try to remember not to jump into the middle of the raft at the first sign of turbulence. 
We were given easy to follow paddling instructions (forward, backward and relax.) If we fell in, Pawan promised to get us out of the water within 3 minutes, and we were off.

The first set of rapids we hit was Initiation 1 & 2 (grade 2+/3). It didn’t seem very intimidating till the raft plunged right in and the effusive ice cold water soaked us to the skin. There was no time to react, we paddled furiously to the guide’s shouts of ‘forward, forward’ and then shot through, back onto calm waters again. We all looked at each other; laughing, relieved at our first success and thankful that none of us had been tossed overboard. There was a long stretch of calm water before we readied for The Double Trouble 1 & 2 (grade 2+), the next set of rapids, which was easy enough, and by now, we were quite confident of our abilities to manage when we hit Hill Turn (grade 3). 


Just as we grew in confidence with each passing rapid came the sermon from our guide about the notorious Three Blind Mice rapid (grade 3++).This rapid was all it was promised to be. We could hear the rush of the water as we floated around a bend in the river, and had just enough time to squash the butterflies in our bellies and hang on tight to the paddles before we were thrown into the roaring waters. Riding the Three Blind Mice felt as if I was on the back of a wild animal bucking madly, trying to throw me off, and I was amazed to discover that the guide was right, and that it was my leaning out over the water and paddling hard that kept me in the raft through all that heaving and tossing. I could hear the others, shouting and laughing with fear-laced excitement, as we went under the water with every movement. Somehow again we came through intact, all of us still in the raft, just soaking wet. I could feel my heart racing long after the water had calmed down.


The other rapids – Crossfire (grade 3), Black Money (grade 2), Money Maker (grade 2), Body Surfing (grade 2) and Shivpuri Rapids (grade 2) were very tame compared to that rough ride. I jumped into the water and swam/body surfed through the Body Surfing rapids. The waves were high for a swimmer, but not dangerously so, and that, my guide tells me, is the best way to do it. After about three hours of drudgery, we aptly “anchored” our raft at a beautiful beachside cascade. This was the spot for our “cliff-diving” which is a very unique sport in the region. Each person is made to dive from a 40 feet high cliff straight into the waters. The person who does it the best way, gets to choose his favored position on the raft and it was only when we resumed our journey that I realised how coveted this prize was, for now we were about to face the dreaded Wall (grade 3+/4). 

We set off, two rafts full of nervous people, wondering if we would ‘get lucky’ and flip into the water, or make it through safe (if not dry.) Our guide promised that we could get off before the Wall and take a look from the bank before deciding if we wanted to walk or take the wild ride through it. We looked, and decided to go for it. The sound of roaring water filled our ears, and our faces were wet with the water spray long before our raft actually plunged into the swirling water. Once we hit it, we were tossed willy-nilly to the left and right, and when the waves pushed the nose of our raft up, it seemed as if we were suspended in the air and would stay that way. It felt like we were paddling to break through a solid barrier; the Wall sure is rightly named! The waves kept crashing right over our heads and we were all gasping for breath by the time we came through the other side to blessed calm. This was without doubt the most thrilling ride I had ever experienced! 
 
The Wall it also turned out, was the climax of the trip. The Ganges becomes “mature” from here and charts an impuissance course all the way to the Bay of Bengal. We passed by famous ghats and sand banks with yogis meditating, reiterating our worst fears that our trip had approached its end. We anchored at Rishikesh and bid adieu to our rafting colleagues one last time.

We left for Haridwar with our sandy, wet clothes and all! Though after a quick repair and paint-job later I was ready to face the world again, the memories of my first rafting trip will always be enshrined forever! 
 

---- Srinath G Iyer

      ( T.E. ETRX)

( I’ve down rafting thrice till date and plan to do more such trips in the future. I welcome all adventure enthusiasts in SPCE to please get in touch to chart out something!)

