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One of the world’s best adventure firms, Aquaterra
was established when rafting was still in its infancy.
From looking beyond the relative comforts of the
Ganga, expanding into other states and countries, to
taking on India’s wildest rivers, the firm has crafted for
itself a unique DNA based on performance.
Shyam Menon travels to Delhi and Uttarakhand to
track its journey, training methods, and the ebb and

flow of country’s river rafting industry

WAS EARLY NOVEMBER LAST YEAR; A

late evening before Diwali. In the riverside |

camps beyond Shivpuri, on the Rishikesh-

Badrinath road, there wasnt much 10 |
celebrate. Occasionally a large group, from |

one of the big camps, rafted down the Ganga |
in a secure flotilla, their shouts of joy like |
misplaced partying. The smaller camps were
still awaiting genuine business. At least one |

of them was a mess, with bewildered owners
wondering how 1o piece together their camp site of many years that had
been trashed by the Ganga in the flood of September. That month heavy

| rain and suspected cloud burst had crippled parts of Utarakhand. This |
| region had been one of those affected; the river had bloated to a size not |

- seen in decades. For the really small camps, the late start of the season
~ afiter flood waters subsided, the beaches had resurfaced and erstwhile sandy
© patches were cleared of rock and debris — all of it had seriously hit the
. year's revenue. It was the same headache at the bigger camps; just that
© better organisation meant clients in place despite the ravaged road. The best
- example for the state of that road above the Ganga had been a tree right
in the middle of traffic. It used to be on the hill facing-side of the road.
Now with half the road at that turning swept off by landslide, the new road
alignment had carved deeper into the hillside leaving the tree magnificently
- excavated like a sculpture in the middle. Driving on the road had become a
lot like white water rafting in the Ganga below. An enterprising river guide
used Lo naming rapids, could give that bend on the road with a tree in it, a
name — perhaps “Lone Tree Curve’.
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The mood was nevertheless upbeal at the
Aquaterra camp. There was a batch of young clients,
some of them hooked 10 rafting. More importantly,
alter the customary evening meet-up of clients and

| river guides, the conversation had shilted to a river
| far from Shivpuri yet very much in Uttarakhand —
| the Pindar. In October, a team [rom Aquaterra had

run the first 14-foot ralt on that river, from Tharali to
Karnaprayag, The company is planning to offer the
trip for commercial rafting this year, an idea already
drawing excitement from some of the youngsters
walching a video of the run. The studied conclusion
of Aguaterra’s experienced river guides was that
the Pindar would be the most technically difficult
river for commercial rafting in North India. They
should know, for over the years the company had
consciously crafted lor itself a unique DNA based on
performance. To hear that story, my first stop had
been an outhouse in Delhi’s Greater Kailash suburb
that served as office lor one of India’s best known
river rafting companies.

Son of an army officer and educated at St
Stephen’s College, Vaibhav Kala, 39, notwithstanding
his graduation in Chemistry, decided on a career in
adventure and the outdoors. For a long time that
fascination appears to have centred on trekking
and high-altitnde mountaineering; Kala did his












