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Gold, is the largest tributary of the 

river begins its journey by draining the frigid 

waters of Tibet beyond the Great Himalayan 

Loop of the Tsangpo—before slicing a deep 

gorge through the Eastern Himalayas and 

entering India at Asaphila. The eight-day 

cuts a swath through the rugged hinterland 

in the remote tribal region of Arunachal 

Pradesh, an isolated and sparsely inhabited 

part of India characterized by wild terrain 

and dense jungle.

his laid-back crew. I looked up to see the 

a big hole where it began to surf on the 

over a submerged rock, the pourover 

created a strong backwash that latched 

breaking free. The boat gyrated wildly as it 

surfed the powerful hydraulic. Bow paddler 

overboard by the raging whitewater, he 

clung precariously to the boat’s safety 

line as the powerful current tried to suck 

him away. Fellow bow paddler Sachin 

the raging river.

Rana. We paddled hard to reach our wide-

eyed companions as they bobbed around 

in the turbulent water. One by one we 

manhandled them into the sanctuary of 

up the stragglers in the calmer water 

only a couple of hours into day one of 

our Subansiri adventure, but already the 

striking scenery had set the tone for an 

experience to savor.

kayak guide Khan Singh. A big smile washed 

I could see that he was itching to test out 

the large, violent surf hole that beckoned 

across and dropped into the extremely 

a few spins as he surfed the steep breaking 

wave, but his big riverboat was ill-suited 

As he fought for control on the explosive 

hold of him, thrashed him around for a 

while and spat him out the back. Next 
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Prothero and the beastly hole was ready 

potent stopper, the unpredictable wave 

repeatedly latched onto his kayak, picking 

him up and slamming him violently back 

tossing him around, he managed to bob 

up wide-eyed in the strong backwash a 

unceremoniously ejected.

enough to volunteer for a thrashing, but 

couldn’t get enough of it. Using the eddy 

and paddling strongly, they ferried across 

and dropped right back into the monster 

for round two of a serious pummeling. 

There was no glassy face or gentle foam pile 

for pulling tricks; this was a steep crashing 

wave where the mighty river had all the 

control. The boats gyrated wildly as they 

surfed the powerful backwash and all the 

wrong move and they disappeared only to 

bob up 40 meters downstream wondering 

what the hell had just happened. It was a 

formidable, thrashy and uncompromising 

hole where the river reigned supreme. 

river. As the kayakers were enjoying the 

which stuck for the remainder of the trip.

As the Subansiri traverses Arunachal it 

day to the next. What starts out as a steep 

technical descent, steadily gains volume 

transforming itself into the textbook pool-

adventure. In its upper reaches, the river 

boofs, slots, drops and even a couple of 

small waterfalls to keep paddlers suitably 

entertained. However, you don’t have to be 

a world-class boater to enjoy the Subansiri, 

the braided nature of the river means that 

occasional challenging rapid if need be.

on the Subansiri and how the river rates 

is concerned, the Subansiri’s whitewater 

is world-class. While you don’t necessarily 

need to be a professional boater, you 

would certainly want plenty of solid 

river that keeps you on your toes. From 

the put-in at So Nala, it’s a technical 

descent down a boulder-sculpted river 

precise maneuvers through some gnarly 

rapids. The consistency of the whitewater 

is phenomenal and it doesn’t let up for the 

can tackle some seriously gut-wrenching 

RIVERS OF INDIA

Farther downstream, more volume equals 

more fun for rafters.

Higher up in its drainage the Subanisri is 

tighter and more technical.



legendary two-day kayak run from Nacho 

inaccessible river that is too steep and 

packed stretch of whitewater, as there is 

no exit strategy en route. 

From So Nala onwards the river begins 

to read-and-run the vast majority of the 

of mandatory scouts required ahead of the 

most notorious rapids. Farther downstream 

safe expanse of river to play in. This is also 

sloping valleys, the Subansiri has no 

arterial road link to either side of the Great 

Himalayan Range, so it’s not surprising that 

the upper reaches of this incredible river 

remain isolated and very sparsely inhabited. 

visits from local Tagin and Galo tribals who 

For many days we paddled through a 

stretch of our journey onto the plains of 

Upper Assam.

En route the picturesque river descends 

through a breathtaking landscape of steep-

sided, verdant valleys with lush, jungle-clad 

slopes that are home to elusive leopards 

and some of India’s last free-ranging 
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The best months to 

tackle the Subansiri are November 

most other major airlines connect US

are required by US passport holders 

and must be obtained in advance. 

The standard tourist visa is valid for 

six-months; allow at least two weeks 

for processing. Consult the Travisa 

boat and road transfer to the put-in 

point at So Nala. 

 Aquaterra 

guaranteed annual departures on 

the remote Subansiri River. Further 

in/detai ls/the-subansar i - r iver-

Even on the edges of the Subansiri’s 

remote canyon, transportation remains 

decidedly low-tech.

Taliha Camp on the Subansiri



whitewater aficionado and outdoor 

enthusiast needs to paddle at least once.

be-released book India Whitewater, which India WhitewaterIndia Whitewater

aims to encourage adventurous whitewater 

enthusiasts from around the globe to 

the shelves mid-year, India Whitewater will 

showcase the very best of India’s Himalayan 

whitewater with stunning images and 

entertaining accounts of the many river 

There is absolutely no access into this 

area except by boat. The remote valleys 

are totally devoid of people except for the 

greatest wilderness areas and home to the 

With its incredible beach campsites nestled 

below deep blue skies and hemmed in by 

an amphitheatre of densely forested hills, 

whitewater, I have to agree that this is a 

river journey like no other in South Asia.

Sadly, the days are numbered for 

At Gerukamukh, just upstream of 

the confluence of the Subansiri and 

Brahmaputra rivers, a coffer dam 

blocked our passage, marking the site 

of what will soon become India’s largest 

hydroelectric dam. As we carried our boats 

dam wall being constructed on the Lower 

rainforest will be submerged when the dam 

wilds of the Subansiri.

already at such an advanced stage that 

there is virtually no chance of it being 

scrapped. We just don’t learn any lessons 

from the dams that have already been built 

all over India. You’ve seen the incredible 

valleys and stunning wild terrain of this 

river and it’s a real travesty that it’s all going 

mood of the group as our journey drew to 

to have been on this remote river; to see 

is a rare privilege in India. It’s just such an 

incredible honor to be one of the few people 

fortunate enough to have experienced 

this unique wilderness, which will soon be 

With its unique blend of epic whitewater, 

spectacular scenery and extraordinary 

wilderness experiences, the Subansiri 

The Subansiri offers all the best elements 

of a great wilderness river—of a great wilderness riverof a great wilderness river but hurry to 

see it before it’s too late!


