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			Preface


			In the year 2022-23, I embarked on a remarkable journey known by the name “Amritasya Ma Narmada Pada-Parikrama”. Accompanied by a group of seventeen individuals and a dedicated team of over fifty supporting staff, we set out to traverse the majestic banks of the Narmada River, spanning an impressive distance of over 3,000 km.


			  It has long been customary to walk along the banks of the holy River Narmada and complete its circumambulation. In the pages that follow, I shall recount the profound journey that unfolded before me during the sacred ritual known as the parikrama. Within the hallowed realms of this book, I shall endeavour to capture the essence of my extraordinary experience, as I embarked upon a spiritual odyssey like no other. With each step taken, I traversed the path of devotion, immersing myself in the timeless traditions and sacred practices. In the depths of my literary collection, there lies another book that delves into the sacred realm of knowledge, focusing solely on the hallowed tirtha-sthala that I, with great fervour, had the privilege of rediscovering during my profound parikrama. In the pages that follow, (I invite you, the reader, to embark on a remarkable journey alongside me.) Within the confines of this book, I shall recount the tale of one of the most arduous walks I have ever undertaken. It is a narrative that seeks to illuminate the depths of my experience, shedding light on the encounters I had with fellow travellers and the heartfelt conversations I shared with the innocent souls of children. In the pages of this book, you will find a captivating narrative that delves into the depths of my personal experiences, intricately woven with the rich tapestry of tirthas’ history. (However, should one’s sole interest lie in the exploration of tirthas, there exists another literary work dedicated solely to providing comprehensive details about the sacred tirthas situated along the revered banks of the holy Narmada).


			Vivek Ji 


		


	

		

			Contents


			Preface


			Prologue


			Holy Narmada in Indian Shastras


			Historical Literature on Narmada


			1. My Narmada Parikrama


			2. Amritasya Ma Narmada Pada-Parikrama


			3. Rund, Jalheri or Hanumani Parikrama


			4. Mandhata-Omkareshwar


			5. Mahant Mangal Das Tyagi


			6. Truth Speaks


			7. Parikrama Begins


			Omkareshwar to Bavanvahini


			8. Khedighat: The Path That was not for Everyone


			9. Gangeshwar Mahadev


			10. Baji Rao Peshwa and Mother Narmada


			11. Siyaram Baba Took Rs. 200 Donation from Me 


			12. Tirtha and Bhakta


			13. Names and the History


			14. Water, Dams and Parikrama


			15. Farmer and His Respite 


			16. Bavanvahini, Not Barwani


			Bavanvahini to Gora Colony


			17. Bhagavati


			18. Shulpani Hills


			19. Lakhan Giri Maharaj 


			20. There Was No Food


			21. Back to Normal


			22. Meeting and Greetings


			23. Forest Band


			24. The Song and the Singer


			25. Arti and Bharti


			Gora Colony to Vimleshwar


			26. Rameshwaram


			27. Someone Was Waiting for Me


			28. Shakreshwar Maharaj and Laughter


			29. Sea and Crossing


			Vimleshwar to Garudeshwar


			30. Ego and Speed


			31. Janya Jatis and Their Contribution


			32. Bhrigukshetra


			33. Educating India


			34. Words, Feelings and Respect


			35. Senapur


			36. Gangeshwar Mahadev


			37. Tirtha and Our Search


			38. Shri Ram Nath Kovind 


			Garudeshwar to Jalud


			39. Fast Forwards


			40. Giving Us Their Love 


			41. Panditji of Pura


			42. Purity of Pura


			43. Dev Path Linga


			44. The Soldiers 


			45. Karoli to Bakaner


			46. I Am Unknown


			47. Dadhichi


			48. Parashurama Temple


			Jalud to Nemawar


			49. Pipleshwar Mahadev 


			50. No Passion for History


			51. Cat and the Tea


			52. What Is Forgotten 


			53. Ayodhyapuri


			54. Namanpura


			55. Debts Repaid


			56. Nemawar


			Nemawar to Shokalpura


			57. History Revisited


			58. Let Us Make a Final Plan


			59. Cold Winter


			60. Maidan-e-Kichad


			61. Vanara Bhalu Vana – Bandrabhan


			62. Help Me to Walk


			63. Bharkacch


			64. Makara Sankranti


			65. Ketudhana


			66. Shokalpura


			Shokalpura to Gwarighat


			67. Bilthari


			68. State of Tirthas


			69. Mrigkheda


			70. The Path


			71. Lamps to Shed Light On


			72. Bil Pathar to Gopalpur


			73. Gopalpur to Gwarighat


			Gwarighat to Amarkantak


			74. Let Us Maintain Our Pace


			75. Future of the Nation


			76. Seeds to Be Sown


			77. Ma Narmada Jayanti


			78. Kids Are Not Kids


			79. Nunkher to Dindori North


			80. Book and Its Content


			81. Money Matters


			82. Penance


			83. Jai Shri


			84. Amarkantak


			Amarkantak to Gadarwara


			85. Jai Hind


			86. Madman


			87. Mischievous Kids


			88. Services Offered


			89. Forest Camp


			90. Brahmapuri


			91. A Village of Soldiers


			92. Truth Expresses


			93. Green Efforts


			94. Spirituality


			95. None Knew the Distance


			96. The Parikrama of Two Dogs


			97. Shumbha and Nishumbha


			98. Farmers Knowledge


			99. Longest Route


			100. Gadarwara


			Gadarwara to Kokhsar


			101. Walks in Gadarwara


			102. Jai Shri Dadaji


			103. Sandiya


			104. Kubja Sangam


			105. Satvasa to Sangakheda Kalan


			106. Shri Gaurishankar Maharaj


			Kokhsar to Omkareshwar


			107. Cultural Obliteration


			108. Bhandara for Patels


			109. Hanuman Tekri


			110. Punyaghat


			111. Weather Changes


			112. Maa Narmada Put to the Test


			113. Submerged Tirthas


			114. Returning to Omkareshwar


			115. Omkar Maharaj


			In Appreciation


			Bibliography


			Index


		


	

		

			Prologue


			Since the dawn of human civilization and historical literacy, the 


			sacred River Narmada has been honoured with rituals of adoration


			and circumambulation in India. The River Narmada holds great spiritual significance for millions of people, who believe that bathing in her holy waters can cleanse their sins and bring them closer to salvation. Her revered status is further reinforced by the numerous temples and shrines that have been built along its banks, attracting pilgrims even from far and wide. According to the ancient Indian Shastras, there exists a profound act that is considered among the holiest endeavours one can undertake – the circumambulation of the revered Narmada River. The circumambulation, also known as parikrama, involves walking the entire length of the Narmada River on both banks, which spans over 3,000 km. This sacred journey is believed to purify the soul and grant blessings to those who undertake it. It has been my experience that completing the parikrama can bring immense spiritual growth and deepen one’s connection with the divine.


			This profound practice not only serves as a vital component of sadhana, but also entails the Hindu Sanatana history, accords these tirthas (pilgrimage sites) a great deal of significance and credits various deities with blessing them. These sacred pilgrimage sites, established through countless religious endeavours and spiritual practices by a multitude of revered individuals, span across numerous epochs. The act of visiting those sacred tirthas during the parikrama is the very essence that gave birth to this ancient tradition of parikrama.


			I was following the footsteps of countless saints and other holy individuals when I started my walk of the parikrama. But I was also careful to adhere to the customs established by the Great Saint Shri Gaurishankar Maharaj, so I walked every day, made sure the pilgrims ate together and offered communal food (saha-bhojana) as it is known in India, wherever we spent the night. This practice of sharing a meal not only fostered a sense of unity among the pilgrims but also emphasized the importance of selflessness and compassion. It was a humbling experience to witness people from different walks of life coming together to partake in this sacred tradition. It had been many decades since the last time someone embarked on a parikrama (a sacred circumambulation), while also diligently organizing the bhandara or saha-bhojana (a communal feast) every night. As I made my way along the tranquil banks of the Narmada River, I could not help but notice the astonishment that flickered across the faces of the onlookers. It seemed that my meticulous preparations and the unique parikrama I had embarked upon had caught them off guard, as if they had never witnessed such devotion and dedication before. The locals were accustomed to offering food and assistance to the parikramavasis, not receiving it themselves. It was a humbling experience for them to be on the receiving end of such devotion and dedication, and they were grateful for the feast we had got it prepared every night. For me it was a revival of ancient traditions right before their eyes. It was a humbling experience to see the impact my actions had on the community, inspiring them to reconnect with their spiritual roots and participate in the festivities with newfound enthusiasm. 


			The divine had its own plans and the events of my holy pilgrimage would eventually help educate the Indian people on the significance of the holy tirthas located along the banks of the Sacred Narmada. What is more, it would be the impetus for the tirtha-sthala’s resuscitation and restoration, which was not an outcome I had anticipated. 


			I have written a book titled Teerthas of Narmada Parikrama with a heartfelt homage to the holy tirtha-sthala that was unearthed on the holy banks of the venerated Mother Narmada. This book is a thorough record of the many incidents and experiences of life that have touched my heart and mind during my travels. In addition, the fascinating history of tirthas’ locations, that have always held a special place in the hearts of many people but which have fallen into obscurity over the centuries, is woven throughout these narratives. This alternative volume provides a deeper exploration of the spiritual significance and historical context of the tirthas. It offers a comprehensive understanding of the rituals, traditions and beliefs associated with these sacred sites, making them an invaluable resource for those seeking a more in-depth study of their surroundings.


			Prior to British rule, the river that would become known as holy Narmada was known as Narbuda or Nerbudda as the locals still call it. However, Ptolemy, a Greek traveller who landed in India around 2,000 years ago, dubbed the River Namadus. Ptolemy’s name for the river, Namadus, is believed to have influenced by the Sanskrit name Narmada. This historical connection highlights the enduring significance of Ptolemy’s observations and their impact on the region’s cultural and geographical identity.1


			The tale of Narmada unfolds through an array of enchanting landscapes, bustling trade routes, flourishing agriculture, verdant forests, and the ancient footprints of civilizations long past. It is a narrative that weaves together the intricate dance between the geography of the land and the ever-evolving fabric of its inhabitants, as they traverse the river’s banks from one historical era to the next. The Holy River Narmada has witnessed the rise and fall of empires, the birth of legends, and the harmonious coexistence of diverse cultures along its shores. Its waters have quenched the thirst of countless generations, while its majestic presence continues to inspire awe and reverence. As time flows ceaselessly, the tale of Narmada remains an enduring testament to the enduring bond between humanity and divinity. The mighty Narmada not only carries within its waters the tales of civilization, but also the enchanting stories of divine gods, encapsulating the very essence of the life that once graced the sacred land of India. It was upon the tranquil banks of the Narmada River that one could witness the graceful ebb and flow of serenity, a sight that possessed a certain ethereal quality akin to the delicate strokes of an artist’s brush. This sacred river, with its profound depth and unwavering current, had long served as a sanctuary for countless sages, revered rishis, and enlightened saints who sought solace and enlightenment within the vast expanse of India’s spiritual landscape. Rare is the treatise on regions that fails to mention the illustrious Narmada. 


			Although the banks of this sacred river have attracted pilgrims for ages, the arrival and control of the British in particular was not motivated by religious fervour. The British were interested in the holy Narmada for one reason and one reason only: the treasures that lie concealed along its banks. They spent a long time in searching the banks of the Narmada for coal, iron, etc. and for the closest sea route through the Narmada, but they eventually gave up because Mother Narmada would not let her water be used in the transportation of minerals and other goods through her channel.


			As much as a pilgrimage to the spiritual heart of a nation, Narmada parikrama is a journey of deep dialogue of silence, a meeting with the infinite inspirations of life, and a conversation with the history of nation worshipping on these tirthas that remain after thousands of years of upheaval. The Narmada parikrama holds immense significance as it not only marks the beginning of a nation’s existence but also symbolizes the eternal principles of Sanatana Dharma. It is a journey that connects individuals to their spiritual roots and fosters a deep sense of devotion and cultural identity. 


			With great anticipation and a spirit of adventure, I set forth on a magnificent parikrama, a sacred journey that would take me across an awe-inspiring expanse of nearly 3,000 km. However, this is not a mere account of passing days and distances traversed, nor is it a simple recitation of the commonplace wonders that have been documented by countless others. No, this expedition transcends mere significance. The essence of Sanatana Dharma, the living heritage of our nation, is beautifully captured in the exploration of the holy Narmada. This sacred river embodies the timeless spirit of Sanatana, serving as a profound symbol of our cultural and spiritual legacy. 


			***


			In the heart of India, nestled amidst the lush green landscapes, flows the majestic river Mother Narmada. Emerging gracefully from the heart of Amarkantak, a colossal flat-topped hill, takes its rightful place as the eastern terminus of a majestic range that stretches across the very core of India, spanning from the eastern reaches to the western horizons. 


			Once upon a time, there existed a land of tranquillity and serenity. It was a place untouched by the chaos of contemporary society, where solitude was in charge supreme. However, in recent times, this once peaceful haven has transformed into a bustling city, adorned with towering structures, ashramas, and various other establishments. It is quite astonishing to contemplate how this metamorphosis came to pass. In the days of British rule, this very land was deemed desolate, a barren expanse that only a handful of temple priests cared for, dutifully safeguarding the sacred source of the mighty Narmada River. In the bygone era, Amarkantak boasted an abundance of meandering waterways, each one contributing its precious flow to the mighty Narmada. Upon reaching the tip of the majestic Amarkantak plateau, the water cascades down a staggering height of approximately 70 ft, unveiling its enchanting presence to the world. With an exuberant display of vitality, it graces the surroundings with its resplendent beauty at Kapila Dhara. Continuing its journey, the water gracefully descends a little further, transforming into the ethereal Dudha Dhara, aptly named for its resemblance to the purest of milk. The sight of this milky-white water is truly a sight to behold, captivating all who are fortunate enough to witness its mesmerizing flow. 


			From the mountains of Amarkantak, the holy river plunges hundreds of feet in a series of falls and rapids where it meanders around the hills of Mandla and eventually passes under the remains of the palace at Ramnagar. The Sacred Narmada  has now drained a large area of hilly terrain over its almost 100-mile journey. Its gushing waters branch out into a number of different tributaries, creating a natural border between the river’s forested islands and the black trap-rock peaks and ledges that rise in the river’s centre. No longer do the surrounding hills and dense vegetation conceal the horizon and the banks extend right down to the water’s edge. Trees were cut down at an alarming measure, and forests were shrinking at a frightening rate. If this continues, the Narmada bank could lose much of its forest cover over the next decade.  However, the river is a continuous blue ribbon of water from Ramnagar all the way down to Mandla, framed by towering tree-lined banks. 


			A crossroads where the Grand Trunk Road from Jabalpur to Nagpur passes below Mandla at Gwarighat. This crossroads at Gwarighat not only served as a strategic location for trade and transportation, but also held historical significance during the British colonial era. The felling and distribution of trees from this area played a crucial role in fuelling the growing demand for timber across various regions of India. From here a turbulent 30 ft drop occurs about 15 km south-west of Jabalpur at a place called Dhuandhara (Bhedaghat), where the Narmada then enters a narrow channel cut through a mass of marble and basalt for nearly 3-4 km, hence the name “Marble Rocks”. The river narrows from a width of 100 m or so upstream to just 20 m or so downstream, winding its way between 50-80-ft tall marble rocks, before breaking free and returning to its former expansive state.


			At this point, Mother Narmada descends from the hills and enters into the rich valley that stretches for more than 200 km and passing through the district of Narsinghpur and the Narmadapuram. The Narmada River, known as the lifeline of Madhya Pradesh, flows gracefully through this picturesque valley, nourishing the fertile lands and sustaining the local communities. This is the beginning of the river’s journey through one of the large alluvial plains that will give the river its distinctive character as they alternate with the steep gorges. Farmers have found her blessings to grow various crops throughout four seasons, and it was here that the British once searched and located the coal belt and iron mines near Tendukheda. Crossing this section of the Narmada will lead one to the cities of Handia and Nemawar, which are located on the river’s southern and northern banks respectively. The Narmada River gracefully winds its way through the formidable Satpura and Vindhya ranges, as if it has been dutifully safeguarding these majestic mountains since time immemorial. Recent findings have shed light on the age of these geological wonders, revealing that the Vindhya Mountains have stood tall for a staggering 1,400 million years, while the Satpura Mountains, though slightly younger, boast an impressive age of approximately 1,000 million years. It is as if the ancient Narmada has been a steadfast guardian, faithfully watching over both these mountain ranges throughout the ages.2 Unni reveals a fascinating geological insight, asserting that the majestic rivers of Narmada and Tapti predate the renowned Ganges by a staggering 150 million years.


			The hills on each side of the river begin to converge again just before Handia; in the early twentieth century, these were frequented by bandits like the Pindaris. The holy Narmada, having descended from the hills above Mandhata, is now flowing through Madhya Pradesh, where it will remain for the next 160 km or more. The Satpura Mountains are about 60-70 km south of here, and the Vindhya Mountains are around 25-28 km north of here. While passing through Maheshwar, the former Holkar capital, the river’s northern bank is dotted with temples, palaces, and bathing ghats, many of which were commissioned by Rani Ahilyabai.


			The river flows from Shulpani and subsequently enters Gujarat via Rajpipla, Bharuch over the period of around 300 km. As it enters the Gulf of Kambhat below Bharuch, it develops into an estuary with a maximum width of 25 km. 


			Let us not forget that throughout the sacred river, numerous dams have been constructed, their presence significantly altering the natural course of the river. As a consequence, countless ancient sites have been submerged and villagers have been forced to abandon their ancestral lands due to the rising waters caused by these dams. Beginning with Bargi, then Punasa, Omkareshwar, Sardar Sarovar, and finally, nearing completion, another dam near Mandleshwar. 


			***


			Many cultural and social characteristics of valley’s life reflect the region’s relative isolation. People have lived in the valley continuously from prehistory to the present day, and they have always created unique cultural traditions and legacies. However, the Narmada Valley has only recently been recognized as a unique cultural unit by archaeologists, art historians, and experts from related fields.


			Numerous recent studies, both in the realm of scientific research and geographical exploration, have unveiled a captivating revelation: the Narmada Valley has been a site of uninterrupted human habitation for an astonishing span of 150,000 years. In the vicinity of Hathnora, a place of tranquil beauty where the Narmada River flows gently, an extraordinary revelation took place. It was there that the ancient remnants of a hominid skull, the oldest ever found in peninsular India, were unearthed.3


			For countless generations, the Narmada Valley has been home to thriving settlements, each contributing to the development of a vibrant culture and the preservation of cherished traditions. In the annals of history, the true importance of the valley has remained shrouded in mystery until relatively recently, when archaeological discoveries shed light on its significance. These findings have revealed that the valley served as a hub for ancient civilizations, fostering cultural exchange and technological advancements that shaped the course of human development. It is only through the diligent efforts of archaeologists that the veil has begun to lift, revealing the valley’s profound historical significance. Alas, the passage of time has not been kind, for soon after the nation emerged from the slumber of its colonial past, many dams were erected, forever altering the landscape. Regrettably, this noble endeavour has resulted in the submersion of numerous archaeological sites, rendering their treasures forever lost beneath the depths of water. These submerged archaeological sites held invaluable artefacts and remnants of ancient civilizations, providing insights into our rich history. The loss of these treasures not only deprives us of our cultural heritage but also hinders further exploration and understanding of our past. 


			In the heart of the valley lies the sacred Narmada River, revered as one of the holiest in all of existence. Its waters flow with a divine grace, carrying with them the essence of spirituality and ancient wisdom. This mystical river, known for its unparalleled sanctity, has witnessed countless souls embarking on a profound journey of devotion and introspection. Enveloping the Narmada River is a tradition that has stood the test of time – the parikrama, a sacred circumambulation that spans the length of this majestic waterway. This circumambulation, undertaken by devout pilgrims, serves as a testament to the enduring legacy of the valley. It is a testament to the unwavering faith and commitment of those who embark on this sacred journey. The circumambulation not only symbolizes their deep devotion, but also reinforces the profound spiritual connection they have with the valley and its significance in their lives.


		


	

		

			Holy Narmada in Indian Shastras


			The sacred entity, known as the holy mother Narmada, has been bestowed with mentions in various ancient scriptures of India. Throughout the ages, religious scholars, venerable sages, and devout saints have found themselves irresistibly drawn to the ethereal allure of the holy Narmada, as well as the majestic mountain ranges from which she gracefully originates, viz. Amarkantak on Maikal Hills. These scholars, sages, and saints have not only praised the spiritual significance of the Narmada River but also recognized its immense ecological importance. The river sustains a diverse range of flora and fauna, making it a vital lifeline for the surrounding ecosystems. The significance of Mother Narmada had led the establishment of numerous tirthas along its course, attracting devotees from all over the country since ancient times.


			In the Ramayana


			In the epic tale of the Valmiki Ramayana, we are not only treated to the captivating narrative of Prince Rama’s journey, but we are also granted a glimpse into the enchanting world of the Narmada River. In the Valmiki Ramayana, one finds a meticulous account of the diverse array of creatures that undoubtedly inhabited the enchanting forests surrounding Mother Narmada. Majestic tigers and regal lions, alongside formidable buffalos, graceful deer, and sturdy bears, all coexisted harmoniously amidst the verdant foliage. Moreover, the grandeur of the wilderness was further enhanced by the presence of magnificent elephants, their majestic presence adding an aura of awe-inspiring splendour. It is within this mystical setting that we encounter a myriad of bird-like creatures, each one more fascinating than the last. The Ramayana, in its timeless wisdom, takes us on a lyrical exploration of the diverse bird species that grace the waters of the Narmada.1


			In the Valmiki Ramayana, the enchanting tale of Mother Narmada unfolds, portraying her as the epitome of riverine beauty. Her banks, adorned with resplendent trees, melodious birds and vibrant flowers, create a picturesque scene that captivates all who behold it. Moreover, the frothy bubbles that grace the surface of her waters resemble the graceful drapes of a flowing sari, adding an ethereal touch to her already mesmerizing charm. Ravana found himself utterly captivated by the ethereal beauty of the river before him. Her tranquil waters, flowing gracefully through the landscape, held an irresistible attraction. In the depths of his being, he could not help but draw comparisons to his previous encounter with the majestic Ganga, the river that had left an indelible mark on his soul. Ravana pleaded with those around him to immerse themselves in the sacred waters of the Narmada, promising them respite from their pains.2


			Within the sacred text of Ramacharitmanasa, the esteemed sage Tulsidas artfully draws a parallel between the profound Ramakatha and the revered Narmada River. In doing so, he emphasizes the profound affinity that Lord Shiva holds for the Ramakatha, akin to his deep fondness for the holy Narmada.3


			In the Mahabharata


			In the Vana-Parva of the Mahabharata, there is a significant mention of the sacred river Narmada. Pulatsya Rishi provides Bhishma with valuable information about various tirthas (sacred pilgrimage sites), including the banks of the Narmada. According to the text, performing tarpana (ritual offering) and dana (charitable giving) on the banks of this holy river holds immense merit for anyone who undertakes it.


			The Vana-Parva serves as a guide for those embarking on a pilgrimage, emphasizing the importance of visiting specific tirthas such as the Narmada to attain spiritual merit. By following in Bhishma’s footsteps and partaking in tarpana and dana rituals on the banks of this revered river, one can hope to experience profound spiritual transformation and connect with ancient traditions that have stood the test of time.4


			Again in the illustrious pages of the Vana-Parva there lies a mention, though a fleeting one, of the majestic mountain range known as Amarkantak. It is said that this range, adorned with the ethereal beauty of nature, was referred to as Vanshagulm Teerth, a sacred pilgrimage site of great significance.5


			In the Vana-Parva, the merits of Mother Narmada are once again discussed, shedding light on the profound significance this holy river holds. Dhaumya Rishi provides a detailed account of the Narmada to Yudhishthira, emphasizing that every entity in the world seeks to have a sacred bath in its divine waters.


			The narration highlights the revered status of the Narmada as a pilgrimage site, drawing people from all walks of life to experience its purifying and transformative powers. The description offered by Dhaumya Rishi underscores the belief that immersing oneself in the holy waters of the Narmada is an essential spiritual journey that transcends boundaries and connects individuals with their inner selves.6


			The Vana-Parva’s exploration of Mother Narmada’s merits serves as a reminder of the transcendent power and universal appeal this sacred river holds. It encapsulates the profound reverence and devotion people have towards the Narmada, making it a cherished destination for seekers of spiritual solace and enlightenment.


			The mention of the revered Narmada in the illustrious Shanti-Parva highlights the significance of this sacred river in Hindu mythology. It further emphasizes the spiritual importance and deep reverence that devotees hold for the Narmada, adding to the rich tapestry of religious beliefs depicted in the text. The Anushashana-Parva of Mahabharata also has various mentions of the Narmada specifically expressing that bathing in and living around the Narmada, spending life has merit on next life.7


			The mention of the Narmada in this ancient scripture highlights her spiritual significance and reinforces the belief that performing religious rituals on her banks can bring great blessings and spiritual growth. This sacred river has been revered for millennia, attracting pilgrims from all over to seek solace, purification, and divine grace.


			In the Bhagavata Purana 


			In the Sixth Skandha of the Bhagavata Purana, an ancient Hindu scripture, a significant event is mentioned on the banks of the Narmada River. According to this sacred text, a colossal battle took place between demons and divine beings in this very location.8


			The mention of the Narmada River in such a context highlights its importance and significance in Hindu mythology. It serves as a backdrop for an epic clash between forces representing both good and evil. This account from the Bhagavata Purana not only showcases the rich mythological heritage of India but also emphasizes the spiritual and historical significance attached to the Narmada River. It provides a glimpse into ancient tales that have been passed down through generations, offering insights into our cultural roots.


			The tale unfolds within the pages of the Bhagavata Purana, where a captivating narrative similar to that found in the Vishnu Purana reveals itself. It is within this sacred text that we encounter the enchanting account of Narmada, who emerges as the dear sister of the revered Naga beings.


			In the sacred Bhagavata Purana, one can locate references to the illustrious Bhrigukaccha, known today as Bharuch, situated on the northern bank of the Narmada River. It is recounted that this very location served as the backdrop for the grand yagya of Bali, during which the divine manifestation of Sri Vishnu in the form of Vamanadeva graced the scene.9


			According to the Bhagavata, Balarama once travelled all the way to the banks of the holy Narmada River. The spiritual significance of this occasion lies in its demonstration of the awe and respect that people have for this water body. When the bloody conflict between the arrogant Kauravas and the determined Pandavas broke out, Balarama was already on the holy waters of the Narmada. The story goes that he was able to take a holy dip in the Narmada River, not far from the dazzling metropolis of Mahishmati, and experienced the divine darshana.10


			In the Vamana Purana 


			Within the sacred text of Vamana Purana, one encounters a captivating account that speaks of the revered Narmada River. It is in this narrative that we encounter the esteemed Chyavana Rishi, a sage of great wisdom and spiritual prowess. Drawn by an innate desire to purify his being, Chyavana Rishi embarks on a profound journey to immerse himself in the holy waters of the Narmada. As fate would have it, however, this spiritual sojourn takes an unexpected turn. For as Chyavana Rishi submerges himself in the tranquil embrace of the Narmada, a serpentine creature, with its powerful grip, seizes hold of him. In an instant, the sage finds himself transported to the ethereal realms beyond mortal comprehension. Undeterred by this unforeseen turn of events, Chyavana Rishi ventures forth in this mystical realm, traversing through the vast expanse of the ether world. It is amidst this other-worldly landscape that he encounters the illustrious Prahlada, a figure of great significance and spiritual enlightenment. 


			In the realm of the Narmada, a tale unfolds, whispered among the ancient winds. It is said that a mystical connection exists between this sacred river and the ethereal Sarasvati. Legend has it that those who venture to immerse themselves in the gentle embrace of Sarasvati’s southern flow are bestowed with a profound experience akin to bathing in the very essence of Narmada herself.11


			In the realm of ancient folklore, there exists yet another captivating tale, one that revolves around the legendary figures of Chanda and Munda. This particular narrative finds its roots in the mystical waters of the Narmada River, where the formidable duo of Chanda and Munda emerges, as if borne from the ethereal depths, with a singular purpose: to engage in a fierce battle against the indomitable Devi.12


			In the illustrious Vamana Purana, it is recounted that the venerable Prahlada embarked upon a sacred pilgrimage to the revered Kapila Dhara. There, he partook in the purifying act of immersing himself in the holy waters and paid homage to the divine Narmada through the sacred ritual of darshana puja.13


			In the Vamana Purana, Lord Vishnu unveils an array of names by which he is revered along the sacred banks of the Narmada River. Among these hallowed appellations are Vira, Shripati and a multitude of other revered titles.14


			In the Vishnu Purana


			In the ancient text known as the Vishnu Purana, a profound philosophical understanding of Para-Brahmam is said to have originated from the wise words of Parashara Rishi. It is believed that this knowledge was initially bestowed upon Daksha by the creator deity, Brahma. Daksha, in turn, passed down this sacred tale to Purukutsa, who had the privilege of hearing it on the serene banks of the holy River Narmada. In the ancient realm of knowledge, where wisdom flowed like a sacred river, a tale unfolded. It was Purukutsa, a learned sage with eyes that held the secrets of the universe, who took upon himself the task of narrating this tale. With utmost reverence, he began to weave the words, each syllable carrying the weight of centuries. As the story unfolded, Purukutsa found himself in the presence of Sarasvat, a revered scholar whose intellect shone like a beacon in the darkness. With great humility, Purukutsa shared his narrative, allowing the words to dance upon the air and find their way. In the tranquil embrace of the Narmada River, Raja Purukutsa found himself immersed in deep contemplation. It was on these very banks that a profound philosophical dialogue unfolded, forever etching its wisdom into the annals of time.15


			It was Purukutsa who was helped by the Narmada and that is when the Nagaraja gave the blessings that no serpent poison would act against who worship the Narmada. From that day forward, Purukutsa became invincible to the venomous attacks of any snake. This divine intervention solidified Narmada’s reputation as a revered deity, attracting countless devotees seeking protection from serpent bites.16


			In the Agni Purana


			Within the sacred pages of the Agni Purana, a brief yet captivating chapter unfolds, revealing the profound significance of the Narmada River and the enchanting realm of Amarkantak. With utmost grace and eloquence, this chapter delicately expounds upon the magnificence and sanctity that surrounds these revered destinations. The Amarkantak Parvat, known as Sri Parvat, is said to possess immense spiritual significance. It is believed that any action undertaken in this sacred place holds great merit, even the act of departing from this mortal realm. In the annals of this sacred place, it is inscribed that Lord Shiva and his divine consort, Parvati, have graced these hallowed grounds with their celestial presence. Not only have the divine beings sought solace in this ethereal abode, but even the formidable demon king, Hiranyakashyap, humbled himself before the divine altar, thereby attaining the desired boon bestowed by Lord Shiva himself. It also delves into the actions of the various muni’s who had undertaken the tapasya in this place. 


			The revered text of Shraddha-kalpa extols the virtues of performing the sacred ritual of shraddha on the banks of the mighty Narmada, as well as other revered locations.17


			In the Narada Purana


			In the enchanting chronicles of the Narada Purana, a vivid depiction emerges of the myriad tirthas that grace the illustrious banks of the sacred Narmada River. A particular passage refers to the profound significance conferred upon each sangama, as it reveals the presence of precisely 108 tirthas at these revered confluences. Fascinatingly, the Narada Purana delves into the intricate details of the numerous tributaries that gracefully converge with the mighty Narmada. In the epic tale of the Narada Purana, we find Mohini, the enchanting celestial being, embarking on a sacred pilgrimage to the revered Narmada tirthas. With grace and elegance, she traverses the sacred grounds of Amarkantak, where divinity intertwines with nature’s splendour. From there, Mohini’s journey leads her to the illustrious Mahishmati, a place known as Tripushkar Teerth, where spiritual seekers converge in search of enlightenment.18


			It is the Narada Purana that refers to Galav Rishi and his son Bhadrashila. Detailed instructions for the Ekadashi Vrata practised on the banks of the Narmada are provided, as is the tale of the Galav Rishi and his son Bhadrashila, who is a devout devotee of Vishnu. Then, the Narada Purana discusses the several Puranas that extol the virtues of the holy Narmada.


			In the Bhavishya Purana 


			The Holy River Narmada is mentioned multiple times in the Bhavishya Purana, including, most intriguingly, when the account of Surya’s family is told.19


			In the sacred Bhavishya Purana, there is a captivating account of a regal figure by the name of Chandrachuda, hailing from the illustrious city of Kashi. This noble king, driven by an unwavering devotion to the divine, undertakes the revered Satyanarayana Vrata, a sacred ritual that bestows immense spiritual merit upon its practitioner. Enveloped in the spiritual aura of his virtuous deeds, Chandrachuda embarks upon a pilgrimage to the hallowed banks of the revered Narmada River. It is here, amidst the sanctified surroundings, that he seeks to offer his heartfelt worship to the revered deity Sri Hari, the Supreme Lord.


			In the Brahmavaivartta Purana


			In the sacred text of the Brahmavaivartta Purana, the illustrious River Narmada finds mention in the context of Parashurama’s arrival at its banks. It is during this momentous occasion that he sees a series of auspicious omens in his dream, foreshadowing his impending battle against the valiant Kartavirya Arjuna.20


			In the Kurma Purana


			In the glorious Kurma Purana, one can find numerous references to the sacred river Narmada. However, one particular account stands out, recounting the momentous occasion when the venerable sage Markandeya engaged in a profound conversation with the noble Yudhisthira. Inquisitive about the most revered pilgrimage sites along the banks of the Narmada, Yudhishthira sought the sage’s wisdom and guidance. In the sacred scriptures, Rishi Markandeya eloquently recounts the divine origins of the revered river Narmada. It is within these ancient texts that he reveals the profound truth that Narmada gracefully emerges from the very essence of Lord Shiva himself. It is this celestial connection that bestows upon Narmada an unparalleled magnificence, as her glory unfolds in all its resplendent grandeur. In the realm of spiritual liberation, it is widely proclaimed that the mere act of beholding the sacred Narmada River holds the power to emancipate one from the shackles of earthly existence. While other revered rivers such as the Sarasvati, the Yamuna and the Ganga require specific rituals and immersion to attain salvation, the Narmada bestows her divine grace solely through the act of witnessing her majestic presence.21


			As the pages turned, the story took a profound turn, leading us into the enchanting world of the sacred. With each passing chapter, the narrative grew more captivating, unveiling the secrets of the revered Narmada River and the countless tirthas that adorned its banks. 


			In the Brahmanda Purana


			In the realm of Sanatana Dharma, the ancient scripture known as the Brahmanda Purana holds a prominent place. Within its sacred pages lies a tale that has woven its way into the very fabric of countless generations, captivating the hearts and minds of all who have encountered it. Once upon a time, in a land steeped in ancient legends and mystical tales, there existed a story that intertwined the fates of two remarkable individuals Kartavirya Arjuna and Rishi Jamadagni, and their extraordinary journey unfolded on the sacred banks of the mighty Narmada River.


			In the Narasimha Purana


			In the illustrious Narasimha Purana, a captivating tale unfolds wherein the valiant Pandavas, amidst their arduous journey, stumble upon a momentous encounter. Along the serene banks of the sacred Narmada River, they chance upon two enigmatic beings, veiled in the guise of ascetics, or as sadhus, two formidable demons known as Bahuroma and Sthulashira. Bahuroma and his cohorts harboured a sinister desire to abduct the illustrious Draupadi. There is a long story of Bahuroma and his life, but the interesting aspect is that it all happened in the Narmada Khanda.


			In the Padma Purana


			The Padma Purana recounts several tales from Sanatana Dharma, including those that focus on Mother Narmada. The history of the tirthas on the Narmada bank and an in-depth description of the river itself may be found in the Padma Purana.


			In the illustrious Padma Purana, great emphasis is placed upon the sacredness of the revered Narmada River, which is exalted as the holiest of rivers for the veneration of our esteemed ancestors, known as pitr.


			The story of Rama, his wife Sita and his brother Lakshmana performing the tarpana for their parents on the banks of the Narmada is also told in the Padma Purana.22 Amarkantak’s glory and its holiness is again discussed in the Svarga Khanda of the Padma Purana by Narada.


			In the sacred verses of the Padma Purana, a profound narrative unfolds, revealing the enchanting tale of Amarkantak. Within this mystical realm, we encounter the captivating story of Somasharma and his beloved wife, Sumana. Alas, their hearts were burdened by the absence of progeny, for they were bereft of sons to carry forth their lineage. It is amidst this poignant backdrop that a profound philosophical discourse takes shape, as Somasharma and Sumana engage in profound conversations that delve into the very essence of existence. Their souls intertwine, their minds entwine in a dance of intellectual exploration, as they seek solace and understanding in the face of their unfulfilled desires. Within the hallowed pages of the Padma Purana, the reader is transported to a realm where the boundaries between the mortal and the divine blur. In this sacred abode, a remarkable event got unfolded as their beloved offspring, a son named Subrata, came into existence. Subrata, a name that would soon resonate with reverence and awe, embarked on a spiritual journey that would forever alter the course of his life. It was through his unwavering devotion to the divine deity Vishnu that Subrata earned a distinguished place in the celestial realm of Vaikuntha.


			In the illustrious Padma Purana, a treasure trove of ancient wisdom, one is bestowed with a plethora of intricate details pertaining to the sacred tirthas adorning the hallowed banks of the revered Narmada River. Moreover, this sacred scripture graciously unveils the mystique surrounding the confluences that grace this divine waterway, while also shedding light on the esteemed sages and seers who have chosen to reside in close proximity to its ethereal banks.


			In the Skanda and Vayu Purana


			In the realm of ancient scriptures, the illustrious Skanda Purana and the venerable Vayu Purana grace us with their sacred verses. Within the depths of their profound wisdom, a chapter unfolds, dedicated to the enchanting tale of the holy river Narmada. This chapter, known as the Reva Khanda, stands as a testament to the reverence bestowed upon this sacred waterway by these esteemed texts. The Reva Khanda, a captivating realm, encompasses numerous tirthas that have long evaded my quest for rediscovery. In the illustrious Vasishtha Samhita, one can delve into the sacred realm of tirthas, where the ethereal exchange between the divine Lord Rama and the venerable sage Vasishtha resonates with timeless wisdom. Specifically, their dialogue reverberates with profound significance in relation to the revered Narmada tirthas, ensuring its preservation for generations to come.


		


	

		

			Historical Literature on Narmada


			Mother Narmada is held in high esteem not only in religious and spiritual books, but also in many works of literature. Mother 


			Narmada, whose presence is described as “awe-inspiring” in Kalidasa’s Raghuvansha, is a real place. 


			Bharuch, historically known as Bhrigukaccha, was an essential stopping point for the adventurous travellers as they made their way across India. Crossing the mouth of the venerated Mother Narmada was one of the most difficult obstacles to reach the illustrious destination of Bharuch, and as such, it was frequently mentioned in stories about this bustling city.1


			Even within the ancient manuscripts of the Krityakalpataru of Bhatta Lakshmidhara, a prominent figure in the court of Gahadavala king Govindacandra of Varanasi, one can find numerous references to the revered Mother Narmada. In the realm of literary treasures, there exist volumes that bestow upon us the sacred knowledge of the revered Mother Narmada. These books, meticulously crafted, bear within their pages the names and tirthas (holy sites), associated with this divine entity.2 In the eighth kanda, a profound tale unfolds, one that delves into the sacred tirtha-yatra (a pilgrimage of great significance). This ancient manuscript, penned nearly a millennium ago, unveils a vivid portrayal of the majestic river and the enchanting land of Amarkantak. It leaves one pondering over the ethereal beauty possessed by Mother Narmada, a beauty so captivating that it enticed even those residing along the banks of the revered Ganges to embark on this spiritual journey along her hallowed shores. On numerous occasions, along the banks of the sacred Narmada River, a divine phenomenon shall unfold. Narmada Maiya, the revered deity, shall beckon the souls of countless individuals to gather in her presence. Some shall embark on the sacred pilgrimage, known as parikrama, while others shall simply seek the blessings bestowed by her resplendent aura. 


			The rich tapestry of this nation’s history revolves around the majestic figure of Mother Narmada. Whether chronicled in written accounts or passed down through generations via oral tradition, the essence of Narmada resonates deeply within the hearts and minds of its people. 


			Throughout the centuries, writers have been captivated by various texts that have managed to withstand the test of time. These texts, whether derived from ancient Puranas or inspired by the meandering path of the sacred River Narmada, continue to hold a prominent place within our cultural tapestry. One such writer, Virasimha, the ruler of Orcha, during the late sixteenth century, embarked on a remarkable journey that took him all the way from Amarkantak to the vast expanse of the sea. It is during this expedition that he encountered the profound wisdom encapsulated in the treatise known as the Viramitrodaya, authored by the esteemed Mitramishra. This remarkable work delves into the multifaceted aspects of the revered Narmada, offering a comprehensive exploration of its essence. 


			Rani Durgavati’s husband, Dalapatraya, too, has contributed his narrative to the captivating tale of Mother Narmada. Within the  text known as the Narsimhaprasada, one can discover a collection of approximately 172 eloquently crafted verses. These verses, carefully woven together, delve into the profound subject matter of the revered Narmada River and its interconnected tirthas (holy pilgrimage sites).
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			My Narmada Parikrama


			In the year 2016, I found myself in a tranquil setting, nestled upon the serene banks of the revered river Shipra. This majestic river gracefully meanders through the ancient city of Ujjain, India, a place where the divine deity Lord Shiva is venerated under the sacred terminology of Mahakala. It is here, in this sacred land, that the grand spectacle known as the Kumbha festival unfolds once every twelve years, drawing devotees from far and wide to participate in its sacred rituals and profound spiritual experiences. Kumbha holds a profound significance for individuals hailing from the Sanatana fold, as it stands as the most magnificent spectacle that humanity has ever witnessed. I had the immense privilege of participating in the sacred gathering known as Kumbha, where I resided in a camp for a duration exceeding two months. 


			Former Indian President Shri Ram Nath Kovind, the then governor of Bihar state, repeatedly invited me to come to Bihar shortly after the Kumbha. Even though I was exhausted from my two-month-long schedule, I finally decided to visit Bihar after receiving numerous calls from the Raj Bhavan, the official residence of governor of any state as it is known.


			It was thanks to Shri Ram Nath Kovind that I was able to visit Bodh-Gaya and other important sites. Contrarily, I have long wanted to visit Bodhgaya. I was able to spend a considerable amount of time sitting under the Bodhi tree since Shri Ram Nath Kovind had everything perfectly planned. I had visited multiple locations in Bihar and arrived back in Patna late at night during the second week of June 2016.


			On those warm June evenings, as I went off to sleep, I could not help but ponder over the fact that Lord Buddha, who had lived thousands of years ago and meditated in Bodh-Gaya, under the bodhi tree, and the places, still emanated energy. I thought it would be amazing to soak up the positive energy that floats around Mother Narmada, where millions of enlightened people have meditated over the course of millennia. This was my first thinking when considering performing the Narmada Parikrama.


			It was an interesting anecdote that after spending a few days relaxing in the Raj Bhavan, I flew out of Patna and was waiting in the Mumbai airport when my phone rang.  It was Dr Mohan Yadav who is now the Chief Minister of Madhya Pradesh, but was a member of the legislative assembly back then. 


			Dr Mohan Yadav had invited me to join the Shipra Parikrama that he was hosting in Ujjain. During the Kumbha, the water of the Mother Narmada was lifted and brought out in Shipra, reviving the long-dry Shipra River and making it possible for the Kumbha Mela, which featured many religious bathing ceremonies. 


			Since my first parikrama of the Narmada River’s holy waters took place  I have always felt that the benevolent Mother Narmada had bestowed upon me her blessings. As for the rest, it is all in the annals of history; everything fell into place in the year 2022-23, when I was finally able to go on Narmada Parikrama myself.


			It is stated in Indian Shastras that by simply gazing upon the Narmada, one is liberated from this mortal realm and granted the Divine’s gifts; the river is an integral aspect of India’s cosmology. 


			Several rivers and cultures around the world celebrate their origin,  many rivers in India are sacred, but the holy Narmada is the only one to be circumambulated where seekers finds spiritual enlightenment and purification.
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			Amritasya Ma Narmada Pada-Parikrama


			From the very depths of my being, I have always possessed an inclination for meticulous planning. Even as I delved into the realms of spirituality and religion, I discovered that the art of planning held a profound significance within the sacred teachings of Sanatana Dharma. Within the vast tapestry of the Sanatana fold, each and every ritual, or any other sacred practice, possesses a profound sense of purpose and meticulous planning. This attention to detail and careful organization is not limited to rituals alone, but extends to all aspects of life within the Sanatana Dharma. Whether it is the construction of temples, the observance of festivals, or even personal daily routines, every action is thoughtfully planned and executed with utmost precision. This emphasis on meticulous planning not only ensures the smooth flow of events but also fosters a deep sense of mindfulness and reverence in every practitioner. 


			In the year 2021, I made an unequivocal announcement to embark on a remarkable journey – the completion of Ma Narmada Pada-Parikrama. With this declaration, a new chapter unfolded, initiating a meticulous and extensive planning process that would span several months.


			Little did I know that countless revered saints and individuals embarked on the sacred journey of parikrama, completely oblivious to the mundane necessities of life such as food, water and logistical arrangements. On the auspicious occasion of Mahashivaratri, I found myself standing before a group of five individuals, with whom I had forged deep and enduring connections over the course of many years. With a heart filled with hope and determination, I humbly approached each of them, beseeching their support in funding the grand programme that lay before us. I wanted to make sure that every money that is spent has the purity and devotion that I required for the trip. It happened so that I was able to resist the desires of many people who wanted to fund the parikrama; interestingly, whose money I must have taken according to divine plan, their money got used. I saw this and felt that Mother Narmada has accepted the rules that I have established for the trip.


			The entire thing was planned in the month of April in 2022, and it looked like a jumbo plan where a whole city would be walking along with me. There was a mobile kitchen, a water tanker, a truck stocked with any and all necessities for the trip. There was another truck with enough food to serve a huge number of people and enough infrastructure to set up small communities that can run on their own with their own lights and tents; a vehicle adapted as ratha, intended specifically to transport the sacred of kalasha’s of Mother Narmada’s water. Amritasya Ma Narmada Pada-Parikrama is now a household name thanks to the River Goddess’s help in organizing the journey around her mighty womb.


			Amritasya means the holy nectar, and that is why the name of my parikrama I had chosen as Amritasya Ma Narmada Pada-Parikrama. The name of my parikrama symbolizes the spiritual journey I embarked upon along the sacred River Narmada, seeking the divine elixir of spirituality.


		


	

		

			3


			Rund, Jalheri or Hanumani Parikrama


			In the bygone days, it was not customary for every parikrama to commence from Omkareshwar. However, as the tides of time have shifted, a significant number of Narmada parikramas now embark from this sacred site. Omkareshwar, nestled along the banks of the revered Narmada River, features the presence of one of the esteemed Jyotirlinga’s in all of India.


			In the annals of the late eighteenth century, the historical records that have come down to us indicate that the parikrama would commence from one of the three revered locations: Bharuch, Amarkantak and Vimaleshwar. In the annals of ancient scriptures, there exists a mention of the celestial deities embarking on a sacred journey, known as parikrama, commencing from the hallowed northern banks of the revered Narmada River. This momentous pilgrimage, which holds great significance, commenced from the sacred Devapatha linga, a topic that shall be dealt with in subsequent chapters.


			Within the sacred scriptures that delve into the profound realm of tirthas and the revered Narmada River, a certain ambiguity arises when attempting to ascertain the precise origin point from which one ought to commence the sacred parikrama. But as time has moved on, this has been included in a number of publications that outline the standards and locations where parikrama should be started. Even though I am well familiar with the historical and literary landscapes that have shaped the Narmada Parikrama, I still considered beginning the parikrama from Omkareshwar. An undeniable impulse compelled me to commence my narrative from this very point, as if the threads of destiny were intricately woven into the fabric of this moment. Deep within the depths of my being, I sensed that Mother Narmada contained a secret, a revelation of great significance. And so, with a profound sense of anticipation, I embarked upon my journey, being fully aware that the pivotal events were about to unfold right here, in this very place. Prior to my parikrama, I found myself acquainted with none but the revered Jyotirlinga in Omkareshwar. But now, I find myself in possession of a memory, a tangible connection to the vibrant city, its inhabitants, and the beautiful surroundings that have left an indelible mark on my being. It was not merely the beginning of my pilgrimage that I have embarked upon from this very place, but also a profound sense that a fragment of my essence remains rooted in this sacred town.


			The readers, upon perusing these words, may find themselves pondering: who, among the countless souls, had the privilege of embarking upon the sacred pilgrimage of the Narmada River for the very first time? Several years ago, I had the privilege of being asked this very question. In response, I posited that it must have been the divine beings themselves who embarked on the sacred parikrama, as our scriptures indicate. Furthermore, the esteemed sage Markandeya recounted the tale of the Narmada River to Yudhishthira and his companions, providing us with invaluable records.


			There are three kinds of parikrama that I come to know through scriptures – Rund, jalahari and hanumani.


			Those who embark on the rund parikrama must meet the high seas and cross the river at the mouth, while those who take on the jalahari shall never have to set foot in a boat.


			Indeed, within the realm of jalahari, one can discern the existence of two distinct types. In the initial form, the parikrama would commence at the sacred site of Hari ka Dham, also known as Reva Sagar Sangam. The pilgrims would embark on a journey that spanned the entirety of the terrain, traversing its vast expanse, until reaching the final destination of Vimleshwar, situated on the southern shore. 


			The second type begins from Amarkantak. In this scenario, it is necessary to undertake two separate journeys. The proposed itinerary involves travelling southward along the bank until reaching the sea, then returning to Amarkantak. Following this, the journey will continue northward along the opposite bank until reaching Hari ka Dham (Reva Sagar Sangam) before returning once again to Amarkantak.


			In addition, the hanumani type was just recently launched, allowing for convenient river crossing at any chosen place. According to legend, it all kicks off in sailani which is to the north-west of Omkareshwar.


			During the British occupation, they documented the parikrama they witnessed or heard about. Inaccuracies in British records may be found in the early days of their arrival when they were still seeking to understand the country and its customs. According to William Wilson Hunter’s account in the initial edition of the Imperial Gazetteer of India published in 1881, the parikrama begins at the mouth and lasts for one to two years. However, Monier-Williams’ report in 1883 indicates that the Narmada Parikrama commences at Amarkantak and lasts for almost three years. I believe they both have seen two different kinds of parikrama that we know as jalahari. 


			As we prepared ourselves, anticipation filled the air, for we were on the verge of embarking on the sacred rund parikrama. This spiritual journey would commence at the revered Omkareshwar, traversing southern bank and then crossing the confluence of holy mother with Ocean. And then meandering along the northern banks of the mighty Narmada, until finally reaching Amarkantak, the origin and then again traversing southern banks and culminating at the sacred grounds of Omkareshwar.
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			Mandhata-Omkareshwar


			As the early days of November opened, the much-anticipated arrived Karttik Purnima. It was during this auspicious time that I found myself gracing the sacred banks of Omkareshwar, a place also known as Mandhata-Omkareshwar. The very name of this destination perfectly conveys the true essence that permeates its very being. The Omkareshwar fare has long been renowned for its peak season, which unfailingly arrives during the enchanting month of Karttik (October–November). It is during this time that a multitude of eager visitors, hailing from the neighbouring regions, flock to participate in the joyful festivities that abound. The tradition endures even in our modern times, as Karttik Purnima remains a momentous occasion that draws countless individuals to the sacred grounds of Mandhata-Omkareshwar. It is during this auspicious time that numerous pilgrims embark on their spiritual journey, engaging in the sacred practice of parikrama, much like I myself would engage in.


			The region where Omkareshwar falls is known as Nimar, which  has been inhabited for thousands of years, and many different cultures and dynasties have left their mark on the area. From the first century bce until the fourth century ce, Nimar was a component of the powerful Satavahana Empire in southern and central India. The art, literature, and architecture of the Satavahanas were widely admired. Nimar probably saw first hand how their culture and government impacted other places. Nimar was ruled by the Vakataka dynasty, an important Indian dynasty notable for their support of Buddhism and the arts, between the fifth and tenth centuries. Under their leadership, the area saw major improvements in the fields of architecture and commerce. From the eleventh through the fourteenth centuries, Nimar was ruled by the Paramara dynasty, who originated in the neighbouring Malwa region. The exquisite temples of Mandu and Maheshwar are just two examples of the Paramaras’ contributions to architecture. Between the years 1500 and 1800, Nimar was invaded multiple times by the Delhi Sultanate and the Mughal Empire. Wars broke out between local chieftains and Mughal soldiers, and the region as a whole became increasingly unstable politically. After Nimar was conquered by the Mughals, Islamic culture began to permeate the area. In the nineteenth century, as the Maratha Empire was consolidating its hold on central India, Nimar fell under its sway. The Marathas took control of Nimar and included it into their empire. This is when east Nimar came into the influence and was later occupied by the British forces. In the twentieth century, Nimar became a part to the state of Madhya Pradesh after India gained its freedom from the British colonial authority in 1947, and its borders were later changed to create new districts.


			In the heart of Madhya Pradesh’s East Nimar district, nestled within the majestic Narmada River, lies the enchanting island of Mandhata. Godarpura is the name given to the region that is across from Mandhata on the southern bank of the Narmada River. The holy Narmada caught the attention of European travellers to the enchanted kingdom of Mandhata for the first time in the late eighteenth century. This holy river, which was formerly full of life, attracted those who were eager to learn more about it because of its great depth. Many species of fish and alligators took refuge in its waters, fostering a balanced ecology that captivated anyone who got to see it. The courageous fish displayed such unwavering courage that they boldly arrived and grabbed the holy offerings from the devoted worshippers. There was no fear in them, and this intrigued the British officers who had never seen such a thing.1


			As the site of the famous Jyotirlinga, Mandhata-Omkareshwar is an extremely important Hindu pilgrimage site in the Nimar area. Despite considerable archaeological remains on the island, its surroundings and the finding of several remarkable inscriptions, the historical role and significance of Mandhata have yet to be investigated in depth.


			The narrative surrounding the nomenclature of Mandhata is intriguing. As per the Reva Khanda, which is the part of the Skanda Purana, the island was initially known as Baidurya Mani Parvat. It was later renamed to Mandhata as a result of a blessing bestowed upon Raja Mandhatri, the seventeenth ruler of the Solar dynasty, who had conducted a significant religious ceremony on the island in honour of the deity Sri Omkar.


			King Mandhata’s ancestry goes back to Chauhan Rajput Bharat Singh, who is said to have married the daughter of local chiefs Nathu Bhil at the invitation of the Daryo nath, the traditional chieftain of the Omkar temple. According to British records, the Raja of Mandhata was the legitimate custodian of all Mandhata temples in the past; today, however, his successors’ claims lay with the Omkar trust.


			Mandhata boasts a rich history and its seclusion has contributed to the creation of historical landscapes on the island. However, this same seclusion also made it vulnerable to the destructive actions of Muslim conquerors who ravaged the temples and architectural marvels of ancient times. It is unlikely that those responsible for the destruction of the temples possessed the ability to replicate or approximate their magnificence. However, the repercussions of such destruction have left a lasting impact on the nation, with India still recovering from the damage inflicted on her over centuries.


			During the late eighteenth century, British officials documented in their internal correspondence an observation regarding the Mandhata region. Specifically, they noted that every ancient dome had been toppled and no deity, icon, or creature remained unscathed.2


			In the year 1295 ce, Alauddin traversed this region upon his return from a Deccan raid. During his conquest of the nearby Asirgarh, he proceeded to pass over Mandhata and caused the destruction of numerous temples. This pattern of destruction was subsequently perpetuated by the Ghori prince of Malwa and ultimately culminated under the reign of the arch-iconoclast Aurangzeb.3


			Despite the extensive devastation wrought upon this insular religious community, it remained akin to a veritable playground of historical significance. In this location, I have discovered remnants that encapsulate the entirety of India’s cultural and spiritual essence. 


			After a comprehensive analysis that was done by many of the remains in Mandhata, it is apparent that the subject matter is extensive and has the potential to occupy an entire book. However, I will focus on the two temples I visited after completing the Narmada Parikrama, Siddheshwar Mahadev and Gauri Somnath. 


			The construction of the Siddheshwar Mahadev Temple showcases an exceptional level of skill and refinement, which is particularly striking in the remains. It is worth noting that the temple’s dome has been substituted with a flat roof, which may have been subject to damage during a raid. The temple showcases the detrimental actions of invading forces that caused harm to the cultural heritage of the country. As a consequence, numerous images were mutilated, which involved the elimination of the ears of elephants. 


			Gauri Somnath boasts a sizeable Shivalinga as well as a large Nandi. The story dates back to a time when leaders of the Mohammedan community visited a temple repeatedly and were informed that the linga, which was previously white, had the ability to represent the metamorphosis that the soul would undergo in its subsequent lives. The leader was shown as a pig, which led to the linga turning jade bleak when he became enraged and set it on fire.


			During the period of British history in 1870, the Nandi statue, crafted from high-quality green stone, was found without its head and an adjacent pillar was overturned, serving as a reminder of the destruction that had occurred. Currently, the Nandi artefact features a head that was added at a later time, without any known historical documentation.4


			The buildings in the area are constructed from a combination of local stones and yellow sandstones that were likely transported from a distance. This suggests that the town employed skilled architects to construct the Sanatana temples or Hindu architecture on the island. The entire Narmada Valley was an area that was likely inhabited by a populous community at an early stage.5


			During the seventeenth century, the southern bank was sparsely populated and covered by forest. However, over time, it became home to various ashramas of different branches, including Godars and Dashnamis. These ashramas were initially constructed with the assistance of Ahilyabai and other Maratha leaders. Omkareshwar has had a longstanding association with Maharashtra for quite some time. 


			As I ventured into the town, a profound sensation washed over me, as if the very essence of the city had suddenly awakened to its profound historical significance. The River Narmada, with its meandering course and the ancient secrets it guards within its banks, lends an air of mystery to the town, as if it will require a considerable amount of time for its inhabitants to unravel the hidden treasures that lie within their very own hometown.


			The town was bustling with tourists and traffic, and I could not help but notice the police officers patiently explaining to some tourists that their car might get stuck if they continued on their current path. Omkareshwar is comparatively a small town and traffic is not the best here, having very small roads that do not allow the motorized traffic to pass smoothly. It was quite a scene, almost like watching a movie without any retakes.


			The Omkareshwar is located in the inner part of Nimar, surrounded by a forest. Despite its previously inaccessible location, the Sanatanis have built numerous temples and have spent a significant amount of time here. Some of the recent historical mentions of this location appeared in British records in 1822, as noted in John Malcom’s A Memoir of Central India (1823).


			The Indian Antiquary featured an article on Mandhata in 1876, authored by Ravaji Vasudeva Tullu, who held the position of Superintendent of State Education in the Holkar State located in Indore. Tullu expounded upon the Indian viewpoint of Omkareshwar by citing Puranic sources that make reference to the Omkareshwar. Nonetheless, his literary compositions were predominantly disregarded for numerous decades. In contemporary times, there has been a resurgence of attention towards his literary works among scholars investigating the historical status of the Holkar dynasty.


			In 1897, Henry Cousens published a report titled Lists of Antiquarian Remains in the Central Provinces and Berar. At the time of publication, the Siddhanatha and Gauri Somanath temples, along with a few other remains at Mandhata, had already been identified as monuments warranting different levels of protection. Additionally, two reliefs featuring elephants from the plinth of the Siddhanath Temple were acquired by the Museum in Nagpur. 


			The noble endeavour to safeguard the sanctity of the Siddhanatha Temple was set into motion in the year 1904, spurred by the auspicious occasion of Lord George Nathaniel Curzon’s arrival. This statesman, serving as the Viceroy of India, came to the sacred grounds of Mandhata on the memorable day of 31 October 1902. Of particular significance is the fact that Curzon, in his discerning judgement, regarded the Siddhanath Temple as the solitary structure in the vicinity that merited substantial financial backing. This assertion is well-documented in the esteemed writings of Cousens (1903: 7; 1904: 20; 1906: 57). In accordance with the narrative provided by John H. Marshall in 1909, it is stated that all subsequent actions have been established based on the written message that was left by the aforementioned individual. It had huge impact that apart from this temple, no other temple structures were taken care of, and thus a great historical chapter of India was lost.


			Although Forsyth’s gazetteer report of 1870 indicated the presence of numerous archaeological remains at Mandhata, the unfavourable assessment of their historical significance by Lord Curzon appears to have hindered their thorough investigation. This is despite the discovery of several significant and unique epigraphs. Ah, poor Curzon! It seems his trip to the island left him feeling as deflated as a punctured beach ball. But let us be real, who would not break a sweat in that scorching October heat?


			In 1904, Frederick Eden Pargiter made the first suggestion of Mandhata’s historical significance. According to Pargiter, the Devimahatmya (chapters 81-93) of the Markandeya Purana may have been written in the ancient city of Mahishmati, according to them which was located on the island. Pargiter’s research on the topic is where you may find these data.6 Further excavations at Maheshwar had disproven this identification, notwithstanding John Faithful Fleet’s initial endorsement for it. Despite the obvious futility of their efforts, both researchers should be commended for bringing Mandhata to the attention of the scholarly community. Since then, only publications focusing on the epigraphs discovered at Mandhata have been written by academics. 


			Even though there has only been a little amount of archaeological study, it is crucial that we familiarize ourselves with what we do know. Important epigraphs from the ninth century have been uncovered from the Amareshvara Temple.


			In the depths of time, around the year 1100, there existed a collection of copper plates known as the Mandhata Grant. These ancient artefacts, with their intricate inscriptions, were discovered within the sacred walls of the Amareshvara Temple. It was a remarkable find, shedding light on the reign of Jayasimha I, a ruler of great significance. Bhima was one of the forty-two villages in the Maktula group in the Purnapathaka Mandala, and judging by the copper-plate records available, Jayasimha I authorized the allocation of its dues to the brahmanas associated with the pathshala located at the revered Amareshvara Temple. 


			It is dated the 13th of the dark half of Asadha in the year 1112, the term svayamajna indicates that the king personally gave this grant to the relevant individuals. It has been found via careful exploration of the neighbourhood that village Bhima and the adjacent region of Bhimpura are situated to the east of Godarpura. In addition, it is important to note that Maktula, located about 12 km to the south, is identical to the modern-day community of Mathela. Furthermore, Purnapathaka, which is around 30 km south-east of Mandhata, stands for Punasa.7


			More inscriptions have been discovered from the Amareshvara Temple, now called Mamleshwara. These inscriptions are reported to have been discovered during the Jayamsimha I period (year 1068), hidden within the revered grounds of Amareshvara Temple. Stone inscriptions, weathered by the passage of countless years, were brought to light once more. It was the esteemed N.P. Chakravarti who, in the year 1948, unveiled this treasure to the world. In his seminal publication, he revealed with great reverence that he had meticulously transcribed a collection of Sanskrit strotras. These ancient verses, etched upon the side walls of the ardhamanandapa, held their silent vigil within the hallowed confines of the Amareshvara Temple at Mandhata. In addition, he made mention of having accomplished this particular task during the initial months of 1938. Adorning the Northern wall are three remarkable treasures, each possessing its own unique allure. Firstly, an exquisite eight-line stotra, resplendent with nine verses, gracefully extols the virtues of the revered river Narmada. Its mellifluous words weave a tapestry of adoration, paying homage to the sacred waters that flow with divine grace. Second, the renowned Shiva-Mahimna Stotram, a masterpiece of devotion, graces the wall with its profound presence. Comprising a grand total of forty verses, this masterpiece of spiritual expression spans an impressive twenty-two lines. Within its verses remain the power to transport one’s soul to the ethereal realms, as it delves deep into the magnificence of Lord Shiva. Lastly, a modest yet profound three-line verse adorns the northern wall, offering heartfelt praise to the divine union of Shiva and Parvati. In its brevity, it captures the essence of their eternal love, resonating with the profound beauty that emanates from their celestial bond. Together, these three treasures form a harmonious symphony of devotion, enriching the northern wall with their sacred presence. Each item, in its own unique way, contributes to the tapestry of spiritual expression, inviting all who behold them to immerse themselves in the divine realms they represent. Within the vast expanse of literature, there exists but a solitary reference to an exquisitely inscribed stotra (a hymn of profound adulation) dedicated solely to the majestic Narmada River. In spite of its undeniable significance as the earliest documented testament to the veneration of the revered River Goddess Narmada, this particular piece of literature has regrettably yet to see the light of publication. The inscription unearthed at the Amareshvara Temple stands as a resolute testament, assuring scholars that within its sacred confines lies a realm filled with an abundance of invaluable knowledge awaiting their eager exploration.


			Amareshvara, once a revered sanctuary, fell into obscurity amidst the tumultuous conflicts of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The southern banks, once bustling with life, were abandoned and swallowed by the encroaching wilderness. As the eighteenth century drew to a close, the Peshwa, driven by a fervent desire to resurrect the temple’s glory, embarked on a quest to rebuild it. Alas, both the sacred linga and its ancient abode had vanished, eluding their determined search. However, another temple was constructed alongside a group of smaller ones using slabs primarily sourced from the island’s demolished temples. Subsequently, while excavating for bricks (many of which are of an old shape and can be found all over the neighbourhood), the ancient linga was discovered perched atop four arghas, proving its existence throughout each of the world’s four epochs. Because it is aligned with Omkar and the Kapila Sangam, where a little stream flows into the Narmada, it has been deemed the authentic one by the Benares experts.8 There is enough materials that have been found on the Mandhata-Omkareshwar but one cannot help but observe that the Mandhata-Omkareshwar Jyotirlinga in India has received relatively scant attention from researchers, thus arousing a sense of intrigue regarding the underlying factors contributing to this prevailing pattern.9


			Omkareshwar is a sacred city in India that is renowned for its ashramas and temples. The city has a rich history and continues to emanate a divine aura that is truly captivating. The city serves as the primary point of origin for the majority of pilgrims embarking on the parikrama of Mother Narmada. However, it is currently characterized by inadequate organization. This location attracts a significant number of tourists and spiritual pilgrims. However, the state of the public restrooms is unsatisfactory and the management of waste disposal is inadequate. Bad traffic control is a common occurrence. 


			Omkareshwar at one point was challenging to access due to its location in the remote Nimar region, which had changed in recent century. This area is bordered by the towering Satpura mountains on one side and the verdant Vindhya mountains on the other. The location boasts a breathtaking terrain and a culturally diverse atmosphere. Apart from the exceptional gastronomy and warm reception, tourists traversing the parikrama route in the Nimar areas will observe the deep reverence accorded to the Narmada River in the region.


			The residents of the Nimar region exhibit a remarkable dedication towards assisting individuals who are embarking on the parikrama of Mother Narmada. Their unwavering commitment creates an atmosphere that can be likened to being indulged by an infinite reservoir of care and devotion. Without Nimar’s presence, the parikrama route would have been significantly arid.


			The Jyotirlinga is located on an island in Omkareshwar, which is shaped in a manner that accurately represents the Sanatana symbol for OM. The legend of Omkareshwar holds significant importance in the cultural and philosophical traditions of a community.


			This is the place where Adi Shankaracharya arrived to seek knowledge and found his spiritual mentor. He remained for a period and authored the Narmadashtakam, a remarkable composition that is presently recited by numerous individuals during their veneration of the Narmada River. 


			The Narmadashtakam serves as a mantra and also delineates the attributes of the revered river and the saints who have dedicated themselves to the Sanatana Dharma. I have not come across any other ashtakam that has resonated with me as deeply in terms of its philosophical, ecological, and unifying themes as this one. This location is also a final resting place for numerous renowned spiritual figures. The entire environment is imbued with the rich heritage of Indian culture, serving as a vibrant representation of the country’s unique identity.


			A number of activities were scheduled for the parikrama, with the initial week of November 2022 being dedicated to Omkareshwar. It was later discovered that the communal food (bhandara) and the scheduled activities for the week were innovative concepts. As Mother Narmada served as our source of inspiration, it is evident that no other approach could have yielded such a comprehensive plan.


			The initial week of the programme was structured to engage and facilitate all social, cultural and individual groups or volunteers who have offered their services to support the cause of Mother Narmada. I expressed my appreciation towards the individuals and organizations who have dedicated their efforts towards the preservation of Sanatana Dharma and the support of the parikrama of Maiya Narmada.
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			Mahant Mangal Das Tyagi


			Prior to the parikrama, I did not have any acquaintances in Omkareshwar. Although I had previously visited the temple town with Dr Mohan Yadav, I did not have any established connections with individuals residing there. During the planning phase of the parikrama, I received a phone call from Lokesh Jharbade informing me that Mahant Mangal Das Tyagi wished to speak with me. I greeted the Mahant and then a resounding roar, that emanated from an individual with whom I was not yet acquainted, welcomed me for the parikrama and Omkareshwar. Little did I know that this encounter would mark the beginning of an intriguing relationship that would unfold over the course of the parikrama. 


			Upon my arrival at Omkareshwar, the itinerary dictated that on the initial day of the programme, we were to proceed to the main temples to engage in prayer and present offerings to the presiding deity of Omkareshwar. I shared my intention with Jitendra Sharma, who was overseeing the programme, to meet with Mahant Mangal Das Tyagi, who was expected to lead the programme. Jitendra Sharma informed me that Mahant Mangal Das would meet me during the procession. 


			However, I expressed my disapproval of this arrangement and insisted on meeting him prior to the commencement of the procession. I visited the ashram of the renowned Jod Ganpati temple and proceeded to the area where the Mahant was living. I encountered an individual in his early 50s who possessed a lengthy white beard and was not attired in any upper garments. This individual, known as Mahant Mangal Das Tyagi, has maintained this manner of living for an extended period of time. I respectfully greeted him, and he kindly invited me to take a seat. We engaged in general discussions, however, I anticipated an intriguing relationship with Mahant, which ultimately came to fruition. 


			Dr Mohan Yadav was in attendance during the procession, and while visiting Omkareshwar Jyotirlinga, we engaged in discussions pertaining to the procession. This is when Mahant Mangal Das Tyagi expressed that if we were to enhance the grandeur of the procession, it would be beyond our capabilities as it is solely dependent on the blessings of Mother Narmada, who bestows her blessings upon all that is destined to occur. I acknowledged his statement. This marked the inception of our relationship, which has remained amicable to date.


			Mahant Mangal Das Tyagi is a highly recognised individual in Omkareshwar, and it is likely that he is known by a majority of the local population due to his prominent presence and notable character. He possesses a commanding vocal presence, yet maintains a humble demeanour. He exhibits unwavering dedication to the cause of Mother Narmada and consistently provides assistance to individuals embarking on the parikrama pilgrimage. He possesses a passion for providing food to the underprivileged. He and his team prepare daily meals and distribute them at various ghats, with a special focus on Nagar Ghat, where Mahant Mangal Das Tyagi once spent his days in search of sustenance. He made the decision to continuously serve the underprivileged population for as long as he is able to do so.


			During the first week of my stay in Omkareshwar, I frequently visited the ashrama of the Mahant, occasionally even making visits during the late hours which was proffered by him.
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