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Boats at dawn at the Kumbh Mela
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DEDICATION

To my son, Liam.

We each have our own journey.

I hope that what I have learned on mine will somehow be useful to yours.

And to the river Ganga, for elucidating the force of the liquid, or flowing, path.
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Offerings are lit during Diwali, the festival of lights.
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In India, worthwhile endeavors begin when participants call on the elephant-headed god, Ganesh.
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INTRODUCTION A RIVER HAS MANY FACES
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In Varanasi, the sun rises over the Ganges River.



The Ganges River begins at Gangotri Glacier in the Indian state of Uttarakhand in the central Himalayas and flows southeast into the Bay of Bengal through a vast delta in the Sundarbans. A lifeline for nearly six hundred million people, the river has been revered among Hindus for several thousand years. It is worshipped in its personified form as the celestial goddess Ganga, who flows across the sky as the Milky Way and then fiercely spills down from heaven through the god Shiva’s matted hair. Ganga is known as a medicine for any ailment; she purifies and cleanses sin, and for those whose ashes are entrusted to her waters, she releases souls from the cycle of life and death. She is unique, like you, and like you, she shares the same basic qualities of all the world’s rivers.

The life of a river is often viewed in three stages: those of a “young,” a “middle-aged,” and an “old” river. When a river begins, droplets originate from clouds or glaciers. Through repetition, each drop mirrors the last, trickling, dripping, pooling and spilling, and eventually coalescing, until they pour forth, becoming rivulets, creeks, and streams. The more water merges, the more force it has. Waterfalls and rapids may form. In 2009, when these journeys to India began, like a water drop propelled by momentum, they were compelled by my desire to learn more about the origins of Eastern spiritual practices, or the yoga that was introduced to me as a child. The Ganges River was the last thing on my mind.

Once a river becomes a channel, its route is set, and it moves into middle age. With little to threaten its path, except for storms, it slows down enough to receive other bending, curving, and snake-like tributaries and forms meanders. In the winter of 2013, I traveled to India to the Kumbh Mela, the largest gathering of humanity in the world, where, for centuries, a variety of spiritual tributaries have converged in Allahabad at the meeting of the Ganga, Saraswati, and Yamuna Rivers. I discovered that while each teacher, guru, and sect has its own prismatic lens through which to view spiritual life, what virtually everyone I met confirmed is that the Ganga is sacred. I wanted to experience what it was like to have a spiritual relationship with a force of nature. To “widen my aperture,” I set out toward the Himalayas to photograph Ganga’s source, and then eastward, where she empties out in Kolkata. I wanted to know this river from beginning to end.

Over the next four years, I saw Ganga shrouded in fog, blanketed in smoke, smog,  and haze, in the blue hour before dawn, and in the golden hour at dusk. I saw her turn milk chocolate brown in raging storms, host swarms of mosquitoes, and graciously escort corpses to the sea. I watched as she received bathers, offerings of flowers and fruit, sacred books, plastic trash, toxins from tanneries, and excrement, all the while taking on the sins of seven percent of humanity.

By the time a river becomes old, its estuaries have fed many living creatures. Its twists and turns have eroded and her surface has become smooth. Like an elder, the river no longer moves as quickly as she did in her youth. With a shallower gradient and forming floodplains and deltas, she becomes less fresh, more salty. The final few chapters of this book are journeys to where the Ganga becomes the sea, out of which come observations about what can be learned from this river.

These are stories about what I have learned on a series of pilgrimages to significant locations along the Ganga in a variety of vehicles—planes, trains, automobiles, buses, motorized and cycle rickshaws, and boats, and on elephants and camels—and in shoes and with bare feet. It is also the photographic chronicle of what I have seen looking through the viewfinder of a camera.

I’m not a scholar, a historian, or a National Geographic photographer. I’m a practitioner and teacher of yoga from California who went to India to deepen my spiritual understanding. That has happened, but certainly not in the way I imagined. Unlike the few who have walked the river from end to end, my journey over a ten-year period has been to one section of the river at a time. I am also a mother and a yoga studio owner in California’s Silicon Valley, so each trip to India, or to Ganga’s tributaries in Nepal or Tibet, lasted no longer than a month at a time. I do not speak Hindi or Bengali or read Sanskrit. I have relied on a loyal and courageous travel guide, an American-size suitcase, eye contact, extra batteries, the kindness of strangers, and faith to make this possible. What began as a search to deepen my yoga practice became a love affair with this river—and all bodies of water, which deserve the reciprocal care and attention of those who turn to them for solace, sustenance, and redemption, as well as a search for how to live our lives in meaningful ways and to the very best of our abilities.
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She is known as the goddess Ganga. Making offerings to Ganga.
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Collecting water in a brass pot.






MAPPING THE RIVER GANGA

The Indian subcontinent is separated from the rest of Asia by the mighty Himalayan mountain range. Known as “the Abode of Snow,” the Himalayas are believed by the Hindus to be the home of the gods. The Ganga rises from the Gangotri glacier at an elevation of just over 4,000 meters (13,200 feet) in the northern state of Uttarakhand in the western Himalayas. The earthly Ganges is considered to be an extension of the Akasha, or Space, Ganga, the celestial river identified with the Milky Way.

The Saraswati, which is said to be very much alive, runs beneath the Earth’s surface to form a Triveni Sangam, a braid of three sacred rivers, at the city of Allahabad, or Prayag, as it was known before the Muslim invasion in the 1500s. Ganga crosses eastward along northern India flowing southwest, travels through the plains at Haridwar, and covers 1,553 miles through the provinces of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and West Bengal. Ganga is joined by the Ramganga, Yamuna, Sai, Gomti, Ghaghara, Sone, Gandak, Kosi, Damodar, and many smaller rivers to empty out at the Bay of Bengal and into the Arabian Sea.

The Rig Veda, one of the world’s earliest texts, speaks of the Saraswati as the mother of all rivers, the “great among the great, the most impetuous of rivers.” The story behind her existence is that in order to create the world and the human race, Brahma transformed himself into a goddess of sorts—half woman/half man—and named her Saraswati (translated as “the One Who Flows”). She flowed through the Indus region, today part of Pakistan, until in the second millennium BCE, a mysterious event changed the river’s course. It is speculated that this event, which dried up trade routes and water for irrigation, initiated a mass migration eastward to the Ganges (meaning “swift goer”), which gradually became the most sacred of all the rivers.

Ganga is a lifeline for roughly seven percent of the world’s population. According to the Puranas, a vast and ancient genre of Indian literature slightly younger than the Rig Veda, she is the holiest of all the shrines on this Earth. Not only man and woman, but even the tiniest of insects, achieve salvation by bathing in it.






HOW GANGA CAME TO EARTH
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A mural of Ganga on the shores of the river.



Om hili hili mili mili ganga devi namaha

…

Mantra to the Goddess Ganga

…

Two primary stories tell the tale of how Ganga came to Earth: One features the god Vishnu and the other Lord Shiva. Of course, many renditions of both stories exist; it is said that a story should be told in different ways because there are many pathways into people’s hearts.

The Vishnu story tells us the Ganges River, whose waters were said to contain the nectar of immortality, was created when Vishnu, in one of his nine incarnations, the dwarf Vamana, sprouted to gigantic size and took three steps to cross the Earth, the sky, and the heavens, thus taking in his possession the threefold universe. As he completed the third step, he stubbed his toe on the heavenly vault and punched a hole in its fabric. Out poured the waters of the Vishnupadi, or “Vishnu’s Feet,” the Ganga’s celestial name. The water cascaded through a hierarchy of heavens, was caught by the Pole Star, and streamed to the moon across the night sky as the Milky Way and finally to the realm of Brahma, just above the mythical Mount Meru, a sacred five-peaked mountain considered by Buddhists, Jains, and Hindus to be the physical and spiritual center of the universe. The story goes that from there, Ganga split into four rivers to flow on four continents.

The Shiva story is much longer. It tells the tale of Sagara, king of Ayodhya, who had 60,000 sons born to his wife Sumati and one son, Asamanja, born to his second wife, Keshini. To celebrate his good fortune, he decided to hold the Ashvamedha, a Vedic ritual in which a horse, preferably white, is ceremoniously consecrated and let loose to wander for one year. Wherever the horse is sighted, local rulers must acknowledge the sponsoring king as the sovereign ruler: The horse’s tracks would define the boundary of the kingdom. Whoever caught the horse could challenge King Sagara and his army, and if the challenger won, he would become king. Sagara’s horse wandered through many kingdoms until one day, it was driven off by the god Indra and left to graze in the underworld.

The 60,000 sons, sent by their father to reclaim the horse, dug their way down to the netherworld, where they found the horse near where the sage Kapila was meditating. The sons mistakenly assumed that he had stolen the horse and threatened him with bodily harm. But Kapila was an extraordinary sage. Angry that his meditation had been disturbed, Kapila opened his eyes and let loose a fiery beam that reduced all 60,000 sons to a pile of ashes.

When his sons didn’t return with the horse, Sagara became concerned and dispatched his grandson Anshuman to find his great-uncles. Like the 60,000 before him, Anshuman came on Kapila in meditation beside the tethered white horse, but there was also a colossal pile of ashes. Anshuman returned home with sad news that their souls would not rest in peace until the river Ganga, which at that time streamed across the heavens, flowed to Earth to purify their ashes. Sagara died of a broken heart, and the sins multiplied in their destructive energy and began to cause natural disasters. The kingdom lost prosperity and peace, and by the time Sagara’s great-grandson, Bhagiratha, ascended the throne, he found it impossible to govern. So Bhagiratha set off to the Himalayas to make amends for his family’s transgressions, and he performed an arduous tapasya, or penance, for a thousand years.

Finally, Lord Shiva agreed to release the waters of Ganga from the heavens. However, Shiva knew that if Ganga rushed to Earth unimpeded, her mighty surge would destroy all creation, so Shiva agreed that the river could be channeled through his densely matted hair, slowing it to a trickle. At last, the river Ganga spilled down from the mountains, over Earth, into the sea, and then to the underworld, where the ashes of the sons of Sagara were purified and their long-suffering souls finally welcomed into Paradise.

Because of the labors of Bhagiratha, his name has become associated with unswerving determination; to accomplish any seemingly impossible task is celebrated as Bhagiratha Prayatnam, or “Bhagiratha’s Perseverance.” And now, because the Ganges (also called Bhagirathi, the feminine version of the sage’s name) is believed to flow in all three worlds—heaven, Earth and the netherworld—she is known as Triloka Patha Gamini, “the One Who Travels the Road Through Three Worlds.” Her connection to these three lokas makes Ganga a tirtha, or a place of crossing from Earth to heaven, for the living as well as the departed.

This story forms the basis for Niravapanjali, a Hindu ritual performed after the cremation rites. The ashes of the deceased are ceremonially immersed in holy water by the closest relatives so that the soul of the loved one can rise to heaven. Many Hindu prayer rituals—pujas—begin with the kalasa—“a brass, silver, or gold pot filled with water [and] adorned with a coconut amidst mango or other sacred leaves, which symbolizes the universe” (Shakya 2014). Hindus long to take a pilgrimage to the river Ganga, walking miles by foot, and return home with a jug of sacred water.
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A flock of birds hovers over a wooden rowboat at the juncture of three rivers in Allahabad, or Prayag.
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TOES IN THE WATER
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TOES IN THE WATER
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It is girls who usually sell offerings.



Devi suresvari bhagavati gange

tribhuvanatarini tarala-tarange,

sankara-mauli-viharini vimale

mama matir-astam tava pada-kamale.

Bhagirathi sukha-dayini matas

tava jalamahima nigame khyatah,

naham jane tava mahimanam

pahi krpamayi mamajnanam

O Goddess, stream of inspiration, great Ganges,

who flows across the three worlds (as a) radiant wave,

O pure one who plays at the crown of Shiva’s head,

my mind is continuously dwelling at your lotus feet.

O Ganges, mother who bestows happiness,

the greatness of your waters are celebrated in the Vedas.

I do not have the power to comprehend your greatness.

O compassionate one, protect me from ignorance.

…

Adi Shankaracharya

…

I am one of fifteen students on a monthlong yoga retreat to a variety of spiritual destinations in India. We arrive in Delhi and travel by bus before dawn, past makeshift dwellings made from sheets of old newspapers, past rows of human beings sleeping on sidewalks, past roaming cows and screaming vehicles. Captivated by the spiritual implications of the country of India, and because I read Elizabeth Gilbert’s Eat, Pray, Love when it first came out, I’m fairly convinced that if mystical revelation can be located on a map, it can be found here. While I would like to think that my quest is unique, I am one of what will become tens of thousands of American yoga practitioners who will travel to India over the next ten years with similar motivations, to “deepen my yoga practice.”

At a stoplight, I peer out the window at two dirty boys who could be brothers. The older one plays a tabla while the younger one, whose bare feet are black, performs, from a standing position, a series of consecutive backward extensions that end in what modern yoga practitioners call urdhva dhanurasana, or Upward Bow Pose. As he drops backward, he passes through a tiny metal hoop that he holds and spins. After about ten drop-backs, he falls onto his stomach into dhanurasana, or Bow Pose, and takes the hoop around his legs while the older brother hoists a gray rhesus monkey perched on a stick toward the bus window to collect whatever rupees we might offer.

Our bus stops in the ancient city of Mathura, the birthplace of the blue god, Lord Krishna, who in Indian myths and paintings seduced gopis, or young women, with his flute playing along the banks of the Yamuna River. The Yamuna, like Ganga, is personified as a goddess. She originates from the Himalayan Champasar Glacier, on Mount Kalinda, then travels 855 miles, crossing the states of Uttarakhand, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh, and later Delhi, before merging with her sister, Ganga, in Allahabad.

Yamuna is said to be the daughter of the sun god, Surya, and his wife, Sanjna. As a goddess, her name is Yami and she is described in a beautiful sixteenth-century Sanskrit hymn, “Yamunastakam,” as providing love and compassion, whereas the Ganga is known for offering spiritual liberation. It is believed that by sipping Yamuna’s water, one is spared the agony of death, since Yama, Lord of Death, is her brother. One of our retreat leaders, India Supera, mentions that Yamuna is a dead river. The Ganga “picks up the effluent from sugar refineries, distilleries, pulp and paper mills, and tanneries, as well as the contaminated agricultural runoff from the great Gangetic Plain, the rice bowl of North India, on which half a billion people depend for their survival” (Black 2016). The resultant low oxygen means the water can no longer break down organic waste or support aquatic life.

A day later we travel to Haridwar, regarded by Hindus as the seventh most sacred city in India. I see the Ganges for the first time at the evening river aarti, a ceremony that has taken place every night for at least two thousand years. This fire ritual is an elaborate expression of one’s complete and unflinching devotion to God. At sunset, the crowd proceeds toward the Har Ki Pauri Ghat, where, according to legend, some amrita, or eternal nectar, fell from a pot carried by the celestial bird Garuda, making this place a tirtha, or gateway to immortality.

On the way, I nearly trip over a shirtless boy who lies belly down on a low wooden platform with wheels; his limbs appear mangled. The movie Slumdog Millionaire has just come out, so I can’t help but wonder if this child, like thousands of others, was broken to pieces by people who force him into the streets to beg. I don’t know what I’m seeing, and at the same time, I can’t bear to look. I turn my gaze and walk on toward glowing temples beside the sacred river.

In what is often called “the ceremony of light,” pujaris, Hindu priests, wave lit wicks in front of murtis, or statues, of gods. There’s the Hindu trimurti, or trinity: Brahma, the creator god; Vishnu, who preserves creation; and Shiva, who reabsorbs creation at the end of its allotted time span. Hanuman, the semidivine monkey-chief, and Ganesha, the elephant-headed god of wisdom and remover of obstacles, are also represented. Female deities are also very much in evidence: Lakshmi, the goddess of prosperity and abundance and Vishnu’s consort; Saraswati, the goddess of the arts and learning; Durga the warrior goddess and Kali, her fierce sister; and the goddess Ganga, the namesake of this river. (Westerners call her Ganges because when the British came to India, they found Ganga too difficult to pronounce.) It is said that there are 330 million gods in India, and these are simply a few.
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Imagine relying on the kindness of strangers to make a living.



The pujari infuses the flames with the deities’ love and blessings against an assault of bells. People in the crowd gesture with their arms as if to take some of the light for themselves while somehow not setting their hair on fire. Another pujari hastily hands us a bowl made of dried palm leaves filled with a handful of yellow marigolds and a small candle made of ghee. Ganga aarti is usually made in the form of a lit lamp with a candle and flowers. Referred to as “offerings” in English, in old Hindi, they are called visarjan, from the Sanskrit visarjana, which means “giving, bestowing.” The pujari dabs a red paste called tilaka onto my forehead, rapidly recites Hindu prayers for health, long life, and prosperity for my family, and points to the river. I set the bowl of flowers and light on the water and pray for family at home, hoping that the lit candle stays afloat as the offering drifts away with many other tiny candles.

The next morning, we drive by bus to Rishikesh, the city I read about as an eight-year-old, where the Beatles’ search brought them to Maharishi Mahesh Yogi’s ashram. This center is just up the road from our destination, the Himalayan Institute, an ashram founded by two Swamis, Veda (1933–2015) and Rama (1925–1996). Swami Rama was known for an ability to control autonomic body functions such as blood pressure and heart rate, which he demonstrated while under medical examination at the Menninger Clinic in the sixties.

That evening we participate in the Ganga aarti held on the banks of the river at the Parmarth Niketan ashram. The aarti begins with bhajans, or devotional songs, and includes a havana, a ritual that takes place around the fire where offerings are made to Agni, the fire god. The lamps are lit against a colossal statue of Lord Shiva as the Earth rotates away from the Sun.
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Fire purifies
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Water purifies
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Rose petals in milk in clay cups at a market stall.
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The back alleys of Varanasi.



During early-morning yoga practice, we engage in exceedingly slow movements designed to lubricate our joints for seated meditation during three days of silence. Take away words and one quickly becomes aware of their power. Fluid means “flowing,” from the Old French fluie, meaning “stream of our consciousness.” And in Sanskrit, the root yuj means “to yoke.” Fluidity is at the heart of flow, or Vinyasa, practice, the style of yoga I practice, where the body moves seamlessly from one posture to another accompanied, or yoked, by the breath and attention. Flow yoga doesn’t appear to be part of this ashram’s program. Instead, we’re led in a measured walking meditation by a tall, curt woman with cropped white hair, dressed entirely in white. She speaks. We listen. We follow closely behind, like a brood of spiritually inclined ducklings.

Three nights later, inside a little cottage, I receive a mantra from a short, portly, white-clad woman, trained to give mantras, who hails originally from the Midwest. Mantras can be traced back at least 3,000 years to the Vedas. Found in nearly all religions, they serve several functions, but she tells me that a mantra is a method of protecting the mind from itself, and that I can use it any time I am anywhere other than the present moment, which means I’ll be using the mantra liberally. As she whispers the mantra in my ear, I feel as though the ceiling of the tiny house opens up and I’m encapsulated in a vault of stars. Then, as if the clock strikes twelve, I’m back in the house and life as I believe I know it continues.

As we leave Rishikesh, our bus stops beside the Ganges. Today, she is a wide, green, expansive mountain river, entirely distinct from the river in Haridwar, where the dam slows her current. I dip my toes in the frigid water and look north to see, for the first time, the Himalayas, the great, gray wall of snow-capped mountains over which the Buddha’s teachings initially made their way from India into Tibet between the eighth and eleventh centuries. These are the same mountains where in 1959, the Dalai Lama and eighty thousand Tibetans crossed into India to escape the Chinese invasion of Tibet.
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Morning bathers at Assi Ghat, Varanasi.



Nine hours of congested roads later, I see a third face of Ganga from a wooden rowboat shrouded in mosquitoes in a dense gray late-afternoon haze that stains the setting sun coral beside the Manikarnika Ghat in Varanasi, where human bodies have been cremated each day for at least the last two thousand years. Situated in the state of Uttar Pradesh, Varanasi, also known as Benares or Kashi (from the root kash, “to shine”) and “the City of Light,” is among the oldest continuously inhabited cities in the world. It is the only place in India where the Ganga turns back to head north again, toward Lake Mansarovar in Tibet and Mount Kailash, Shiva’s mountain home.

The name Varanasi comes from the names of the two rivers that protect its borders, the Assi, whose name means “sword,” and the Varuna, “the withdrawer.” In the ancient Vamana Purana, it is said that the rivers originated from the body of the entire world, named Purusha, the primordial man at the beginning of time. The Jabala Upanishad, dated sometime before 300 CE, describes the pair of rivers, the Yamuna and the Ganga, as arteries and veins that run through the interior of our own bodies.

What most ancient texts note is that Varanasi is not subject to the laws of time. It has for centuries been known as a kind of halfway house between Earth and sky. Pilgrims from all over India come here to “cross to the far shore,” or die. It is said that Lord Shiva and his wife, Parvati, created this city so that Shiva’s light could shine down from above, forming a passage for souls to leave their bodies, free themselves from samsara, the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth, and attain liberation. Morning and evening rituals orbit around this world, where religion is the signifier of daily life.

Over there a woman sits on the ground and sells vegetables while a brown cow, an arm’s length away, hovers over fresh dung. Dhobis, or washermen and washerwomen, crack wet laundry on a smooth rock below, while just upstream, a man urinates down a stained wall that faces the river. Monkeys climb the cement steps above, sadhus sit together and smoke chillum (hashish), and children play cricket in the cremation ground. Women drink directly from the river, mosquitoes bite, and a dead body floats downstream.
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A familiar face in Rishikesh, Hanuman, who embodies the traits of faith and loyalty to God.
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The ingredients of an evening aarti: hibiscus paste, turmeric, a brass jar, and marigolds in Haridwar.
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Laundry service on the banks of the river.
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Setting foot in the Ganga for the first time, accompanied by her mother and grandmother.
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Purveyors of videocassettes of the Ganga for tourists. One can watch the video before buying.



We stay at Assi Ghat at the union of the Ganga and Assi Rivers, described in the Kashi Khanda, a chapter of the Skanda Purana written in the sixth century CE, as Sambheda Tirtha, “a special place of pilgrimage.” It is said that anyone who can dip here even once receives the merit that results from good deeds, acts, or thoughts, which will carry over from this life into all subsequent incarnations. We wade ankle deep in Ganga to climb onto a large wooden boat that Shyam, our boat wallah, or driver, motors upstream. Shyam comes from a long line of boat wallahs who hearken back to the Sanskrit epic the Ramayana, traditionally ascribed to the sage Valmiki. Shyam has three sons and a fourteen-year-old daughter, Lakshmi, who has never ventured upstream from Varanasi. Shyam’s parents and their parents were born and died here. They live on a river originally made of stars and the parents of his parents’ parents, and, so too, he and his children’s children will return.

A wooden boat approaches, its boat driver proclaiming, “Ganga supermarket!” He sells a variety of toys, murtis, and postcards. A man in another boat is selling gray, flat-headed fish submerged in a bucket, which he bought at a store several miles away so we can buy them to release back to the river. And another man and his partner sell tourist DVDs of Varanasi, and if I wish to see a sample, I can simply install one into the DVD player and accompanying TV set in his wooden rowboat.

From the boat this evening we watch several thousand people bed the gods down for the night through an elaborate ceremony that has been repeated for thousands of years. Shyam drops anchor across from the Manikarnika Ghat, where for at least two thousand years, hundreds of bodies have been cremated daily. One of us asks our group leader, India Supera, about the river’s cleanliness. She draws a cultural distinction between the words dirty and polluted and impure. Dirtied is on the surface, referring to plastic bags, or flowers from temples, while pollute means “to defile.” In the eyes of most Indians, Ganga may be dirtied, but she is never polluted. If Ganga were to be defiled, she would lose her status as a goddess and would need to be cleansed by appeasing the gods in pujas.
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Rowing, rowing, rowing the boat.
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Rowboats provide an immediate experience of the river.
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Introduction to India: eye to eye with a truck driver at busy intersection.
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Breakfast for seagulls.
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Girl with offerings.
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Bathing, purifying and playing. For millions, the river is an integral part of daily life.
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    Larger-than-life murti stationed in the middle of the fast-flowing Ganga in Rishikesh.
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    One of hundreds of narrow passageways through Varanasi.
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Out of the 2,300 towns in the country, nearly 700, constituting one-third of the country’s population, are situated in the Ganga Basin, and of these, 100 are located along the riverbank itself. An estimated two-thirds of those who use Ganga’s waters each year contract a water-borne illness like typhoid, cholera, or dysentery. In fact, 1.7 million children under the age of five die annually in India from easily preventable illnesses such as diarrhea. The Ganges River basin contains the largest number of the world’s poor in any one region. There are approximately one hundred major industries located directly on the river, about seventy of which are considered grossly polluting. The principal sources of pollution of the Ganga are solid garbage thrown directly into the river, lack of wastewater-treatment plants, pesticides and fertilizers from agricultural runoff, animal carcasses, half-burned and unburned human corpses thrown into the river, defecation on the banks because there are so few toilets, mass bathing, and religious and spiritual practices.

Shyam invites us up narrow alleyways into an old three-story building, where loose electrical wires spill over a spiral metal staircase. Water trickles off the ceiling and down each step into a narrow stream. I walk up and over electrical cords into a dark six-by-ten-foot room, the size of an average American walk-in closet, which by day is cleared for meals and five children’s homework, while at night the entire family sleeps here, including Shyam’s wife and elderly father. The room is dark, dirty, and wet. There are no government social services. The family has one another. They can’t afford not to be close.

While Shyam’s living conditions seem dire, he and his family are not part of the 310 million who live in poverty. I return home from India with these mystical revelations: a river can be simultaneously sacred and toxic; the Indian people I met are genuinely cheerful, despite circumstances that most in the West would consider extreme; the yoga I practice barely resembles the yoga I personally encounter in India, which makes me wonder if I’m practicing yoga at all; and most of what I’ve learned in the States cannot be applied to India — including my own cultural assumptions, which appear to be innumerable. India is another reality entirely — in some respects, more real than the one I live in. India Supera and I agree to return. Next time I will lead a group with her, and I will bring a better camera.
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