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NARMADA PARIKRAMA

By Vivek Ji

he waters of the Narmada River flow as

though carrying a divine grace, ancient
wisdom, and a sense of spirituality. This mystical
river, known for its sanctity in India, has wit-
nessed countless people embarking on a journey
of devotion and introspection: the parikrama, a
sacred circumambulation that spans the length of
this majestic waterway. This circumambulation,
undertaken by devout pilgrims, reveals the
enduring legacy of the valley and is a testament
to the unwavering faith and commitment of those
who embark on the journey. The parikrama not

only symbolizes their devotion, but also reinforc-
es their spiritual connection with the valley and
the significance of the river in their lives.

The Narmada Parikrama has been passed down
through many generations, and I embraced it

as the most challenging trip of my life. I was
initially attracted to the sacred circumambulation
because of the river’s spiritual significance,

but upon discovering the Narmada’s various
dimensions—social, cultural, economic, and
archaeological—I now see the ways it contributes

The River Narmada in all her glory. Image courtesy of Vivek Ji.
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to the foundations of Indian society and culture.
As I have come to understand it, the Narmada
River is more than just a spiritual river.

The Narmada Parikrama involves starting from
any chosen point on the southern bank and
following the river all the way to the estuary
near Bharuch in Gujarat state of India. After
crossing the river’s mouth, the journey then
continues along the northern bank back to the
starting point. Traditional wisdom holds that
the Revakhanda chapter of the ancient Hindu
scripture Skanda Purana served as inspiration
for the Narmada Parikrama.

Although the pilgrimage is quite demanding,

it continues to gain popularity and attracts
numerous individuals, including holy people
(Sadhus) and laypersons, who travel from one
sacred spot (tirtha) to the next each year. During
each pilgrimage, pilgrims are required to carry
out rituals that are unique to the local area

and based on ancient stories and customs. The
conditions and resources along the banks of the
river are crucial for the Narmada Parikrama,
ensuring that pilgrims can perform their rites,
have food, and find shelter while traveling alone
or in groups. Access to the necessary resources,
however, has varied as the river has changed over
time.

The author and others embark on the ancient pathways of the Narmada Parikrama.
Image courtesy of Vivek Ji.
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River Narmada

To understand the value and the challenges

of the Narmada Parikrama, we must first
understand more about the river, its history,

and its changes. The Narmada River “is the
largest west-flowing river of India and one of the
13 prominent rivers of India”; the headwaters,
called Narmada kund (pond) is a small pond at
Amarkantak town in the Maikal hill ranges in the
eastern part of Madhya Pradesh.[1] The Narmada
River “forms the traditional boundary between
North India and South India over a length of
1,312 km before draining through the Gulf of
Cambey (Khambat) into the Arabian Sea.”[2] The
forest-fed Narmada is the most important source
of water for drinking, irrigation, and hydropower
in Madhya Pradesh and Gujarat states, and
provides food, water, and livelihoods to 50
million people.

The transformation of the Narmada into this
industrious river took time. The Narmada and
its surrounding landscape were once spaces of
tranquility and serenity, untouched by the chaos
of contemporary society, where solitude reigned
supreme. However, in the twenty-first century,
the origin of the Narmada in Amarkantak and
the surrounding area, once a peaceful haven has
transformed to include a bustling city, adorned
with towering structures, ashramas (holy
abodes), and other establishments. In many
areas, the trees have been cut down at an
alarming rate, leading to a frightening decrease
in forest size. The Narmada banks once boasted
beautiful spots for birds to rest and the greenery
of trees draping the landscape; they now have
very little tree cover because farmers have
encroached on the banks, cutting down trees to

Many participate in the sacred tradition of drinking river water as part of the Narmada
Parikrama. Image courtesy of Vivek Ji.
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Hazy sunshine reflects on a peaceful view of the Narmada River. Image courtesy of Vivek Ji.
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make arable land. Within the last eight years,
there has been a movement to increase tree cover,
but unfortunately, the project failed because it
did not involve local people or ensure their par-
ticipation in providing care for the trees. One of
the most challenging aspects of my own Narmada
Parikrama was to locate shade along her banks.

If this removal of trees continues, the Narmada
could soon lose most of its forest cover.

As the Narmada River water levels increase, the
banks, devoid of trees, are flooding and eroding.
This poses a threat to the ancient and sacred
sites located along the banks that are part of the
Narmada Parikrama.

It is astonishing to contemplate how this meta-
morphosis came to pass. In the days of British
rule in India, this 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 past, Amarkantak, the town at the origin
of the Narmada River, had numerous winding
waterways that added to the powerful Narmada’s
flow. However, with the development of this
sacred landscape, these waterways have signifi-
cantly diminished.

The deforestation is apparent here at the boundary of Madhya Pradesh and Maharashtra,
where the Sardar Sarovar Dam’s reservoir extends over two hundred kilometers upstream.
Image courtesy of Vivek Ji.
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From the mountains of Amarkantak, the river
plunges hundreds of feet through a series of falls
and rapids, then it meanders around the hills of
Mandla, a town not far from where it originates,
and eventually passes under the remains of the
palace at Ramnagar built by the Gond tribal
leaders who dominated the area in the sixteenth
century. By this point, nearly 150 km through

its journey to the sea, the Narmada has drained

a large area of hilly terrain. Its rushing waters
branch out into many different channels, between
the river’s forested islands and the black traprock
peaks and ledges that rise in the river’s center. No
longer do the surrounding hills and dense vegeta-
tion conceal the horizon and the banks, extending
right down to the water’s edge.

The river is a continuous blue ribbon of water
from Ramnagar all the way down to Mandla. In
this stretch, during my own parikrama, I noticed
the river was framed by towering tree-lined banks
which are increasingly rare along the Narmada.
Further south along the river is a crossroads of
the Grand Trunk Road from Jabalpur to Nagpur
below Mandla at Gwarighat. This crossroads

not only served as a strategic location for trade
and transportation, but also held historical sig-
nificance during the British colonial era. In this
era, the felling and distribution of trees from this
area played a crucial role in fueling the growing
demand for timber across various regions of
India. As I witnessed, this area remains mostly
deforested. The Narmada then descends from the
hills and enters into a rich valley that stretches
for more than 200 km and passes through the
districts of Narsinghpur and Narmadapuram of
Madhya Pradesh.

The Narmada, which is known as the lifeline of

the states of Madhya Pradesh and Gujrat, flows
through this valley, nourishing the fertile lands
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and sustaining the local communities. This is

the beginning of the river’s journey through one
of the large alluvial plains that gives the river its
distinctive character: alluvial plains alternating
with steep gorges. Farmers grow various crops

in the alluvial plains throughout India’s four
seasons, and it was here that the British found
India’s coal belt and established coal and iron
mines near Tendukheda. Traveling this section of
the Narmada will lead one to the cities of Handia
and Nemawar located on the river’s northern and
southern banks, respectively.

The Narmada River then 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 ages of these
geological landmarks, revealing that the Vindhya
Mountains have stood tall for a staggering 1.4
billion years while the Satpura Mountains,
though slightly younger, boast an impressive age
of approximately 1 billion years.[3]

The hills on each side of the river begin to
converge again just before the town of Handia.
The Narmada, having descended from the hills
above Mandhata, then flows through the state

of Madhya Pradesh for the next 160 km, with

the Satpura Mountains to the south and the
Vindhya Mountains closer to the north. The river
flows from Shulpani forest, which is inhabited
by the Janjatis (people living and sustaining
themselves in the forest) at the edge of Madya
Pradesh and subsequently enters Gujarat via the
town of Rajpipla, flowing on to Bharuch about
300 km further downstream. As it enters the Gulf
of Kambhat below Bharuch, the estuary reaches
a maximum width of 25 km and drains into the
ocean.

10
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Narmada in Hindu Religious Scriptures

The varied landscapes and terrain that are part the life of Lord Rama, the one of the divine

of the Narmada’s journey to the ocean were also ~ Incarnation, shares the captivating narrative of
part of my journey, my Narmada parikrama. Lord Rama’s journey. It includes a glimpse into
Throughout this journey, I reflected on the the enchanting world of the Narmada River and
ways that the Narmada holds great importance provides a meticulous account of the diverse

in Indian social heritage and is one of the array of creatures that undoubtedly inhabited
foundations of Indian society. The river is a the enchanting forests surrounding Narmada:
site for offering to ancestors, offering charity, tigers and lions alongside buffalo, deer, bears,
and self-realization. For example, the epic tale elephants, and birds all coexisted harmoniously
of the Valmiki’s Ramayana, which chronicles amidst the verdant foliage.[4]

Despite being mentioned in many ancient holy books, the ancient sacred sites of Koteshwar
in Madhya Pradesh are now underwater and inaccessible for most of the year. For the few
months of the year when they are visible, pilgrims travel there by boat to pray. Image courte-
sy of Vivek Ji.
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From Valmiki’s Ramayana to the Mahabharata to
the Puranas, the Narmada appears time and time
again as a rich and lush landscape, a site of bless-
ing, redemption, and temptation, and as a nexus
for holy pilgrimages. For example, the Vana-
Parva of the Mahabharata serves as a guide for
those embarking on a pilgrimage, emphasizing
the importance of visiting specific tirthas (sacred
pilgrimage sites) surrounding the Narmada to
attain spiritual merit. In the enchanting chron-
icles of the Narada Purana, a vivid depiction
emerges of the myriad tirthas on the banks of the
Narmada River. These tirtha remain significant

for pilgrims even today. One passage discusses
the 108 tirthas or holy places of importance at
each sangama (confluence) of the Narmada.
During my own pilgrimage, I engaged with many
of these tirtha, noting their spiritual significance
in the past as a connection to the present and the
future. Looking at these tirthas, or discovering
them on my travels, is like reliving the stories,
learning the past, and uncovering the significance
of these holy heritage sites. The process is similar
to that of archaeologists discovering priceless
artifacts: heritage sites are like gems of history
waiting to be discovered.

This Gond tribal fort is one of many important historical sites along the Narmada River.
Image courtesy of Vivek Ji.
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Historical Literature on the Narmada

The Narmada River 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.[5]

Bharuch, historically known as Bhrigukaccha,
was an essential stopping point for adventurous
travelers as they made their way across India.
Crossing the mouth of the Narmada was one of
the most difficult obstacles to reach the Bharuch,
and as such, the crossing was frequently men-
tioned in stories about this bustling city.[6]

Even within the ancient manuscripts of the
Krityakalpataru of Bhatta Lakshmidhara,

one can find numerous references to the

Mother Narmada. These books, meticulously
crafted, bear within their pages to the names

and tirthas associated with the Narmada.[7] 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

the revered Ganges to embark on this spiritual
journey along her hallowed shores.

Whether chronicled in written accounts or passed
down through generations via oral tradition, the
essence of the Narmada resonates deeply within
the hearts and minds of its people. It is this
resonance that drew me to the river, too, and into
the Narmada Parikrama. I pursued this practice
as a way of honoring the river and of connecting
to these deep and rich histories.

Throughout the centuries, writers have been
captivated by various texts that exist even after
hundreds to thousands of years have passed.
From Virasimha, the late sixteenth-century ruler
of the town of Orcha, sharing insights on the
river from his own expedition and engagement
with earlier texts to Dalapatraya, a member of
a royal family in the mid-1500s who penned
172 verses to the river, writers draw us into this
place. [8] These texts, whether derived from
ancient Puranas or inspired by the meandering
path of the River Narmada, continue to hold

a prominent place within the Indian cultural

it enticed even those residing along the banks of  tapestry.
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Because of the dams, many sacred palaces and sculptures that line the Narmada River are
underwater for much of the year. Image courtesy of Vivek Ji.
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The Narmada River’s Current State

The Narmada River I encountered during my
Narmada Parikrama is both the same and
different from the river captured in these
spiritual and historical records. Nowadays, the
Narmada River continues to flow, with numerous
dams constructed along its course to fulfill the
requirements of society for water and energy.
The river now closely resembles a lake for most
of her course as a result of these dams and

other infrastructures that significantly alter the
natural course of the river. As a consequence,
countless ancient sites (sacred tirthas) have been
submerged, and villagers have been forced to
abandon their ancestral lands due to the rising
waters caused by these dams.[9]

The Narmada River and its tributaries have

been the subject of plans to develop dams of
various sizes, with some plans calling for almost
3,000 small dams, 130 medium dams, and 25
big dams. The Narmada Valley Development
Project currently comprises five mega-dams, with
the four largest ones currently finished and in
use. The Mandleshwar Dam is the sole dam that
remains under construction, nearing completion.
Collectively, the five dams are projected to inun-
date an area of around 1850 square kilometers.

[10]

Not only have dams forced countless people
from their homes, but they have also flooded
numerous archaeological sites and culturally
important tirthas. Tragically, not enough is

known about the cultural loss of heritage in India.

While on my Narmada Parikrama, I found that
out of over 300 sacred sites mentioned in India’s
ancient texts, only about 200 are still intact.
Among the rest, over 30 are inaccessible due to
danger or are close to ruin, while the remaining
70 have vanished completely.

The reservoirs behind the dams significantly
impact the Narmada Parikrama. Indira Sagar,
the largest human-made lake near Punasa, has

OPEN RIVERS : ISSUE 27 : FALL 2024 / GEOGRAPHIES

flooded an area of 913.48 sq km, resulting in

the loss of a significant portion of the parikra-
ma path. The Sardar Sarovar dam further down-
stream blocks a narrow and steep valley, leading
to backwaters that extend up to 214 kilometers
upstream. This has caused the disappearance

of more of the original parikrama path, which
spanned almost 430 km. The distance of the
Narmada Parikrama is much longer now because
of these changes; I estimated the contemporary
journey to be around 3,000 kilometers, which
differs from previous accounts that placed it at
approximately 2600 kilometers, covering both
banks of the river.

In order to avoid artificial lakes and sections of
the ancient river that have been altered by regula-
tion, pilgrims like me are following a significantly
altered path. The reservoirs are now included in
the pilgrims’ route; the peaceful waters there are
treasured just as much as the rushing waters of
the original river.

Despite these changes, the Narmada Valley has
recently been recognized as a unique cultural
unit by archaeologists, art historians, and experts
from related fields. 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.

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

15
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Sardar Sarovar Dam in Gujarat has a reservoir that runs over 200 kilometers, past the
borders of Maharashtra and Madhya Pradesh. Image courtesy of Vivek Ji.
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150,000 years. [11] In the vicinity of Hathnora (a
village in Sehore district of Madhya Pradesh), 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.[12] Schoolchildren learn
about the Java Man and the Peking Man, but the
Narmada Man (as it is called) is almost unknown.
The Narmada Human, originally known as the
Narmada Man, is a member of the Homo erec-
tus group that lived before contemporary Homo
sapiens sapiens. The Narmada fossil could

be 500,000 to 600,000 years old based on

= ——

morphological features compared to other fossils
from known antiquity, palaeomagnetic dating
tests, and accompanying fauna.[13]

Damage to fossil research has occurred as a
result of development initiatives including dams,
mining and oil drilling operations, intensive
farming, and population pressure. Across the
subcontinent, hundreds of sites pertaining to
palaeoanthropology and the Stone Age are being
destroyed.[14]

Throughout my 3000-kilometer Narmada
Parikrama along the river, I witnessed significant

_— e = = ==

The Devaptha Tirtha in Madhya Pradesh is submerged and unreachable for most of the year.
During the few months it is visible, pilgrims make the journey by boat or by walking through
knee-deep water to pray at the site. Image courtesy of Vivek Ji.
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sand mining activities. This activity is crucial for
preventing the dams from becoming clogged.
Despite the ban on sand mining by heavy ma-
chinery in Madhya Pradesh, I noticed numerous
sand mines continuing to use heavy machinery
for extraction during my walks. This presents a
danger to the fragile ecological balance and needs
urgent action. There are individuals who have
spoken up, but what is lacking is a fundamental
change in the system so that rivers are appreci-
ated as more than a resource.[15] A recent study
found that the diversity of fish species is reducing
at an alarming rate in the Narmada; one of the
visible impact of sand mining is that in the past
50 years a total of 56 species of fish have been lost
in the river Narmada in central India.[16]

The ecology of the Narmada, which was once cel-
ebrated in ancient Hindu scriptures, is currently
deteriorating. The banks, once adorned with a
variety of trees, have now lost their beauty and
are in decline. Several banks have been cleared

and trees uprooted for farming or sand mining,
leading to significant soil erosion that poses a
threat to nearby villages.

Analyzing the changes to the river, a recent study
explains that

the biodiversity-rich region has lost 11.63
percent dense mixed forest (DMF), 2.11
percent of sal mixed forest (SMF), and 5.08
percent of water bodies (WB) from 1980

to 2018, while open land (OL) area has
increased by 7.52 percent; agriculture has
further spread by 7.10 percent and the areas
under human habitation/commercial build-
ings have increased by 4.18 percent.[17]

I initially wanted to do the Narmada Parikrama
for spiritual reasons, but as I learned more about
her history and the many references to her in
Indian religious and spiritual texts, I began to see
her as a river, but also as a cultural hub for the

Pilgrims traverse farmland that used to be forested but it is now completely cleared.
Image courtesy of Vivek Ji.
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social and spiritual development of India. I feel the river experiences ongoing transformation,
incredibly fortunate to have walked the full 3,000 these histories have all but disappeared. India as
kilometers, but my heart sinks whenever I think  a nation continues to disregard the Narmada’s
about the ecological destruction she is currently ~ history, as evidenced by the deterioration of its
experiencing, the flooding of her old tirthas, and  heritage sites. I wonder at this juncture what will

the disappearance of her traditions. Because of happen to this river which is known as Mother
her serene beauty, the banks of the Narmada Narmada and the great circumambulation known
River were once the dwelling places of many as Narmada Parikrama if the trends continue the
philosophers and thinkers who contributed to way they are.

the canon of Indian philosophy. However, as
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