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To Geez,
Whose greatness slipped
through my fingers.

To Geez,
Who taught me a passion
for the Word.

To Geez,
Who found the dawn
too soon.
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Foreword

A SOUND AND COMPREHENSIVE STUDY of the Ganga in all its
aspects has long been a desideratum, for no river in the world’s
history has achieved such fame as the sacred river of India—the Nile
is its only possible rival. From its origins in the cold Himalayan
peaks to its merging with the ocean in the Bay of Bengal, in all its
majestic length, it forms the main artery carrying the lifeblood of
northern India. Surely thete is not a river anywhere in the world
which has not something of beauty and mystery, something of poe-
try about it. And no river is endowed with these qualities in such
full measure as the Ganga. It is not in the least surprising that an-
cient Indians thought of the Ganga as sacted, a goddess in her own
right, descending from the head of the great god Siva himself.

Dr. Darian is, at least figuratively speaking, a convinced devotee
of that goddess. He has traveled her banks for their full length and
has lived among those who dwell by her side. He evidently loves her
with an intensity which few modern Indians can match. This book
offets a wealth of information about the geography, history, and re-
ligious significance of the Ganga. It is important both as a scholarly
study and as a work of interpretation that explores the hidden rela-
tionships between Indian art and religion. But thanks to his deep
love for his subject and his excellent literary gifts, Dr. Datian has
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also conveyed something of the grandeur and poetry of the Ganga
to his readers. And, indirectly, nearly all aspects of India’s history
and culture are touched on in these pages, reflected in the clear
sunlit waters of the sacred river.

A verse in one of the many sacred books of Hinduism reads as
follows:

What need of expensive sacrifices,
ot of difficult penances?
Worship Ganga, asking for happiness
and good fortune,
and she will bring you heaven
and salvation.

. Padma Purana V. 60.39

To the reader who has not seen the Ganga, this verse may seem
to express a mete ancient superstition. Those who know something
of the great river, though they may not take the verse literally, will
see the point. Readers of this fine book will not only learn many in-
teresting facts about the Ganga, past and present, but also under-
stand why this mighty river has been for three thousand years con-
sidered holy, and why, at least in a poetic sense, she zs holy, and
why those who truly love her are, again in 2 poetic sense, 7zukta—
set free.

A. L. BASHAM

Professor of Astan Crvilizations
Australian National University
Canberra



Preface

IN THE BEGINNING, there was no mythology; there was no art.
There was only expetience. To the early Aryan settlers of the Gan-
ges Valley, the river loomed massive and omnipresent. Its waters
nourished, its current allowed communication with other settle-
ments, old and new, its route pointed ever east toward some un-
known fulfillment. As civilization grew on its banks and cities tose,
Ganga became more and more a part of the Indian ethos. With the
flourishing of commerce and agriculture, its water was called upon
for a thousand functions. Just as in love few men can resist an utter-
ly devoted woman, so people came to worship the river that offered
them so much. From the time of the Vishnu Dharma Shastra in the
third century A.D., Ganga has played a vital role in Hindu cere-
mony: in rituals of birth and initiation, of marriage and death. Asa
goddess, she has moved among the great celestials of Hinduism: at
times the child of Brahma, the wife of Shiva, the metaphysical pro-
duct of Vishnu, or mother to the Vasus and to Karttikeya, god of
war. But ever and always, she confers a benediction. She shares
none of the chthonian affinities associated with Kali or Durga or the
sepulchral goddesses of Greece. Even in the underworld, the river
has pointed the way to paradise.

In time the fame and sanctity of Ganga reached the western
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world. She became the goal of Alexander the Great, who regarded
the river as the farthest limits of the earth. Alexander hoped to
reach the Ganges and then, continuing east, return to Europe by
sailing through the Pillars of Hercules. Virgil, Ovid, and Dante all
mention Ganga. The river also played a unique role in medieval
thought. With a curious blend of Scripture and classical geography,
the Church Fathers came to regard Ganga as the Phison, first river
of Eden. The belief prevailed throughout the Middle Ages, ac-
cepted by such great figures as St. Augustine, Ambrose, and Je-
rome. It remained until the end of the fifteenth century, when Co-
lumbus, on his fourth voyage to the New World, touched the coast
of Panama and thought he heard the natives speak of the great river
Ganges, which lay ten days’ journey from the coast.

Ganga’s power is felt more in Bengal than elsewhere along its
course. Here its shifting current has created and destroyed great
cities; its changing distribution of silt has left entire regions deso-
late. It is no wonder, then, that Ganga plays a prominent part in
the literature and folk religion of the delta.

With the general reader in mind, I have omitted the diacritics
normally used for transliterating Sanskrit words into English; I have
retained them, however, in the notes and the index.

In this book I have tried to present the image of Ganga in her
totality. The Rig Veda reminds us that god is one; we call him by
many names. In the same way, the river is one. It is not history or
art, geography or literature, but all these and always something
more. If this study has led me beyond my poor powets, I have fol-
lowed for a single reason: to preserve that oneness.
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The Source

BEYOND THE HIGH HIMALAYAS, in the vast reaches of the Tibetan
plateau, lies Mount Kailasa. In the Indian tradition, it holds the
same meaning as Jerusalem to the medieval Christians and Mecca to
the followers of Istam. As such it seems less a place than a state of
mind, constellated with the dreams and aspirations of a thousand
pilgrims who shall never make the journey except in their hearts.
But Kailasa 75 a place, a shimmering mountain of twenty thousand
feet. In some of the ancient writings—Hindu, Buddhist, even Chi-
nese and Tibetan—Kailasa is also the home of Ganga, which flows
from its slopes, dividing into four streams, to grace the world of
men. (See Map 1.)

Near the foot of Kailasa lies Manasarovar, the Lake of the Mind
(sarovar, in Sanskrit, signifying lake; 7zzanas, mind or thought), an-
other supposed source of Ganga. Like the great mountain, it has
been a center of pilgrimage since the early centuries of the Christian
era, famous among Hindus and among Buddhists of all the notth-
etn countries: Tibet, China, Japan. At fifteen thousand feet, the
ice-blue water covers an area of two hundred square miles, its regu-
larly indented shote set in a cluster of mountains that rise abruptly
from the endless expanse of plains.

In the figurative geography of the Puranas, Indian religious texts
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Map 1. The Route of the Ganges.

from the first eight centuries of our era, we confront the image of
Asia as a four-sided lotus, each petal containing one of the great re-
gions: China to the east, Persia to the west, India to the south, and,
to the north, the obscure realms of Tutkestan.! And out of Manasa-
rovar, the Lake of the Mind, went a river in each direction to water
the land. Within India itself, the four great rivers of the north—
Ganga, Yamuna, the Indus, and the Brahmaputra—all take rise in

the Himalayas and were thought of as flowing from Manasarovar,

which in reality lies slightly to their north. But this was not known

until the eatly nineteenth century.
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The Ganges itself is born several hundred miles south of Kailasa
in the Gangotri glaciet, a mountain of ice nearly twenty miles long
and three miles wide, surrounded by peaks twenty-one thousand to
twenty-four thousand feet high. From here its two main sources—
the Alakananda and the Bhagirathi—flow past the sacred villages of
Badrinath and Gangotri, long since regarded as the most revered
centers of pilgrimage. The journey from Rishikesh, nearly two hun-
dred miles south, once lay across dirt tracks and over precarious
bridges that swayed violently in the wind. These bridges, called
jhulas, which still exist in remote places, are made from two pieces
of twisted rope strung between the cliffs. Smaller ropes hang down,
supporting short pieces of wood at right angles to the railings.
Across these strips are placed lengths of split bamboo that provide
the actual walkway.? The track is seldom more than ten inches
wide. Since the 1940s, the Indian government has developed long
stretches of the road, but the last few miles to Gangotri are still
done on foot.

Badrinath is ancient and first appears in the Mababbarata, the
great Indian epic often compared with the I/7zd. Though composed
between 400 B.C. and A.D. 400, it describes real and mythological
events that return to the beginnings of Indian civilization. It is said
that Manu—the first man—built an ark at the time of the deluge.
Eventually it settled on a peak at Badrinath, where Manu recreated
the human race. By his eponymous role as well as certain linguistic
affinities, Manu is related to Adam and to Minos, the legendary
king of Crete. India’s greatest poet, Kalidasa, who lived in the fifth
century A.D., describes the mythical Himalayan city of Alaka, per-
haps a shortened form of Alakananda:

Where maidens who the gods would gladly wed

are fanned by breezes cool with Ganga’s foam

in the shadows that the trees of heaven spread.
The town of Badrinath lies on the western bank of the Alakananda
in a mile-wide valley set between the ridges of Nar and Narayana,
the somber rock cathedrals of Vishnu that rise to 19,500 feet,
“‘higher than the flight of eagles,”” and behind them Nilakantha
Peak, a dazzling pyramid of snow touching 21,600 (Figure 1).

The soutce of the river descends from Vasudhara Falls, seven or
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Figure 1. The Town of Badrinath beneath Nilakantha Peak. Courtesy of
R. R. Bharadvaj.

eight miles beyond the town, and can be reached by following a
route long used by merchants and pilgrims traveling to and from
Tibet. Starting from Badrinath, the road runs north along the Ala-
kananda, then across a broad rocky plain to the tiny village of Ma-
na, where it branches, one track leading to the Mana Pass at eigh-
teen thousand feet and on to Manasarovar, 238 miles away, the
other following the river to Vasudhara. Pilgrims follow the 2%-
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mile track from Mana to immerse themselves for a moment in the
icy waters of the falls where Ganga is botn. It is a place of begin-
nings; for in Indian tradition, water—as a substance without
shape—reminds us of the potential (pralaya) that all things have
before they assume name and form, befote they become unalter-
able. At Vasudhara the stream is sometimes cut off by the fietce
winds that blow through the gorge. The natives regard this as a sign
that someone of evil temperament has come to absolve himself by
touching the source (Figure 2).

The village of Mana is like a hundred other Himalayan settle-
ments; tiny stone houses cling to the mountainside; along the ter-
races and in unlikely places grow stands of wheat, corn, and other
vegetables. Its inhabitants are Bhotiyas, a Tibetan people found
along the mountains as far as Sikkim and Darjeeling. Their name
itself means the people of Bhot, an Indian word for Tibet. Its men
are short and powertful, the women full-bodied, with rich Mongo-
lian faces and an openness that comes from working the fields and
tending sheep. The few archaeological remains from the village in-
clude several carved figures of lamas and an early Brahmi script that
date to the sixth century A.D.

Through hidden tracks among the mountains, the people of
Mana carty on a considerable trade with the little-known kingdom
of Bhutan. Toward the end of July, when the snows have melted
and the passes are clear, they set off in groups of a hundred or so
with merchandise, chiefly grain, carried by sheep or goats. The en-
tire affair takes about a month; ten days each way plus time for rest
and provisioning—and the endless subtleties of buying and selling,
sitting in the matketplace sipping tea and talking of clouds and
weather, flocks and grain, and intimations of the world beyond that
drift down through the mountains like a wayward snowflake in
September.

As for Badrinath, its heart is the temple, a small stone building
covered with a copper-plated roof and surmounted by a gilded ball
(Figure 3). According to tradition, it was first established in the
eighth century by the famous philosopher Shankara, though it has
been destroyed 2 hundred times by icefalls rushing down from Na-
rayana Parvat. The statute may be older yet. For though it is wor-
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Figute 2. Vasudhara Falls, Source of the Alakananda near Badrinath.
Courtesy of R. R. Bharadvaj.

shipped as an image of Vishnu, there is every reason to believe it
was originally meant to portray the Buddha,? at a time when the
Himalayas were subject to strong Buddhist influence, especially un-
der the Tibetan king Srong-tsang-Gampo (A.D. 629-647). Half
concealed in the violet shadows of the sanctum, the black stone fig-
ure sits with legs crossed. One hand is raised, the palm facing out-
ward in a gesture of benediction, the other resting in its lap, a pose
typical of the Buddha. Another indication of its Buddhist affinities
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Figure 3. The Temple at Badrinath. Court

is the regular gifts sent to the temple by the Tholing lamasery in
Tibet, from an unknown time in the past up until the border clos-
ing in the 1950s.

The chief priest is a Numbudiri Brahman from Kerala, on the
southwest coast of India, the original home of Shankara, and the
contact has been maintained for over a thousand years. Near the
temple is Tapta Kund, a hot spring that serves the appurtenances of
pilgrimage. Throughout the year, even with snow covering the
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ground, it discharges boiling water that may be channeled to huts
and private homes, providing a semblance of warmth. But except
for the summer months—from May to November—the temple is
closed, and most residents descend to villages at lower altitudes.
Besides a handful of sadhus and sannyasins (holy men), there are
few indications of life. Swami Tapovan, a saint of the Himalayas,
describes the scene at the height of winter: ‘‘No bird stirs; no
animal moves about. . . . Even as the face is seen reflected in a mit-
rot, the Soul perceives itself in the stillness of Nature.’’4 The tem-
ple service itself is austere: the chanting of a short litany and then
bathing in the spring. For widows and orphans, there is shaving of
the head, a custom practiced during the great Mela (bathing fair) at
Allahabad, where three rivers meet and the true devotee steps be-
yond time.

Further south the Alakananda River is joined by the Mandakini,
a lesser source that rises near Kedatnath, another center of pilgrim-
age. The shrine at Kedar is set on a broad treeless plain studded
with glacial lakes. Certain architectural features as well as several of
the sculptural panels devoted to Shiva all date from the tenth ot
eleventh century, while other characteristics seem as late as the six-
teenth. The river itself flows from Kedar Peak, which looms above
the temple at a height of twenty-one thousand feet. During the
months of travel—in May and September—the entire route is thick
with pilgrims, who come by foot and by bus, young and old, men
and women, the rich and the penniless, the aged and the infirm,
driven at times by something less than faith but more than curiosi-
ty. For, despite the occasional inns offering simple meals and shel-
ter, it is not an easy journey.

At Deoprayag, the Alakananda joins the Bhagirathi, the other
main source of Ganga, which rises beyond the pilgrimage center of
Gangotri. The route to Gangotri follows steep mountainsides along
the Bhagirathi Valley, passing among dense forests of cedar and
pine and through little towns all with a curious sameness about
them. The approach is through a rocky defile that booms with the
sound of the river. Considering its age, the town seems almost
makeshift. Apart from pilgrims, the only inhabitants are priests,
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yogis, and a few shopkeepers. In the surrounding caves, sannyasins
often spend their last days in meditation before embracing the mys-
tety. From November to May, everything is closed. Only a few as-
cetics stay on, sustaining themselves one way or another. Besides
the temple, most structures are built from wood and tin, though
the cedar, if properly cured, can last for centuries. The temple itself
is made of stone and dedicated to Bhagiratha, whose name is in-
timately connected with the birth of Ganga. Inside there is a small
statue of the river goddess with her companions the rivers Yamuna
and Sarasvati.

But the true source of Ganga is at Gomukh (13,500 feet), the
giant ice cave fourteen miles beyond the town (Figure 4). The jour-
ney is difficult; but the site, strange and compelling, says all that
can be said about beginnings. No fixed road leads from Gangotri;
only modest stone caitns guide the traveler. Clay pillars three hun-
dred feet high cling precariously to the enclosing walls of the valley.
Gradually the land levels to a boulder-covered plain neatly a mile
long, sloping always upward toward the thick pine forest of Chit-
basa. Here, at 11,800 feet, lies the only habitation along the way, a
large pilgrim shelter (dharmashala) that accommodates forty or fifty
people. The pines of Chirbasa have achieved a sanctity all their
own. Even the poet Kalidasa speaks of Ganga flowing toward the
pines along the high peaks of Himalaya. From Chirbasa it is anoth-
er six miles, and most pilgrims set off at dawn, completing the full
citcle by nightfall. The last few miles run through stands of birch
trees that recede near the perpetual snow line, and the only things
remaining are wizened shrubs and the yellow Brahma lotus that
smells with the sweetness of the sun.

The ice cave—facing onto a tiny pool—rises over two hundred
feet beneath its granite shell, and standing just above it is the peak
of Shivalinga (19,630 feet), golden gray, the color of sea relics. For
this is Gomukh, source of all begotten things, where shadows strug-
gle into form ‘‘against the white unending canvass of eternity,’’
where all that has ever been exists unuttered. Besides the occasional
pilgrim, there are only shepherds pasturing their sheep along the
small upland valleys. Men of incredible endurance, they often
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Figure 4. The Ice Cave at Gomukh, Source of the Bhagirathi. Courtesy of
R. R. Bharadvaj.

camp out on the plains—at thirteen thousand feet—without tents
or firewood. ,

The shape of the cave forms a natural amphitheater that catches
distant sounds: the shifting of ice, frost shattering on high peaks.
At night the wind runs stronger; the entire atmosphere hums with
the susurrous discourse of yakshas and gandharvas, divine beings
believed to inhabit remote places that humans never see. Ordinari-

ly such a scene might be tetrifying, except that one can never think
of death at Gomukh.
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From here and Badrinath, the great sources descend to the sa7-
gam (the confluence) at Deoprayag, where they become the Gan-
ges, the River of India. Flowing south, it passes through Rishikesh,
the last point in the Himalayas before Ganga enters the plains.
Unlike many other religious centers, Rishikesh is not mentioned in
early literature and the town itself speaks nothing of antiquity.
Here the sacred and profane are formally divided by the river. On
one side: the endless rows of simple houses, workmen’s sheds, and
piles of dismembered auto parts. On the other: the ashrams, the
centers of learning, and in the nearby hills the caves of holy men.
Aside from a footbridge at the far end and a power launch that runs
every half hour from dawn to sunset, nothing connects the two
wortlds but the agreement that the town is a holy place.

At the point where Ganga enters the plains, breaking out be-
tween the hills, lies Hardwar, the Gate of Vishnu (Harz, a name of
Vishnu; dvara, the Sanskrit word for door or gate). The pilgrims
gather here—in May and September—provisioning for the long
journey north. At all times, the shops are filled with emollients for
the spititual traveler: tins of food, coarse coal-brown handwoven
blankets, modest camp stoves, pots and cooking utensils, no two
exactly the same, and brass-tipped walking sticks stained black.
Everywhere too are earthen pots, often in pairs and joined with a
bamboo pole. For here and at Rishikesh, Ganga water is considered
its holiest. People come from all over the country—servants, pil-
grims—to fill the pots and take them home for special occasions
such as marriage or death or other times when Ganga is called upon
to remind them of the dreams that have faded from their hearts. It
is an old custom. Abul Fazl, a sixteenth-century chronicler, records
the habits of the great Moghul king Akbar: **His majesty calls this
source of life the water of immortality. . . . Both at home and on
his travels he drinks Ganges water. Trustworthy persons stationed
on the banks of the river dispatch the water in sealed jats. . . . Now
that his majesty is in the Punjab, water is brought from Hardwar.’’¢

As a wedding drink at Hindu marriages, Ganges water was ac-
corded the highest honot. We glimpse the custom from the diary of
Jean Tavernier, a French jeweler who visited India several times in
the seventeenth century. Ganges water, he explains, ‘‘must be
brought from a great distance by the Brahmins, in earthen vessels
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glazed inside, which the Grand Brahmin has placed his seal upon.
This water is not given except at the end of the repast . . . for each
of the guests three ot four cupfuls are poured out and the more of it
the bridegroom gives . . . so is he esteemed the more generous and
magnificent. As this water comes from so far and the Chief Brah-
min charges a certain tax on each pot . . . there is sometimes 2,000
or 3,000 Rupees worth of it consumed at a wedding.”’?

The life of Hardwar revolves around the ghats, the stone steps
and causeways leading to the water. One may spend a day watching
the endless coming and going of things: little troops of men from
Delhi, Rajasthan, or towns without names, gathering pots of water
for the joutney of a thousand miles, this perhaps their only chance
to visit Hardwar, the holy place, before they die. Then there are the
bathers, some of whom rent small thatched one-room shelters at
the water’s edge, alternately immersing themselves and withdraw-
ing into the huts, for hours on end. At sunset bells toll from the
temples near the shore, and those with hopes or prayers launch tiny
boats of leaves, filled with rose petals and a lighted candle. The
shells gather slowly, forming a long line of tiny flames that moves
tentatively but ineluctably along the current, out into the great riv-
er that widens here to a mile. At times the line wobbles and disap-
pears, but always somewhere, further off, appears a tip of flame, a
prayer that, one way or another, finds the sea.

Hardwar is an ancient town. Its name appears in different forms
since the time of Mahabhbarata over two thousand yeats ago. It has
been known as Mokshadvara (the Door of Freedom), Mayapura (the
City of Illusion), and Gangadvara (the Gate of Ganga), its most
common name. Sculpture fragments, coins, and numerous founda-
tions allude to its antiquity, but nothing visual remains. We
glimpse it but briefly in the early literature. The seers sang hymns
at Gangadvara, and several heroes of the Mahabharata—Bhishma
and Arjuna—do penance here at the point where Ganga meets the
plains.

Unlike many other ancient cities, Hardwar has escaped the anon-
ymous embrace of time, perhaps because it never was a kingdom
or a capital or a place where armies fought. It never threw up pal-
aces of monuments, and so it remains what it has always been: a
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kingdom of the mind, frequented by pilgrims and travelers who
gather wherever highways meet, where roads begin and end. In the
seventh century A.D. the Buddhist pilgrim Hiuen Tsiang reached
Hardwar after an incredible ovetland joutney from China. He de-
scribes the town as roughly *‘twenty % [3 %2 miles} in circuit. The in-
habitants are very numerous, and the pure streams of the river flow
round on every side; it produces native copper . . . pute crystal,
and precious vases. There are always hundreds and thousands of
people gathered together here from distant quartets to bathe and
wash in its waters.’’8 In Moghul times, Hardwar remained an unim-
portant though not forgotten outpost. Under Akbar it was one of
the twenty-eight towns where copper coins were produced; silver
and gold were minted elsewhere, at more important centers.?

As we will see later, the image of Ganga is intimately connected
with Himalaya. She is ‘‘the child of the mountain’ in a very real
sense. For it is during the summer months of March and April—
when the plains grow hot and dry and dusty—that the snows melt
on the high peaks and the river, fed by a thousand icy streams, car-
ties its life-giving water to the parched earth and its inhabitants.



2
The Waters of Creation

AMONG THE MANY SYMBOLS of India endowed with spirituality,
water is the most sacred, at once the purifier and the origin of the
mystery. It is the real and imagined soutce of life. ‘‘“He who was
botn of old,”” speculates the Kazha Upanishad, *‘was born of water.
Right from the Waters, the Soul drew forth and shaped a person.’’!
What was this thing culled from the watets? ‘‘Golden in form is
he,”’ thapsodizes the Rig Veda, *‘like gold to look upon, the Son of
the Waters.’ "2

The sanctity of water has been part of the Indian tradition from
its beginnings in the Indus Valley over four thousand yeats ago and
has remained so ever since. Water in general and Ganges water in
patticular is used today for rituals of birth and death. It is still
served at weddings, as it was three centuries ago when Tavernier
described the ceremony. Water from Ganga may be offered to god
at morning or evening worship. In Bengal, during the initiation or
sacred thread ceremony (wparayana), a young man takes nothing
but bread and Ganges water. At the end of life, it is the wish of
every pious Hindu to die at Banaras and have his or her ashes scat-
tered on the sacred river.

How shall we understand this primacy of the Ganges as a living
tradition for over two thousand years? Just as all great traditions
emerge from the interplay of many forces, so Ganga’s fame has
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grown through time, enhanced by different people and cultures as
they came in contact with the river, adding to it their vision of reali-
ty. These forces are numerous and varied; we will examine them
throughout the book. But beneath the art and the ritual and the
dazzling myths lies the physical reality of the Ganges Valley; the
red heat of summer, the life-restoring monsoon, and, of course, the
river itself.

The Plains

In March the grain ripens; it is harvest time. It is also the begin-
ning of summer, which lasts until the rains in mid-June. By late
April, the heat grows intense and a dry wind begins to wither the
trees and grass. By May it reaches 110° in the shade and by June as
much as 120°. Dust storms gather, sometimes advancing in a solid
wall up to three hundred feet high. It is in these months, before the
monsoon, that shottages occur and the periodic famines reach their
cdlimax. India has known scarcity since ancient times. The process is
a complex one involving a confluence of misfortunes. If the mon-
soon fails in June and July, rice planting is delayed, and even a Sep-
tember rain seldom restores the withered crop. In October and eatly
November, the farmer sows his wheat, which depends on the win-
ter rain of December and January. If it is too light, he may lose this
crop as well, facing a bleak summer and possibly starvation. The
worst famines have seldom resulted from one bad year but rather
from two or three in succession. Not only are there droughts: the
farmer has sometimes found his rice planting swept away by sudden
floods. Even toward the end of a good year, a promising harvest can
be ruined in March by hail and thundetstorms that smash the
wheat and the fruit trees.

A shortage occurs roughly every five years in limited areas. Every
ten years, famine breaks out over a wider region. Every fifty or a
hundred years witnesses a major disaster extending over several
states. One of the first recorded famines occured in 1291 under the
reign of Firoz Shah Khalji, a Muslim king of Delhi. People stream-
ed into the capital and ‘‘in the extremity of their hunger,’’ says the
chronicler, ‘‘drowned themselves in the Jumna. The Sultan did all
he could to help them.’’ Travelers’ journals, the works of Muslim
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court historians, and the records of the East India Company are fill-
ed with such reports.4

In the famine year of 1769, so many cattle died that tigers, un-
able to find their normal prey, attacked the town of Bhavapar, kill-
ing over four hundred people.s Famine struck the province again in
1873, and we read accounts of women, stripped naked, plowing the
fields at night as an invocation to the god of rain.6 Even today offer-
ings are made to the power behind the monsoon. When the rains
are delayed, the village potter may be told to turn his wheel in the
opposite direction. Thus Indra the rain god will reverse the order of
events.

If the rains have been poor since the previous monsoon, the
water lével drops and the wells may run dry. Under such condi-
tions, Ganga provides the only source of water in these sere summer
months. Even in the best of times, people depend on the river to
see them through until the rainy season.

With the coming of the rains in mid-June, the brittle earth is
healed and life rises up from the waters. Rain clouds, drifting in
from the Bay of Bengal, strike the summits of the mountains and,
rebuffed, move slowly up the Ganges Valley. In his poem ‘‘The
Seasons’’ Kalidasa heralds the monsoon:

Slowly clouds appear,
bent down by the weight of water.

Strings of rain fall like arrows.
Peacocks start to dance once more,
and seek their mates

with heightened sensuality.

The new fallen water,

heavy with insects, dust, and brittle grass,
rushes onward,

observed by a troop of startled frogs.

The heat within the forest
cools beneath the sprinkled rain.
Kadamba flowers blossom.

Morte than 70 percent of the yeatly rainfall gathers in the months
from June through September. The Arabic word mansim means
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simply ‘‘a season,”’ but in India it is par excellence the season of
growth and of increase. Grass spreads across the dry earth. Vast
stretches of the Ganges Valley turn to swamp. In a thousand mud
villages, farmers yoke their oxen to a plow, prepating the ground
for rice and millet.

The onset of the monsoon is celebrated as Ganga-dussera. It is a
time for cleansing one’s sins, a time for beginnings. Those with
special reverence for Ganga rise early and fill their bath with water
brought entirely from the river. If this is not possible, they add a
small amount of Ganges water to their normal source, for as an old
Gujarati proverb says: ‘“Where the heart is true, there will Ganga
be.”” While the monsoon provides the occasion, Ganga-dussera it-
self commemorates the descent of Ganga from heaven. The cotre-
spondence at once reveals the primal role of Ganga as both source
and symbol of plenitude. Since Vedic times, from 1000 B.C., In-
dian thought has provided the elements with 2 human counterpart.
This personification, in the form of myth, allows humans some re-
course from the otherwise malevolent forces of nature. People pray
not to water but to the life within the water.

The Descent of Ganga

Accordingly, the descent of Ganga has evolved through the cen-
turies in the form of an elaborate myth. It is a lengthy tale, but cen-
tral to any understanding of Ganga in her entirety. It begins with
King Sagara, a just and mighty ruler whosc name in Sanskrit signi-
to Mount Kailasa w1th his two wives, Keshini and ghmatl where he
lived, practicing austerltywand praying for a son. Finally his wish was
granted by Bhrigu, a great sage dwelling on the mountain. But the
sage’s pronouncement was strangely reminiscent of the kmgs of
Greece and their misfortunes: ““You will beget many sons,”’ he
predicted, ‘‘and. your fame will be immeasurable. From one of
your queens will | come one son, and from the other 60,000.""7
“Sagara returned to his kingdom, and in fimc a son was born to
Keshini. Sumati, in turn, brought forth a gourd containing sixty
thousand male seeds, which the nurses hurriedly placed in jars fill-
ed with butter, tending them daily. After a while, they attained to
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a state of adolescence, radiantly beautiful, and thereafter grew to
manhood.

Sagara was jubilant and enjoyed the blessings of his kingdom
during the long years of peace. Eventually he aspired to the title of
Chakravartin, or world conqueror, a term referring to both spiritual
and temporal ascendance. To realize this purpose, he undertook an
ashvamedha (horse sactifice), a ceremony followed by many histori-
cal Indian rulers. A horse was turned loose for a year, and the coun-
try where it wandered would become the land of the king. The
outcome could be contested, but only by war. At year’s end, the
king was proclaimed Chakravartin and the horse was sacrificed as an
offering and a notice that the ruler had attained to spiritual auth-
ority.

And so the horse was freed to wander, roaming through valleys,
across mountains, over rivers; and all who saw him understood and
accepted Sagara, for he was wise and treated all men according to
their due. As the presctibed petiod drew to a close, the gods were
troubled by Sagara’s empire, which touched the oceans. Fearful he
would reach heaven itself, they stole the horse and sequestered it by
the hermitage of Rishi Kapila.

When the horse was taken, Sagara spoke to his sons: **You must
find the animal and bring it to me. I cannot test until you do; you
must catch the thief and punish him, for he has kept your father
f