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A Note on Transliteration

Indian languages such as Sanskrit and Hindi cannot be perfectly transcribed by the ordinary letters of the Latin alphabet. Each of the simple vowels (e.g., a, i, and u) also has a corresponding long vowel, which in strict transliteration is marked by a macron over the vowel. A group of retroflex consonants (t, th, d, dh, n), which are spoken with the tongue touching the roof of the mouth, are distinguished from the “dental” variants of these consonants by a dot underneath the letter. There are also three sibilants: an ordinary s, a palatal sibilant (“sh” marked with an acute accent), and a retroflex “sh” marked by an “s” with a dot underneath it. For work that is specialized and/or text-critical, these diacritical marks provide the knowledgeable reader with an exact rendition of the original text.

Since this book is not that sort of text, I have taken a deliberately minimalist attitude toward transliteration. Diacritical marks are largely unnecessary for my specialist colleagues who work in these languages and can identify the original words, and they can be confusing to the general reader who is unaware of the original language. Hence, Hindi and Sanskrit words have been italicized to mark them as foreign words, and I have used “sh” to mark the latter two sibilants, but I have otherwise eschewed additional transliteration marks. All proper nouns—particularly people and places—have been rendered as English words. For ease and clarity of understanding to an English-reading audience, Page xxii →I have at times indicated the plural of a Sanskrit or Hindi noun by using the English language plural marker “s” (e.g., tirthas, devtas),

Finally, Sanskrit and Hindi transliteration differ in that a Sanskrit word whose final consonant has no vowel marker is transliterated with a final “a” that is omitted in Hindi (e.g., Sanskrit deva versus Hindi dev). Throughout the text, I have tried to match the transliteration to the original usage, which means using the Sanskritic form when quoting texts, and the vernacular form when quoting people.






Chapter OneIntroduction to the Ganga Himalaya


A former colleague once remarked that I wrote like a geographer. Since he was a geographer himself, I’m sure that he meant it a compliment, but in the moment it felt a little jarring, since I have always considered religion my primary field. Yet he was correct in one significant way, since just about all of my academic work has focused on places, whether in examining (sacred) sites or in considering pilgrim travel to and from them. This book’s genesis came in October 2013 in a lecture at St. Olaf College on the causes and aftereffects of the apdaa (“catastrophe”), the June 2013 cloudburst flooding that destroyed so much of Garhwal that it was dubbed the “Himayalan tsunami.” That lecture focused on a moment in time, but my attention soon reverted to places. I spent the January 2014 polar vortex marking the Google map of Garhwal with hundreds of sacred sites, whose stories I later collected and assimilated. The process has been long and occasionally laborious, but more often than not delightful.

I first went to the Garhwal Himalayas in May 1986, more than half a lifetime ago, and the experience left me entranced. The Himalayan landscape is fluid and constantly changing, driven from below by tectonic Page 2 →tension and from above by gravity and monsoon rainfall. This book focuses on one particular Himalayan region—the Ganges River watershed, which I have dubbed the Ganga Himalaya. That watershed comprises about 80 percent of Garhwal, the mountainous western half of India’s Uttarakhand State.1 This same watershed largely corresponds to an area known as the Kedara Khand (“Kedar Region”), one of the five traditional “regions” (khands) in the Indian Himalaya.2 Even though Hindus affirm that “all parts of the Himalaya are holy”—and the personified form of these mountains (named Himalaya) is actually a minor Hindu deity—the Kedara Khand is widely regarded as the sacred center of the Himalayas, and a core sacred region for Hindus worldwide.3 In light of the Ganga Himalaya’s profound religious gravity, examining this region more closely not only provides wider insights into the Hindu tradition, but also an index to gauge and monitor religious change.

Of course, calling the Ganga Himalaya a “core sacred region” is a very different claim from calling it a “mountain region.” The latter statement is concrete and clearly evident; the former is intangible, imperceptible, and ascribed. Such claims raise immediate questions. Is this claim true? How can one determine whether this is true? If in fact it is true, what makes it so? These sorts of questions have many possible answers, but when examined through the lens of the study of religion, two of the primary theoretical perspectives could be called “essentialist” and “phenomenological.” Essentialist explanations posit that holiness or sacredness is inherent in places or things, either because the place or thing retains some sort of persistent divine presence, or because it was/is the site of some divine activity. Since the holiness is inherent in the place, the sacred power is always there, and it is simply a matter of discovering or uncovering it. In the academic study of religion, this position is most famously associated with Mircea Eliade, who coined the word “hierophany” to describe this notion of the manifestation/recognition of the sacred into our everyday world.

This essentialist understanding is how Hindus have historically understood their sacred places. The Sanskrit word for such places is tirthas, a word that prosaically means a “ford” at which one can cross a river, and metaphorically a place whose sacred power allows one to “cross” from ordinary life to the sacred realm. Every Hindu tirtha has a charter myth, a foundational story that usually describes how that place Page 3 →came to be sacred, the religious activities to be performed there, and the religious benefits to be obtained there. Such stories describing the “greatness” (mahatmya) of particular places—a textual genre known as mahatmya literature—comprise a significant portion of the puranas, sacred texts that are compendia of Hindu religious lore. These texts describe the divine acts that made these places holy—either by the deity taking up residence there, or by performing some remarkable feat. According to conventional Hindu understanding, human beings do not create these sacred sites, but rather discover the power that is already there. One common trope describes how the deity—in the form of a buried image—is discovered when a cow is seen releasing milk onto the ground above it as an act of worship.4 In another common motif, the deity appears in a dream to instruct a devotee where find to a hidden image, or how to conduct worship after such an image has been found. In each of these cases, the place’s sacred power is independent of any human activity. It is only after the image or place has been discovered that human activities such as building, caretaking, and worship begin.

The essentialist position gives a tautological assertion on the “why” of sacred places—namely, “They are holy because they are holy (and they have always been so).” This is sufficient proof for anyone who already accepts the claim, but falls flat for those who do not. To paraphrase Ludwig Wittgenstein’s example, saying “I think that there is God overhead” is a very different sort of statement from “I think that there is a German airplane overhead” (1978: 53). The latter of these “speech-acts” describes a visible, verifiable object, whereas the former expresses the speaker’s intangible personal convictions. Since different people can clearly hold dramatically different ideas, how can one evaluate conflicting claims to determine which of them are “actually” true? Such fundamental disagreements are inherent with “essentialist” explanations, since these explanations posit that some state of affairs is actually and independently true.

In contrast, the “phenomenological” approach refrains from making judgments regarding truth or falsity. First, this approach recognizes that ideas and behavior that could be described as “religious” occur all over the world. These ideas and behaviors are thus a “real” thing—that is, a clear part of human experience—regardless of whether their underlying beliefs are true or false. Critics might dismiss this as a different sort of Page 4 →tautology, namely, “These places are holy (to some group of people) because they are holy (to that group of people),” but this has an important distinction from the essentialist tautology (i.e., “these places are holy because they are holy”). A phenomenological stance makes no claim about the nature of reality—for example, whether or not a deity actually resides in a particular place—but focuses instead on the verifiable social reality that some people accept this as true.

Furthermore, from a phenomenological perspective, these places are deemed holy not only because of what believers people think—that is, the invisible ideas in their heads—but more importantly because of their observable behaviors. If one genuinely believes that a place is holy—“set apart” or separate from everyday mundane things—then one’s actions and attitudes will reflect this conviction.5 This performative dimension could be cited as an even more powerful factor sanctifying particular places—that is, “These places are holy not only because people think they are holy, but even more so because they treat them as holy places.”

Scholars such as Jonathan Z. Smith and Katherine Bell have discussed how ritual’s performative capacity can reinforce religious ideas and convictions.6 Although one cannot discern other people’s inner thoughts and motives, one can observe what they are actually doing. One advantage of this perspective is that the essential elements are always in plain view, because it shifts the source of holiness from ontological truth-claims to social truth-claims. I can understand why some people might object to a theoretical perspective that seems to reduce “the sacred” to someone’s “idea,” but as an outsider looking in at the Hindu tradition, this seems the most appropriate and respectful methodological stance for me. This perspective recognizes and respects other people’s claims as they have reported them. This is why, when a skeptical colleague asked whether the Hindu pilgrimage site about which I had been speaking was “really” a sacred place, I gave an immediate and unqualified “yes.”


An Imagined Landscape

Any investigation of “sacred places” simultaneously engages both the tangible and intangible, moving between things “as they are” and things “as they are conceived”--on one hand a place’s concrete physical realities, and Page 5 →on the other its associated events, stories, symbols, and ideas.7 One classic strategy to navigate this difference is Jonathan Z. Smith’s distinction between “map” and “territory,” in which the “territory” is the actual space, and the “map” its abstract conceptualization—although Smith himself admits that a map only imperfectly matches a territory (1993: 309). Yet since ideas about sacred places simultaneously combine physical and ideational elements, positing a hard division between territory and map seems problematic. A more helpful concept to mediate this divide is that of a “landscape,” which I first encountered in Ian Reader’s account of the Shikoku henro (circumambulatory pilgrimage):


In this chapter I examine the Shikoku pilgrimage [henro] in terms of its landscape, which I see as including not just the geographical terrain and the sacred sites that provide the henro with a “visual ideology” that shapes the consciousness of participants, but other elements besides that add to and constitute its emotional terrain. Among the elements that provide the pilgrimage with an atmospheric or emotional power that permeates and enhances the meaning of the physical terrain are the sacred figure of Kobo Daishi,….the narratives…that suffuse and give meaning to the physical landscape of pilgrimage; and the material objects, signs, and traces, that pilgrims have left along the route.

(Reader 2005: 39; emphasis added)



Each of the elements mentioned here—namely, the figure of Kobo Daishi, the narratives about him, and finally the objects, signs, and traces left by previous pilgrims—helps to create symbolic and emotional connections for the pilgrims, and as these connections multiply and grow denser, these places become more central to them. Even when such elements (e.g., stories, narratives, and “traces”) are historically unattested, they can nevertheless become central elements in an emotional landscape precisely because pilgrims accept them as such (Reader 2005: 46). In this example, the historical Kobo Daishi (d. 835 CE) was a charismatic Japanese Buddhist monk. He was sent to China to study under Chinese Buddhist masters, and after returning to Japan established a monastery at Mt. Koya, where he eventually died and was buried. The henro’s Kobo Daishi not only did not die—itself a testament to his exalted spiritual attainments—but he reportedly wanders the henro route in disguise, blessing the generous Page 6 →and punishing the wicked (Reader 2005: 57–62).8 The latter figure whom the pilgrims encounter is no historical person, but rather a divine figure.

In exactly the same way, sites throughout the Ganga Himalaya have deeply embedded and highly specific associations with Hindu deities, sages, and historically attested individuals. For example, the gods Shiva and Parvati were married at Triyugi Narayan, and current-day visitors can not only see the spot where this happened, but can perform rituals there for their own family well-being (see Figure 1.1). As but one more example, in the popular mind, both Badrinath and Kedarnath are associated with the eighth-century philosopher Shankaracharya. Badrinath’s local traditions describe him as using his yogic powers to locate (and later re-install) the temple’s primary image, which had been thrown into the river by iconoclasts, whereas Kedarnath is said to have been where he left his earthly body. Many visitors—although certainly not all—accept these narratives without raising questions of historical verifiability.


[image: Multiple small family groups sitting cross-legged around a stone slab in which a series of inscribed concentric circles are covered with rice and flowers. The ritual is supervised by two priests at upper right, one of whom wears a white hat. Most of the women have covered their heads a gesture of respect. The men and their children wear shirts and pants, whereas the women wear saris two-piece suits. The two priests wear a lower body garment wrapped from one long length of orange cloth.]
Figure 1.1.Shiva and Parvati’s marriage site at Triyugi Narayan. The adult men pouring water onto the altar are this ceremony’s primary ritual agents, but note how family members are touching the men’s right arms, and thus symbolically participating. Photo 2013 by the author.



Page 7 →
The “landscape” paradigm is helpful for thinking about sacred places both because it acknowledges their tangible and intangible features, and because it recognizes the dynamic relationship between these. Reader notes that “the landscape of pilgrimage is not constant but changing and is constantly being remade through a continuous interweaving of the physical and the emotional and of past and present, and as pilgrims pass through and leave their traces” (2005: 74). This dynamic quality clearly indicates that these landscapes are ascriptive rather than descriptive, and thus that they can potentially change quite rapidly, even when the landforms remain relatively stable. Reader describes the Shikoku pilgrimage landscape as having been “remade through performance and promotion” (2005: 5). One significant change began in the 1950s when pilgrim travel shifted from foot to motorized vehicles; this same trend dramatically reversed when the 1990s Japanese economic collapse left many newly unemployed pilgrims with more time than money.9 Such shifts and changes highlight that such pilgrimages are complex social phenomena.

Contemporary pilgrimage in the Ganga Himalaya shares several broad similarities with the one that Reader describes on Shikoku. Both pilgrimage locales are relatively depopulated and economically depressed areas. This makes economic considerations significant in both cases, since pilgrimage earnings are often a significant part of peoples’ livelihoods. In both cases, the pilgrimage offers participants a personal connection with a past, enduring power—whether Kobo Daishi, or the resident Hindu deities—and thus many people come with a sense of expectation. Both pilgrimage circuits also draw on nostalgia for a purer, simpler, “traditional” past, and suggest that people can experience and reclaim this past through this practice.

As with Shikoku, changes in the Ganga Himalaya landscape have shaped and reshaped the pilgrim experiences there. The most dramatic changes were driven by the growth of the road network in the twentieth century, but there have been many other factors: politics, economics, the spread of wireless phone networks, and even civil engineering projects, as in the case of the Tehri Dam. Since these landscapes are ascriptive, different viewers can simultaneously “see” differing things in the same place. For example, Garhwal’s sacred landscape is far more nuanced for local residents than it is for outsiders, since the region’s local deities play a far Page 8 →more significant role in their lives. Pilgrims from outside Garhwal traveling in the Mandakini Valley are most likely to visit Kedarnath. This is one node in the Char Dham (“Four Divine Abodes”) pilgrimage network and the namesake site for the Panch Kedar network, and as such has the greatest drawing power. Yet even though local residents freely acknowledge Kedarnath’s importance, they feel far greater emotional attachment to the second member of the Panch Kedar, Madhmaheshwar, who functions as that valley’s guardian deity—ensuring prosperity, settling disputes, and dispensing justice (see Figure 1.2). In this and many other cases, a different lens yields a sharply different picture.


[image: Two-room building in which a low gable-roofed entrance leads to a high tower, set in a stone flagstone courtyard in an alpine landscape of trees and hills. The entry doors are painted red with gold decorations; the tower has a painted wooden cap and golden spire. Several smaller shrines are visible at the edges of the courtyard.]
Figure 1.2.Madhmaheshwar Temple. Photo 2013 by the author.



This book examines the Ganga Himalaya and its pilgrimage tradition based on this notion of a landscape as an “imagined” place—that is, a place that has been mentally and/or symbolically constructed. The following section will lay out the component parts of this book is greater detail, but my primary goal is relatively straightforward. Through systematically considering the differing dimensions that can be layered to create a landscape—geological, economic, historical, imaginative, narrative, conceptual, and experiential —I seek to highlight the complex ties Page 9 →between physical places and ascribed meaning, and how these reveal the emplaced, embodied nature of these “sacred” places.10

As mentioned above, the landscape notion is based on the tension between things “as they are” and things “as they are conceived.” The land’s physical features (e.g., mountains, rivers, and forests) function as the narrative canvas. Human imagination then invests them with meaning by connecting them via stories with additional symbolic elements. The Ganga Himalaya’s natural grandeur commonly evokes an involuntary aesthetic response, but its visual splendor has been augmented by the narratives describing the presence and activity of divinities (large and small), of sages and culture heroes, and of historically attested religious figures. The attention to location found in these stories—that is, “This event happened, and it happened here”—provides these sacred places with unusual stability.11 Unlike sacred objects, sacred places remain part of the land itself, even when their sacred power is identified as present in other places.12

The landscape paradigm’s fluidity also reflects my phenomenological methodological orientation. As noted above, a phenomenological orientation does not address whether religious claims are true or false, but rather accepts that these claims exist as social or conceptual realities. This understanding is sharply different from traditional Hindu religious ideas, in which the tirthas are seen as having an inherent and constant sacred identity. This essentialist perspective is true to traditional Hindu understanding, and as such, it must be acknowledged and respected. Yet since this essentialist perspective presupposes a fixed, unchanging sacred reality, it is less helpful for perceiving, analyzing, and predicting religious change.



The Shape of This Book

As noted above, the notion of “landscapes” presupposes complex interconnections between physical places and their associated ascribed meanings. The next chapter will begin to unpack these connections, beginning with the land itself. After all, people may doubt that “sacred places” are sacred, but there can be no doubt that they are places! The Ganga Himalaya contains five different geographic regions that are primarily Page 10 →determined by their altitude. The physical environment in each of those sub-regions has an understandable effect on the local economy, the social organization of its inhabitants, and the natural hazards to which they are subject. These elements are what an early fieldwork mentor (a Hindu sadhu) would have described as the “exteriors,” namely the region’s visible and mundane features, as opposed to its interior hidden meaning. The next chapter’s latter part will focus more closely on this ascribed supramundane dimension, in which people invest sites and locales with added meaning. I would contend that sacralizing a landscape is an act of imagination in which one invests a place with some deeper meaning, at the same time recognizing that many Hindus would see this process as discerning a reality that is already there. Some “landscapes” in Garhwal are individual sites and some are networked groups, but the thread connecting most of them is the pervasive presence of the Ganges.

Subsequent chapters will examine these landscapes in greater detail, and from differing perspectives. Chapter 3 briefly sketches the region’s history, which has been shaped first by its geography, and then by political and social currents that have reinforced the idea of the Ganga Himalaya as a sacred region. Political rulers not only control land and resources, they also create and promote ideas, including ideas about sacred places. These political forces are an integral part of the region’s Himalayan pilgrimage history, and illustrate how its past continues to shape its present.

Chapter 4, the “Narrative Landscape,” focuses on the stories of gods, sages, culture heroes, and charismatic religious figures that have been connected to particular sites in the region. Many of these stories are pivotal mythic events that are routinely cited in Hindu religious discourses. Locating these events here highlights this region’s religious sanctity, and reinforces the link between stories and places. Chapter 5 surveys differing “maps” of the region’s sacred landscape. It begins with an overview of the region’s sacred sites and their distribution, and then examines the region’s most important sacred networks—namely the Char Dham pilgrimage circuit (Yamunotri, Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath), and the three “Sets of Five” (Panch Kedar, Panch Badri, and Panch Prayag). The chapter concludes by analyzing the differing pictures revealed by three particular “maps” of the region—the first drawn by the Shri Badrinath Page 11 →Kedarnath Temple Committee, the second by the Kali Kamli Wala Trust, and the last by contemporary GIS analysis.

The final chapters address how this landscape has been envisioned and encountered as a sacred land, both by visiting pilgrims and local residents. Chapter 6 will trace the gradual development of Uttarakhand pilgrimage during the past two centuries, leading up to the 2013 floods known locally as the apdaa (“catastrophe”); the region’s explosive and often ill-advised development can be understood only in light of the local economic realities. Chapter 7 will start with that watershed moment and its terrible reckoning to consider the subsequent pilgrimage revival, and some potential ways in which this revival could and indeed is being re-envisioned. The final chapter, a brief Afterword, will describe an alternative development vision that is rooted in promoting and empowering local communities.

The Ganga Himalaya is a land of sharp contrasts. Its seemingly stable landforms are often fluid and fragile, and its history has been marked with episodes of disaster followed by periods of recovery.13 Its remoteness and harsh terrain make its holy sites difficult to reach, yet for centuries these sites have attracted pilgrims from all over India, and now from throughout the world. The region’s inhabitants live in isolated villages, but many are surprisingly cosmopolitan—particularly the hereditary pilgrimage guides known as pandas, who not only cared for their clients when the latter came on pilgrimage, but who also traveled throughout India to visit them during the winter, when the temples were closed.14 The region is thinly settled, but is also the “land of the gods” in which pivotal mythical events took place. Local residents pay homage to deities at the region’s major sites, but devote even greater attention to the local deities (devtas) who preside over concerns such as favorable weather, fertility, controlling disease, justice in social relations, and exacting recompense for wrongdoing.15 A quick regional overview highlights just a handful of primary sites, but more sustained examination reveals hundreds of sites testifying to a long history of sacred imagination. All of these things are true at the same time, and the Ganga Himalaya’s pervasive capacity for holding together seeming contradictions is one of the region’s magical features.







Chapter TwoLand and Landscape


As mentioned in the Introduction, the “landscape” paradigm provides a way to work both in the concrete realm of things “as they are,” and the imagined realm of things “as they are conceived.” Human imagination ascribes additional elements to the land’s physical features by using stories to invest them with meaning. Yet the beginning point and the anchor for both the stories and their meaning is the physical landscape itself. This chapter will begin with a geographic overview of the Ganga Himalaya to describe the region’s physical setting—a setting whose characteristics have clear implications for the region’s physical stability, economy, and the social organization of its residents. These elements and conditions reflect concrete, discernible facts. The ascribed elements—the things “as they are conceived”—transform “land” into “landscape” by adding in imagined and intangible elements These imagined elements—and especially ideas about the holiness and presence of the Ganges—underlie the pervasive Hindu conviction that the Ganga Himalaya is a “holy” place.Page 13 →


The Land: Geography

Later chapters will explore how associations between sites and sacred stories have attracted pilgrims to the Ganga Himalaya for centuries, but all sacred places are first and foremost places. With this in mind, it seems appropriate to introduce Uttarakhand’s geography, the metaphorical “canvas” onto which these associations are inscribed. Although the state of Uttarakhand (“the northern region”) has a long history as a geographically separate and culturally distinct region, it became India’s 27th state only in 2000.1 The new state was primarily formed from the two “hill” regions of the former Uttar Pradesh state, namely Garhwal on the western side and Kumaon on the eastern, to which were added their three contiguous “plains” districts—Hardwar and Dehra Dun on the Garhwal side and Udham Singh Nagar on the Kumaon side. These plains districts’ namesake cities are the state’s only urban centers, with Dehra Dun as the state capital.2 The Ganges flows in all seven Garhwal districts—Uttarkashi, Chamoli, Rudraprayag, Pauri, Tehri, Hardwar, and Dehra Dun—although for the last one it only forms part of the district’s eastern boundary, with most of the district lying in the Yamuna River watershed.

The Ganges watershed districts have considerable geographic variation, with elevations ranging from hundreds of feet to more than 20,000, and ecosystems ranging from subtropical to alpine. Devaprayag is the meeting-place for the two major Ganges tributaries—the Bhagirathi River on the west and the Alakananda River on the east. The Gangotri temple near the Bhagirathi headwaters is ritually celebrated as the source of the Ganges, but from a hydrological perspective, the Alakananda is far more significant—it occupies a far larger percentage of the Ganges watershed, and has much greater water volume.3 Whereas the Bhagirathi runs through or beside mountain ranges for much of its length, the Alakananda watershed has far more open space, is far more densely settled, and has a far greater share of the region’s sacred sites.

These rivers flow around—and occasionally through—the Himalaya mountains produced by the tectonic collision between the Indian and Eurasian plates. As one travels up the Ganges from Hardwar one passes Page 14 →through five distinct geologic zones—the Bhabar/Terai, the Shivalik foothills (also known as Doons), the Middle/Outer Himalaya, the High/Inner Himalaya, and the Trans-Himalaya—each defined by thrust fault boundaries in the Indian tectonic plate. Though sharply different in character, the Bhabar and Terai regions both lie just below the lowest Himalayan fault line (the Himalaya Frontal Fault). Bhabar regions have sandy soils that are dry in hot weather but can carry considerable water during the rains, and although the soil is fertile if irrigated “…the water from the hill streams sinks…to an enormous depth below the ground, with the result that the construction of wells is either very difficult or else altogether impossible” (Uttar Pradesh District Gazetteers, Saharanpur 1981: 8). In the Terai, the water that sank below the surface in the Bhabar reappears to create “a tract of forest and swamps” (Uttar Pradesh District Gazetteers, Saharanpur 1981: 8); mosquito-borne diseases traditionally ensured that these latter areas were thinly settled. Both Bhabar and Terai are functionally a part of the densely populated north Indian plain, and their good transportation infrastructure (roads and railroads) has helped to make them the most prosperous and most densely populated parts of Uttarakhand. According to the 2011 census, the three plains districts (Dehra Dun, Hardwar and Udham Singh Nagar) comprise 52 percent of the state’s total population, and that percentage has almost certainly risen since then (see Map 2.1).4


[image: Outline map of Uttarakhand state divided into Garhwal and Kumaon, the state’s constituent regions, showing the approximate locations of the four thrust faults (Himalayan Frontal fault, Main Boundary fault, Main Central fault, and Trans-Himalayan fault) that define the state’s different geographic zones.]
Map 2.1.Geographic Regions of Uttarakhand.6



The hill regions above these are qualitatively different from the plains. The Shivalik foothills (also known as Doons) have ridgelines between 6,500–8,200 feet (2,000–2,500 meters) and run along a narrow band between the Himalaya Frontal Fault and the Main Boundary Thrust.5 The Middle (or Outer) Himalaya lies between the Main Boundary Thrust and the Main Central Thrust, with ridge lines between 6,500–10,000 feet (2,000–3,000 meters). This region has broad river valleys and deciduous forests; these pleasant features and its relatively temperate climate make it the most densely populated hill region. This was the primary location for British-era hill stations, which offered “climatic indulgence to the ruling elites who would migrate seasonally…to escape the sweltering summer heat of the Indian plains,” a phenomenon characterized as “amenity migration” (Singh 2005: 220). The Middle Himalaya also traditionally served as an ecological buffer zone between the densely settled plains Page 15 →and the more thinly settled high-altitude regions. The Great (or Inner) Himalayas fall between the Main Central Thrust and the Trans-Himalaya Thrust, with ridge lines rising to nearly 26,000 feet.7 This region’s remoteness, thin soil, and harsh climate ensure that it is sparsely settled, yet it also contains the region’s apex religious sites—Yamunotri, Gangotri, Kedarnath, Badrinath, and Hemkund Sahib—all of which are closed for six months each year because of heavy snowfall. Given how difficult it is for humans to live in this region, it is not surprising that it has been dubbed the “land of the gods.” The trans-Himalaya zone lies on the north side of the Trans-Himalaya thrust fault (Chopra and Das et al. 2014: 23); since this lies outside the Ganges watershed, it will not be considered in this work.

Correlations between these differing geographic zones and the sorts of deities found within them will be analyzed at greater length in the Page 16 →final section of Chapter 5. To foreshadow those connections briefly, all of the most important religious sites are in the Great/High Himalaya—the most lightly settled region, and the one in which local environmental conditions make it the most difficult for humans to live. The Bhabar and Terai sub-regions abut the north Indian plain, and the religious patterns and sacred landscapes found in these sub-regions are consistent with the ones found in the plains. The dominant religious presence in the Middle Himalaya, where most of the “hill” people live, tends to be local deities (devtas), whose activity is central to the people’s everyday lives and welfare.

The immense tectonic forces shaping this region also predispose it to natural disasters. Mountains may be iconic symbols for solidity and permanence, but they are often quite fragile. As one contemporary scientist succinctly observes, the “geo-tectonic configuration of the rocks makes the area inherently unstable and prone to landslides” (Rautela 2012: 4). The same source warns that the entire region is at substantial risk for earthquakes, as history clearly attests.8 An earthquake in 1803 devastated the entire region, and when Captain Felix Raper traveled in the region in 1808, he reported that tremors had damaged temples in Uttarkashi, Devaprayag, Badrinath, and Joshimath, and “shook every building from its foundation” in the erstwhile capital of Shrinagar (Raper 1810: 495).9 Similar instability and damage are evident from the more recent past.10

Earth tremors and monsoon rains not only damage buildings, but can also trigger landslides on slopes that have been destabilized by construction projects and climate change.11 Monsoon-generated landslides routinely wash out sections of highway, although these are usually quickly repaired. Landslides can also bottle up mountain rivers, as in September 1893 on one of the Alakananda’s upper tributaries. When the waters finally burst free eleven months later they washed away the pilgrim road from Chamoli all the way down to Hardwar (now about 80 miles), and completely destroyed the towns of Chamoli, Nandaprayag, Karnaprayag, Rudraprayag, and Shrinagar, all of which were rebuilt on higher ground (Indian Engineering 1903: 398). Finally, the region’s steep topography heightens the danger of cloudburst flash flooding. A flood in 2012 killed 35 people and affected another 12,000 in Uttarkashi District (Gupta et al. 2013: 249). Less than a year later, unprecedented rainfall and Page 17 →a Glacial Lake Outburst Flood combined to cause the June 2013 apdaa (“catastrophe”) that destroyed Kedarnath, ravaged the Mandakini River Valley, and killed thousands of people. Local people are keenly aware that even though mountains seem stable to the naked eye, they can change quite rapidly.



The Land: Economy

The region’s geography significantly affects its economy. The steeply folded terrain creates sharp elevation changes, and the water running down these erodes the hillsides and cuts deep river valleys. Although the Middle Himalaya has flatter areas in and around Shrinagar, towns and villages have traditionally been built on hillsides, ideally on rocky spurs in the middle of the hill. Such locations were well drained, safe from landslides, avoided the colder air pockets at the ridge tops, and gave easy access to fields above and below (Pauw 1896: 15). River-valley bottomland was the most fertile, but also subject to flooding and landslides. Hillsides were terraced to maximize arable land, but the steep slopes usually made such terraces small and irregular, and the soil was so poor and thin that it required continual enriching with manure and other organic matter to remain fertile.

This harsh environment makes earning a living challenging, and residents have traditionally combined multiple livelihoods. In precolonial Garhwal, these included agriculture, seasonal pastoralism/animal husbandry, servicing the pilgrim trade, foraging for forest products, and trade with Tibet (Dangwal 2011: 17–32);12 one can easily imagine members of an extended family doing one or more of these tasks at the same time. British colonial rule greatly restricted the last two options—cheaper British trade goods largely attenuated the Tibetan trade, and the colonial government’s forest policies severely restricted people’s access to forest products.

Dangwal describes the colonial state as focused “on agriculture and its expansion,” since increasing the land under cultivation would increase land tax revenue (Dangwal 2011: 32). This policy was extremely successful in the early nineteenth century, when the region was relatively depopulated. George W. Traill, British Garhwal’s first Commissioner, observed Page 18 →that the 1803 earthquake and subsequent Gurkha rule had induced many people to flee the region, which led to underutilized agricultural capacity because the “competition for cultivators exceeded demand for land” (Andress 1966: 111, quoting Stowell 1907: 6). This balance shifted later in the nineteenth century. Between 1841 and 1872, British Garhwal’s population grew from 130,000 to 310,000 (Andress 1966: 111), and this burgeoning population quickly outstripped the land’s productive capacity. Recent population growth has only heightened this imbalance; the 2011 census lists over 1.3 million residents in districts Pauri, Rudraprayag, and Chamoli, the three districts corresponding to British Garhwal.13

Given the region’s poor resource base—harsh climate, little arable land, and poor road connections—the burgeoning population means making a living is even more challenging. Families have responded by drawing on multiple income sources, including farming, business, government service, and labor (Sati n.d.:78). This sort of “distress diversification” reflects people’s “attempt to enhance their household income to a certain threshold level” by combining multiple income streams, when no one of them would be sufficient in itself (Mamgain 2004: 167).

E. K. Pauw’s 1896 Report on Garhwal’s Tenth Settlement (land revenue assessment) attests that this distress-based diversification has a long history:


Garhwal as a whole does not produce sufficient to feed its inhabitants, as the small exports to Tibet are far more than balanced by enormous imports from the plains…Taken on the whole it is not too much to say that the agricultural classes of Garhwal consume the whole produce of the fields. The revenue is paid out of their miscellaneous earnings…Remove the miscellaneous sources of income, or even the principal ones, that is to say, forbid the Badrinath pilgrimage, stop all public works and operations in Reserved forests within the district, remove the Landsdowne cantonment, and interdict the employment of Garhwalis outside Garhwal, and the amount of land revenue that could be collected from the district would be very small indeed.

(Pauw 1896: 96)



Since land revenue payments were a major revenue source for the colonial state, Pauw’s observation that Garhwalis usually paid this from their Page 19 →“miscellaneous income” highlights their precarious economic condition.14 Garhwal’s economic landscape has changed little since Pauw’s time, and one recent source notes that in 1997, over 36 percent of Uttaranchal’s rural households were below the poverty level (Mamgain 2004: 39).15 Poor road connections have largely confined industry and manufacturing to the plains districts. One telling indicator of rural Garhwal’s economic desperation is that more than two-thirds of the residents list agriculture as their primary employment, despite the unfavorable local agricultural conditions—limited arable land, small and fragmented holdings, lack of irrigation, and poor soil quality.16 One clear sign that this is “distress-based” agriculture is that people usually abandon it when better economic prospects arise (Mamgain 2004: 246).17

Despite poor yields, agriculture remains a threshold survival strategy because the primary crops are food grains grown for household consumption (Mamgain 2004:46). Harvested grain can be stored for a long time, and this provides rural families with basic though often inadequate sustenance. Storing the harvest for domestic use neatly eliminates the need to bring it to market. Difficulties in getting goods to market also discourage people from growing other crops that could potentially bring higher returns, such as fruits, medicinal plants, or fresh vegetables.

Another prevailing economic strategy has been outmigration, particularly for adult men, as current sex ratios clearly reveal.18 According to the 2011 census, Garhwal’s five hill districts average 1,056 women for every 1,000 men, versus a statewide average of 963, and a national average of 909. Many hill villages are predominantly populated by women, children, and older men. In their men’s absence, women do most of the farm work, although men usually come home to do the plowing. High outmigration is consistent with the region’s history, yet closer analysis reveals that migration motives reflect social class. For poorer classes, migration is a “coping strategy,” since they are desperate to earn additional income. For the better-off—who already have better education and family resources—migration can be an “accumulation strategy” to gain access to better earning opportunities (Mamgain 2004: 12).19 Garhwali outmigration stereotypically involves men relocating to India’s plains districts or major metro areas, but an equally important dimension is seasonal migration within Garhwal, particularly for pilgrimage-related work.20 Page 20 →Many migrants earn so little that they can remit only small amounts back home; these small remittances are typically used for daily expenses rather than being put into investments, reinforcing the stereotype of Garhwal as a “money-order economy” (Mamgain 2004: 204).21 The men’s absence can also unintentionally diminish their farms’ agricultural productivity, and thus hamper their families’ core survival strategy.22

Garhwal’s poor resource base paints a similarly dismal economic picture at the state level. The state government controls the region’s forests; this reflects earlier notions that the forests were state property. The state has aggressively promoted hydroelectric generating projects to take advantage of Uttarakhand’s geography—steep terrain and significant water flow, especially during the monsoon. These projects have brought undeniable benefits, but these are state-level interventions requiring state-level resources. Yet as authors such as Whitmore (2018b: 89) and Drew (2017: 153) have noted, the current forest and water policies tend to perpetuate colonial-era extractive economics that remove resource control from local communities and devolve benefits primarily to outsiders. Thus, major projects that bring substantial benefits to the state and its coffers may do little to improve the lives of the local people—and may sometimes make their lives and environments even worse.

Given these straitened circumstances, it is easy to understand why the seasonal pilgrim trade has been economically central both for individual earning prospects, and for government bodies seeking to generate livelihood and revenue. Pauw mentions the “Badrinath Pilgrimage” first among the sources of “miscellaneous income” that helped to keep Garhwali families afloat, and seasonal religious pilgrimage—particularly to sites in the Char Dham network—is economically central in contemporary Uttarakhand. The pilgrimage tradition has been expanded to include other leisure opportunities such as nature tourism, cultural tourism, adventure tourism, and yoga tourism. Each of these categories promises visitors some sort of intangible personal experience—whether aesthetic, cultural, spiritual, or religious—for which they exchange their tangible (that is, fungible) assets. In other words, Uttarakhand’s tourism industry primarily sells experiences, and not a tangible product. In describing it in this way, I do not mean to imply that these experiences are not worth their price. People spend their money on all sorts of things, and psychological Page 21 →research indicates that experiences—particularly experiences shared with loved ones—have strong connections with long-term happiness. Yet precisely because these experiences are intangible, demand for them can be highly volatile—unlike the demand for tangible goods such as food grains. During the season, prices rise and fall based on demand, but they can also be influenced by factors beyond any individual’s control.



Landscape: Mountains and Sacred Power

On the surface level, the Ganga Himalaya is a potentially perilous place. The region’s seismic activity, torrential rains, highly pitched terrain, and capricious weather all create potential danger, and its thinly settled nature means that there will be few sources of reliable aid. In the popular imagination, unseen dangers pose even graver potential peril, since remote and unpeopled places are often associated with spirits, ghosts, and other malignant forces. Yet many religious communities also see mountains as especially productive places to seek religious power, even if only because their remoteness and solitude can promote more intense, undistracted practice. This is especially true for Hindus, who see the Himalayas as a sort of spiritual hothouse, in which the environment automatically magnifies the benefits from any religious practice to bring faster religious attainment. Just as plants grown in exceptionally fertile soil will be larger, more lush, and more fruitful, religious practice in the Himalayas is perceived as producing faster and more significant spiritual outcomes.23

This conviction regarding the Himalayas’ inherent power is reflected in notions about the plants that grow there. Himalayan-grown medicinal roots and herbs (jhari-bhuti) are widely believed to have superior healing qualities. This notion has been present since antiquity: the Ramayana describes Rama as sending Hanuman to the Himalayas for the life-restoring (sanjivani) herb to heal his mortally wounded brother Lakshmana. This trope is currently invoked by private companies such as Himalaya Herbals, which has been selling Ayurvedic tonics and herbal extracts since 1930. Such claims of heightened efficacy would be understandable if they were connected to plant species unique to the mountains, since these might be genuinely special. Yet this claim is applied to any plants that grow there, even when these plants grow in Page 22 →other places too. In the popular mind, the Himalayan rarefied environment produces plants with greater healing power, although now people may attribute this quality to being nourished by “pure” mountain air and water.

If such extravagant qualities can be attributed to the entire Himalaya, what makes the Ganga Himalaya special? Even more broadly, why is this region more noteworthy than any other in India, since the subcontinent is replete with sacred places, and Hindu sectarian and regional divisions make it difficult to rank their respective holiness? The first query is easily answered. Even though the entire Himalaya is associated with sanctity and power, Garhwal’s sacred status is qualitatively higher; this is immediately evident when one compares it with the adjoining regions of Himachal Pradesh and Kumaon. Both of the latter have impressive mountains and important sacred places, but neither comes close to the Garhwal’s sanctity in the popular mind. This same observation holds true for other Himalayan regions such as Kashmir, Nepal, and Darjeeling.

The latter query raises more serious considerations. Although Hindu religious ideas tend to highlight several prominent common themes, Hindu religious practice is profoundly varied—reflecting the tradition’s lack of centralized religious authority, sectarian divisions, and the ways in which people’s lived experiences have been shaped by local religious traditions. In such a decentralized context, any claim that some site is the “holiest of all” must be understood as reflecting the speaker’s personal convictions—with which others might legitimately disagree. Yet at the same time, Hindus across sectarian lines have special reverence for the Garhwal region, which Hindi speakers call the dev bhumi or “land of the gods.” The clearest reason for this is the Ganges, which has its headwaters in the region, and is the region’s primary river system. The complex identity of the Ganges corresponds with the above-mentioned notion of “landscapes.” This mountain river’s significance has been enhanced with symbolic associations, since Hindus consider the Ganges River to be the material form of the Goddess Ganga. Whereas other deities are housed in temples with restricted access, the Ganges is available to all—indeed, for pious Hindus taking a bath in the Ganges brings one into direct contact with divinity. Hindu reverence for the Ganges is clearly shown by the Page 23 →sacred sites lining its length, and in the hymns praising it, such as this extract from the Mahabharata:


The Ganges, when its name is uttered, purifies a sinner, when seen[,]‌ it yields good fortune, when a bath is taken in it or its water is drunk, it sanctifies the family up to the seventh ancestor. As long as [a particle of] the bones of a man touches Ganges water [i.e., lies inside it], so long does the man remain happy (or honoured) in heaven. There is no holy place equal to the Ganges, there is no god higher than Keshava. That country and that penance-grove where the Ganges flows should be known as the sacred spot of success (or perfection) since it attaches itself to the Ganges.24

(Kane 1930–62: 4.586, citing Vanaparva 89)



Dismissing such language as hyperbole gravely underestimates Hindu reverence for the Ganges. As discussed at greater length in an earlier work (Lochtefeld 2010: 27–31), the river’s charter myth highlights how the Ganges descended to earth from heaven to respond to human needs. That story begins with the sage-king Bhagiratha’s 60,000 great-uncles rashly enraging a powerful sage, who unleashed his yogic powers and burned them all to ash. When their sole surviving brother asked the sage how their souls could find peace, he was told that this would happen only when the Ganges had touched their ashes. Bhagiratha’s grandfather and father unsuccessfully sought to do this, and their failure only increased Bhagiratha’s resolve. To fulfill his goal, Bhagiratha renounced his kingship, seated himself on a large rock—still identified at present-day Gangotri—and carried out such intense religious practices that the Goddess Ganga agreed to descend from heaven. Yet she warned Bhagiratha that the shock from her descent would destroy the world unless her fall could be cushioned by landing on Shiva’s matted locks. Undeterred, Bhagiratha worshipped Shiva with equal fervor, and eventually gained that deity’s blessing. In the end, the Ganges fell from heaven onto Shiva’s matted locks, and when she emerged from them, Bhagiratha led her to the ashes of his ancestors, that through her touch they could gain everlasting peace.25

Differing versions of this story appear in at least fifteen classical Sanskrit texts (e.g., the Mahabharata, Ramayana, and numerous Page 24 →puranas).26 As noted earlier (Lochtefeld 2010: 29), the charter story’s two primary concerns both center on the family: the story’s initial concern was to continue the family line through offspring, whereas the latter concern is about ensuring the welfare of the dead. Bhagiratha’s superhuman efforts were made to satisfy his own family obligations, but once the Ganga had come down—and this story is always called the “Descent” (avataran) of the Ganga—she was immediately available to any and all. The Ganges is still closely connected with the ashes of the dead, since the final funereal rite of asthivisarjana involves immersing the ashes from a cremation pyre into the Ganges or some other water body. This final ritual has a long attested history. The Mahabharata passage quoted above refers to a departed soul being happy for as long Ganges water touches that person’s remains, and this practice is specifically mentioned by the seventh-century Chinese pilgrim Hsuan Tsang.27

The story of the Descent of the Ganges is traditionally associated with a particular location, namely Gangotri in Uttarkashi District, where the primary temple is devoted to the Goddess Ganga. Near the river is a large flat rock—now covered by its own small temple—which is identified as the spot where Bhagiratha performed his austerities. Even though this particular “landscape” connects a locale with a specific story—in this case, Gangotri and the Descent of the Ganges—other factors work against identifying Gangotri as the sole source of the Ganges. Just for starters, even though Gangotri has a riverside temple to the Goddess Ganga, the river’s actual current source is the Gaumukh glacier, about ten miles further upstream (see Figure 2.1).28


[image: Photo showing the Ganges River flowing in a steep-sided rocky channel after emerging from underneath its glacial source. The glacier’s front edge has a sharp vertical face, and its color matches the gray stones on each side of the channel.]
Figure 2.1.Gaumukh Glacier. Photo 2005 by the author.



A more substantial obstacle to identifying Gangotri as the (one and only) source of the Ganges is that Gangotri’s river is the Bhagirathi, a Ganges tributary. In traditional Hindu understanding, the Ganges forms at Devaprayag, when the Bhagirathi joins with the Alakananda—the former river flowing from Gangotri, the latter from the Badrinath Valley. Yet, as one often finds with conceptions of sacred things, the whole is not simply the sum of its parts. Writing in the 1890s, British Garhwal’s Assistant Commissioner H. K. Pauw noted: “the native Garhwali draws no fine distinction between the Ganges [i.e., the river below Devaprayag] and the Alakananda [the river above Devaprayag]” (Pauw 1896: 2), but instead referred to both of these as the Ganges. Pauw’s text does not mention the Page 25 →Bhagirathi, since this river lay in the Tehri Garhwal princely state, but this same equivalence of part and whole holds equally true there. Even though in the strictest sense the Ganges proper forms only at Devaprayag, in practice each of its tributaries is also called the Ganga—namely, the Bhagirathi Ganga and the Alakananda Ganga.

This equivalency continues for the smaller rivers feeding into the Bhagirathi and the Alakananda, each of which can be identified as the “Ganga,” as Map 2.2 clearly shows. For example, just as the Ganges is formed at Devaprayag by the confluence of Bhagirathi and Alakananda, the Alakananda is formed at Vishnuprayag by the confluence of the Vishnu Ganga (21) and the Dhauli Ganga (26); as one moves downstream, the Alakananda is joined by a number of additional “Gangas.” Close reading of maps and texts reveal at least forty different “Gangas” in the region above Devaprayag, with two additional “Gangas” joining the river below it, and two more that are actually in the Yamuna watershed. Further, even though Gangotri’s mythic charter can lead people to identify the Bhagirathi as the “source” of the Ganges, if one examines the entire Page 26 →Ganges watershed—turning one’s attention back to the land itself—the Bhagirathi watershed is far smaller and has far fewer tributaries than the Alakananda. For much of its length, the Bhagirathi is constricted by the Balganga mountain range, and the few rivers joining it do so from the north and the west. In contrast, the Alakananda watershed is far larger, far more open, and has far greater water volume than the Bhagirathi.


[image: Hand-drawn hydrological map showing the 42 tributary rivers of the Ganges in Garhwal. Each tributary is numbered on the map and can identified by matching that number with the accompanying list.]
Map 2.2.Ganges Tributaries (not to scale).29



How should one understand these multiple “Gangas,” and their relationship with the Ganges? At one level, one could understand this multiplicity as an imaginative act. Since Hindus revere the Ganges as the paradigmatic sacred river, they have also identified it with other rivers as a way to highlight those latter rivers’ sacred power—for example, the Godavari River is often called the “southern Ganges.” This trend is clearly visible here, since two of these Himalayan “Gangas,” the Kamal Ganga and the Nil Ganga (1 and 2 on the map) actually feed into the Yamuna River. Page 27 →Other examples can be seen in the Purvi Nayar and Nayar Gangas (41 and 42), which join the Ganges below Devaprayag. The Akash Ganga (“Sky Ganges,” 34), a hilltop spring near the Tungnath Temple, does not flow anywhere. Finally, the temple tank at Gupt Kashi’s Vishvanath Temple has had its feeder spring diverted through two spouts—an elephant-headed spout on the left identified with the Yamuna River, and a cow-headed spout on the right identified with the Ganges.30

These last few examples uphold a general connection between “the Ganges” and “any sacred water,” but I contend that something quite different is happening, for which the interpretive key is in the Ganges charter myth itself. In this story, the Ganges falls from heaven to earth, where she lands on Shiva’s head. Since Shiva’s hairstyle is usually depicted as a coil of matted locks (jata), when the water fell onto his head, it would run down the individual jatas and drip off in multiple streams, any one of which could be identified as the Ganges.31 An alternative image to describe the essential unity of these multiple streams is that of a mountain waterfall—such as Badrinath’s Vasudhara Falls—in which the stream of water disintegrates into spray as it falls through the air, but reintegrates into one stream back on the ground. Since the charter story describes the Ganges as falling from heaven—an extremely long distance—one might reasonably expect that her stream would disperse over quite a large area!

In short, even though most of these tributary streams eventually combine at Devaprayag, and even though Gangotri is ritually celebrated as the source of the Ganges, I contend that these subsidiary Ganges branches should be understood as a synecdoche, in which each of the parts is equivalent to the whole. In other words, each of these “subsidiary” rivers is the manifestation of the Goddess Ganga, religiously speaking, in terms of having her sacred qualities and power. By extension, any naturally flowing water in the Ganges watershed, no matter how small, is the Ganges in its full religious sanctity, and as these streams flow over and through the region, they sanctify it by their touch.



Sacred Sites and Sacred Networks

The Ganga’s pervasive presence is one primary element sanctifying the Ganga Himalaya, but by no means the only one. Another underlying Page 28 →factor—as indicated by the colloquial name dev bhumi, “land of the gods”—is the sheer density and number of its sacred sites.32 Many of these sites are associated with pivotal stories of Hindu deities, and thus deeply embedded in the Hindu mythic imagination. The region’s sacred sites are predominantly devoted to Shiva and the Great Goddess, but even though sites devoted to Vishnu rank a distant third in terms of numbers, the Badrinath temple has historically been the region’s richest and most important temple. Other sites associated with charismatic humans—saints, sages, gurus, and teachers—spur pilgrims to travel for veneration, emulation, or remembrance. These latter pilgrim sites cross sectarian and even religious boundaries—Hemkund Sahib, which is associated with the tenth Sikh Guru, Gobind Singh, draws Sikh pilgrims from around the world.

Some of these sites have been organized into sacred circuits, or connected with related sites into sacred networks (see Map 2.3); both of these trends will be further discussed in Chapter 5. Such circuits and networks are further examples of “‘imagined’ landscapes,” in which the land’s physical topography has been given additional symbolic meaning. Since the latter half of the twentieth century, the most important circuit has been the Char Dham (“Four Divine Abodes”) pilgrimage circuit to Yamunotri, Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath. All four sites are located at more than ten thousand feet in altitude, which incongruously places these religious “centers” at the edge of human habitation. Each site has its own religious history and importance, but the circuit as a whole can be seen as a microcosm for Hindu religious practice, and even further as a microcosm for the Indian subcontinent. Pilgrims completing the circuit have worshipped the Hindu tradition’s three primary Hindu deities: the Goddess (Yamunotri and Gangotri are sacred to the river goddesses Yamuna and Ganga), Shiva (Kedarnath), and Vishnu (Badrinath). In the larger Indian context, the “Char Dham” name designates four pilgrimage sites marking India’s geographic boundaries: Badrinath (north), Puri (east), Rameshvaram (south), and Dwaraka (west). Using this same name for the Garhwal circuit could have been a way to equate the religious merit of these two journeys.33 For the past forty years, the Char Dham circuit has been the region’s flagship tourism offering, and its massive success has brought both prosperity and problems.

Page 29 →
[image: Hand-drawn map of Garhwal’s major rivers, marked with dots to identify the locations and of the sites in Garhwal’s most important sacred networks: the Dham (“Four Divine Abodes”), the Five Kedars, the Five Badris, and the Five Prayags.]
Map 2.3.Uttarakhand Sacred Map (all locations approximate).34



In addition to the Char Dham circuit, the region has three networks clustering similar sorts of sites: the Panch Prayag, Panch Kedar, and Panch Badri. Each of these networks has five (panch) members, and their sanctity reflects their connection to a major religious site. The archetypal Prayag (“place of sacrifice”) is the confluence of the Ganges and Yamuna rivers at Allahabad, and is one of Hindu India’s holiest places—if bathing in one sacred river is sanctifying, then bathing in several must be even better!35 In the same way, these Himalayan “Prayags” (river confluences) are seen as nodes of enhanced sanctity on these already sacred rivers. Given the importance of sacred rivers in the Hindu religious imagination, these places are revered across sectarian lines.

In contrast, the Panch Kedar and Panch Badri are sectarian networks associated with the Kedarnath and Badrinath temples. The Panch Kedar Page 30 →is made up of five high-altitude Shiva temples—three in the Mandakini River watershed (Kedarnath, Madhmaheshwar, and Tungnath), and two in the Alakananda River watershed (Rudranath and Kalpeshwar). The five temples on this list are consistent in all the sources, are attested by name in older literature, and have a single origin story that connects the sites. The Panch Badri network is far less consistent. The network has no overarching origin story, and different texts name differing sets of five, a problem one contemporary writer tries to resolve by suggesting a network of “Seven Badris” (Uniyal 2011: 320). Whatever their number, all of the Badris are in the Alakananda River watershed, and with one exception are in separate areas from the Five Kedars.36

All of these networks are imaginative exercises in which viewers create a landscape by associating stories with particular places, as Chapter 4 will discuss in greater detail. A further feature reinforcing notions of the region’s holiness is its association with sages and culture heroes. Texts and traditions name 24 Hindu sages as having founded ashrams in the region—19 of these in specific places, and the remaining five at unspecified locations (these last five are noted at the bottom left of Map 2.4, the named locations can be found in Appendix 2).37 Fourteen of the nineteen named locations fall in the three highest-altitude districts: Uttarkashi has four sites, Rudraprayag seven, and Chamoli three. Not surprisingly, these three high-altitude districts also have the densest concentrations of important sites. With regard to their spatial distribution, the Alakananda River basin has ten named sites (plus two more designated only as “Alakananda”), versus only four in the Bhagirathi River basin, and another four at or below Devaprayag, where the Bhagirathi and Alakananda combine to form the Ganges (this last category includes Kanvashram on the Malini River, a tributary that joins the Ganges far below any of the others). These regional trends mirror those of the previous map—the Panch Kedar, Panch (Sapt) Badri, and Panch Prayag networks are almost solely in the greater Alakananda watershed. Based simply on these observations, it seems clear that this watershed has traditionally carried far greater importance.


[image: Outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts marked with the traditionally accepted locations for the ashrams (monasteries/religious centers) for 18 traditional sages. Three additional sages had ashrams at an unidentified place in the region.]
Map 2.4.Sage Ashram Locations (all locations approximate).38



These sages are not only teachers, they are Hindu cultural heroes, whose spiritual attainments were believed to give them supernormal powers—to perform supernatural feats, to confer unfailing blessings and Page 31 →inflict unbreakable curses, and to lead their disciples to enlightenment.39 These sages are believed to have been actual people who lived such a long time ago that their histories have been lost. One can understand that the region might be seen as sanctified by such extraordinary figures—and this is certainly true—but a more important assumption is that these sages were attracted to these places by virtue of the power that was already there. Just as an experienced fisher knows the best place to cast a line, and an accomplished farmer the best place for a particular crop, so these sages—with their highly attuned spiritual sensibilities—were seen as gravitating toward the places most conducive to religious attainment.

This conviction still holds true. Hosts of renunciants have settled in the Ganga Himalaya, based on the conviction that religious practice there brings quicker and better attainment. Some recent examples include Swami Vishuddhanand (died 1896), the founder of the Kali Kamli Wala Trust, Swami Shivananda (died 1963), the founder of the Divine Page 32 →Life Society, Swami Rama Tirtha (died 1906), and Badrinath’s Baba Sundernath. Vishuddhanand and Shivananda both settled in Rishikesh, which was still lightly settled in the early twentieth century, though it has now become an urban center. Swami Rama Tirtha retired to the Himalayas to complete his book on Vedanta, although his accidental drowning in the Ganges meant that this project remained unfinished. For many years, Baba Sundernath spent summers in Badrinath and winters at lower altitudes; one of the buildings in Badrinath’s temple courtyard still prominently displays his portrait.

Of course, ascetics still flock to the region. Some come as transient pilgrims, and others stay longer—because of the region’s intangible spiritual benefits, but also because pilgrim traffic and generosity can ensure a reasonable livelihood. The claim that the Ganga Himalaya is a fertile field for spiritual practice features prominently in advertisements for the region’s thriving yoga industry.40 Such claims have clear economic implications, and they can be strategically invoked to attract yoga customers. Since much of the Ganga Himalaya is chronically economically depressed, such earnings can be an integral element in local people’s survival strategies. Yet doing so need not entail conscious insincere deception, or preclude personal piety. Some people may bristle at the notion of invoking religious claims for material gain, based on the assumption that “selling religion for money” corrupts it. Yet a hard boundary between religion and economics is a foreign idea to many Hindus, since most common religious practices are explicitly transactional.41 Later chapters will discuss this dilemma in greater detail.



Land and Landscape

In any “landscape,” one begins with the landforms, when are then imbued with meaning through acts of imagination—what Smith (1993) might have described as creating a “map.” Since both land and landscape are continually dynamic, landscape creation is an ongoing process. As noted earlier in this chapter, even though mountains are classic symbols for strength and permanence, the region’s landforms are subject to sudden and sometimes violent change—through earthquakes, landslides, monsoon-based erosion, or flash flooding. Human activity can also change the landforms, from small-scale erosion brought on by deforestation to more significant Page 33 →changes such as the Tehri Dam, whose reservoir completely submerged the former royal capital at Tehri, and significantly shifted the Char Dham traffic patterns.42 In the recent past, Uttarakhand state has been aggressively developing hydroelectric projects—selling electricity is one of the state’s reliable sources of income—and so this particular anthropogenic activity will reshape the physical landscape for the foreseeable future.43

As imaginative constructions, landscapes are clearly more ephemeral than landforms, and can thus be shifted or elided by social, political, or technological changes. When Shrinagar was the capital of the Garhwali kings, it was a center for religious life and patronage, but it suffered an immediate and severe decline after the Gurkha conquest in 1804.44 More recently, the Uttarakhand government’s Tourism Board has tried to “brand” certain sites for particular types of tourism—Nature Tourism, Adventure Tourism, Religious Tourism, and Cultural Tourism—in an attempt to create a specific tourism-associated niche for these places.

Yet the most significant changes have resulted from better transportation. This began in the 1820s, when Garhwal Commissioner George W. Traill oversaw the construction of a bridle path to Kedarnath and Badrinath, which by virtue of these destinations was often called the “Pilgrim Road.”45 In the twentieth century, the consistent expansion of motorable roads sharply reduced the travel time to the most important sites, and at the same time dramatically reshaped Garhwal’s sacred landscape. When the apex sites could be reached more quickly and easily, many intermediate sites saw steadily decreasing pilgrim footfalls. One clear example is Triyugi Narayan, which is celebrated as the site for Shiva and Parvati’s marriage. It was once the gateway to Kedarnath, because it was the last significant settlement on the path. Yet when the motor road bypassed Triyugi Narayan and changed a visit there to an optional side trip, visitor traffic plummeted. Further landscape changes have been prompted both by continuing road expansion, and by the gradual transition from buses to automobiles as the dominant form of transport. All these trends will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 6.

As the headwaters for India’s most sacred river, the Ganga Himalaya has long been an object in Hindu imagination. One such reverie comes from Campantar, a seventh-century Tamil poet-saint who was a devotee of Shiva. Indira Peterson (1983) notes that the Tamil poet-saints were Page 34 →highly attentive to place, and that one can recreate their wanderings from their poetry, since many poems were dedicated to the presiding deities of particular temples. In Tevaram 2.114, Campantar writes ten verses lauding Kedarnath, and a summary verse promising that those who recite these verses will rule in this world as kings, after which they will reach the highest state of eternal bliss (2.114.11).46 These verses exalt Kedarnath as Shiva’s abode, and unite place and meaning by naming it as the locale for several pivotal mythic events: as the place where Shiva expounded the Vedas (the foundational Hindu texts, 2.114.2), where Shiva immobilized (and humiliated) Ravana by pressing down on him with one of his toes (2.114.8), and finally where Shiva first appeared as the jyotirlinga, an infinite pillar of light, and then humbled Brahma and Vishnu when neither could find the pillar’s top or bottom—symbolically demonstrating that they could not fathom his divine nature (2.113.9).47

These verses invest Kedarnath with specific mythic and symbolic associations, and thus highlight its sacred importance. Yet other images clearly show that Campantar’s Kedarnath was imaginary in a very different way. His verses describe female monkeys leaping as they listen to the sound of bees (2.113.2), parrots rustling in bamboo thickets and feeding millet to their young (2.113.4), wild boars rooting in the earth (2.113.5), langur monkeys climbing mango and jackfruit trees to tear off their fruit (2.113.6), and the tall kino tree spreading its blossoms (2.113.7).

Anyone who has ever been to Kedarnath—a box canyon several thousand feet above the tree line crowned by a majestic glacier—will immediately recognize the discrepancy between place and description here. In her explanatory remarks, Monius (2013) notes that the poem hints at this, since many verses contain a word she translates as “people say,” suggesting that the writer admits not having seen Kedarnath in person. Despite their factual errors, these verses project a magnificent picture of Kedarnath through a Shaiva devotional lens. They clearly attest that Kedarnath was a signature Shaiva site, even for a devotee living deep in South India. The conviction in these verses underscores Kedarnath’s importance as a Hindu sacred place, and such imaginings have continued up to the present. Even though the Ganga Himalaya may have been lightly visited for much of its history, throughout that history it has been continually imagined and re-imagined as a sacred land.







Chapter ThreeThe Ganga HIMALAYA: HISTORY


The previous chapter surveyed Uttarakhand’s geography, how that geography has shaped its regional economy and social organization, and ways in which that region has been transformed through imagination into a sacred land. This chapter will survey Garhwal’s verifiable history to review the region’s formation and development, giving particular attention to factors reinforcing the notion of the Ganga Himalaya as a sacred region. At the most basic level, the land simply is what it is—mountains and rivers—but when people interact with that land, the region’s geography forms the metaphorical “canvas” onto which sacred landscapes and their associations can be overlaid, as Chapters 4 and 5 will discuss in greater detail. Creating such associations is an active exercise of imagination, and examining regional history can not only show how the region has developed and changed over time, but also how influential agents have constructed and reinforced particular ideas about the region.Page 36 →


Early History

As one might expect for a remote, sparsely settled region, Garhwal’s early history is sketchy. Among the earliest written sources—although they were not written as conventional histories—are the Epics (the Mahabharata and the Ramayana) and the puranas. The latter are compendia of Hindu sacred lore, most importantly stories of the gods and goddesses and descriptions of their sacred places.1 The puranas wax eloquent on the merits of the Ganges, and several mention its constituent streams, the Alakananda and the Bhagirathi, but there are few specific references.2 These texts have multiple references to Hardwar and its environs—the gateway through which the Ganges flows—but in the region upstream from Hardwar, P. V. Kane’s (1930–62) index of sacred sites mentions only four places: Badrinath and its nearby sites get significant attention, Gangodbheda (Gangotri) and Yamunaprabhava (Yamunotri) are mentioned less often, and Kedarnath gets a single reference.3 The Mahabharata has multiple references to sites in the Himalaya, both in its catalogue of the subcontinent’s holy places in the Tirthayatra Parvan (3.84), and as sites for some of the text’s important events. Bhardwaj’s analysis of sacred sites in the Mahabharata lists the sources of the Yamuna and the Ganges, the confluence of the Bhagirathi and Alakananda at Devaprayag (called “Ganga-Sangama” or “Ganges Confluence”), Kankhal, and Kubjamraka (1973: 30). Chapter 4 will discuss the Mahabharata stories that are specifically set in the Himalayas, and thus help to construct its narrative landscape.

Kedarnath and Badrinath clearly retained their importance in later centuries, even though they may have functioned primarily as objects of imagination. Lakshmidhara’s Tirtha-Vivecana-Khanda, a pilgrimage manual written in the early twelfth century CE (Kane 1930–62: 1.2.691), devotes specific attention to 21 pilgrimage sites throughout India, including Badrinath and Kedarnath (Aiyengar 1942: xi). Aiyengar raises doubts that Lakshmidhara had actually visited these places, since the textual passages comprising these particular entries are simply extracts from the puranas. Other sites in the text have extensive commentary, which would indicate greater familiarity (1942: xxxvii). Since Lakshmidhara lived in Kannauj—about 30 miles up the Ganges from present-day Kanpur—and Page 37 →his text was written in the early twelfth century (Kane 1930–62: 1.677), Aiyengar’s inference seems reasonable. Nevertheless, Lakshmidhara’s choice to include both Kedarnath and Badrinath in his relatively short catalog of sacred sites supports the notion that these were considered unusually holy. Mitra Mishra’s Viramitrodaya, a later pilgrimage compendium written sometime around 1625, has a much longer catalog of sites.4 Yet its brief entries for Kedarnath and Badrinath are virtually identical to those of Lakshmidhara.5

Even when the picture is incorrect or ill-informed, the places themselves are still mentioned consistently. However, even though the pathway to these sites from Hardwar or Rishikesh is completely straightforward—“Travel up the Ganges until you get to the end”— these early sources say virtually nothing about the places en route.

Fortunately, creating a history need not depend solely on texts. Among the oldest pieces of evidence is a set of inscriptions at Devaprayag; based on their orthography, these were inscribed between the second and fifth centuries CE (Chhabra 1953: 133). Devaprayag would have been a clear transition point for anyone traveling up the Ganges, since it sits at the junction of the Bhagirathi and the Alakananda, the two major branches of the Ganges. The inscriptions themselves are quite brief—a series of names “typical of the Gupta period” (Chhabra 1953: 134)—but one of them is “Manaparvatah.” This may refer to the Mana Pass north of Badrinath, for which Devaprayag would have been the natural gateway. Starting in the ninth century, other inscriptions describe kings making pilgrimages to Kedarnath.6 Even though one can never assume that these inscriptions report actual events, since their ultimate purpose was to exalt the ruling dynasty, it is noteworthy that they specifically mention Kedarnath, which one inscription calls the place “that cleanses from old sin.”7 Even if the journeys to Kedarnath were purely imaginary, its continued mention attests to the site’s religious significance.

Further evidence can be inferred from temples and other monumental architecture. An early example (c. seventh century CE) comes from Mammalapuram in Tamil Nadu, where the story of the Descent of the Ganges has been sculpted into a natural crack in a rock face (Chanchani 2019: 128). That this monumental work was created 1,500 miles from Page 38 →Gangotri highlights the mythic importance of the Ganges at a very early time. Further architectural examples abound, particularly for Kedarnath:


Between the late tenth and the first half of the thirteenth century teams of artisans working for different patrons at widely separated sites across India erected temples honoring Siva as “Lord of the Mountain (Kedaresvara).” Four Kedaresvara temples were erected in the Central Himalayas alone at the entrance of a grotto at Kalpeshwar, at Madhmaheshwar meadow, and on Rudranath and Tungnath mountaintops. Kedaresvara temples were also built at the royal temple city of Bhubaneshwar (ca. 950), at the seaport of Somnath (ca. 1025), at the Hoysala capital of Halebidu (ca. 1175) and at Dharmapuri (ca. 1100).8

(Chanchani 2019: 146)



Chanchani’s text specifically highlights Dakshina Kedareshwara, a temple built in Balligamve, Karnataka in the early eleventh century. The architects placed the image of Shiva at the base of the temple’s tallest tower, to evoke the original Himalayan landscape. Furthermore, multiple inscriptions at Balligamve show that the builders sought to recreate Kedarnath not only with regard to its landscape, but even more so its devotion, scholarship, and religious power (Chanchani 2019: 143–145). One source goes far beyond this, since it describes Dakshina Kedareshwara as twice as sacred as Benares, a hundred times as sacred as Kedar, and a thousand times as sacred as Shrishaila.9 All of these examples illustrate what Chanchani calls “the dispersion of the repute of select Central Himalayan temples,” as well as the wish “to bridge the distance between their hometowns and the esteemed mountain range, its temples, and divine inhabitants” (2019: 147–148). Chanchani’s attention in this particular chapter focuses on how such temple building represented and re-created these sacred landscapes. At the same time, such re-creations clearly draw on the attraction and power that was seen as residing in the original sites.10

Of course, the Garhwal region has other significant sites. Among the earliest datable artifacts, according to the Archeological Survey of India (ASI), is the massive trident outside Gopeshwar’s Gopinath temple. A Brahmi inscription from the sixth or seventh century CE describes how “Ganapatinaga” installed it in front of the Rudra temple; a later Page 39 →inscription (1191 CE) credits King Ashoka Challa of Dulu (Western Nepal) with re-erecting the trident after it had fallen down (ASI n.d.: 2). The ASI dates the oldest parts of the Gopinath temple itself to the eighth century CE, so it has a long history as a religious center. This is understandable, since in the era before motorized transport Gopeshwar (both the town and the temple) would have been an obvious stopping point on the Kedarnath-Badrinath pilgrim road, as well as an attraction in its own right (Dimri 2012: 21).11

Another important temple cluster is at Pandukeshwar, which is just below Badrinath in the Vishnu Ganga Valley. Pandukeshwar’s two primary temples, Yogadhyan Badri and Vasudeva Badri, can each be dated to the ninth–tenth centuries CE (ASI n.d.: 3). The temple’s names clearly show their connection with Badrinath, a mere 14 miles north, and the Yogadhyan Badri temple has traditionally been the winter home for Badrinath’s primary deity.12 As the last year-round settlement on the way to Badrinath, Pandukeshwar would have functioned both as the temple’s symbolic “entryway,” and more pragmatically as its final supply point.

The Vasudeva Badri temple has a pointed tower typical of the local Nagara architectural style, but the Yogadhyan Badri temple has an unusual barrel-shaped tower. Based on this architecture, Chanchani (2019: 117–122) argues that the Yogadhyan Badri temple is built in the Dravida (South Indian) alpa vimana style.13 Its unusual features highlight the region’s extensive history of long-distance cultural interchange, as well as the deeply rooted notion that these mountains were a sacred place. Although the local hill kings tended to worship Shiva as their personal deity, they were also deeply invested in promoting the cult of Vishnu (Chanchani 2019: 134). This latter emphasis surely had political implications—since Vishnu is the divine king responsible for the welfare and maintenance of the universe, earthly kings often sought to be identified with him.14

Other venerable Vaishnava temples and images are in Joshimath’s Narayana temple complex; this overlooks the confluence of the Vishnu Ganga and Dhauli Ganga, and is thus the gateway up the Vishnu Ganga to Badrinath. Chanchani dates these temples to 900–1000 CE, and based on their architectural cohesiveness infers that a single powerful individual built them all. Similar Vaishnava clusters can be found throughout the Alakananda Valley, as well as the Katyur, Dwarahat, and Almora valleys to Page 40 →the south and east (2019: 137–141). Another early site—and one of the oldest in the Mandakini River Valley—is Narayan Koti, a temple complex just north of modern Gupt Kashi that Chanchani (2018a) dates to the tenth–eleventh centuries CE. The Mandakini Valley’s primary deity is Shiva, since the Kedarnath temple stands at its headwaters, but Narayan Koti (“Abode of Narayan”) is clearly dedicated to Vishnu (see Figure 3.1). Its primary temple is dedicated to the divine couple Lakshmi and Narayan, but since a subsidiary temple is dedicated to Badrisha (“the Lord of Badri”), the site also invokes the Badrinath temple.15 This Vaishnava temple network attests to a gradually growing network of Himalayan sacred sites in the upper reaches of the Alakananda basin as early as the tenth and eleventh centuries CE.


[image: Two-room building with a low entrance room leading to a high tower. It flies a triangular yellow banner. It is surrounded by multiple pillar-shaped subsidiary buildings, six at the edges of the main temple’s raised platform, and several others to the left. All structures are capped with a carved stone disk that is common for a Hindu temple.]
Figure 3.1.Narayan Koti Temple Complex. The yellow banner marks the primary temple, and the smaller towers are subsidiary shrines. Photo 2014 by the author.



The surviving architectural record helps to fill out the region’s developing sacred landscape, even when the rest of the historical record is sparse. These aforementioned temples were all built during the Katyuri Dynasty (fourth–twelfth centuries CE?), who seem to have been the region’s earliest centralized political rulers. The dynasty’s core region Page 41 →was initially in the area around Joshimath, but their capital later moved to Kartikeyapura, which has been identified as either at or near Baijnath in Kumaon’s Bageshvar District. Yet despite their long reign, very little is known about the Katyuris—their primary historical records are four copper-plate inscriptions originally discovered at Pandukeshwar.16

All four plates record land donations to temples as acts of pious devotion.17 King Lalitasuradeva inscribed the earlier two plates in 853 and 854 CE. They record grants of land in the region surrounding Kartikeyapura to benefit Narayana temples—the former to a local temple established by one of his queens, and the latter to a Narayana temple in Garudagrama (“Garuda’s Village”). Garudagrama may refer to Pandukeshwar, since the latter sits at the entrance to the Badrinath Valley, just as Garuda—the divine eagle who is Vishnu’s mount—sits outside Vishnu’s temples (Chanchani 2019: 130).18 Garudagrama was clearly close to Badrinath, since line 24 of the latter inscription notes that renunciants connected with Badrinath might help to create a dwelling-place for the temple’s deity.19

The third plate records an early tenth-century land grant by King Padmatadeva, who belonged to a different dynasty than the one mentioned in the earlier inscriptions, but whose capital was still at Kartikeyapura. Even though the inscription describes the king as a Shiva devotee, it grants six parcels of Joshimath-area land to the Badrinath temple, a Vaishnava institution (Sircar 1956: 284–285). The final plate, from the second quarter of the tenth century, records a grant by King Subhiksharajadeva issued at Subhikshapura (“Subhiksha’s City”)—which indicates either that a new capital had been established, or that Kartikeyapura had been renamed. Sircar describes this king as a devotee of Vishnu—unlike Lalitasura and Padmatadeva, who were devotees of Shiva—but his gifts crossed sectarian boundaries. The inscription dedicates one set of 17 land parcels to the Goddess Durga Bhattaraka, a second set of 24 land parcels to Narayana Bhattaraka (Vishnu) “on the bank of the Vishnu Ganga,” and a third set of two parcels to Brahmeshvara Bhattaraka (Sircar 1956: 291–292).20

In proclaiming (and effecting) these grants, all four inscriptions use similar narrative structures and formulaic expressions—that is, the “legal boilerplate” of the day. These commonly include the donor’s genealogical and family information, since such donations were public acts highlighting the ruler’s piety and generosity. The texts describe the world’s Page 42 →ephemeral nature as being like a bubble of water or leaves shaken by the wind, and dedicate these gifts to ensure future religious merit and the soul’s final liberation. The decrees next mention the intended use for these funds—which include both specific acts of daily worship, and more substantial projects such as renovation or new construction—and close by strictly forbidding any attempts to tax the donated lands, to rescind the gift, or to interfere with the donee’s enjoyment.21 Yet one of the most interesting features is the long list of people to whom these edicts are addressed. Lalitadeva’s second inscription includes 51 different classes of government officials, including one responsible for investigating “offences against royal edicts and charters;” it then moves on to mention particular ethnic groups (e.g., Khasas, Kiratas, Dravidas), and finally the public at large (Sircar 1956: 282–283). Similar lists appear in all four inscriptions, and grow longer in the later ones, hinting at greater bureaucratic specialization.

Lands dedicated to a temple or to the welfare of its pilgrims belong to a legal category known as goonth; such lands are temple property and not subject to ordinary taxes. The third inscription specifically dedicates lands to the Badrinath temple, and both the Kedarnath and Badrinath temples have villages and lands with such status even now. As Chanchani notes, these inscriptions point to a well-developed state apparatus, since they mandate land transfers in places over a hundred miles distant (2019: 135). Effectively managing such transfers required good transportation and communication, as well as systems to manage accounting, revenue collection, and judicial authority—all of which can be inferred from the long lists of government functionaries. All of these mechanisms helped the hill kings successfully enact strategies “to theatrically increase the status of these villages as Vaishnava tirthas of Pan-Indic significance and to sanctify this region” (Chanchani 2019: 141). Although older textual references attest that certain sites were important, the regional temple construction record suggests that the Katyuri era was pivotal in forming the notion of Garhwal as a sacred land. The Katyuris’ growing wealth and prosperity must have attracted the attention of more powerful neighbors, and they were eventually conquered by Ashoka Challa of Nepal, who left a slab inscription to that effect at Gopeshwar in 1191 CE (Joshi 2009: 352).Page 43 →



Later Political Currents

Within a century, the Chand (or Chandra) Dynasty had displaced Ashoka Malla’s heirs, and the Chands ruled Kumaon until the late 1700s. Political unity came to Garhwal considerably later. Popular tradition ascribes the region’s name to forts (garh) built by the region’s 52 petty kings to defend their realms. This political fragmentation finally ended with the rise of Ajay Pal (var. Ajaipal), founder of the Shah Dynasty.22 Atkinson and others date Ajay Pal to the late 1300s, but this early date seems untenable, since Ajay Pal shifted his capital twice in the early 1500s.23 The first shift came in 1512, when he moved from the hilltop fort at Chandpur Garhi (about ten miles south of modern Karnaprayag) to Devalgarh, where he built a hilltop fort and a series of temples.24 Devalgarh’s two primary deities were warrior goddesses—a temple dedicated to Gaura Devi, a powerful form of the Mother Goddess, and a three-storied temple/palace dedicated to his patron goddess Rajrajeshvari (Uniyal 2011: 147). According to descriptions on site, the latter building’s three stories represented the cosmos—with Rajrajeshvari enshrined in the “heavens” on the top floor, the king’s residence in the middle, and the servant/slave quarters in the ground-floor “underworld.”25 Ajay Pal’s control over the region quickly solidified, because in 1517 he shifted his capital from Devalgarh—an easily defensible hilltop fort—to the Alakananda River bottomland at Shrinagar, which remained the dynasty’s capital until the Gurkha conquest in 1804.

Once established in Garhwal, the Shah Dynasty spent the next three centuries feuding with Kumaon’s Chand Dynasty. The Imperial Gazetteer of India chronicles multiple Chand incursions, beginning in 1581. In the late seventeenth century, the Chands temporarily expelled the Shahs from Shrinagar, but within twenty years, Pradip Shah had regained his territory. A century later, the tables had turned—in 1779, Lalat Shah overthrew the Chand ruler and installed his son Pradyumna Shah in Kumaon. The latter ruled Kumaon until the death of his brother several years later, and then ruled both kingdoms until the Gurkhas conquered Kumaon in 1791 (IGI 1908: 12.165–166). Pradyumna Shah returned to Garhwal, and for the next twelve years granted concessions to the Gurkhas in an effort to keep them at bay, but the Gurkhas finally invaded Garhwal in late 1803—just months after a major earthquake had devastated the region. Pradyumna Shah took his army into the field against the Gurkhas, but he Page 44 →and many of his retainers died in a battle near Dehra Dun in January 1804 (IGI 1908: 12.166). Crown prince Sudarshan Shah managed to escape, and spent a decade under British government protection near Hardwar. After the British expelled the Gurkhas from Garhwal in 1815, they installed Sudarshan Shah as the ruler of the Tehri Garhwal princely state, a truncated part of his former kingdom.



The Shah Dynasty: Politics and Patronage

As noted just above, the Shah Dynasty ruled undivided Garhwal from the early 1500s to 1804, and Sudarshan Shah and his heirs ruled the Tehri Garhwal princely state from 1815 to 1947. In both cases, these kings served as the guardians and patrons of Garhwal’s sacred sites, and the dynasty’s influence meant that their patronage was a significant factor in the region’s religious life. This was especially true prior to 1804, when Shrinagar’s capital-city status would have made it an important patronage hub, as contemporary sources clearly suggest. The Kedarakhand, an eighteenth-century Sanskrit text lauding Garhwal’s sacred places, devotes one-tenth of its text to sites in and around Shrinagar.26 Since Shrinagar’s importance declined precipitously after the Shah Dynasty’s fall, such sustained attention strongly indicates that this text was written when the Shah court was still the region’s center of gravity.

Sometimes royal patronage was rooted in personal piety, and many temples have records of royal gifts. Sudarshan Shah was greatly attached to Uttarkashi’s Vishvanath temple, and funded its restoration in 1857, two years before his death (Uniyal 2011: 244). The Chandravadani Goddess temple has inscriptions from Mahipati Shah (r. 1624–31), Fateh Shah (dated 1697 and 1710), and a “letter of command” (adesh patra) from Pradip Shah in 1726 (Uniyal 2011: 192).27 This same Pradip Shah (r. 1717–72) commissioned an eminent Sanskrit scholar to compose a version of the Ramayana named the Ramayana Pradeep. The text’s extended prologue lauds Pradip Shah and his ancestors before segueing into the Ramayana story, and thus by implication compares Pradip Shah’s rule with that of Rama himself (Saklani 2011: 207).

In other cases, patronage seems to have been driven more by state interests than personal piety. As but one example, the Shah Dynasty had a Page 45 →special relationship with the Jwalamukhi temple near Binak Khal in Tehri District. The presiding deity, a powerful form of the Mother Goddess, would have been an appropriate guardian deity for both the family and the realm. In the earliest gift, attested in a 1693 copper-plate inscription, Fateh Shah gave a land grant to the temple to fund the Goddess’s daily worship. Upon taking the throne, his successor Pradip Shah granted further lands to the temple authorities, and empowered them to use the land revenue to support the temple.28 Pradyumna Shah, undivided Garhwal’s last king, reportedly gifted the temple vessels and materials for worship. When his son Sudarshan Shah established the town of Tehri as the capital of the Tehri Garhwal state he sacrificed a buffalo and a goat to the Goddess, as well as giving gifts of gold, ornaments, clothing, and a silver sword (Uniyal 2011: 211).

Another important site for royal patronage was Sem Mukhem’s Nagaraja temple, dedicated to a serpent-shaped local deity (devta) identified as a form of Krishna. Throughout Garhwal, devtas are responsible for matters of health, fertility, prosperity, and justice in their particular locales, and are thus petitioned with regard to all of these concerns. Nagaraja may be Garhwal’s most ubiquitous devta, with temples found throughout the region, and this would make the primary Nagaraja temple at Sem Mukhem a logical place for royal patronage, to ensure prosperity in the realm. Dabral reports the claim that Raja Pradip Shah donated an inscribed bowl to the temple in 1726 (Samvat 1783/Saka 1648), and that in 1790 (Samvat 1847/Saka 1712) his grandson Pradyumna Shah, whom the Gurkhas eventually defeated and killed, gave the temple inscribed vessels (Dabral 1961: 611).29

Another site receiving considerable patronage was Devaprayag, which was the gateway both to the capital at Shrinagar and to the sacred sites in the high Himalaya (see Figure 3.2). In 1548, King Sahajapal gave the earliest recorded royal gift to Devaprayag’s Kshetrapal temple—a local deity (devta) concerned with local affairs. Sahajapal’s attention later shifted to the Raghunath temple—Devaprayag’s primary temple—to which he donated bells inscribed with his name in 1560 (Uniyal 2011: 190) and 1561 (Dabral 1961: 525), as well as an inscribed umbrella in 1573.30 Among his successors, Raja Man Shah’s name appears in an inscription in 1610 (Samvat 1667) recording a gift of land to the Raghunath temple (Dabral Page 46 →1961: 525);31 Raja Prithivipati Shah has donation inscriptions dated 1634, 1642, 1653, and 1664 (Uniyal 2011: 190). Perhaps Devaprayag’s saddest memorial is a small temple marking where Jayakrita Shah (r. 1791–97) was cremated after his unexpected death, and where four of his wives went to their deaths as well. The king’s untimely death sparked the superstition that Devaprayag was an unlucky place for the Shah kings, and when subsequent monarchs visited, they would first stop at the Sati temple (marking the place where the four women had died) to protect against any potential misfortune (Uniyal 2011: 189).


[image: River junction at which two rivers flow through steep rock-cut valleys. A town has been built up the side of the hill in the space between where the rivers meet.]
Figure 3.2.Devaprayag, with the Bhagirathi River at left and the Alakananda River at right. The Raghunath Temple is just left of center at the top. Photo 2005 by the author.



The Shah Dynasty kings were generous patrons to many temples, but their strongest relationship was with the Badrinath temple. Badrinath’s resident deity is Vishnu, who is the ruler and guardian of the cosmos. Vishnu’s divine activity upholds the cosmic order through which all beings are able to fulfill their destinies and perform their religious duties. Kings had similar responsibilities on earth, and Hindu kings were not only seen as divine, but as manifestations of Vishnu himself. In the Garhwal context, this meant that the Shah kings were seen as manifestations of Badri Narayan, Badrinath’s presiding deity. Popular stories described how Page 47 →pilgrims traveling to Badrinath would stop first for the king’s darshan (“auspicious viewing”), since the two were deemed to be identical (Dabral 1961: 422–423).

This ritual identification helps to explain why the Shah Dynasty kings were such active patrons and guardians for the Badrinath temple. This was clearest in 1766 CE, when Raja Pradip Shah came to Badrinath for worship. The temple’s traditional priests had been monks belonging to religious orders founded by the ninth-century philosopher-missionary Shankaracharya, but the last priest had died without a successor. This vacancy created a serious problem. Since the head priest was (and still is) the only person allowed to touch the image of the deity—for example, to prepare it for worship—this vacancy halted the daily worship. According to tradition, Shankaracharya was a Nambudiri Brahmin from South India, and with this in mind, Pradip Shah empowered a Nambudiri Brahmin layman to carry out daily worship as the original priest’s Rawal (“deputy”), an arrangement that continues to this day (Dabral 1961: 420-21). The Rawal’s appointment was lifelong but could not be hereditary, since the Rawals were required to remain lifelong bachelors.32 Every sitting Rawal had considerable sway regarding the choice of his successor, but so too did the Shah Dynasty kings. The British colonial administration temporarily exercised this authority in the early years of British rule, until a government order in 1862 stated that the “duty of appointing a Rawal to the temple of Badrinath is vested solely in the Raja of Garhwal” (IOR 1895: 2). The Raja retained this authority until 1939, when the United Provinces Shri Badrinath Temple Act gave a managing committee control over the temple’s affairs, yet even after this Act was passed, the royal house appointed two of the committee’s fifteen members.33

As mentioned above, the Shah kings retained ritual prestige through their historical connections with Kedarnath and Badrinath—for which the royal house set the temple opening and closing dates, even though the area was under British colonial control—and through their actual control over Gangotri and Yamunotri, which lay in their territories.34 This prestige continued into the twenty-first century. A website devoted to the rulers of the Tehri Garhwal state describes Manabendra Shah (died 2007), who reigned briefly after his father Narendra’s abdication in 1946, as “Patron of the Badri-Kedar Shrines.”35
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The royal house’s desire to exercise religious authority and thus to enhance their prestige can be seen as late as the early twentieth century. The Kali Kamli Wali route guide notes that the Tehri Raja assumed responsibility for maintaining the pilgrim road to Yamunotri, since the shrine lay within his territory (Baba Mani Ram 1938: 120). Sharma’s 1930 foot pilgrimage guide attests that this route was unsettled and had few amenities, which would have made such a commitment necessary.36 A further sign of their desire to exercise their authority was the Garhwal Rajya Tirtha Sudhar Nidhan (Garhwal State Tirtha Improvement Legislation), passed by the royal house in the early twentieth century. Sharma describes this as “a scheme…for the management and improvement of the Temples, Pujaris, Pandas, Mahants, and Sadabart managers of the State” (Sharma 1930: 19).37 Yet its scope was actually much broader, since one section of this legislation regulated the shops from which pilgrims bought their foodstuffs.38 This legislation was clearly meant to set a reformist tone, since the document’s latter part lays out fines and/or legal penalties for temple attendants who neglected their daily religious duties, for shopkeepers who transgressed price guidelines, for anyone who stole or misappropriated temple assets, and for “character flaws” such as drinking alcohol or forbidden sexual contact (Tehri Garhwal State 2024: 7–12). These regulations clearly show that the royal house was projecting itself as upholding traditional religious values, and thus conforming to notions of how righteous Hindu kings should behave. What is unclear from the extant sources is whether these regulations were ever widely implemented, or whether this legislation was simply window dressing for the royal house.39



Politics and Patronage—Gurkhas and Marathas

As noted above, the Gurkhas conquered Garhwal in early 1804, killing King Pradyumna Shah and sending his son Sudarshan Shah into exile. Gurkha rule in Garhwal is consistently described as extremely harsh. Many of the accounts describing it were written by British colonial observers, who had vested interests in exaggerating its evils compared to gentler British rule, but it seems that the Gurkhas sought to maximize revenue extraction from a region already devastated by earthquake and Page 49 →war.40 While visiting Shrinagar in 1808, Raper noted that the earthquake, encroachments by the Alakananda River, and the Gurkha invasion


have combined, to reduce it to a lower state of poverty, and insignificance…that one might be inclined to believe it a decree of fate, that the city should not survive its native princes. Every house appears to have felt the shock: in the main street not above one in five is inhabited; of some the roofs have fallen in; of others the walls are rent asunder, and many lie a complete heap of ruins, The palace of the Raja is exactly in the same situation….

(Raper 1810: 495–496)



Raper further predicted that the city would not recover soon, since “all classes of people complain much of the peculation of the chiefs, and of the injustice, with the want of method, that attends all their proceedings” (1810: 496).

Such harsh policies created considerable suffering. One extreme solution for debt was to sell oneself or one’s family into slavery, and Raper describes the slave market at Hardwar at which “many hundreds of these poor wretches…from all parts of the interior of the hills were sold [at prices ranging]…from ten to one hundred and fifty rupees (1810: 459).41 Many Garhwalis simply fled, and the region’s prosperity precipitously declined. Raper reports that “the villages in Garhwal afford a striking proof of the destruction caused by the Gorkhalis: uncultivated fields, ruined and deserted huts, present themselves in every direction. The temple lands alone [which were tax free] are well cultivated” (Atkinson 1973: 2.2.621). Writing in 1828, Commissioner G. W. Traill noted that “On the [British] conquest in 1815, cultivation was found at its lowest ebb, the rent-free village alone exhibiting a thriving appearance. The laboring classes had been reduced to the extremest indigence, while the Kamins and the Siyanas were, for the greatest part, overwhelmed with debts… (1828: 206).”

Despite these reports of misrule, the Gurkhas seem to have devoted both time and resources to religious establishments. Fraser reports that the Gurkha ruler Amar Singh Thapa built the Gangotri temple (1982: 467), and Dabral reports that Thapa dedicated the forest and timber revenue from the land between Mukhwa and Gangotri to the temple, as a way to Page 50 →support worship there. (1961: 523). Atkinson (1973: 302) reports that the Gurkhas dedicated revenue from certain villages to temples (primarily Badrinath and Kedarnath), a practice the British continued. Of course, since the Gurkhas were Hindu rulers, they may have simply wanted to build strong relationships with the region’s powerful deities. During my visit in October 2014, a “local” at the Dhari Devi shrine recounted that after conquering Garhwal, Amar Singh Thapa sent two black goats as a thanksgiving offering to the temple’s presiding Goddess.

The Marathas were also significant patrons for Garhwal’s sacred sites, even though they never ruled the hills. As the Mughal Empire declined in the eighteenth century, Maratha influence expanded north from their core region in Maharashtra. At the battle of Panipat in 1761, the Afghans shattered Maratha hopes to replace the Mughals as North India’s dominant power, but despite this political setback, their generous patronage helped them to retain influence in the region even after territories there were ceded to the British in 1803.42

After two centuries of Mughal dominion in Maharashtra, the nascent Maratha dynasties deliberately sought to portray themselves as righteous Hindu kings. An important strategy to reinforce this was generous patronage to Hindu religious institutions. According to local tradition in Ujjain, Ranoji Shinde instituted the Kumbha Mela there in 1740 both as a way to display his Hindu piety, and to highlight his growing power. According to Nigam, during this time “it was decided that it was the state responsibility to provide state facilities to the pilgrims. Simultaneously, the sadhus of the Dashanami, Udasina, Natha, Vaishnavite and Saivite faiths were invited from Nasik to take part in the holy dips and to grace the occasions” (Nigam 1992: 50). Hosting these ascetic akharas on their way to (or from) the Nasik Sinhastha Mela highlighted Ranoji’s piety, but his ability to control the festival itself showed his actual power—during the Ujjain Kumbha Mela, the akharas all bathe at the same time, whereas at the other three festival sites bathing order indicates each group’s relative status (Lochtefeld 2004: 109).

The Marathas were also generous patrons to North India’s pilgrimage sites. Queen Ahalya Bai Holkar (d. 1795) made generous donations at pilgrimage sites throughout India, and Dabral reports that her patronage extended to the Badrinath temple (1961: 488) and to other places Page 51 →in Garhwal.43 Local tradition in Hardwar credits her with funding the construction of the Kushavarta ghat, an ancestral memorial site, and the ghat still bears a plaque inscribed with the name “Holkar” (see Figure 3.3).44 Since Maratha patronage extended to Hardwar it could surely have extended from there into the Himalayas, for which Hardwar is both the ritual and the literal gateway, and in 1808, Raper describes Daulat Rao Scindia as sending some “brahmins” to help repair the Devaprayag and Badrinath temples after the 1803 earthquake (1810: 491).


[image: Flagstone boulevard running beside a river on which small groups people sit cross-legged, with trays of brass vessels nearby. A high stone wall rises behind the boulevard, pierced by five arches through which steps lead to a plaza above. Courses of stone steps run down from the boulevard to below the water’s surface. A protective metal fence is anchored in the shallow water.]
Figure 3.3.Kushavarta Ghat, Hardwar. The plaza beyond the arches is devoted to memorial rites for the long dead. Photo 2005 by the author.



At the very least, Maratha influence and power would have promoted relative stability in North India, in contrast to the chaos of the early eighteenth century. Such greater stability surely promoted trade, and almost certainly stimulated pilgrim traffic, even to more remote places. One likely indicator of this greater pilgrim traffic is the Kedarakhand, which exalts sites throughout the Garhwal region. This is an example of the mahatmya genre—texts written to glorify the holiness of a person, place, or thing—and it could well have been written to service this burgeoning pilgrim trade. The Kedarakhand will be discussed at greater length in Chapter 5.
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Another manifestation of Maratha regional influence was actual migration from Maharashtra to Uttarakhand. Local tradition reports that certain Maharashtrian Brahmin groups (e.g., Bhatts, Pants, and Pandeys) migrated to Uttarakhand in order to escape the Moghul emperor Aurangzeb’s tyranny. Perhaps this story is true, but another possibility is that Maharashtrian Brahmins were drawn to the region by the growing economic opportunities stemming from control and patronage of these sites.45 Devaprayag’s tirtha purohits, the hereditary pilgrimage priests who serve all non-Garhwali Badrinath pilgrims, are Maharashtrian Brahmins who migrated to Devaprayag (Uniyal 1982: 54); Maharashtrian Brahmins are also the purohits (hereditary priests) in Devaprayag’s Raghunath temple (Ahmad 1893:13). Despite living in the mountains, these Brahmin groups have remained highly cosmopolitan, partly because during the winter they traveled all over India to meet with their yajmans (hereditary clients) and to collect the gifts that these clients had pledged while on pilgrimage the previous summer.



Empire and Independence

Gurkha rule in Garhwal ended in 1815, when Sudarshan Shah formed an alliance with the British to expel them. After a brief campaign, Gurkha forces in Garhwal and Kumaon surrendered, and these territories (along with others) were ceded in the treaty of Sigauli.46 In return for British help, Sudarshan Shah had offered them a small part of his ancestral territory —Dehra Dun, and some land in present-day Bijnor District—but he soon learned that he was in no position to dictate terms. In addition to the aforementioned regions, the British also annexed all of Kumaon and more than half of Garhwal—all of the land south of the Alakananda River in its lower reaches, and the Alakananda and Mandakini River watersheds above Rudraprayag. This annexed territory even included Shrinagar, the former royal capital (Walton 1910: 130). This annexed territory was called British Garhwal, and the British government administered it as part of the United Provinces of Agra and Oudh.

As an “act of clemency,” Sudarshan Shah was granted a truncated kingdom in western Garhwal, corresponding to modern Uttarkashi and Tehri Garhwal districts, where he built his capital in the (now-submerged) Page 53 →town of Tehri.47 His successors Kirti Shah and Narendra Shah built their own capitals at Kirti Nagar and Narendra Nagar, respectively. Despite the Shah Dynasty’s loss of territory and power, Sudarshan Shah and his successors retained certain hereditary privileges based on their status as the Badrinath temple’s guardians. They also controlled Yamunotri and Gangotri, two of the current Char Dham sites, since their kingdom contained both these sites.

British Garhwal’s first District Commissioner was G. W. Traill, whose administrative style was described as “paternal, despotic, and personal…But at the same time, though arbitrary, it was a just, wise, and progressive administration” (Tolia 1994: 14). Traill seems to have loved the region, since he declined several promotions that would have forced him to relocate. One of his first initiatives was to construct a bridle trail up the Alakananda Valley to Kedarnath and Badrinath, a project funded largely by revenue from Badrinath temple endowments that were meant to provide for pilgrim welfare.48 This bridle path was the dominant route even at the turn of the twentieth century, and according to Adams was far superior to the roads in the Tehri princely state (1915: 9). Yet in addition to facilitating pilgrim travel—at which some early colonial observers looked askance—the improved road also clearly facilitated Traill’s administrative tasks, including carrying out the region’s first land revenue settlement.

Many villages had been depopulated by people seeking to escape the harshness of Gurkha rule, and the colonial government prioritized agriculture both as way to counter this trend, and to increase land revenue collection (Dangwal 2011: 32). Incentives to promote agriculture included land grants to bring new land under cultivation and revenue exemptions for newly cultivated lands between revenue settlements. Such generous incentives almost tripled the land under cultivation between 1820 and 1900, but during that same time the population grew 360 percent, to 1,043,600 in 1901 (Dangwal 2011: 34–35). Cultivation was also extended to the Terai and Bhabar regions by building massive irrigation systems (primarily canals) to ensure regular water supply.

A second trend was growing state control over the region’s forests. India’s burgeoning railroad network generated massive demand for timber—by one estimate, the railroad used more than 100,000 ties every year in the latter part of the nineteenth century (Tucker 1982: 117).49 Page 54 →To respond to this need, the British government changed the status of forests from public property to a state-managed resource.50 In British Garhwal, this began with the Indian Forest Law of 1878. This law divided forests into several categories, of which the most important was the “Reserved Forests,” which “would be managed by the Forest Department for timber production and silvicultural improvement” (Tucker 1982: 117). A second category, “Protected Forests,” designated lands taken out of public use until their use could be assessed and planned. Since many forests in both categories had been originally connected with villages—as common lands on which people could graze animals, and gather fodder, wood, and forest products—these designations profoundly restricted villagers’ traditional access to these lands, and in some cases conferred these rights to people from other villages. Garhwalis deeply resented government forest control and the timber-sale policies that seemed to favor “outsiders,” and this resentment brought vocal public opposition and a rash of litigation (Dangwal 2011: 42–43). Anti-government demonstrations began in the 1920s, and the Congress leaders supported these as part of their larger anti-colonial strategy (Tucker 1982: 118–119).51

These same trends were present in the Tehri Garhwal state, but were exacerbated by the differing model of political authority. British Garhwal’s colonial administrators may have been arbitrary and paternal, but their government’s policies ultimately needed to support the narrative that colonial rule was for the benefit of the governed. In contrast, the Tehri princely state’s political paradigm was that of the traditional joint family, in which the king was the strong but compassionate family head. In this model, the kingdom’s land and all its resources were considered the king’s personal property. Starting in the early 1860s, the British government signed long-term contracts with the Tehri state—usually for twenty years, and usually renewed—to manage the “princely forests for maximum deodar yield, and a large and increasing portion of the profits went directly into princely coffers. This system was maintained with only minor variations as long as the princes’ autonomy lasted” (Tucker 1982: 117). Even though villagers in Tehri Garhwal and British Garhwal both suffered the same loss of access to forest lands—and protested against this—the differing political models in these two places produced far different outcomes.
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Peasants protesting these restrictions in Tehri Garhwal would sometimes attack symbols associated with them, such as the cement pillars demarcating newly reserved forests, but in the late nineteenth century, their primary strategy was to hold public demonstrations to attract the king’s attention and spur his paternal intervention. The word used for these demonstrations, dhandak, connotes both hierarchy and paternalism. Possible translations include “acting out” or “a tantrum”—that is, the actions of a small child seeking to attract a parent’s attention. As one commentator explains, dhandaks are “social protests in which the praja (subjects) claim public space in an open field and create a ruckus until the raja or someone from the royal family personally comes and listens to their grievances and complaints” (Kumar 2011: 91). These actions were based on the understanding that the people were like the raja’s children, who had the right to protest particular actions, but not to challenge the legitimacy of his rule.

The first dhandak was in 1882, when villagers from Rawain gathered at the royal capital in Tehri to protest the forest survey and the new taxes on forest products such as firewood and fodder. Since the king was a minor, his mother came to meet with the protesters, and after she heard their grievances, the people dispersed. Despite this promising start, forest regulations grew steadily stricter. In the early twentieth century, forest product sales were the Tehri state’s biggest revenue source, and thus the royals strongly supported the existing practices. As regulation of the forests continued, so too did the protest demonstrations. Both sides grew more combative, with the kings reacting like angry parents, whereas the people—who were well aware of parallel anti-colonial “agitations” in British Garhwal—were beginning to demand rights to local resources based on an identity as citizens rather than as royal subjects (Kumar 2011: 91–92).

One flash point came in 1930 near Barkot on the Yamuna River, where protesters had camped for four months demanding an audience with the king. Some protesters had also opened contact with an Azad Panchayat (Freedom Council) in Dehra Dun District, a move that royal authorities interpreted as outright rebellion rather than humble petition. Violence erupted when the authorities attempted to arrest the demonstration leader, and after the protesters refused to disperse, Page 56 →the king’s troops shot and killed a number of people before arresting the leaders. The royal authorities did their best to suppress the news of this atrocity, but the newspaper that finally broke the story drew unflattering parallels with the 1919 Jallianwala Bagh massacre. Later demonstrations grew more violent, with democratic activists being killed or imprisoned. The paradigm shift from being “subjects” to “citizens” is also visible in the formation of the Rajya Prajamandal (State Subjects Organization). This group’s opposition ultimately forced king Narendra Shah to abdicate the throne in favor of his son Manabendra in 1946, and then to merge the Tehri state with the Indian Union in 1949, rather than maintaining the state as an independent hill kingdom as Narendra had desired (Kumar 2011: 92–93).52

After independence, British Garhwal and Tehri Garhwal both became part of Uttar Pradesh state, since British Garhwal had been governed as part of Uttar Pradesh’s colonial predecessor, the United Provinces of Agra and Oudh. This political union was never particularly happy, since hill people felt that the “plains” government 500 km away in Lucknow cared little for hill development, and Uttar Pradesh state’s large size and enormous population meant that the sparsely populated hills gained far less attention than other regions. Long-simmering discontent flared up in 1994–96, sparked by the Uttar Pradesh government’s proposal to grant “reservations”—preferential treatment in school admission and government hiring—to members of the “Other Backward Castes” (“OBCs”).53 This proposal was wildly popular in plains districts where members of these groups lived in large numbers, but was deeply unpopular in the hills, where they are virtually absent. Hill residents saw this proposal as one more example of neglecting the hill dwellers’ welfare to pander to voters in the plains, and the resulting protests eventually led, in November 2000, to the creation of Uttaranchal (later renamed Uttarakhand) as the Indian union’s 27th state.54

Uttarakhand is still young as an independent state. It has a much longer and more deeply embedded history as a sacred region and a pilgrim destination, although the most explosive growth in pilgrim numbers did not occur until after Uttarakhand state’s formation. The next two chapters will divert attention away from these more easily visible “externals” to show how differing conceptual mapping strategies have created Page 57 →differing sacred landscapes in the Ganga Himalaya. Chapter 4 will examine the connections—real or imagined—between particular places and the exploits of deities, sages, and charismatic religious leaders. Chapter 5 will document how ideas of a sacred landscape are generated and reinforced by creating differing networks of sacred sites.







Chapter fourThe Narrative Landscape



Stories and Meaning

This book’s opening chapters introduced the idea of “landscapes” as a central notion for this work. Both maps and landscapes are abstract depictions of reality, but landscapes are more intimately connected with actual physical sites. This keeps these ideas firmly anchored, and at the same time creates deeper layers of meaning for those who travel in those places. As Reader notes, the “emotional landscape in which the pilgrims travel shapes the Shikoku pilgrimage” (2014: 166). An essential element in creating this emotional landscape is the legends and stories connected with these places. Through telling and retelling stories—which can include, as Reader notes, images transmitted through advertising and publicity literature—the landscape comes alive “to help create an emotional frame of reference for the pilgrims,” transforming these places not just into locations for some long-ago event, but the locus for a vibrant present experience.

Garhwal’s most common name, dev bhumi, or “Land of the Gods,” reflects the widespread conviction that this region has an intensified divine presence. This presence is in part actual and physical—Garhwal Page 59 →is full of temples, and thus deities are present throughout the region. Yet gods, sages, and heroes are also present by virtue of the stories that connect the region with pivotal events in Hindu mythology. This chapter will connect these stories with their associated places, creating a thickly studded landscape of sacred sites. It will begin with stories connected with the Hindu gods, after which we will consider stories with human protagonists: first, figures from India’s two great epics, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, then tales of ancient sages, and finally stories associated with historically verifiable people. Some of these stories are central to the Hindu mythic imagination, and others less frequently remembered, but the cumulative effect of this storytelling embeds pilgrim imaginations deeper and deeper into the landscape.

For the casual reader, here is a cautionary warning. Although this chapter uses words like “myth” or “narrative,” or “story” to describe these events, this does not mean that one can dismiss these accounts as being “made up,” or “not real.” In everyday language, the word “myth” connotes something untrue or uninformed, and “story” or “narrative” something that has been fabricated, but in a religious studies context, these words have a far different sense. Myths are stories with symbolic messages and meaning, and they often function as foundational narratives—that is, they are the stories through which people explain the world to themselves. Myths inform people about the nature of reality, that is, of “how things are.” People use these stories not just to explain the world, but also to discern their own place in it, and to construct a life-story that gives coherence and meaning to their lives. As just one example, whether or not the events in Genesis 1–2 “actually” happened, this story is imbued with particular messages regarding the nature of the world in which we live, the role of human beings in this world, and a recognition of human imperfection and failure. In the same way, for Hindus, these “stories” about deities, sages, and esteemed human beings can reveal profound truths. Given this function, one could legitimately argue that these stories are the most real—in terms of their potential significance—even if they cannot be historically attested.

When stories are set in places, visiting these places allows people to re-experience that event, as well as to remember it. People visit Philadelphia’s Independence Hall not only to mark something that happened a long Page 60 →time ago, but because the values and convictions associated with that event still resonate with them today. This same connection between past and present can also be found in Garhwal. When visitors come to a place and hear the story of what happened there, through their presence they can participate in that story, and thus gain access to grace and blessings.



Deities: Shiva (and Parvati)

Shiva is one of the Hindu pantheon’s primary deities, along with Vishnu and the Goddess. Shiva’s divine nature is often described in polarities, perhaps as a symbolic affirmation that the divine nature need not conform to the limitations of human ideas. For example, Hindu lore describes Shiva as simultaneously the perfect celibate ascetic and as Parvati’s (non-celibate) husband, an impossible combination for any human man. Shiva’s transcendence of opposites has been expressed iconically as the Ardhanarishvara (“the lord who is half woman”), an image of Shiva that has female attributes and dress on the left side of the body, and male on the right. This same polarity appears in his interactions with the world—his raudra (“terrifying”) aspect unleashes overwhelming and sometimes catastrophic power to destroy opponents or remove obstacles, whereas his saumya (“gentle”) aspect is easily appeased, compassionate, and bestows generous blessings. Shiva is almost never predictable, except perhaps in his gracious response to sincere devotees.

In Hindu lore, Shiva lives in the Himalayas—an isolated place far removed from human habitation. One traditional location for his home is Tibet’s Mount Kailas, which despite being outside Garhwal was seen as connected to it, since the primary pilgrimage routes leading there transited through Garhwal.1 Garhwal proper has many “homes” for Shiva, since its six districts have at least four hundred Shiva temples.2 At another level, Shiva is seen as omnipresent, as expressed by the phrase jitne kankar, utne Shankar—“there are as many Shivas [in Garhwal] as there are stones.” This conviction of Shiva’s pervasive presence is the working assumption behind the charter myth for Nagaraja (“King of snakes”), a regional deity who will be discussed at greater length below. Garhwali tradition describes Nagaraja as a form of Krishna who was so entranced with Garhwal that he decided to remain there. Yet this desire created a Page 61 →dilemma. Shiva’s omnipresence meant that with every footfall, Krishna’s feet would be touching Shiva—an insulting act, since the feet are considered the lowest part of one’s body. Krishna solved this by taking the form of a giant serpent—snakes have no feet—and Nagaraja is still worshipped in this form today.


[image: Outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts marked with locations associated with stories of the Hindu god Shiva.]
Map 4.1.Shiva Sites (all locations approximate).3



Many places in Garhwal are strongly associated with Shiva or identified as locales for events in Shiva’s mythology (see Map 4.1), and in both cases, this confers an intensified divine presence. As one can tell from their names, Uttarkashi (“Northern Kashi”) and Gupt Kashi (“Hidden Kashi”) are both identified with Kashi, the core sacred zone in Benares in which Shiva is always present. As the next chapter will describe at greater length, each of the Panch (“Five”) Kedars—Kedarnath, Madhmaheshwar, Tungnath, Rudranath, and Kalpeshwar—is identified with a different part Page 62 →of Shiva’s body. The Mahabharata describes multiple sites at which Shiva interacted with the Pandavas—Kedarnath, Gupt Kashi, Rudranath, Budh Kedar, Koteshvar, and Bilva Kedar—and these stories will appear later in the chapter in the section devoted to the Pandavas. Yet Garhwal’s most central Shiva stories are the story cycle describing the death of Shiva’s wife Sati, her rebirth as Parvati (“the daughter of the mountain”), and Shiva and Parvati’s eventual (re)marriage. At least 14 puranas contain some version of this story, and the story’s opening sections—Sati’s death and the destruction of Daksha`s sacrifice—are without exception associated with Kankhal’s Daksheshwar temple, located about three miles south of Hardwar.4 Differing puranas tell this story quite differently, but over time its multiple retellings—in texts, preaching, storytelling, and now digital media—have smoothed out the discrepancies to create a single dominant narrative.

According to this dominant narrative, Daksha sponsored a great sacrifice to which he invited all the gods except Shiva. Daksha did this as a deliberate insult. Shiva was married to Daksha’s daughter Sati, and in his pride, Daksha thought that Shiva had not given him sufficient respect as his father-in-law. When Sati learned about the sacrifice, she expressed her desire to attend. Shiva tried to dissuade her, pointing out that showing up uninvited could lead to insult, but Sati insisted that she had every right to return to her natal home. Yet when she arrived and asked her father why her husband had no place at the sacrifice, Daksha responded by publicly insulting Sati and her husband. Sati’s rage manifested as a yogic fire that consumed her body, and current accounts identify the temple’s havan kund (fire altar) as the location for this event.

When Shiva learned of Sati’s death, his rage became manifest in the fierce and powerful deities Virabhadra and Mahakali. He sent them to Kankhal to destroy Daksha’s sacrifice, which they did with gleeful abandon.5 Virabhadra pulled off Daksha’s head and killed him, but Shiva later brought Daksha back to life by affixing a goat’s head to his body. The chastened Daksha begged for forgiveness and quickly received it, as well as Shiva’s promise that he would remain in that place. True to that latter promise, the temple’s primary image is said to be svayambhu (“self-manifested”)—that is, an actual manifestation of the deity produced as a mark of the deity’s grace. Hindus understand such images as actual forms of Page 63 →the deity, and thus far more powerful than any image made by humans; the temples housing them are seen as places where these deities are more accessible and responsive. The story’s ending—in which Shiva forgives Daksha’s disrespect and agrees to reside at that place forever—illustrates Shiva’s compassionate nature and his readiness to bless his devotees.

The Daksheshwar temple’s establishment concludes the first part of this story cycle and serves to transition to the next (see Figure 4.1). Distraught at Sati’s death, Shiva picked up her body and roamed through the universe in a frenzied display of grief. This continued until Vishnu, at the behest of the other gods, used his discus weapon to cut away her body piece by piece. Every place at which a body part fell to earth became one of the Shaktipithas, a network of 51 Goddess sites spanning the entire Indian subcontinent. When Sati’s body was completely gone, Shiva became calm and went to meditate in the Himalayas. He later received a heavenly message (akashvani) informing him where and when Sati would be reborn; local tradition describes him as receiving this at the Bhuvaneshvari temple, a few miles east of present-day Pauri (Uniyal 2011: 134).


[image: High white spire capped with a golden spike, led up to by two increasingly larger white, pillared, covered anterooms. Tree foliage in the foreground obscures parts of the structure.]
Figure 4.1.Daksha Temple, Kankhal. Photo 2003 by the author.
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In the next part of the story cycle, the gods had become desperate for Shiva to remarry. A demon named Taraka had received the divine boon that he could only be killed by a son of Shiva, but since Shiva remained rapt in meditation, this made Taraka virtually invincible. The desperate gods directed Kama—the god of love—to shoot Shiva with his flower-arrows, in the hope that this would awaken Shiva’s desire and rouse him from meditation. Yet despite being in deep meditation, Shiva was aware of Kama’s intent, and as Kama prepared to fire his arrows, Shiva incinerated Kama with a stream of fire from his third eye. Local tradition places this event at Gopeshwar’s Gopinath temple, where an immense metal trident in the temple courtyard symbolizes Shiva’s presence (Dimri 2012: 23). Kama`s wife Rati eventually placated Shiva and persuaded him to bring her husband back to life; the location for this latter event is placed at Rati Kund (“Rati`s Pool”), a series of stream-fed pools near the Gopinath temple.6

The story cycle continues with Sati being reborn as Parvati. Traditional sources do not specify her childhood home, but since her name means “the daughter of the mountains,” it must have been somewhere in the Himalaya. As a young girl, she resolved to become Shiva’s wife, despite her parents’ disapproval. As she grew older, her devotion to Shiva became more intense, and she undertook harsh ascetic practices to win Shiva’s favor—standing on one foot for long periods of time, stoically enduring the heat of summer and the cold of winter, prolonged fasting, and further physical privations. One site identified with these intense religious practices is Gaurikund in the Mandakini River Valley, and according to local tradition, Parvati took daily baths there in the site’s two springs—one cold, one hot. The spiritual “heat” generated by these ascetic practices eventually attracted Shiva’s attention and he came to meet her, having assumed the form of an aged Brahmin. He first tested Parvati by disparaging Shiva—for wearing snakes as ornaments, being smeared with ashes, eating from a skull-bowl, and associating with ghosts and ghouls—but Parvati’s commitment remained unshaken. Pleased by her devotion, Shiva revealed his true form, and they were betrothed on the spot. They were married at the nearby Triyugi Narayan temple, where according to local tradition, the sacred fire (dhuna) outside the temple has been continuously burning since that day.7 The divine couple’s actual wedding site is identified with a circular stone mandala in the temple courtyard (see Page 65 →Figure 1.1); couples desiring a long and happy married life together can perform rituals there supervised by the local Brahmins.

The story cycle’s final segment takes place at Mundkata (“Cut-head”) Ganesh, halfway between Triyugi Narayan and Gaurikund. This is where Shiva severed Ganesh’s head from his body, and later revived him by replacing it with an elephant head. As described in the puranas, Parvati had instructed Shiva’s servant Nandi to guard her door while she was bathing, and was displeased when Nandi allowed his master Shiva to enter. Desiring a servant of her own, Parvati scraped the unguents from her body and molded them into the form of a young boy. She brought the figure to life, and ordered him to admit no one while she was bathing. The child took this command quite seriously, and when Shiva attempted to enter his own house, the lad barred his way, and struck Shiva when he objected. Shiva’s crowd of retainers (gana) attacked him, but the valiant boy put them to flight. The heroic boy successfully repulsed all direct attacks, but was ultimately defeated by subterfuge—Vishnu distracted the boy’s attention, and Shiva cut off his head.

Distraught at the loss of her child, Parvati summoned her destructive energies to destroy the world. Shiva placated her by promising to replace the boy’s missing head with that of the first animal he encountered, which happened to be a large elephant. After bringing the boy back to life Shiva named him Ganesh (“Lord of the ganas”) to indicate that he was the leader of Shiva’s followers, and further blessed Ganesh by decreeing that he would be worshipped first in any religious ritual. Since in popular belief Ganesh controls all potential obstacles, people usually invoke him at the beginning of any ritual or significant undertaking, in the hope that his blessings will allow everything to proceed without hindrance.

The Sati-Parvati-Ganesh story cycle is central to Shiva’s mythic corpus. It connects particular sites in Garhwal—and especially in Rudraprayag District—with key events in Shiva’s mythic history. Identifying these places as the actual sites for these mythic events is clearly a way to sanctify them and to heighten their religious importance. Yet remembering these events is not simply a clever advertising strategy to boost pilgrim traffic. For visitors, this connection between places and events can bring these long-ago events into present-day experience, both by visiting the places themselves, and by interacting with the resident deities.
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The Shiva stories from the Mahabharata—which are discussed below—and the Sati-Parvati-Ganesh story cycle are both associated with site clusters in Garhwal. The two final sites associated with Shiva narratives, Nilakanth Mahadev and Yamakeshwar, are each connected with a single story. Nilakanth Mahadev is a temple in the Pauri Distract, about 20 miles west of Rishikesh. It is controlled by ascetics belonging to the Mahanirvani Akhara, who also control Kankhal’s Daksheshwar temple. Nilakanth’s mythic charter describes how the gods and the asuras (their divine adversaries) sought to obtain the nectar of immortality (amrita) by churning the Ocean of Milk. Their efforts extracted the amrita as that ocean’s best essence, but also a deadly world-destroying poison as its antithesis. In the story, Shiva neutralized the poison by holding it in his throat—thus containing it in his own body—but the poison’s virulence turned Shiva’s throat blue, leading to the epithet Nilakantha (“blue-throated”). This story highlights Shiva’s power in being able to contain a world-destroying poison, but also his grace and generosity, since he did so for the benefit of the world.

The charter myth for Yamakeshwar (“Yama’s Lord”) also highlights Shiva’s grace and power. This temple lies in the foothills of Pauri District, about 15 miles east-northeast of Hardwar, though the road distance between the two is considerably longer. Yamakeshwar’s charter myth centers on the sage Markandeya, a pious and intelligent youth who was originally fated to die at age 16. When Markandeya became aware of his fate, he began to worship Shiva fervently, and when Yama (“Death”) came to take him away, Markandeya requested a little more time so that he could finish his worship. Yama haughtily dismissed this plea, and threw his noose over the boy to draw forth his soul. In some versions of the story, Markandeya responded by calling on Shiva for protection, while in others, Yama’s noose looped not only over the boy, but also over the image of Shiva to which the boy was clinging. All versions of the story concur that Shiva then manifested himself from the image to save his devotee—in some versions simply driving Death away empty handed, and in other versions killing and later reviving Death, just as Shiva had done with Daksha. As at the Daksha temple, Yamakeshwar’s primary image is considered a svayambhu (“self-manifested”) form of Shiva—manifested to show grace to his devotee—through which devotees can gain access to Shiva’s attentive and immediate presence.Page 67 →



Deities: Goddesses

The well-known idea of the “Hindu Trinity”—Brahma as the Creator, Vishnu as the Preserver, and Shiva as the Destroyer—has a small degree of truth, but far more problematic flaws. First, it overlooks the reality that Brahma is rarely worshipped, despite being a recognized member of the pantheon. It further describes these deities as if they were a divine committee, with each member playing a particular role, whereas Hindus generally understand their chosen deity as fulfilling all the divine functions. Yet this notion’s gravest flaw is the deity it omits, namely the Devi or Great Goddess. The notion that divinity is feminine was first proclaimed in the Devimahatmya, a 22-chapter sub-section of the Markandeya Purana that may have been composed around the sixth century CE. The Devimahatmya’s three major narratives describe how the Goddess upholds both earthly and cosmic order by destroying the forces undermining these, and the text clearly highlights her pre-eminence vis-à-vis all the other (male) deities. The frame story for the entire text, in which a dethroned king and a bankrupt merchant are told the tales of the Goddess, highlights her ultimate power. After propitiating her, the king regains his kingdom, whereas the merchant achieves final liberation—in other words, fulfillment both in this world and in the next.

Although the Goddess is always a woman, her divine energy manifests in many different forms. Sometimes she appears as a warrior queen to destroy her opponents, and at other times as a demure and modest spouse Goddess. One charter myth explaining the notion of the Goddess’s multiple forms is the story of Sati’s dismemberment, related above. In that story, every place at which one of Sati’s body parts fell to earth was established as a separate Goddess site. These 51 shaktipithas—which are densest in the Bengal region in western India, but distributed through the entire subcontinent—are thus connected and unified by the imagery of the body. In this understanding, despite their surface differences, all Goddesses are ultimately manifestations of the same primordial divine energy. Indeed, one of the Goddess’s most common names is Shakti (“power”), and her primary mode of engagement with her devotees is wielding this power to destroy obstacles and confer blessings. Not surprisingly, these benefits make the Goddess a widely popular deity. Goddess temple numbers in Page 68 →Garhwal run a close second to those of Shiva, and these two are by far the most commonly worshipped deities in the region.8


[image: Outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts marked with locations associated with stories of the Hindu goddesses.]
Map 4.2.Goddess Sites (all locations approximate).10



Several of these Goddess temples (see Map 4.2) have considerable regional importance. Rajrajeshvari (“Ruler of the King of kings”) was the patron deity of Ajay Pal, the founder of the Shah Dynasty that ruled undivided Garhwal until 1803. Her primary temple is at Devalgarh, which was Ajay Pal’s capital before he moved it to Shrinagar, and the surrounding region has at least eleven satellite temples devoted to her. Many of Ajay Pal’s successors patronized the Jvala Mukhi temple near Binak Khal as their kingdom’s divine guardian, and the Tehri Garhwal kings continued this practice after their kingdom was re-established in 1815.9 Both examples highlight kings as devotees, and connect the Goddess’s blessing with worldly success. Yet her power can also confer spiritual attainment. The Surkhanda, Chandravadini, and Kalimath temples are all renowned as Page 69 →siddhapiths, places where the deity’s blessings bring religious attainment more quickly and easily.

Nanda Devi is another important regional goddess. Her “home” village is Nauti near Karnaprayag, but she is worshipped throughout Garhwal’s Chamoli District and the neighboring parts of Kumaon. As described by William Sax (1991), Nanda Devi’s annual and royal pilgrimages—the latter usually held every twelve years, though the 2014 iteration came after a 14-year hiatus—connected differing parts of the region through rituals. These processions are akin to royal tours of inspection, in which a monarch travels through the realm both as a public display of sovereignty, and as an opportunity to meet with supplicants and petitioners. Aside from Nanda Devi’s primary home in Nauti, she has many other temples in the region; one particularly charming example is in Lata village on the Dhauli Ganga (see Figure 4.2).


[image: Two-room building set in a flagstone courtyard in which a low gable-roofed entry room connects to a high tower. Another pillar-shaped tower is at the building’s front left. Both structures have painted wooden caps, golden spires, and fly triangular red banners. The doors and doorway in the bigger building are painted sky blue. Bells, mango leaves, and red and yellow silk cloths hang from the larger building’s front roof eaves.]
Figure 4.2.Nanda Devi Temple, Lata village. Photo 2014 by the author.



Goddesses such as Nanda Devi wield considerable regional importance. Yet in terms of function, they are simply more powerful versions of many other Goddesses who control and govern the life, health, and prosperity of particular areas, both as consorts to the male gods and as Page 70 →agents in their own right. Such Goddesses may not be celebrated beyond their immediate spheres of influence, and their stories tend to be transmitted locally and orally. One example is Jwalpa Devi, whose temple is described as a satellite temple of Himachal’s famous Jwalamukhi temple. The temple’s local charter describes how Shachi, the daughter of a demigod (daitya), did religious penance at that place to fulfill her desire to marry Indra, the king of the gods. In a twist on a well-known puranic trope, it was the Goddess Parvati who granted her wish—that is, one Goddess validating another—rather than one of the male gods. This temple surely benefits from its location on the Pauri–Kotdwar road, which was an established trade pathway even in pre-modern times. Another widespread deity is Hariyali Devi (the “Green Goddess”), who may be connected with notions of fertility. Her primary temple is at Jasoli in Rudraprayag District (Uniyal 2011: 513), but she has multiple satellite temples throughout the region.

Most Garhwali Goddesses are vitally important to the life, health, and well-being of the surrounding areas—that is, they are limited to local or regional significance. The clear exception is a site cluster associated with stories from the Devimahatmya, and thus connected with primary Hindu mythological events. The most important site is Kalimath, a small village in a deep valley just north of Gupt Kashi. Kalimath’s primary temple is dedicated to the Goddess Kali, but the site also has temples to Mahalakshmi and Mahasarasvati, two of the Goddess’s other primary manifestations. A short distance from the village is Kalishila (”Kali’s stone”), where Kali is said to have first appeared, as recounted in Devimahatmya 7.6. According to the story, the Goddess was fighting with the powerful buffalo-demon Mashishasura, who was attacking the gods with his demon army. As the Goddess prepared to engage Mahishasura’s army she frowned, and Kali emerged from her forehead as the manifestation of that anger.

The Devimahatmya reports that among Kali’s first victims were the demon generals Chanda and Munda, whose conquest earned her the epithet Chamunda. She then dispatched a demon named Raktabija (Devimahatmya 8.40–62), who had received the boon that any drop of his blood that fell to earth would instantly become an identical copy of him. This made him virtually invincible, since the more one fought with him, the more he would multiply. Kali circumvented this boon by Page 71 →drinking every drop of his blood before it could hit the ground, until Raktabija died.

The Devimahatmya’s following section describes how the Goddess slew the demon generals Shumbha and Nishumbha. As an aspect of the Goddess, Kali took an active role in destroying their armies. After she triumphed, Kali destroyed the demon armies by stuffing them into her mouth and devouring them whole, symbolizing both her immense destructive power and her capacity to vanquish evil. She was lauded by the assembled gods, after which she suddenly disappeared (Devimahatmya 12.32); according to local tradition, the Kali temple’s primary image marks the exact spot at which this happened (see Figure 4.3).


[image: Single-story octagonal building with a smaller octagonal cap, under which a loudspeaker is visible. The building’s walls are iron lattices set into pillars at each of the octagonal corners. Strings of hanging marigolds cover the lattices. Three bells hang from a metal arch in front of the entrance, the arch’s sides have flagpoles with red, yellow, and orange banners. A drum sits on the ground in front of the arch, with a rectangular green mat for the drummer’s seat.]
Figure 4.3.Kali Temple, Kalimath. Photo 2020 by the author.



The Kali temple at Kalimath is architecturally unusual. Most North Indian temples are built in the Nagara style, which features a prominent tower (shikhara), whose highest point is typically directly above the temple’s primary deity. In front of the tower are one or more entrance-halls that provide a path to the sanctum, which is usually protected by some Page 72 →sort of barrier beyond which only the temple priests may pass. Temples typically have an east–west axis with the entry door facing east, so that the early morning light illuminates the deity. The Kali temple has an octagonal floor plan with two doors on opposite sides, although one of them is usually closed. The temple’s outer walls are stone piers connected by metal grillwork that allows one to see inside—or all the way through to the other side. Inside the temple, a floor-to-ceiling grillwork cage in the building’s center cordons off the most sacred area, and the deity emplaced within is not depicted in an image, but only as a square hole in the floor covered by a brass plate.11 The plate’s center is marked with a small cut-out triangle, a symbol of the Goddess, and the plate is reportedly lifted only once during the year—on the eighth night of the Fall Navaratri festival, a night dedicated specifically to Kali (Uniyal 2011: 474). The Goddess Kali’s presence here means that Kalimath is revered as a siddhapith, a place where religious attainment is gained more quickly and easily, just as with sites such as Surkhandha and Chandravadani. Kalimath’s temples are dedicated to the Goddess in all her powerful manifestations: as giving wealth and good fortune (Mahalakshmi), as bestowing wisdom and culture (Mahasarasvati), and as having the power to vanquish evil (Mahakali). The wisdom aspect associated with this site is particularly connected with the story of Kalidasa, ancient India’s greatest poet, which will be described later in this chapter.

A further location connected with the Devimahatmya is Maikhanda, a village ten-odd miles north of Gupt Kashi, and identified as the site for the final battle between the Goddess and the buffalo-demon Mahishasura. Mahishasura’s story follows a common narrative pattern in the puranas, in which a figure gains supernatural powers through intense ascetic practices, but then misuses this power to dominate the gods and oppress the earth. In all of these stories, the villain has some potential weakness, and Mahishasura’s vulnerability was that he had asked to be killed by a woman—perhaps wrongfully assuming that if he was powerful enough to dominate the gods, then no woman could possibly oppose him. Yet as the Goddess’s origin story in Devimahatmya 2.10–33 clearly reveals, she is not just any woman. She is the combined brilliant energy (tejas) of all the gods, and thus possesses all of their divine powers. She engaged Mahishasura in battle—disregarding his marriage proposal—and after an Page 73 →extended struggle not only killed him, but also dismembered him, which is said to have happened at Maikhanda.

Uttarakhand’s final central Goddesses are the Ganges and Yamuna Rivers, both of which are understood to be goddesses in material form.12 Chapter 2 described how the Ganges came down from heaven to earth to bless and calm the souls of King Bhagiratha’s ancestors. These mythic notions of the Ganges’s salvific touch and her intimate association with the last rites for the dead remain central even now. Hardwar is an important regional center for asthivisarjana, the rite in which mourners immerse the ashes from a cremation pyre into the Ganges (or some other water body). This is not only the final rite for the dead, but it also consciously invokes the Ganges’s charter myth. Another central place for these funeral rites is Badrinath’s Brahma Kapal Ghat; according to local tradition, conducting memorial rites here generates such immense religious merit that it removes the obligation to perform them ever again.



Deities: Vishnu and his Avatars

Vishnu (“the All-Pervader”) is the final major Hindu deity. The colloquial shorthand mentioned above describes Vishnu as the “Preserver,” and this is an accurate description, as long as one remember the further caveat—namely, that Vishnu’s devotees see him also as the universe’s Creator and Destroyer. Vishnu’s images commonly show him wearing a high crown, because he functions as the cosmic king. In traditional India, the king’s primary function was to promote and maintain social order, and thus to ensure his subjects’ happiness and prosperity. Vishnu does this same thing for the cosmos—the dominant motif in his mythology is that he intervenes when the cosmos has become unbalanced, and brings it back into equilibrium again. This often entails killing the divine being who has grown powerful enough to upset the cosmic order, but whereas Shiva overwhelms his opponents through sheer force, Vishnu more often uses trickery or cunning. Vishnu’s associations with happiness and prosperity are embodied in his two wives, Lakshmi and Bhudevi—the former is wealth and good fortune incarnate, and the latter is the Earth itself, the ultimate source of fertility and good fortune (see Figure 4.4).

Page 74 →

[image: Bas-relief stone sculpture of a seated male and female figure, each wearing a high crown. A third crowned figure squatting in the foreground supports the throne on which the main figures sit. All three heads have been daubed with red and yellow powder, as have other parts of the relief. Wisps of grass hang from the three figures’ crowns, as well as from other places in the relief.]
Figure 4.4.Vishnu and Lakshmi enthroned and decorated for worship, Narayan Koti Temple. Photo 2014 by the author.



These auspicious and protective associations mean that Vishnu is widely worshipped through India, but in the Ganga Himalaya, he runs a distant third to Shiva and the Goddess, both in the number of sites and in the importance of their stories. Whereas Shiva and the Goddess each have at least four hundred temples scattered through the region, Vishnu has less than a hundred, and these tend to be clustered in the Alakananda Page 75 →Valley. Vishnu is sometimes pre-empted by these other deities at his own temples, as at Triyugi Narayan, which despite having Vishnu as its primary deity is most famous as the site for Shiva and Parvati’s marriage.

Yet Vishnu also presides over the region’s wealthiest and most heavily visited temple—the Badrinath temple near the headwaters of the Vishnu Ganga, which is also the anchor for the Five Badris network.13 Known also as Badri Narayan (“Badri’s Vishnu”) and Badri Vishal (“wide” Badri) due to the breadth of its valley, the place takes its name from the ber tree (Zizyphus jujuba), which reportedly used to grow in the valley. Badrinath’s charter myth describes it as the meditation place for Nara and Narayana, who are identified with the mountains on either side of the town. Narayana is one of the names of Vishnu, whereas Nara is identified as Krishna’s boon companion Arjuna (Atkinson 1973: 2.714–715). The temple’s primary image, sculpted from black stone, depicts a four-armed figure sitting in meditation, which neatly harmonizes with the Nara-Narayana story.14 The Badrinath temple is also the center of gravity for several regional temple networks. One of these is the Panch Badri network, which associates Badrinath with various subsidiary sites, and another is a network of Vishnu temples that were on the pilgrimage routes to Badrinath. Both of these networks will be discussed at greater length in the next chapter.

The region’s Vaishnava sites not connected with Badrinath are mainly associated with the Ramayana, and are primarily located at lower altitudes (see Map 4.3). The Kedarakhand describes Rama as doing penance in the region to atone for the sin of killing Ravana in battle. Even though Ravana was a rakshasa (a class of powerful and often amoral non-human beings), he was a particular type known as a Brahma Rakshasa—comparable to a Brahmin among human beings—and thus Rama needed to do penance to atone for the sin of Brahmin-murder. Kedarakhand 116 describes this penance as happening at a place called Kubjamraka, to which it devotes the subsequent seven chapters. According to the Kedarakhand, Kubjamraka received its name because it was where a sage named Raibhya had a vision of Vishnu seated in a bent mango tree (kubja-amra). Based on “local knowledge,” Bakker (2014: 188) identifies Kubjamraka with Rishikesh’s Bharata temple, which is where Rama’s brother Bharata is said to have performed austerities. Since only three Page 76 →verses in this section of the Kedarakhand could be construed as referring to the Bharata temple—out of 534 verses overall—Bakker’s attribution seems to lack definitive evidence.16 The same is true for the local claim that the Bharata temple’s primary image was consecrated by Adi Shankaracharya in the eighth century, even though the temple itself is clearly quite old, since nearby archeological excavations have unearthed artifacts from the second century BCE (Uniyal 2011: 51–52).17 Other Ramayana-linked sites in the Rishikesh area are Ram Jhula and Lakshman Jhula, two footbridges upstream from the Bharata temple; these are popularly identified as the places where Rama and Lakshmana did penance to expiate their sin in slaying Ravana.


[image: Outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts marked with locations associated with stories of the Hindu god Vishnu.]
Map 4.3.Vaishnava Sites (all locations approximate).15



Further up the Ganges, Devaprayag’s Raghunath temple stands high above the confluence of the Bhagirathi and the Alakananda. The temple’s primary image is a nearly life-sized statue of Rama, surrounded in the Page 77 →temple by members of his royal entourage—Lakshmana, Sita, Hanuman, and even his mother Kaushalya. As at Ram Jhula, local tradition identifies Devaprayag as a place where Rama did penance for slaying Ravana, and the local priests identify a flat stone slab in the temple courtyard (now covered by a canopy) as his meditation seat. More significantly, Devaprayag is said to be the place where Rama achieved his goal and expiated his sin. This tradition may explain why the temple’s image portrays Rama as a reigning king rather than a penitent ascetic—having done his penance, he was free to enjoy the fruits of kingship—as well as explaining his mother Kaushalya’s presence, which would have been appropriate for a reigning king, but not for a jungle-dwelling ascetic. Rama’s kingly status here could also help to explain why this temple received such significant patronage from Garhwal’s reigning kings, who would surely desire to be similarly identified as strong kings and righteous rulers. Nor was such piety limited to the regional dynasty—the Maratha ruler Rao Scindia reportedly helped to rebuild the temple after it was damaged by the 1803 earthquake (Raper 1810: 491). Skeptics may rightly doubt the claim that the original temple was built 10,000 years ago, but the inscriptions in Brahmi script on a rock face near the temple—orthographically dated between the second and fifth centuries CE—testify to the site’s long history. One of the current temple’s charming daily rituals is to take a movable image of Rama for a morning and evening bath at the Bhagirathi-Alakananda confluence, and from a performative standpoint, this daily ritual invokes and reinforces his divine presence.

The region’s final site connected with Rama is Shrinagar’s Kamleshvar temple, which is further up the Alakananda from Devaprayag, but still solidly in the lower Himalaya. Before the Gurkha conquest in 1803, Kamleshvar would have occupied a prime patronage location just outside the royal capital. Interestingly, the site’s charter story portrays Rama as a devotee of Shiva. According to the story, Rama had vowed to offer Shiva one hundred lotuses at Kamleshvar, and to test Rama’s resolve Shiva stole one of the lotuses. When Rama discovered the loss, he immediately plucked out one of his eyes—conventionally compared to lotuses because of their size and beauty—and offered it in lieu of the missing flower. Delighted with Rama’s determination, Shiva blessed him and restored his eye to health.
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Other characters in the Ramayana have their own dedicated sites. On the shore of the alpine lake now famous as the site of Hemkund Sahib is a temple dedicated to Rama’s brother Lakshmana. The current temple is overshadowed by a much larger Sikh gurudwara, but local tradition identifies this as the place where Hanuman found the “all-healing root” (sanjivani-mul) to save Lakshmana’s life after he had been grievously wounded in battle. Several other high-altitude sites are identified as places at which Ravana did the intense religious practices that conferred his superhuman powers. As noted in Chapter 2, this entire region is believed to be a place where religious practices bear quicker and more abundant fruit, and this premise holds true not only for gods and human beings, but for their adversaries as well. One such site associated with Ravana is Vairaskund, in the middle of the Alakananda Valley at 6,500 ft., at which Ravana and his brother Kumbhakarna reportedly did intense ascetic practices for tens of thousands of years. Ravana eventually culminated these austerities by cutting off nine of his ten heads as an offering to Shiva (Uniyal 2011: 338–339). As he was about cut off his tenth and final head, the god Brahma appeared to offer him boons, after which the story follows the standard narrative pattern in the puranas. Ravana first asked for immortality, but learned that this request was impossible. Ravana then asked for (and received) the boon that he could not be killed by gods, or yakshas, or gandharvas, or any other class of being that he could imagine, a boon which effectively granted him immortality. Yet these stories always have an exception that leads to the figure’s eventual downfall, and in Ravana’s case, it was that he neglected to ask for immunity from human beings, since he considered them too weak to pose any threat. Ravana’s oversight explains why Rama took birth as a human being, since according to the divine boons, this was the only way in which Ravana could be killed.

After gaining these boons and becoming functionally immortal, Ravana lost all sense of decorum and attempted to shake Shiva’s home on Mt. Kailas. As described by the Tamil saint Appar, the mountain shook because of Ravana’s power, and Parvati became afraid. Shiva responded by pressing down on the mountain with just one of his toes, but the force from this was so overwhelming that Ravana was trapped beneath the mountain until he begged for Shiva’s forgiveness and was released (Peterson 1982: 84).
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Chastened by this experience, oral tradition at Tungnath relates that Ravana then took up residence on Chandrashila, the mountain peak above Shiva’s Tungnath shrine. There he spent ages performing fierce asceticism to win Shiva’s favor, which again culminated by cutting off nine of his ten heads as offerings. As he was about to offer his tenth and final head, Shiva appeared before him, blessed him, and gave Ravana the powers he desired.18 Ravana’s devotion to Shiva makes him a complex character. Even though he is Rama’s antagonist in the Ramayana, and does things that are clearly morally wrong—such as kidnapping Sita, and then stubbornly refusing to admit his fault and release her—he is also widely regarded as one of Shiva’s great devotees, and as having gained his considerable powers through ascetic practices and devotion. In these latter aspects, he remains a model for others to emulate, even though his later misdeeds tarnished his reputation.

Other forms of Vishnu manifest themselves as local or regional deities (devtas), who are primarily responsible for local concerns: providing sufficient rainfall, ensuring fertility of crops, animals, and people, and safeguarding general welfare and prosperity. One of the best-known devtas is Nagaraja (“Lord of Snakes”), whose primary temple at Sem Mukhem in Tehri District received significant patronage from the kings of Garhwal. Another well-known site is Danda Nagaraja in Pauri District near Devaprayag, but a database compiled from Google maps reveals over a hundred Nagaraja temples in Garhwal, with the highest concentrations in Tehri and Pauri districts. As described earlier in this chapter, Nagaraja was a form of Krishna who became a giant serpent to avoid stepping on the ground, and thus symbolically stepping on Shiva’s head, since every pebble in Garhwal can be seen as a form of Shiva.

Another important regional deity is Narsingh (“Man-Lion”), who is loosely identified with Vishnu’s Narasimha avatar. This devta’s most important site is Joshimath’s Narsingh temple, at which he is the primary deity, but Garhwal has more than twenty Narsingh sites identified to date. Narsingh is usually depicted with the head and shoulders of a lion, and the torso and legs of a man. As with all of Vishnu’s avatars, the Man-Lion came to restore equilibrium to a cosmos out of balance. In this case, the trouble came from the demon-king Hiranyakashipu, who by virtue of his ascetic practices, had gained specific protections from the Page 80 →gods: that he could not be killed by man nor beast, by day or by night, neither inside nor outdoors, nor by any weapon.

These boons rendered him virtually invulnerable, and Hiranyakashipu proceeded first to conquer the earth, and then to drive the gods from heaven. He particularly oppressed his son Prahlada, who was a devotee of Vishnu, and the son’s devotion so enraged his father that he told Prahlada to worship him or die. The boy called on Vishnu for help, and the Man-Lion (which was neither man nor beast) burst forth from a pillar in the palace. The Man-Lion dragged Hiranyakashipu to the palace doorway (which was neither inside nor out) at twilight (which was neither day nor night), and killed him by tearing out his entrails with his claws. According to one source, this event is still annually re-enacted in grisly fashion at Joshimath’s Narsingh temple:


On the festival day, puja is performed, by a man called Dandariya. The devotees sing and recount the whole story of Narasimha. When the climax is reached, the Dandariya starts trembling and roars like a lion. He attacks a goat tied outside the temple and kills it. He then takes (i.e., eats] raw meat, 22 seers [i.e., about sixty pounds] of rice, one full pitcher of water and one full cake of gur [(raw sugar)]. People sitting around offer rice to him. This superhuman power is because of the entry of Narasimha into his body.

(Sharma 1994: 115)



Though this account does not specify the festival date, news accounts from the internet seem to indicate that it happens just before the Badrinath temple opens in the spring, and is called the Trimundiya Mela.19



Minor Deities, Major Sages

As Lawrence Babb observed fifty years ago, his fieldwork in Chattisgarh was carried out in “a world inhabited by the people of Chhattisgarh and by a great number of highly varied extramundane powers” (1975: 115). Hindu conceptions about the divine are often divided according to function. The most important deities run the universe. Less important divine beings tend to have more narrowly restricted spheres of action—for which they are given appropriate respect—but these figures too are recognized Page 81 →as never having been human. In other cases, the distinction between humans and divine beings is far more fluid, and beings can move from one state to another by virtue of circumstances or spiritual attainments. One everyday example is a family’s ancestors, who function as minor deities on particular occasions, and who are given extra ritual attention if the spirit shows signs of being troubled or unsettled. As mentioned in Chapter 2, another example are the sages whose power to bless, curse, and perform miracles stems from their advanced spiritual prowess. These sages and their exploits receive considerable attention in the puranas, in Sanskrit dramas, and in popular literature. Their literary presence is one of the features that distinguishes them from the devtas (local/regional deities), since information about the devtas typically comes from experiential interactions (primarily possession) rather than from texts.

This chapter thus far has focused on the Garhwal presence and exploits of the primary deities (Shiva, the Goddess, and Vishnu), but various places in Garhwal also have specific associations with minor deities. The divine engineer Vishvakarma is said to reside in Urgam, a village south of Joshimath on the western side of the Alakananda. Although Urgam is now off the main motor road to Badrinath, its dense collection of finely worked temples clearly shows that it used to be an important religious center. A short walk from Urgam is the Kalpeshwar Shiva temple. This is one of the Panch Kedar temples, and corresponds to Shiva’s flowing locks, but it is also said to have been the place at which Indra was set free from a curse pronounced by the sage Durvasas.20 Another temple associated with curses is the Rakeshvari temple in Ransi village. According to the temple’s charter story, the moon had been cursed to wane away to nothing, but at Rakeshvari the curse was modified, so that he (the moon is conceived as a minor male deity) would wane during only half the month, and would wax in the other half. Even though these figures are minor deities, their stories deepen the narrative texture for the sites in Garhwal.

The same is true for the sages, for whom Uttarakhand has a host of specific geographic associations, as depicted in Map 2.4 in Chapter 2. On one hand, their decision to reside in Garhwal reinforces the notion that this region is an optimal place to conduct spiritual practice and gain spiritual accomplishments. On the other, their presence is an additional feature sanctifying the land—in effect, an endorsement by Hindu culture Page 82 →heroes. The sites associated with these sages are normally described as ashrams or hermitages. On a concrete level, these ashrams were the residences for the sage and his/her disciples, but at a subtler level, these places are seen as imbued with power in their own right by virtue of the sages’ long and arduous spiritual practice.

Many of these sages were dangerously unpredictable, and their power to bless and curse is a standard narrative device in Hindu lore. One striking example is Jamadagni, whose ashram is said to have been in Phata in the Mandakini Valley. One day Jamadagni’s wife Renuka went down to the river to bathe, and returned home late because she was so entranced by the handsomeness of a king bathing there. When she explained the delay to Jamadagni, he flew into a rage, and one by one ordered each of his five sons to kill their mother. The four eldest balked at this request, and their father cursed them to live out their lives in the forest, but the fifth son, Parashurama, carried out his father’s command. Pleased, Jamadagni offered Parashurama a boon; Parashurama requested that Jamadagni restore his mother to life, which was done as he had asked.

The sage Jahnu is another figure illustrating the power and potential danger connected with these sages. After Bhagiratha had brought down the Ganges from heaven, the Ganges—envisioned as a spirited and somewhat mischievous young woman—swept away Jahnu’s meditation seat with her roiling waters. Enraged at her disrespect, Jahnu retaliated by drinking up the Ganges. Bhagiratha eventually placated the sage and persuaded him to release her, and in memory of this event, one of the names for the Ganges is Jahnavi (“daughter of Jahnu”). One location attributed to this event is Bhairon Ghati, where the Jadh Ganga joins the Bhagirathi Ganga, and another is Hardwar’s Kushavarta Ghat.

Agastmuni village in the Mandakini Valley was home for a time to the sage Agastya. One of his exploits was to drink up the ocean to reveal the demons hiding in its depths. He is now believed to reside in South India, having traveled there as a favor to Himalaya (the personified form of the mountains). According to the story, Himalaya became jealous when the Vindhya mountains (a central Indian chain) began to grow taller than the Himalaya, so on his journey south Agastya requested the Vindhyas to lie down to let him pass, and to remain lying until he returned—which Page 83 →he had no intention of doing. According to the story, ever since that time the Vindhyas have been shorter than the Himalayas.

Many other sages have equally well-known personae, although they will be only briefly mentioned here. In the Ramayana, Vashishtha is the guru or religious preceptor to Rama’s royal family, and Vishvamitra his powerful rival. Vyasa is the grandfather for both of the Mahabharata’s warring cousin clans, the Kauravas and the Pandavas, and is also the author of the Mahabharata, which he reportedly dictated to Ganesha in Vyas Gufa (Vyasa’s cave) in Mana village above Badrinath. Narada is the messenger of the gods and a divine busybody; a temple dedicated to him sits above the Mandakini-Alakananda river confluence at Rudraprayag. Mandhata generated such prodigious religious merit from his harsh asceticism that it enabled him to bring rains during a drought. Gautama, Parashara, Bharadwaja, Markandeya, and Ashtavakra are all associated with authoritative religious texts. Parashurama, whose ashram was at Uttarkashi, swore to wipe out the Kshatriyas (the warrior class) for 21 successive generations to avenge their theft of his father’s magical wish-granting cow. He went to Gopeshwar and single-mindedly worshipped Shiva to obtain the magical weapon to accomplish his goal. Pleased by Parashurama’s efforts, Shiva appeared and gave him the unfailing Pashupata weapon, which is symbolized by the giant trident still affixed in the ground outside the Gopeshwar temple.

The final figure in this group is Anasuya (listed on the map by Atri, her husband), whose temple is a three-mile walk from Mandal village in District Chamoli. Anasuya’s modesty and devotion to her husband made her the model Hindu wife. To test her virtue, Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva disguised themselves as ascetics—a common Hindu mythic narrative device—and came to her door. The trio demanded alms, but refused to accept them from her unless she was naked. Guessing their true identities, Anasuya agreed to this condition. She used the power generated by her wifely devotion to transform the three gods into infants, whom she then breastfed. When the deities’ wives learned what had happened and begged her to change their husbands back into adults, Anasuya did so on the condition that each deity would take birth as one of her sons. Vishnu took birth as the sage Dattatreya, Shiva as the sage Durvasas, and Brahma as the sage Chandra. Near Anasuya’s temple is a small temple reputed to Page 84 →be the birthplace of Dattatreya, and a few miles distant is the site identified as her husband Atri’s ashram. Readers may note that Anasuya is the only female figure mentioned in this group of sages, even though almost all of the sages were married. Yet she is important here not just as a token female presence, but also as an affirmation that spiritual accomplishment is not determined by gender.



Epic “Deities:” The Pandavas

The Pandavas (“sons of Pandu”) are a set of five sibling princes whose struggle to retain and regain their kingdom is the underlying plot line in the Mahabharata, one of ancient India’s great epics. That struggle is tragic because the Pandavas’ antagonists are their cousins, known as the Kauravas (“sons of Kuru”), and the Pandavas’ eventual victory comes at the price—and sin—of destroying their extended family. Most of the story’s action takes place on the plains—the royal capital Indraprastha is usually identified with modern Delhi, and the epic’s apocalyptic final battle is at Kurukshetra, about a hundred miles north of Delhi. Yet Garhwal provides the frame for this story (see Map 4.4), since this is both where it begins and where it ends.

Although the Pandavas are clearly the Mahabharata’s protagonists, the narrative moves beyond portraying its characters one-dimensionally as either heroes or villains. In fact, neither group of cousins has an uncontestable claim to the throne. The Pandavas’ father (Pandu) was the younger of two princes, but had been crowned king because his older brother had been born blind.21 He later renounced the throne after being cursed to die the moment that he had sex with his wife, which meant that he would probably die without an heir. The Pandavas and the Kauravas could thus each claim that the throne was rightfully theirs, but each claim was fundamentally flawed.


[image: Outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts marked with locations associated with stories of the Pandava brothers. The five Pandava brothers are the protagonists in the Mahabharata, one of the great Hindu epics.]
Map 4.4.Pandava Sites (all locations approximate).24



According to tradition, the Pandavas’ story begins in Pandukeshwar, a village in the Vishnu Ganga Valley about 14 miles south of Badrinath; Pandukeshwar’s Yogadhyan Badri temple was the traditional winter home for the Badrinath temple’s deity.22 Pandu had retired there to live in an ashram, accompanied by his wives Kunti and Maduri, but because of his curse they were childless. The solution to their problem came when Page 85 →Kunti revealed that the sage Durvasas had given her a powerful mantra that gave any woman who recited it the power to call on any one of the gods, and to have that god give her a child equal in power to himself.

Kunti used this mantra to conceive and bear three of the five Pandava brothers: Yudhishthira by the god Dharma, Arjuna by the storm-god Indra, and Bhima by the wind-god Vayu. With Pandu’s blessing, Kunti taught the mantra to her co-wife Maduri, who then meditated on the Ashvins, the divine twins who were the physicians to the gods, and conceived the twins Nakula and Sahadeva. As a narrative device, this mantra neatly sidesteps the problem posed by the sage’s curse, and provides Pandu with a set of legitimate, albeit unusual heirs.23

Yet this story has a plot twist that inevitably portends future conflict. When Kunti first received the mantra long before her marriage; she had impulsively recited it while gazing upon the sun, and had immediately Page 86 →given birth to a shining child. The distraught girl abandoned the child, putting him in a waterproof basket and floating it down the Alakananda River, where he was rescued and raised by a humble charioteer. That child grew up to be the heroic Karna, whom the Pandava brothers continually denigrated because of his unknown parentage and humble upbringing. Karna seethed at their disrespect, and this led him to become the Kauravas’ strongest ally, even though he was by rights the oldest Pandava brother and thus the legitimate heir. This ongoing enmity between Karna and the Pandavas—and particularly with Arjuna—is a primary conflict driving the epic’s plot.

In addition to the Pandavas’ magical birth, several other episodes from their early life are clearly set in Garhwal. Karna is said to have performed intense spiritual austerities at Karnaprayag, which given its location on the Alakananda River downstream from Pandukeshwar, would fit neatly with the story of his abandonment. As a reward for his austerities, Karna was given a suit of armor that could never be pierced, and also earrings imbued with amrita, the nectar of immortality, which allowed him to recover from injury quickly.25 Karna still functions as a devta in parts of Garhwal, and serves as the primary deity in at least one temple, on a rock cliff above Karnaprayag.26

The Pandavas lived their early lives in the mountains, and several locations are identified with events in the epic. As young men of royal blood, they would have been expected to undergo the ritual initiation known as upanayana, in which a boy is invested with the sacred thread; according to one tradition, this took place at the Sage Shuka’s ashram on Mt. Saptashringa (Sharma 2009: 75–76).27 Sharma also reports that this same ashram—in the tradition of developing both spirit and body—was where the Pandavas undertook their instructions in weapons and combat (2009:76). Another significant event took place at the House of Lac (a resinous substance secreted by certain insects), in which the Kauravas tried to kill the Pandavas by gifting them a palace built entirely from this flammable material, and then setting it on fire. The Pandavas escaped because Krishna had warned them of this danger, and they had secretly excavated an underground passage that led them to safety. This event reportedly took place at Lakha Mandal in Dehradun District, which even now has caves associated with the Pandavas. Local tradition at Ekeshwar Page 87 →Mahadev in Pauri District reports that the Pandavas worshipped Shiva there (Uniyal 2011: 122).28

As the Pandavas grew older and more powerful, their encounters with various deities had longer-term effects. One day when Arjuna was hunting in the forest, he encountered Shiva disguised as a kirata, a low-status tribal. The two encountered a wild boar—actually a demon in disguise—but before Arjuna could even draw his bow, the kirata had shot and killed it. Enraged by the kirata’s lack of deference Arjuna attacked him, but the hunter easily parried the attack. This only increased Arjuna’s ire, and he attacked the kirata with increasing ferocity, only to have his attacks effortlessly parried. This went on until Arjuna finally realized his adversary’s true identity, and fell at his feet in worship. Shiva assumed his true form, blessed Arjuna, and as a reward gave him the fearsome Pashupata weapon (Atkinson 1973: 2.777–778). Atkinson identifies the locale for this event as Bilva Kedar, which is “situated on the Khandapa gadh about a mile west of Shrinagar” (ibid.: 2.778). This identification is reinforced by a 1938 foot pilgrimage guide, which describes the Bilva Kedar temple as the place where “there was a fight between Mahadeva (in the form of a Bhilla) and Arjun” (Baba Mani Ram 1938: 58).29

Another notable event is ascribed to Hanuman Chatti, about halfway between Pandukeshwar and Badrinath. One day, Bhima—the son of the wind and by far the strongest of the five brothers—was walking at Hanuman Chatti, when he saw an old and decrepit monkey whose tail was draped across the path. Bhima demanded that the monkey move his tail, since he considered having to step over it as an affront to his dignity. The monkey protested that he was old and tired, and the two began to argue, until the enraged Bhima declared that he would move the tail by force. He grabbed the tail with both hands, but despite his prodigious strength, he was unable to budge it. After a struggle, Bhima realized that the monkey was actually the deity Hanuman, who had appeared there both to test Bhima’s strength, and to dent his pride. Bhima fell at Hanuman`s feet, received his blessing, and to this day Hanuman remains enshrined at that temple. Bhima has one more place association a few miles north of Badrinath in Mana village. A natural stone bridge over the Sarasvati Ganga is known locally as “Bhima`s bridge” (Bhimpul), based on the notion that Bhima wrestled the stone into place.
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After the Mahabharata’s climactic battle, the story returns to the Himalaya for its conclusion. The Pandavas had initially been reluctant to fight because they knew that the conflict would destroy their family, and did so only after there were no other honorable options.30 Despite their victory, they remained haunted by the dead, and their religious teachers advised them that obtaining Shiva’s blessing was the only way to expiate the sin of destroying their family. Yet given their grave offense, Shiva was reluctant to give this, and the last part of the text revolves around these conflicting desires—the Pandavas seeking to find Shiva to obtain his blessing, and Shiva trying to frustrate that desire by hiding from them.

According to tradition, the Pandavas began their quest at Pandukeshwar—their birthplace—where they formally renounced their kingship, and installed King Parikshit as their successor. Early in their quest, they are said to have abandoned their weapons at Nandi Kund, a high-altitude lake between Kalpeshwar and Madhmaheshwar; a temple there has 19 swords that are said to have belonged to them (Uniyal 2011: 375). A few miles to the northwest of Nandi Kund is Pandav Sera, where they are said to have rested for a while, and to have dug some irrigation channels that are still used today (Uniyal 2011: 375). After this, their search for Shiva’s blessing led them all over the region—one of the spots associated with this search is the bathing pool at Bhim Ghoda, on Hardwar’s northern outskirts, which is said to have been created when Bhima’s knee pressed into the ground (Lochtefeld 2010: 17). The Pandavas’ willingness to travel long distances across exceedingly harsh terrain—the mountain pass from Kalpeshwar to Nandi Kund crests at over 17,000 feet—clearly shows their remorse for their actions, and their commitment to atoning for them.

Shiva’s blessing was difficult to obtain, and they received it in stages. The Pandavas` first glimpse of Shiva came at Budha Kedar in the middle Himalaya, where a sage pointed out an old man meditating under a tree. The Pandavas rushed to meet him, but the old man vanished, leaving in his place the Budh Kedar temple’s current Shiva linga, a self-manifested (svayambhu) image in a rock formation that is said to contain not just Shiva, Parvati, and Ganesh (i.e., Shiva’s “family”), but also all five Pandavas.31 Undeterred by this failure, the Pandavas went further up the Ganga to Koteshvar, where Shiva had consecrated ten million lingas to create a Page 89 →place for his worship. Since Shiva did not want the Pandavas to see them, he made these lingas invisible, and then fled up the Mandakini River to Gupt Kashi, where he dwelt in a hidden (“gupt”) form. Undeterred, the Pandavas kept searching. They followed Shiva to Rudranath, where he shocked them with his raudra (“ferocious”) form. After this, Shiva went to the Kedarnath Valley and concealed himself as a bull grazing in a herd of cattle.

Suspecting that Shiva was concealed in that herd, the Pandavas ran a test to find him. Bhima put one foot on each of the ridges flanking Kedarnath, and began to drive the cattle between his outstretched legs as a sign of dominance. All the cattle went willingly except for the one bull, and thus the Pandavas knew that it was Shiva in disguise. The bull ran through the snow with the Pandavas in hot pursuit, and as they caught up to it, the bull sought to escape by sinking into the ground. It had almost disappeared when Bhima caught hold of the bull`s hump (the highest part of the bull), and held it fast in a desperate attempt to keep the deity from escaping. Local tradition identifies this hump as being the Kedarnath temple’s linga—a mountain-shaped stone formation that is considered a svayambhu (“self-manifested”) form of Shiva. Shiva then appeared to the Pandavas, blessed them for their fortitude, and with this blessing absolved them of the sin of destroying their family.32

Having gained Shiva’s blessing, the Pandavas then embarked on the Great Journey (mahaprasthana yatra) into the mountains north of Kedarnath, ascending the Stairway to Heaven (Swargarohan). On the journey, they began to die one by one—first Draupadi, then Nakula and Sahadeva, then Arjuna, and finally, even Bhima. Subsequently, the eldest brother Yudhishthira traveled alone, accompanied by a small dog. Pleased with Yudhishthira’s resolution, the gods came to transport him directly to heaven, but as one final test told him that he would have to leave the dog behind. Yudhishthira refused to abandon his faithful companion, who turned out to be the god Dharma (“righteousness”) in disguise, and who brought him up to heaven as a reward.

In addition to stories about the Pandavas, the Himalayas also figure prominently in the Mahabharata’s Grand Pilgrimage, a description of sacred places that suggests “a clockwise circular pilgrimage of India” (Bhardwaj 1973: 43).33 The account begins at Pushkar in Rajasthan, where Page 90 →Brahma reportedly began the work of creation. From there, it proceeds south to the Narmada basin, then west to Gujarat, and then northeast to the Himalaya, where a prominent cluster of sacred sites “in the upper reaches of the Ganges and Yamuna rivers can best be conceived as the spatial extension of the sacred ecumene” (Bhardwaj 1973: 33). A closer examination of the sites listed in the Himalaya shows the indeterminate and vaguely imagined nature of this region. The only site in the high Himalaya is “Yamuna-prabhava” (Yamunotri), and the only identifiable spots in the Ganges basin are Kankhal and Kubjamraka—both near Hardwar—and “Ganga-sangama,” which Bhardwaj identifies with modern Devaprayag (see 1973:30, Map 2–1). Based on these sketchy details, it seems as if there was general agreement that the Himalayas were a sacred land at the time when the text was composed, but that there was little on-the-ground information about the sites contained therein.



Saints, Poets, and Gurus

Given the Ganga Himalaya’s historical sanctity, it is hardly surprising that many important Hindu religious figures have traveled there, and that there are stories about their visits. Many Hindu readers would include in this section the sages described above; my reluctance to do so reflects my position as an outsider. The sages listed above are vibrant personalities, and their presence in the region both attests to the region’s holiness, and further enhances it. Yet despite their narrative importance, there is no evidence that these sages actually existed. Conversely, there can be no doubt about the historical existence of figures such as Kalidasa, Shankaracharya, Guru Gobind Singh, and Raja Ajay Pal. Yet a fascinating feature with regard to the stories of these “historical” figures is that their stories often fill the same sort of narrative niches as the stories about the sages—that is, these stories connect figures with places, and thus highlight the sanctity of these places, but in many cases, the stories have at best tenuous historical support. In short, the same sorts of stories are ascribed both to mythical sages and to historically verifiable people.34

Kavilta is a village two miles north of Kalimath, and one of the purported birthplaces for Kalidasa, ancient India’s greatest poet.35 According to one traditional rendering, Kalidasa was an illiterate village youth. His Page 91 →prankster friends presented him as a suitor to a learned princess, who had vowed that she would only marry the man who could defeat her in silent debate—that is, a debate using gestures instead of words. His friends were expecting her to humiliate him, but through a combination of coincidence and mutual misunderstanding, Kalidasa managed to “defeat” the princess. The couple were married and settled in Kalimath.

Their nuptial bliss was short-lived. The princess was livid when she discovered her new groom was unlettered, and to escape her wrath, Kalidasa jumped out of a second-story window. He cut himself when he landed, and some of his blood happened to splash onto the Goddess Kali, who was standing nearby. Pleased by his offering, Kali said “varam bruhi” (in Sanskrit, “ask for a boon”), but the unlettered Kalidasa, assuming that Kali was asking “who hit you?” answered “Vidya”—his wife’s name, but also the word for “learning/wisdom.” Kali granted his wish, and through her divine favor, he became India’s greatest poet. Kalidasa has traditionally been associated with the court of Ujjain’s King Vikramaditya.36

One may well question the tale of how he gained his extraordinary literary skill, since details of his life are extremely sketchy. Yet it is worth noting that several of his works have significant sections devoted to the Himalayas. The Meghaduta (“Cloud-Messenger”) describes a lovesick Yaksha asking a monsoon cloud heading toward the mountains to convey a message to his wife there, and describes in detail the places over which the cloud will pass on its way. The Ganga Himalaya is the setting for his entire Kumarasambha (“Birth of the Prince”). It describes Parvati’s life from her birth through her marriage to Shiva, and ends by foreshadowing the birth of Skanda, the son of Shiva who would be born to destroy the demon Taraka. Both poems are ultimately set in imagined places created by the poet’s creative skill, but Kalidasa’s poetic descriptions of flora and fauna correspond with those of the middle Himalayan region—unlike those of Campantar mentioned at the end of Chapter 2, which were completely out of place. In particular, the Kumarasambhava describes events associated with Gopeshwar (Kama’s incineration by Shiva), Triyugi Narayan (Shiva and Parvati’s marriage), and Gaurikund, since Kalidasa notes that Parvati went to do austerities “to a peak, full of peacocks, which came to be known by her name ever afterwards among the people” (5.7; Kale 1917: 28). Both poems are ultimately works of artistic Page 92 →imagination, but their general tone reflects and reinforces the notion of the Himalaya as a place filled with sacred power.

Shankaracharya (788–820 CE?), the founder of the Advaita Vedanta philosophical school, is arguably the single greatest Hindu religious figure. His life is surrounded by legend and story—including the claim that he was Shiva incarnate who had taken birth to reveal knowledge of the Absolute, since Shankara is one of Shiva’s names—but there is general agreement on a few basic facts. These include that he was born into a Nambudiri Brahmin family at Kaladi in the South Indian state of Kerala, that he became an ascetic at a very young age, and that he traveled widely engaging in religious debates—particularly with Buddhists, whose religious influence he helped send into permanent decline. He wrote commentaries on three central religious texts—the Upanishads, the Brahma Sutras (also called the Vedanta Sutras), and the Bhagavad Gita. He is credited with establishing the ten Dashanami sanyasi orders and the four maths (monastic centers) at which they are headquartered to train a cadre of Hindu religious leaders, and finally as dying (“leaving his body”) in the high Himalayas at the age of 32. Despite his life’s scant historical detail, the commentaries on the core texts mentioned above reveal a consistent voice and a distinctive philosophical position. According to Shankara, the only genuine reality—both with regard to the world and the individual—is the eternal and unchanging unqualified (nirguna) Brahman; the phenomenal world’s apparent diversity is an illusion created by projecting mistaken ideas of multiplicity onto this single undivided reality. Since Shankara contends that the core problem ultimately stems from mistaken understanding—that is, naively accepting the genuine reality of the phenomenal world—it can be fixed only by correcting one’s understanding. This means that insight/wisdom is the only genuine means to liberation. His philosophical position may sound simple in theory, but fundamentally shifting one’s habitually embedded notions regarding the world is actually extraordinarily difficult.

Not surprisingly for a person of such high religious importance, local traditions associate Shankara with several sites in the Ganga Himalaya. The first is a cave at Joshimath in which he reportedly attained full enlightenment. He established the Jyotishpith in that same place as one of his four maths (monastic centers) situated at India’s geographic Page 93 →borders—the other three being at Puri (in the east), Shringeri (in the south), and Dvaraka (in the west). The Jyotishpith is the winter seat of the Jyotir Math, which in the summer migrates to Badrinath.

Shankara is also associated with both Badrinath and Kedarnath, the Ganga Himalaya’s two most important sites. Whether or not these stories are actually true—which is difficult to say—they clearly burnish the prestige of these sites by associating them with Shankara. Kedarnath is said to have been the place where he abandoned his mortal body, and given the popular notion that he was a manifestation of Shiva, it would seem appropriate for him to “check out” at a Shaiva site. The small temple marking the attributed spot of his passing—a stone’s throw north of the Kedarnath temple—was destroyed in the 2013 apdaa flooding; in Fall 2014, a small statue of Shankaracharya had been put in its place as a temporary marker.

His reputed activity at Badrinath centers on re-consecrating the Badrinath temple as a Hindu shrine, after it had been desecrated by Buddhists. Local tradition recounts that the gods themselves initially established the image of Badri Narayana, with the sage Narada acting as its primary priest, but that when the region became predominantly Buddhist, the Buddhists removed the image from the temple and threw it into the Tapt Kund (hot spring). Shankara discovered the image’s location using his divine cognition, after which he had it recovered and reinstalled in the temple (Poddar et al. 2012 [1957]: 58).37 A stronger and more historically verifiable tradition connects Shankara to the Badrinath temple through his monastic lineage—local records state that the mahants (abbots) of the Jyotir Math presided over Badrinath temple worship until 1766, when the last abbot died without a successor. This vacancy effectively halted Badrinath’s temple worship, since the head priest is the only person who is allowed to touch the image to prepare it for worship. Garhwali king Pradip Shah reportedly resolved this problem by appointing a non-ascetic Nambudiri Brahmin—that is, a man from Shankara’s natal community—as the Rawal (“deputy”), and by giving him the authority to perform the temple worship.38 The Jyotir Math seat remained vacant until 1941, when the lineage was re-established with the appointment of Swami Brahmananda Saraswati, but by then the notion that the Rawal was Badrinath’s presiding ritual agent was firmly established. Page 94 →Brahmananda’s death in 1953 was followed by disputes over succession that ultimately led to three different claimants, each with differing political backers.

Badrinath is Garhwal’s richest temple, and arguably the most important. The temple’s status as the northern anchor of the “all-India Char Dham”—the “Four Divine Abodes” situated at India’s geographic borders—and its connections with Shankaracharya (both reputed and verifiable) enhance its prestige as a sacred place. This heightened regional prestige may help to explain its associations with other Hindu religious figures. As with the story of Shankaracharya locating and retrieving the image of Badri Narayan, many of these other stories are what I would call “mythic”—they may or may not be verifiably true, but they connect pivotal historical figures with sacred places, and thus reinforce the importance of each.

One such figure is the eleventh-century Vaishnava teacher Ramanuja, who lived most of his life at Shrirangam in Tamil Nadu. Yet local tradition describes Ramanuja as not only traveling to Badrinath, but also retrieving the image of Badri Narayan from the Tapt Kund and re-establishing worship in the temple. This account clearly mirrors the story told about Shankara, and thus highlights Ramanuja’s equal status with him. The only significant difference is that whereas in the Shankara story the image had been removed from the temple by iconoclastic Buddhists, in the Ramanuja version, the guilty party was the temple’s own pujari (“priest”), who did so out of desperation when the temple had so few visitors that he could not even obtain dried rice for his food. Ramanuja learned of this sacrilege at Pandukeshwar (the Badrinath image’s winter home) when the Garhwali devta Ghantakarna possessed a person to reveal it, after which Ramanuja went to Badrinath and reinstalled the image (Tirthank 2012 [1957]: 58–59). This story’s underlying message is Ramanuja’s spiritual equality to Shankara.

Another of Badrinath’s possible visitors is the bhakti poet-saint Tulsidas (d. 1623), based on a poem in his Vinaya Patrika (“Petitionary Letter”), a retrospective text written in the final decade of his life. Poem 60 opens with praise to Nara-Narayana—the two sages associated with Badrinath’s establishment—and the poem’s fifth verse specifically mentions “Badrikashrama,” that is, Badrinath. Local sources cite this poem as Page 95 →evidence of his visit there, yet as Philip Lutgendorf has noted, this proves only that Tulsidas knew about Badrinath, and not necessarily that he went there (personal communication, March 13, 2014). Given Badrinath’s regional importance and its sectarian importance as a Vaishnava site, one cannot be surprised that Tulsidas knew about it, but it is uncertain whether this reference means anything more. Much of the Vinaya Patrika—poems 71–279—is an allegory written in the language of a court appearance, in which Tulsidas documents his faults and seeks forgiveness from the presiding judge (Rama). Yet this invocation to Nara and Narayana and the specific mention of Badrikashrama—when he could have named any number of sites—may well indicate something more than mere awareness. Sadly, his scant biographical details do not support a more definite claim.

The final religious figure associated with Badrinath—and with several other Himalayan sites—is Vallabhacharya (1479–1531), the founder of the Vaishnava sect known as the Pushti Marg. As the founder, Vallabha naturally occupied a pivotal position in the community, and his followers were eager to reinforce this status. One way to do this was to create a distinct network of sectarian sacred sites. The Caurasi Baithak (“84 Seats”), the foundational text for this network, describes Vallabha’s divine presence and activity at 84 holy sites throughout India. The text’s authorship is attributed to Vallabhacharya’s grandson Gokulnatha, and so the text was clearly written after Vallabha’s time. Further, the text’s overarching purposes are theological and hagiographical rather than historical—it tells very little about the sites themselves, and far more about Vallabha’s divine play (lila) in these places, as a way to create a distinctly Vallabhite sacred network. For example, the story connected with Badrinath tells how Vallabhacharya and his followers arrived there on a fasting day (a day on which people did not eat grains), but since no fruit was available, Lord Badrinath appeared in person to tell Vallabha that he and his followers could break this rule and eat grains.

In addition to Badrinath, the text describes Vallabha as visiting three other sites in the Ganga Himalaya: Hardwar, Kedarnath, and Vyas Ashram, which is three miles north of Badrinath in Mana village. The text mentions Hardwar first—which is appropriate, given the town’s status as the gateway to the hills—and describes how on an auspicious Page 96 →bathing day, Vallabha used the Lord’s (i.e., Vishnu’s) power of illusion to make sure that everyone present would bathe at the most auspicious time (Gokulnatha 1985: 80). This is immediately followed by stories of Vallabha’s visits to Badrinath, Kedarnath, and Vyas Ashram, in that order. Describing Vallabha’s visit to Kedarnath between those to Badrinath and Vyas Ashram is a sure sign that the text is not describing an actual journey, since if it were, the two contiguous places would surely be mentioned together. Yet although one may doubt the veracity of the events described in the Caurasi Baithak, there seems little doubt that Vallabhacharya did visit these places—or at least his followers believed that he did. Each of these places has a sectarian temple called a baithak (“seat”) marking the place where he stayed. Of the four Vallabha sites in the Ganga Himalaya, at least Hardwar and Badrinath still have extant baithaks—the Badrinath baithak is just downhill from the Badrinath Temple, whereas the Hardwar baithak is at Ram Ghat.

The final significant religious figure associated with the region is Gobind Singh (1666–1708), the Sikh community’s tenth and final human guru. Since the 1930s, Sikhs have been trekking up the Alakananda Valley to a glacial lake they call Hemkund Sahib (at 14,200 feet), on the shore of which Gobind Singh is said to have meditated in a previous birth. Hemkund Sahib thus has an unusual connection to the Sikh community, since most Sikh sacred sites mark places connected with the Sikh gurus during their tenure as gurus, rather than in a previous life. Gobind Singh spent significant portions of his life in the Shiwalik hills, but these particular hill areas are now located in Himachal Pradesh. There is no clear evidence that he came to Hemkund Sahib in his lifetime, and this site is a significant distance both from the Sikhs’ core lands in the Punjab, and the hill area around Anandpur Sahib where Gobind Singh’s Sikh community later settled (see Figure 4.5).
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Figure 4.5.Banner on Hemkund Sahib Gurudwara depicting Guru Gobind Singh in meditation. The text at right reads “Shri Hemkunt Sahib Gurudwara.” Photo 2013 by the author.



The reference ascribed to Hemkund is in the Apni Katha (“My own Story”) section of the Dasham Granth, a section generally accepted as autobiographical:


Thus I narrate the tale of my own life

How the Lord sent me forth to this world.

While I was busy with austerities.

Page 97 →[There I was] by Hemkunt (“Receptacle of Ice”)

Amid the seven snow-clad mountain peaks—

Where even the Pandava king did his meditation.

There I remained steeped in austere contemplation of Mahakala-Kalika

Out of my contemplation, the Lord God

summoned me to His Presence

And send me hither to this world.

It wasn’t my desire to come hither

My mind was so fixed on the Lord.

He, however, persuaded me…,

And bade me hither, saying:

“I bless you as my son and commission you thus:

Go and propagate the (right) path.

Re-establish the practice of dharma.

Page 98 →Deliver men who are noble,

And root out evil.

(Bachitra Natak 103.18–20, quoted in Neki 2007: 23).39



The verse itself gives few clues to the site’s location—only that it was connected with the Pandava king, that there was a lake, and that seven peaks surrounded it. The first extensive description of “Hemkund,” describing the site mentioned above, was written by Pandit Tara Singh Narotam (d. 1891), a Nirmala scholar patronized by the Patiala royal family. Narotam’s Guru Tirth Sangraha (“Collection of Holy Sites connected with the Gurus”) describes a place called “Hemkund,” but it is uncertain whether he actually ever traveled to Garhwal, or was simply working from textual sources. The present site was definitively identified by Sant Sohan Singh in 1934, in an era when Sikhs had become increasingly adamant that they were a separate religious community from the Hindus.40 Hemkund Sahib currently gets a great deal of Sikh traffic during the summer season, and to accommodate pilgrims as they travel the community has established gurudwaras along the way at Rishikesh, Shrinagar, Joshimath, and Ghangaria. This site is unusual because it commemorates the activity of a Sikh guru in a previous life, and also because of its distance from the core Sikh lands in the Punjab. In pre-modern times, Sikhs would often visit hill shrines in modern Himachal Pradesh—a region that was historically part of the Sikh kingdom—but they had no strong reason to come to Garhwal.

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, this same site is also associated with Rama’s brother Lakshmana, and the Lakshmana temple sits on the lakeshore beside the current gurudwara. When my in-laws trekked there in 1960, the site was still known as Lokpal (“The Protector of the World”), a name that clearly points toward Hindu divinities. One can still find this name—in 2009, I saw a signboard put up by the “Lokpal Shri Lakshman Temple Committee”—but because almost all of the visitors are Sikhs, the site is almost exclusively called “Hemkund” in everyday conversation. The Sikhs have effectively taken over the site by virtue of their numerical dominance, and their narrative has become the site’s dominant story. This seems a clear example of how community perceptions can shift the sacred landscape by imposing a different conceptual “map.”
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Shrinagar and Devalgarh are both associated with Raja Ajay Pal, founder of the Panwar Dynasty (also known as the Shah Dynasty) that ruled Garhwal from the early 1500s. Ajay Pal’s first capital at Devalgarh was an easily defended hilltop fortress, in which he built a number of temples, including the three-story temple to his dynasty’s patron goddess, Rajrajeshvari. The goddess is enshrined on the building’s topmost floor, and according to the local caretaker, the second floor housed the royal apartments, and the ground floor the servants and retainers. When his kingdom became better established and he felt more secure, Ajay Pal moved his capital out of the hills and founded the city of Shrinagar, which served as the dynasty’s capital until the death of Pradyumna Shah in January 1804. The clear economic benefits connected with royal patronage—or the potential for such patronage—doubtless helps to explain the large number of temples in the region around Shrinagar.

This chapter has sought to depict the Ganga Himalaya’s narrative landscape—to show how stories of gods, sages, heroes, and human beings have been connected to particular places, and to show how these figures (and their activity) have highlighted and reinforced ideas of the region’s sanctity. Pivotal stories of Shiva and the Goddess are explicitly associated with sites in this region, as are the beginning and end of the Pandava story in Mahabharata, as are tales of sages and other important figures. Despite being remote and difficult of access, the presence and pervasive importance of these stories highlights the Ganga Himalaya’s importance as a sacred land in the popular imagination. The next chapter will examine some of the sacred networks through which this sacred landscape has been imagined, described, and mapped, as examples of other ways in which people have seen and understood that sanctity.







chapter fiveMapping the Sacred Landscape


The previous chapter examined the “narrative” landscape of the Ganga Himalaya, describing the connection between particular sites and the presence and activity of gods, sages, and charismatic religious figures. These “events” remain vibrant in both local and cultural memory, and these deeply embedded associations reinforce the conviction that the Ganga Himalaya is the “land of the gods.” This chapter will explore how this conviction has been articulated, by examining some of the sacred maps ordering this landscape. Every mapmaking exercise necessarily begins with the territory in question, but the mapmakers’ differing priorities ultimately result in different maps.

Of course, such conceptual mapping has a long history, and the earliest maps can be found in Hindu sacred texts. The oldest textual sources are the Epics (Mahabharata and Ramayana) and the puranas,1 and yet even though these texts may mention sites in the region, as the previous chapter clearly shows, there is often little specific detail—the texts primarily focus on the narrative, for which the sites serve as a backdrop. Far greater attention to particular sites is in the panegyric texts known as sthala mahatmyas (“[texts describing the] greatness of a place”), a Page 101 →pervasive Hindu literary genre. The Ganga Himalaya’s most important sthala mahatmya is the Kedarakhand, whose 205 chapters not only extol sites throughout the region, but also trace a circular journey throughout it. Many of these sites are still immediately identifiable, and the wealth of specific detail suggests that the writers were drawing from on-the-ground experience, a quality absent in earlier texts. Twentieth-century successors to the Kedarkakhand such as Kalyan’s Tirthank (Poddar et al. 2012 [1957]) and Shiv Prasad Dabral’s (1961) Uttarakhand Tirtha Yatra were filled with practical as well as religious information. In addition to describing the region’s sacred sites, they also functioned as travel guides. These latter texts also order the sequence of their site descriptions to correspond with actual pilgrim itineraries, which commonly began (and still begin) in Hardwar or Rishikesh.2

Another sort of map is not textual but geographic, based on networks of sacred sites. The best known is the Himalayan Char Dham (“Four Abodes”) network. These are the region’s four apex pilgrimage sites: Yamunotri, Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath—the first two devoted to the sacred rivers Yamuna and Ganga, the third to Shiva, and the last to Vishnu. All four sites have independent histories and attestations, and their formation into one single group seems to have happened sometime in the mid-twentieth century. The quartet is unbalanced in terms of status, since Badrinath is pre-eminent in both visitor numbers and prestige, with both of these decreasing as one moves west to Yamunotri.3 A second network grouping strategy is to associate multiple sites with one particular place: the Five Kedars are associated with Kedarnath, the Five Badris with Badrinath, and the Five Prayags mark Himalayan river junctions. Yet, as foreshadowed in Chapter 2, a closer look at this second sort of network clearly shows their “fictive” quality, since only the Kedars have an unequivocal group of five, whereas the “Badris” and “Prayags” are all selected from potentially larger groups. A third and very different network centers on the local deities known as devtas. These deities are “local” both because they are scattered throughout the region, but more importantly because their activity centers on local health, fertility, prosperity, and equity. Unlike the earlier maps, this one is largely invisible to outsiders, though it is always evident to Garhwalis.
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Another network mapping strategy is administrative. The Badrinath Temple Act of 1939, which was modified in 1948 to include Kedarnath, authorized the Badrinath Kedarnath Temple Committee (BKTC) to manage not only these two primary temples, but also other temples historically associated with them, either by virtue of their immediate proximity to the major temples, or because they were connected to them on the pilgrim routes. The Temple Committee’s management was briefly interrupted in 2019–21, when the state government replaced the BKTC with a state agency named the Uttarakhand Char Dham Devasthanam Management Board (colloquially known as the “Shrine Board”).4 This move deeply aggrieved local elites whose support was vital to the governing party, and the government dissolved the Shrine Board in late 2021, several months prior to statewide elections. The most important sites have remained constant throughout all of these administrative changes, but the changes in the lists of subsidiary sites reveal a shifting religious landscape.

The Kali Kamli Wala Trust’s network of dharamshalas (pilgrim rest houses) draws a very different sort of sacred map, one based on resource allocation. The trust’s founding spirit, Baba Vishuddanand, was commonly called the “Kali Kamli Wala” (“Black blanket wearer”) because a black blanket was his habitual garb. Vishuddanand and his two successors oversaw the construction of a network of rest houses throughout the Ganga Himalaya, to ensure that pilgrims would always have places to stay. This network’s historical extent shows the outlines of the sacred landscape in the early twentieth century—and the pilgrim traffic that created them—whereas the network’s current active sites show how both pilgrim flows and landscape ideas have shifted since then.

GIS (geographic information systems) mapping and analysis of two separate data sets generated this chapter’s final maps. The first data set focuses on places mentioned in pilgrimage texts (both older texts and more recent guidebooks), since these sites would be highlighted as important for any literate person. These texts primarily focus on the apex sites and the points of interest along the way, although they sometimes mention better-known temples off these beaten paths. One might colloquially describe this as the “greatest hits” data set, since it focuses on sites important enough to receive textual mention. The second and much Page 103 →larger data set catalogs local temples; the picture revealed by this map reflects local inclinations and concerns. These maps were made possible by the development of digital mapping software, but even more so by resources such as Google maps, which provide local data at a level that would have been unavailable twenty years ago.

Each of these “maps” presents the region in a different way. Some maps are text-based, in that the sites have their importance highlighted in texts as the starting point. Some are place-based, in that the mapping process begins with the sites themselves and these sites are connected with others into networks. Despite their differences in form and emphasis, all of them present the Ganga Himalaya as a vibrant and holy place, albeit one whose contours are regularly and continually evolving.


Textual Compendia—The Kedarakhand and Its Successors

As mentioned just above, sthala mahatmyas—that is, texts praising the greatness of a particular place—are a standard genre in Hindu religious texts. The Kedarakhand is a sthala mahatmya extolling the Garhwal region, and its widespread dissemination has made it extremely influential. The colophon at the end of each chapter attributes the text to the Skanda Purana. That purana does have a sub-section named the Kedarakhand, but even a cursory comparison reveals that these are two completely different texts, and that puranic attribution has been used here to confer authority on the Garhwal-centric Kedarakhand. The latter text was first printed in 1906 by Mumbai’s Shri Venkateshvara Steam Press, and the communications revolution brought by the advent of print technology helped make the text widely circulated.5 The Kedarakhand’s ubiquity and comprehensive regional coverage made it the default source for later religious texts on the region, many of them printed in Garhwal, as Whitmore has noted (2010b: 380–381). More than a century after its first printing, it remains the definitive Sanskrit text for the region’s religious sites, and the ultimate source in contemporary pamphlets for virtually every Sanskrit verse describing sacred sites in Garhwal.6 The text clearly falls in the mahatmya (“greatness”) genre. The site descriptions contain little factual content, but instead focus on the sacred stories of how these places were Page 104 →established, and thus how they became holy. As with most mahatmyas, the text also details the spiritual rewards earned through performing religious actions in those places, often hyperbolically comparing the religious merit generated by bathing or fasting or worship to that generated by Vedic sacrifices. The Kedarakhand was not written to give travelers practical advice about the places it mentions, but rather to celebrate and reinforce their sacred power.7

The Kedarakhand’s earliest chapters recount mythic genealogies and retell the story of the Descent of the Ganges, but Chapters 40–205 are devoted to Garhwal’s sacred sites. Many can be immediately identified, which suggests both that the compilers had on-the-ground experience, and also that the text is relatively recent.8 The site catalog in Chapters 40–203 progresses in a roughly circular pilgrimage through Garhwal, but the itinerary differs from that found in the current Char Dham literature. Contemporary texts commonly begin with Hardwar and then proceed to higher elevations, since this sequence mirrors the pilgrims’ lived experience. In contrast, the Kedarakhand begins at Kedarnath; Whitmore contends that the text portrays this place as “a focusing node for the broader power of the region” (2018a: 75). After Kedarnath, the text first describes nearby sites such as Gaurikund and Triyugi Narayan, and then ranges widely throughout Garhwal to the east, west, and south, before returning up the Ganges to Devaprayag and Shrinagar. The final chapters close this circle by moving first up the Alakananda and then the Mandakini River valleys to finally end in Phata, less than 20 miles south of Kedarnath.

The Kedarakhand describes sites throughout Garhwal, but not uniformly—it gives far greater attention to eastern Garhwal, with over 60 percent of the 81 identifiable sites in Rudraprayag and Chamoli districts. Sites in this region receive far greater attention, and the text presents them in a sequence that suggests on-the-ground familiarity. The initial sections, Chapters 40–92, are largely devoted to three small high-altitude areas. Chapters 40–54 focus first on Kedarnath and its immediate environs, and then to the other four sites in the Panch (“Five”) Kedar: Madmaheshwar, Tungnath, Rudranath, and Kalpeshwar. Chapter 55 lauds Gopeshwar—itself the site of an old and magnificent Shiva temple, and Rudranath’s winter home—and Chapter 56 concludes with praise for the entire Panch Kedar, clearly highlighting this network’s antiquity.9 Page 105 →The second primary site cluster begins in Chapter 57, with general praises of Badrinath. Chapters 58–62 describe sites on the pilgrimage route from Nandaprayag to Badrinath, and conclude by describing sites in and around Badrinath itself.10 The third and final primary site cluster (Chapters 82–92) focuses on Kalimath, where the Goddess Kali is said to have first appeared. The chapters between the Badrinath and Kalimath sections focus on river junctions at Rudraprayag (Chapters 63–78) and Karnaprayag (Chapters 79–81). Rudraprayag sits at the junction of the Mandakini and Alakananda Rivers. It is the gateway to Kedarnath, and from there to Badrinath. Karnaprayag is located at the confluence of the Alakananda and Pindar Rivers, and was the most common exit point for pilgrims returning home from Badrinath. Thus, whereas Chapters 40–62 focus on Kedarnath and Badrinath, the immediately following chapters describe their entry and exit points.
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Map 5.1.Kedarakhand sites by district (all locations approximate).11
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Whereas Chapters 40–92 focus closely on specific areas, Chapters 93–148 give less detailed coverage to a far wider region. Chapters 93–100 focus on western Garhwal, and describe sites in the Yamuna and Bhagirathi watersheds.12 Chapter 101 opens by praising the entire Kedar region—an appropriate theme for an introductory or a concluding chapter, but seemingly out of place in the middle of the text—and Chapters 102–130 move through southwest Garhwal: Hardwar in Chapters 101–115, Kubjamraka (sometimes identified with Rishikesh) in Chapters 116–124, and the Dehra Dun region (“Dronashrama”) in Chapters 125–130. Some sites named in these chapters are still important, but they are few in number, comprising only eleven of the Kedarakhand’s 81 identifiable sites.13

Up to this point, consecutive chapters have tended to describe contiguous places, and thus potentially reflect a foot pilgrim’s experience, but Chapters 131–148 jump sharply from place to place: first to Yamunotri (Chapter 131), then to Goddess temples in three separate Garhwal districts, then to the now-submerged town of Tehri, and then to the source of the Ganges at Gaumukh.14 Visiting the sites in this order would entail long journeys with sharp changes in direction, so even though these sites are readily identifiable, their placement here makes the text seem more like a catalogue of “other sites” than an actual itinerary.

With Chapter 149 the travel pattern stabilizes, moving first from Devaprayag up the Alakananda River to Shrinagar, and then moving up the Mandakini River toward Kedarnath to close the narrative circle. Chapters 149–165 describe sites at and near Devaprayag, whose confluence of the Bhagirathi and Alakananda Rivers makes it the gateway to Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath.15 Chapters 166–175 catalog regional Goddess temples—of which only one is identifiable16—after which the direction of travel moves steadily up the Alakananda. Chapters 176–192 focus on the region around Shrinagar, and succeeding chapters move up the Mandakini Valley towards Kedarnath, ending at Jamadagneshvar (modern Phata) in Chapter 203. Having returned to within 20 miles of the starting point at Kedarnath, the narrative circle is almost closed, but the text breaks this symmetry by next jumping first to Yamunotri in Chapter 204, and then to Mt. Kailas in Chapter 205.17

The Kedarakhand’s sharp geographic transitions clearly attest that the text is a composite work. I initially encountered KK 101–124 in manuscript Page 107 →form as the Mayapurimahatmya, a stand-alone text exalting the Hardwar region. Dabral (1961: 107) highlights the discontinuity mentioned above, in which Chapter 101 interrupts the descriptions of specific sites found in the earlier chapters to describe and exalt the entire Kedar region. Such an overview would have been entirely appropriate as the opening chapter for the Mayapurimahatmya, as a broad introduction to the more specific following chapters. That same chapter is conspicuously out of place as Kedarakhand 101, since the previous sixty chapters have already been devoted to a number of regional sites.

Further textual evidence clearly hints that this text is a compilation. The colophons that conclude each chapter begin by attributing the text to the Skanda Purana, but then subdivide the chapters into place-based clusters that hint at the Kedarakhand’s constituent texts: to Kedarnath and the Panch Kedar (40–56), Badrinath (57–78), Mayakshetra (Hardwar/Rishikesh, 101–124), Devaprayag (149–163), and Shrinagar (176–193). One can easily envision mahatmyas being independently composed for each of these places, since they were each religiously significant. Kedarnath and Badrinath are Garhwal’s most important pilgrimage sites. Hardwar was the gateway to the hills, but from the mid-1700s it also hosted a massive commercial fair, which took place every April before the start of the pilgrimage season. As Garhwal’s royal capital from 1517 to 1804, Shrinagar would have been an important site for royal attention and patronage. Finally, Devaprayag is not only the gateway to the sacred sites further up the upper Ganges—depending on whether one follows the Bhagirathi or the Alakananda—but it is also the winter home of Badrinath’s tirtha purohits (hereditary pilgrim guides). It was thus the home base for a group of influential religious figures—men who were not only highly literate, but who also had clear interests in highlighting the holiness of their home territory to enhance their own religious prestige.

Mapping the text’s identifiable sites shows a clear pattern. The site descriptions in the Mandakini and Alakananda River valleys are far more dense and specific than the sites in other areas. As mentioned earlier, nearly three-quarters of the text’s identifiable sites lie in these two watersheds (or in the unified Ganges below Devaprayag), and the text largely sequences them in the correct traveling order. Conversely, the text gives little attention to the Yamuna and Bhagirathi watersheds Page 108 →on the region’s western side; the few chapters devoted to these regions sometimes jump widely in distance from one chapter to the next, and at other times describe contiguous sites in widely separated chapters. As one example, Chapter 93 describes Uttarkashi and Gangotri, but Gaumukh is not mentioned until Chapter 149, even though it is just twelve miles from Gangotri. The text mentions Yamunotri once in Chapter 131, and again in Chapter 204, the final chapter. Such scattershot treatment—describing the same site and contiguous sites in widely separated chapters—strongly indicates that the current text was cobbled together from previously existing texts.

This inference that the text is a composite work raises three obvious questions: when, where, and by whom? If this inference is true, some parts of the text will be older than other parts. The text itself has almost no datable references, and its primary goal is ahistorical—namely, to establish and emphasize the holiness of these sites.18 Chanchani (2019: 237, n.50) reports that the oldest attested manuscript was copied in 1815 in Shrinagar, the erstwhile royal capital. He believes that the text was finalized in the eighteenth century, and was first circulated by Shrinagar’s elites (2019: 188).

I would concur with this estimated date, based on several factors. First, the dated manuscripts of the Mayapurimahatmya (=Kedarakhand 101–123) that I have seen were copied between 1803 and 1817. This means that this particular section of the text clearly existed in the early nineteenth century, and one can easily infer that there could have been earlier versions. A further consideration is the Kedarakhand’s attention to the Shrinagar region in Chapters 176–193. Shrinagar was the Shah Dynasty’s capital city from 1517 to 1804, and thus would have been a clear center for power and patronage. The Gurkha conquest in 1804 abruptly ended this importance, and Shrinagar never regained its status as a royal capital, since after the British expelled the Gurkhas, Shrinagar became part of British Garhwal. The Kedarakhand’s sustained attention to Shrinagar strongly suggests that it was composed during the Shah Dynasty, when this attention would have genuinely mattered. A further dating inference comes from Dabral, who estimates that three temples mentioned in the Shrinagar section—Kyonkaleshvar, Kilkileshvar, and Jwalpa Devi—were two to three hundred years old (1961: 107). If one accepts these estimates Page 109 →are accurate, the earliest date for the text’s composition would be from the mid-seventeenth to the mid-eighteenth century.

A final consideration for placing the text’s composition later in the eighteenth century is the growing Maratha power during that era. Though their defeat by the Afghans at Panipat in 1761 dashed Maratha hopes to rule North India, until 1803 the Marathas exerted political influence in North India as far north as Hardwar, and were generous patrons at religious sites throughout North India, including in Garhwal. The growing Maratha power in the later eighteenth century would have promoted political stability, which in turn would have encouraged pilgrim travel. One can easily imagine pilgrimage texts being composed to service this rising pilgrim traffic.19 This era also saw significant migration from Maharashtra to Uttarakhand. Local tradition describes Maharashtrian Brahmins as fleeing there to escape Moghul tyranny, but it seems just as likely that Brahmins could have been attracted to those places as patronage opportunities increased. Devaprayag’s tirtha purohits, who serve all non-Garhwali pilgrims at Badrinath, are originally Maharashtrian migrants (Uniyal 1982: 54). So are the pujaris (temple priests) at Devaprayag’s Raghunath temple (Ahmad 1893: 13). If there was indeed burgeoning pilgrim traffic in the late 1700s, one can easily imagine one or more members of this highly literate community compiling the Kedarakhand—or composing some of its parts—to service this growing traffic. At the very least, the Kedarakhand’s clear asymmetry favoring eastern Garhwal, and in particular the Mandakini and Alakananda watersheds, strongly suggests that the compiler(s) were intimately associated with that region.

The Kedarakhand’s encyclopedic scope makes it a model for later works describing the region’s holy places. The most recent example is Hema Uniyal’s (2011) Kedarakhand, which bears the same name as the earlier text, but which catalogs more than three hundred sacred sites in the seven Garhwal districts.20 Her entries usually begin by describing the site’s location, and conclude with remarks on the availability of amenities such as food and lodging, but her primary emphasis is to highlight each site’s sacred quality, with a particular focus on its presiding deity or deities. Her description cites a significant body of secondary literature (including the Kedarakhand), but her on-the-ground information came from 18 research Page 110 →trips taken between 2005 and 2010. During site visits, she often met with temple priests, whose photographs and accounts are included as part of the sites’ received traditions. Sometimes these traditions are uncritically reported, yet on balance the text fulfills its purpose for a Hindi-speaking audience—to highlight and detail the Garhwal region’s densely scattered sacred sites. Its encyclopedic quality differs sharply from many other contemporary sources, whose focus tends to be on sites connected with the Char Dham network.

Many contemporary sources use pilgrim itineraries to organize their description of the region’s sacred sites. Such works typically begin with Hardwar—since a Ganges bath there is deemed an appropriate beginning for a Himalayan pilgrimage—and then detail the routes to one or more of the Char Dham sites. Such guides tend to combine practical information with stories about the sites’ sacred history, for which verses excerpted from the Kedarakhand are an important resource. These sorts of route-based pamphlets have been published at least since the 1950s (Pinkney 2014: 234), and have been a regular feature since then, although more recently they have been largely supplanted by internet-based resources. One of the finest early examples is Kalyan’s Tirthank (Poddar et al. 2012 [1957]), a folio volume detailing pilgrimage sites throughout India that devotes 15 double-columned pages to “Yamunotri-Gangotri, Kedarnath, Badrinath, and so forth.” This is followed by four pages on “Rishikesh-Hardwar,” and both sections contain multiple photographs.21

The Tirthank’s instructions and site descriptions are so strongly echoed in Shivprasad Dabral’s (1961) Uttarakhand Yatra Darshana, published just a few years later, that it seems that he must have drawn from it; Dabral’s text also includes further references drawn from the Vedas, the Epics and Puranas, and finally the Kedarakhand. 22 The text’s organization largely follows the Char Dham itinerary—traveling from Hardwar to Yamunotri, Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath—but it also includes information about regional deity (devta) sites such as Sem Mukhem and Ghantakarna. Dabral’s text is encyclopedic. He draws material from a wide variety of sources, and his judgment regarding these sources is careful and measured. Written as the advent of motor transportation was fundamentally changing the quality of Himalayan pilgrimage, Dabral’s text is also a nostalgic and sometimes poignant elegy for a rapidly changing way of life.23Page 111 →



The “Char Dham”

The most important contemporary pilgrimage network in the Garhwal Himalaya is the so-called Char Dham (“Four Abodes”) circuit —Yamunotri, Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath—and the roads leading toward and between them (see Map 2.3). All four sites have independent histories, and some have been celebrated as sacred sites since the time of the puranas. Yamunotri is near the headwaters of the Yamuna River, whereas each of the others is near the headwaters of a branch of the Ganges—the Bhagirathi, Mandakini and Vishnu Ganga respectively. Contemporary literature presents these as if the four circuit members were co-equal sites spanning the Hindu pantheon, with the first two dedicated to the river goddesses Yamuna and Ganga, the third to Shiva, and the last to Vishnu. Current descriptions invariably start with Yamunotri and end with Badrinath, and although some sources ascribe this travel direction as conforming to an auspicious clockwise direction, it undeniably moves from the least to the most visited sites. Many visitors go only to Badrinath, or to the Kedarnath-Badrinath duo, but it is far less common to visit Yamunotri or Gangotri and not continue on to the others. These visitation patterns suggest that Badrinath has the region’s strongest sacred gravity, which grows weaker as one moves further away.24

In fact, the “Char Dham” idea is relatively recent.25 The earlier conceptual pattern was two linked pairs—Yamunotri-Gangotri in western Garhwal, and Kedarnath-Badrinath in the east—and this pattern was evident into the early twentieth century. According to Adams, Kedarnath and Badrinath received significantly greater pilgrim traffic despite Gangotri’s “greater claim to sanctity,” because Gangotri pilgrims had to contend with “continual hardship and difficulty. Water and lodging are scarce, poisonous flies abound…coolies are almost impossible to obtain.” Furthermore, not only did the road traverse “high and bleak passes,” but its abysmal condition led one traveler to describe it as “not any road at all” (Adams 1915: 9). Given this grim prospect, it is hardly surprising that most travelers opted to travel only to Kedarnath and Badrinath, which could be performed in about six weeks “in comparative ease” (ibid.)—not only because the road was better, but also because the chattis (pilgrim shelters) along the way provided convenient stopping-places.26
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If Andrea Pinkney is correct, the now-pervasive “Char Dham” notion—that unbreakable group of four—came into the popular lexicon in the mid-twentieth century. She describes a 1955 pilgrimage pamphlet calling this quartet the chota (“small”) Char Dham, to distinguish it from the better-known “All-India” Char Dham. The four latter sites roughly outline the Indian subcontinent: Badrinath in the north, Puri in the east, Rameshvaram in the south, and Dwaraka in the west, and Hindus believed that making the long journey between them generated immense religious merit. Since the pamphlet’s author qualified the Himalayan circuit as the “small” Char Dham, Pinkney infers that this term was yet not in common use (2014: 235).27 She also notes that Dabral`s Uttarakhand Yatra Darshana, which was published in 1961, still describes these four sites as connected pairs (Yamunotri-Gangotri and Kedarnath-Badrinath) rather than a single network.28 None of the sites had full road access when Dabral’s text was published, but travelers were increasingly opting for motor travel wherever possible, even if it meant traveling significantly longer distances. This preference only accelerated as roads crept closer to the apex sites, and reinforced a perspective in which these four temples were the primary religious destinations, and the spots along the way simply places to pass through, resupply, or rest for the night.

Pinkney claims that the conceptual map prioritizing the Char Dham was firmly established by the 1970s (2014: 239), but sources such as Dharmanand Uniyal’s Badri-Kedar ki Aur (“Towards Badri and Kedar,” published 1982) show that this process was more fluid. Most guidebooks to Garhwal’s sacred sites are pamphlets—albeit sometimes quite substantial—but Uniyal wrote a 240-page hardcover book. He begins with introductory chapters on the region and its pilgrimage tradition, and then presents itinerary-based pilgrimage descriptions starting in Hardwar. Yet even though his text lists and discusses all four Char Dham sites, it does not present them as a single itinerary. Virtually the entire text (pp. 30–182) discusses pilgrimage from Hardwar to Kedarnath and Badrinath, and these routes receive his primary focus. Only later does he turn his attention to Yamunotri and Gangotri, which are dispatched in a single 21-page chapter.29

Based on this evidence, the region’s conceptual map clearly shifted in the latter part of the twentieth century, driven first by better Page 113 →transportation options, and even more by the introduction of package tours in the mid-1970s. A century ago, the four sites were grouped with one pair in eastern Garhwal and one pair in the west. This inference is directly supported by older texts, and indirectly by the construction patterns for the Kali Kamli Wala Trust’s dharamshalas. Some determined pilgrims would have traveled to all four sites in pre-modern times, but since this full circuit took three months or more to complete, this would have been unusual. This circuit became the dominant model after better transportation made it easier to complete it, perhaps through the implication that it was a regional parallel for the larger Char Dham circuit (Badrinath, Puri, Rameshvaram, and Dwaraka) that outlines the Indian subcontinent.30 This shift has been so successful that the Char Dham circuit has become Garhwal’s default pattern for religious pilgrimage, despite its relatively recent formation.31

Furthermore, even though each site clearly has an independent history, deeper analysis of the sites themselves further supports the “linked pairs” paradigm. Simply stated, each pair (Yamunotri-Gangotri and Kedarnath-Badrinath) has certain key elements that are absent from the other pair—specifically with regard to temple worship and administration, patronage arrangements, and the status of the local Brahmins. Yamunotri and Gangotri are both centered on sacred rivers that are simultaneously understood as goddesses. Even though neither site is at the river’s actual source, these temples are religiously celebrated as such. Each site contains a temple dedicated to the river goddess, and for most of their history, these temples have been relatively small. Visitors coming to these sites visit the temples to interact with the deities there, but they also enact rituals on the banks of the sacred rivers.32 Yamunotri’s ritual focus includes several hot springs—whose presence may explain why that particular site was chosen in the first place. The hot springs have been channeled into several bathing pools, and in addition to bathing in them, visitors can also cook rice and potatoes in them, both for immediate eating and to take home as prasad.

In addition to the parallels in their ritual forms—parallels that may stem from both being sites devoted to sacred rivers—Yamunotri and Gangotri share further key features. In particular, both temples are controlled by family groups who are responsible for performing the temple Page 114 →worship: the Nautiyals in Yamunotri, and the Semwals in Gangotri. Each group traces this entitlement to a royal patron who built and endowed the temple, and then entrusted the temple’s care to them.33 More importantly, at least at Gangotri, these family groups traditionally controlled and divided the temple offerings. Gangotri’s pilgrim guides (tirtha purohits) belong to seven sub-lineages, and every year in turn one of these sub-lineages has the responsibility to conduct daily worship, and the entitlement to divide the offerings among its members. This share of the offering would have been over and above any payments received for ritual services from pilgrim clients (yajmans).34 Even though the growing population entails that each member’s share will be smaller and smaller, this was—prior to the short-lived Uttarakhand “Shrine Board”—a self-governing body in which the priests themselves ran the temple and divided its proceeds.

Whereas the ritual focus at Yamunotri and Gangotri is divided between the rivers (conceived as Goddesses Yamuna and Ganga) and their temples, worship at Kedarnath and Badrinath centers on temple images that are treated as embodied deities. The Kedarnath temple image is a natural stone outcrop considered to be a “self-manifested” (svayambhu) form of Shiva. Since Hindus believe that such “self-manifested” images appear through the deity’s grace, they are far holier and more powerful than any created image. Badrinath’s primary image is a three-foot-tall, black stone statue of a four-armed figure sitting in meditation, with one of the right hands raised in blessing. As noted in the previous chapter, this Badrinath image is connected with stories about Shankaracharya and Ramanuja, both of whom reportedly re-discovered its location after it had been removed from the temple, and then retrieved and re-established it as an object of worship.

This temple-centered worship at Kedarnath and Badrinath has created very different organizational and patronage patterns. Each temple has a presiding head priest known as a Rawal. The Rawal does not own the temple, but he is in charge of managing its affairs—carrying out the daily worship, collecting the offerings, and administering temple properties and resources. The Badrinath Rawal is the only person allowed to touch the deity image—for example, to decorate it for worship—and this makes him ritually indispensable. As mentioned in Chapter 3, the Page 115 →Badrinath Rawals had a long relationship with Garhwal’s Shah Dynasty, whose monarchs were considered to be embodied forms of Badrinath. Local tradition reports that Shankaracharya’s ascetic disciples carried out the worship at Badrinath for centuries, but that when the last one died with no successor in 1766, the worship ceased, since no one was allowed to touch the image (Dabral 1961: 420–21). Raja Pradip Shah solved this by appointing a non-ascetic Nambudiri Brahmin—the South Indian Brahmin community to which Shankara belonged—as Shankara’s Rawal (“deputy”), and gave him the authority to perform the temple worship. Given the position’s ritual importance, the Rawal has always had a designated successor called the Naib (junior) Rawal, to perform his duties when necessary. One unusual condition of the office was that the Rawal could never marry. This is because childbirth creates a state of mild ritual impurity that temporarily an affects the entire family. The Rawal could not have touched the image in this condition—to do so would have been not just disrespectful, but an act defiling the deity—and thus he could not have carried out his duties.35 In practice, their enforced bachelor status usually meant that the Rawals kept mistresses.

The Kedarnath Rawal plays a similar role as the temple’s primary priest and administrator, and this arrangement probably reflects the Badrinath model. Whereas the Badrinath Rawal’s sole entitlement to touch the image served to “insulate” the deity from potential ritual contamination, Kedarnath has traditionally had very different arrangements. During morning worship (nirvana darshan) the temple’s image—a stone outcrop—is completely unadorned, and any worshipper can touch it at will.36 During the evening worship (srngara darshan), the image is ornately decorated, and access to it is strictly limited—the Rawal and his assistant perform the ritual in the sanctum, and all onlookers sit outside the sanctuary threshold. Whereas the Badrinath Rawals are laymen who must remain bachelors as a condition of their office, the Kedarnath Rawals are ascetics from the Lingayat community, a Shaiva reform group that originally arose in South India’s Karnataka state.37

At Badrinath and Kedarnath, the Rawals’ position made them wealthy, powerful, and highly influential men. Until the mid-twentieth century, they had the final authority over most aspects of temple administration, including how to manage its offerings and assets. Since both temples also Page 116 →had significant landholdings whose revenue funded temple upkeep, they also exercised considerable influence in the surrounding areas. Some reform-minded devotees felt that the Badrinath Rawals were misusing the temple funds for personal gain, and long-standing protests against this were one factor behind the 1939 Badrinath Temple Act. This Act relegated the Rawal solely to his ritual functions, and vested control of the temple and its assets in a managing committee. Nine years later, the Kedarnath temple was also included in this Act. In each case, the Act extended the managing committee’s authority beyond the primary temple to multiple subsidiary temples.

The differing patterns of ritual access at these four sites have also affected the status of their local tirtha purohits. These are local Brahmins who serve as hereditary pilgrim guides and are usually referred to as pandas (a shortened form of pandita “a learned man”). As mentioned above, at Yamunotri and Gangotri, men from these groups are responsible for performing the temple worship, and at least at Gangotri they divided the temple offerings. At Kedarnath and Badrinath, the pandas not only had no share in the temple offerings, but were also subject to further restrictions.38 At Badrinath, the pandas may accompany pilgrim clients inside the temple, but may do so only as fellow devotees, since only the Rawal is allowed to touch the image. When Badrinath pandas perform rituals for their clients, they do so outside the temple precincts, primarily on the ghats adjoining the Alakananda River. Kedarnath pandas can accompany their clients inside the temple, and can also perform rituals and accept donations there—but only in the morning, when any devotee can move at will within the sanctum. The pandas have contested both sets of arrangements in court, with the Badrinath pandas seeking to gain greater ritual access to the temple, and the Kedarnath Rawal trying to limit the pandas’ ritual access. Both lawsuits eventually failed, and have reinforced the status quo.39

In looking at them historically, we see that these four sites share no single coherent organizational pattern, but rather a patchwork arrangement based on local history and custom. This was very different from the Uttarakhand government’s creation of the Char Dham Development Authority, which had “the mandate to oversee developmental works in eco sensitive areas coming under its ambit,” but would have no authority Page 117 →over religious affairs (Singh 2017), or the more recent creation of the Uttarakhand Char Dham Devasthanam Management Board (“Shrine Board”) in 2019. In both cases, the state government was seeking a supervisory role for all four sites. This desire was clearly driven by the sites’ economic importance, and the local elites deeply resented it.

Other differences between these two pairs reflect the region’s political history. The treaty of Sigauli ended the Anglo–Gurkha war in 1815, after which Garhwal was divided between British Garhwal in the east, and the princely state of Tehri Garhwal in the west. Yamunotri and Gangotri were in the Tehri Garhwal state, which was responsible for managing them, whereas Kedarnath and Badrinath were in British Garhwal. The implications of this have been discussed in Chapter 3’s historical overview. Yet even though Badrinath was in British Garhwal, the Tehri king continued to play an important ritual role there, because he was considered Badrinath in human form.40 Before the Temple Committee Act of 1939, the Tehri royal court was responsible for certain supervisory functions at Badrinath. This deference continued even after the Act was passed, since it specified that the Royal House would nominate two of the fourteen Temple Committee members.



The “Sets of Five”: Kedars, Badris, and Prayags

Kedarnath and Badrinath both belong to “All-India” pilgrimage networks. Kedarnath is one of the twelve jyotirlingas, a group of sites deemed especially holy to Shiva, and the only member of that group in the Himalayas. Badrinath is the northern anchor of the Maha Char Dham, the four sacred sites that delineate India’s geographic boundaries.41 Each temple is also the central node for a Garhwal-based temple network, and the sets of “Kedars” and “Badris” are a further example of regional conceptual mapping (see Map 2.3). The same is true for the network of river junctions known as Prayags, which mark geographic rather than built locations (see Map 5.2 below). Popular literature presents each of these groups as a fixed group of five, and although this is unambiguously true for the Panch Kedar, the others show far greater variability.


[image: Hand-drawn map showing the junctions of the Ganges River tributaries in India’s Garhwal region.]
Map 5.2.Himalayan “Prayags” (River Junctions).50



As noted just above, the only unambiguous pentad is the Panch (“Five”) Kedar: Kedarnath, Madmaheshwar, Tungnath, Rudranath, and Page 118 →Kalpeshwar, the latter four were among a number of temples dedicated between the tenth and thirteenth centuries to Kedareshvar, Kedarnath’s presiding deity (Chanchani 2019: 146). Local mythology highlights the connection between these temples by describing each one as a different part of Shiva’s body: Kedarnath is his back, Madmaheshwar his trunk (or sometimes his navel), Tungnath his arms/shoulders, Rudranath his face, and Kalpeshwar his matted locks.42 Thus, the movement west from Kedarnath to Kalpeshwar roughly corresponds to moving upwards on Shiva’s body. This corporeal paradigm thus connects all five sites into one unified whole.


[image: Flagstone courtyard containing a two-room stone building with a tall gable-roofed entry room fronting a slightly taller square tower. The entryway and two side alcoves are decorated with bands of painted color, moving from white to green to red to orange. Strings of marigolds hang from the eaves. People dressed in bright colors throng the building steps and the surrounding plaza.]
Figure 5.1.Kedarnath Temple. Note the decorative painting and strings of marigolds on the façade. Photo 2009 by the author.



Kedarnath, Madhmaheshwar, and Tungnath are in the Mandakini River watershed, and the first two are closely connected—Kedarnath and Madhmaheshwar both have their winter home in Ukhimath’s Omkareshwar temple, and Madhmaheshwar’s presiding priest is commonly a Kedarnath junior Rawal sent there for training. Whereas Kedarnath draws visitors from all over India, Madhmaheshwar functions primarily as a local deity in the Mandakini Valley, and even though Page 119 →Ukhimath’s residents greatly respect Kedarnath, they are more emotionally attached to Madhmaheshwar (Whitmore 2010b: 2–3). Tungnath is still in Kedarnath’s orbit, but at a greater distance than Madhmaheshwar. The combined Temple Committee Act named Tungnath as a “subsidiary” temple attached to Kedarnath (Husain 1965: 534), and it is currently one of 58 “Other temples” managed by the Badrinath Kedarnath Temple Committee (Shri Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee-Uttarakhand 2022).43 Yet in many other respects, Tungnath is clearly more independent. Whereas Ukhimath is the winter home for Kedarnath and Madhmaheshwar, Tungnath’s winter home is Makkumath’s Markandeshwar temple, and Makkumath’s Brahmins are Tungnath’s hereditary temple priests (Dabral 1961: 448). Tungnath still gets substantial pilgrim traffic—the road head at Chopta is on the main pilgrim road between Kedarnath and Badrinath, and people disinclined to make the steep climb can hire horses for the journey. As at all of the Temple Committee’s sites, offerings put in the donation boxes are the property of the Temple Committee, but any offerings given in hand are kept by the receiver.44

Rudranath and Kalpeshwar are in the Alakananda River watershed, and thus a significant distance from Kedarnath. Rudranath is by far the most remote site, and a round trip visit requires walking for several days. During the winter, Rudranath (the deity) resides at Gopeshwar’s Gopinath temple. Kalpeshwar is near Urgam, a village southwest of Joshimath on the west side of the Alakananda. Unlike the other Panch Kedar temples, Kalpeshwar stays open all year, and the deity has no winter home. Whereas the first three Kedars are clearly connected, and Madhmaheshwar and Tungnath are listed as “subsidiary temples” to Kedarnath, at least in terms of collecting their offerings, Rudranath and Kalpeshwar seem outside this orbit. The Temple Committee website does not mention Kalpeshwar even though the committee manages another temple in the same town, Urgam’s Dhyana Badri temple. Rudranath seems even further removed from the Temple Committee’s purview. This may be simply because it is so remote that it receives little visitor traffic, but it seems more likely—based on Rudranath’s strong connection with the Gopeshwar’s Gopinath temple, which is also outside the Temple Committee’s jurisdiction—that it has always been independent. The Gopinath temple is one of the oldest in the region (ninth–eleventh centuries?), and although it is currently Page 120 →managed by the Archaeological Society of India, it had a presiding Rawal well into the twentieth century, and thus a parallel institutional structure to that in Badrinath and Kedarnath. Given the Gopinath temple’s age and regional prestige, one can imagine it rivaling Kedarnath and Badrinath as an independent center, and for this reason remaining independent of their organizational hierarchy.

Despite these varying organizational identities, the Panch Kedar has an internal integrity missing from the other two sets. As noted above, each of the Kedars is identified with a different part of Shiva’s body, thus invoking the organic imagery of a living being. Kedarakhand’s Chapter 56 explicitly lauds the Panch Kedar, which clearly shows that this idea is several centuries old, and Whitmore reports (2018a) even earlier mentions. Pilgrim guidebooks throughout the twentieth century invariably mention the same five sites.

As Kedarnath is the center for the Panch Kedar, so is Badrinath for the Panch Badri. Yet whereas the Panch Kedar exhibits strong internal consistency—through identifying the sites with parts of Shiva’s body—the Panch Badri does not. There is no underlying connecting story—one clear hint that this tradition is a more recent development—and historical sources reveal that the members associated with this group have changed over time. The most common contemporary list, appearing in pamphlet literature and the former website45 for the Shri Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee, describes the Panch Badri as follows:


	The Badrinath temple, known as Badri Vishal (“wide”), since it is located in a wide valley;

	Pandukeshwar’s Yogadhyan Badri Temple, which is where the Badrinath image is brought for the winter;

	Bhavishya (“Future”) Badri, a four-mile hike from the village of Saldhar in the Dhauli Ganga Valley east of Joshimath. Popular tradition posits that at some point Badri Vishal will become inaccessible, and then Badrinath will be worshipped there.

	Vrddha (“Old”) Badri, in Animath village about five miles south of Joshimath, where Badrinath was worshipped before the beginning of the current age, and

	Dhyana Badri in Urgam, which is listed as the site of Kalpeshwar, one of the Panch Kedar” (Nautiyal 2018).46Page 121 →



This list has reasonably long historical attestation, since it appears in the Tirthank (Poddar et al. 2012 [1957], and Dabral (1961). It also has reasonable thematic continuity, since the first four sites are clearly connected to the current Badrinath temple. Badri Vishal and Yogadhyan Badri are the deity’s summer and winter residences, and Vrddha and Bhavishya Badri are the Badrinaths of the past and future, although the connection with Dhyana Badri seems harder to discern. Yet in place of Vrddha Badri, several earlier sources mention Adi (“Original”) Badri (see Ahmad 1893: 37; Sharma 1930: 39; Baba Mani Ram 1938: 96).47 This is an eighth–twelfth-century temple complex about ten miles south of Karnaprayag that is now overseen by the Archaeological Society of India (see Figure 5.2). The shift from Adi Badri to Vrddha Badri doubtless reflects the shift in pilgrim travel patterns caused by the growing road network. In the early twentieth century, foot pilgrims followed the Ganges up the Alakananda Valley to Kedarnath and Badrinath. On their journey home, many pilgrims exited the Alakananda Valley at Karnaprayag, and then took the shortest route to the railway at Ramnagar—a route that took them directly past Adi Badri. As the road network expanded in the 1950s, Adi Badri’s traffic decreased dramatically, because pilgrims increasingly returned home on the same route by which they had come, following the Ganges down to Hardwar. In these circumstances, one can easily see how Vrddha Badri—which is on a heavily traveled route just south of Joshimath, and which is never mentioned in any source before 1957—replaced Adi Badri as the Badrinath of the past in the Panch Badri list.48 Such variation strongly suggests that the Panch Badri tradition is fluid and recently formed. Another piece of evidence is that the tradition lacks a strong and consistent charter myth. Given the older and more consistent attestation for the Panch Kedar, it seems likely that the Panch Badri network was formed to mirror this, and thus to assert Badrinath’s ritual equivalency.


[image: Cluster of buildings with six tall towers in the background. The towers are fronted by open-sided covered porches, and topped with carved stone disks. In front of them are several smaller towers topped with stone disks. Several blue signs identify the site as under the authority of the Archeological Society of India. The wrought-iron gate and boundary fence in the foreground are also painted blue.]
Figure 5.2.Adi Badri Temple Complex. Photo 2014 by the author.



The final “group of five” is the Panch Prayag, which mark river junctions. Calling them “Prayags” is clearly meant to invoke the original Prayag, a Sanskrit word meaning “place of sacrifice.” This is the confluence of the Ganges and Yamuna Rivers at Allahabad, and is one of India’s holiest sites—after all, if bathing in one sacred river is sanctifying, then bathing in several at the same time must be even better!49 As with the original Prayag, these Himalayan confluences are all deemed Page 122 →places of enhanced sanctity on already sacred rivers. Popular religious literature generally lists a group of five, all in the Alakananda watershed: Vishnuprayag (see #12 in Map 5.2), Nandaprayag (13), Karnaprayag (14), Rudraprayag (15), and Devaprayag (19). Yet close examination of maps and texts reveals at least 21 “Prayags” in Garhwal, plus three more that cannot be definitively located (see Map 5.2; Appendix 4 lists all the sites). Nearly two-thirds of these confluences are in the Alakananda watershed (numbers 9–21), which almost certainly reflects that river’s larger catchment area. Just as with the “Gangas” mentioned in Chapter 2, here too one of the “Prayags” can be definitively located in the Yamuna River watershed, as well as another that cannot be precisely located.

Yet what does it mean to call these confluences “Prayags”? Whereas it seems reasonable to claim that Uttarakhand’s multiple “Gangas” are in fact the Ganges, since they arise in the Ganges watershed, these Himalayan Prayags are nowhere near Allahabad. At one level, this seems to be a case of homology. Since Allahabad’s Prayag has a junction of sacred rivers, any river junction is therefore a place like Prayag, just as any sacred river Page 123 →(e.g., the Godavari) can “become” the Ganges. Yet it seems that such claims are far less concerned with affirming the transposition of the actual places—everyone knows that the Godavari is different from the Ganges, and that these Himalayan confluences are different from Allahabad—than they are concerned with the transposition of that place’s religious power.51

Such homologies are a common strategy to burnish the status of a religious place or places. For example, local tradition in both Uttarkashi and Gupt Kashi claims that these places are identical/spiritually equal to Kashi (=Benares/Varanasi), one of Shiva’s most important sites.52 Regarding a similar claim for a site in West Bengal, Morinis notes that when Bengalis describe Tarakeshar as a “hidden Benares,” what this means is that “Tarakeswar is identical with Benares, with its greatness (mahatmya) and its holiness, despite outward appearances of difference and separation” (1984: 30; emphasis added). Homology does not require identity, but rather similarity, and in this respect one could claim that Page 124 →every one of these Himalayan “Prayags”—and not just the specific set of five—is marked (locally or regionally) as a place of enhanced holiness. Highlighting a particular group of five from among them suggests that the Panch Prayag network was meant to mimic that of the Panch Kedar and Panch Badri.



“Local” Deities

Uttarakhand is renowned as the dev bhumi or “land of the gods.” Outsiders generally visit the most important sites such as Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath. These sites are clearly central to the regional economy, since they attract both domestic and international pilgrims. Yet although Garhwalis acknowledge and respect the deities at these apex sites, their own religious map is far more diffuse and decentralized, and reflects the lived experience of small, often isolated, village communities. The most important divine presences for many Garhwalis are their local deities (devtas). These are “local” both in the sense that their devotees live nearby, but more importantly because these deities usually oversee the welfare of a particular area: promoting fertility (of crops, animals, and people), ensuring appropriate seasonal rainfall, controlling diseases, and fostering community welfare and well-being. Other devtas are identified less by place than by function, since particular devtas are associated with protecting people from common dangers of mountain life, including landslides, falls, wild animals, cold weather, and crop loss due to storms or hail (Singh 1986: 19–21).53


[image: Outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts marked with locations associated with local deities.]
Map 5.3.Local Deities (all locations approximate).54



Notions regarding these deities are quite fluid, and often determined by local custom. Such fluidity is common in Hindu ideas about the Goddess, in which a single feminine divine energy is seen as becoming manifest in myriad forms. As such, goddesses in one place may be identified with goddesses at better-known sites. For example, both Jwalpa Devi and the Jwalamukhi temple in Tehri Garhwal state are identified as subsidiary sites (upapith) for Himachal Pradesh’s Jwalamukhi temple, one of India’s primary Goddess shrines.

Other goddesses have a more strongly pronounced regional identity, particularly Nanda Devi, whose natal place (maika) is Nauti village south of Karnaprayag, but who is worshipped not only throughout Chamoli Page 125 →District—including an important temple in Lata—but also in Kumaon. Another widespread regional goddess is Rajrajeshvari, the tutelary deity for Ajay Pal, the founder of Garhwal’s Panwar Dynasty. Her primary temple is in Devalgarh, which was the royal capital before it moved to Shrinagar, but her subsidiary temples are throughout the Alakananda Valley. A third example is Dhari Devi (“River-Current Goddess”), whose stone image supposedly floated down the Alakananda River before lodging at the location where the Goddess desired to stay. Local tradition contends that the image has been there since at least 1804, since Amar Singh Thapa reportedly sent Dhari Devi two goats as a thanksgiving offering for his conquest of Garhwal. Rising waters from a downstream hydroelectric project forced the authorities to move the image to a higher elevation, in spite of the deity’s stated wishes—probably transmitted through possession—to stay in her traditional place. The day after the move reportedly saw the disastrous Page 126 →apdaa (“catastrophe”) flooding of 2013, a calamity that some attributed to the Goddess’s wrath. The image has since been installed at the same location, but the temple sits on enormous concrete piers to keep it above the water level. As mentioned in the Goddess section above, both Surkhanda Devi and Chandravadani are famous as siddhapiths—places where religious practice brings quick success. Surkhanda has the highest elevation for a goddess temple in Uttarakhand (9,940 feet/3,030 meters), and Chandravadani is a tantric religious site where devotees worship the Goddess in the form of a Shri Yantra (symbolic diagram) inscribed on a stone.

Male local deities, known as devtas, are often even less fixed in their scope and conception than the Goddesses are. As but one example, Kshetrapal (“field-protector”) is one of Uttarakhand’s most common protective devtas, but is spread so diffusely throughout the region that he has no primary temple. Many of these devtas have no standard iconic form, and in many cases their “temples” are not even buildings, but simply enclosed spaces left open to the sky.

As localized protective spirits, devtas have strong connections with yakshas and nagas, classical Hindu mythological beings. Yakshas (and their female counterparts, yakshis) were nature-spirits, and were associated with particular locales. They served as attendants to Kubera, a minor deity who is both the guardian of the northern direction and also the lord of wealth, because of the mineral wealth contained in the mountains. Yakshas are “generally regarded as beneficent toward human beings, and because of their associations with the generative power of nature and with Kubera’s wealth, they are often regarded as bestowing wealth and fertility” (Lochtefeld 2002: 776). Yakshas still inhabit the Hindu conceptual universe, and one clear example is Jakh Devta, who has a sprinkling of temples throughout Garhwal (see Figure 5.3). “Jakh” is a colloquial rendering of the word “yaksha,” and so this clearly connects him to these earlier nature-spirits.


[image: Oval space enclosed by red and yellow-painted wrought-iron grill panels set into whitewashed masonry pillars decorated with patches of brilliant color. In the foreground is a locked yellow double gate. The back of the oval has multiple bells hung from the metal railings. Several triangular yellow banners fly from poles. Large trees are in the background.]
Figure 5.3.Jakh Devta temple near Gupt Kashi. Note the absence of any central image, or any structure aside from the enclosing fence. Photo 2014 by the author.



Nagas are also minor guardian deities, usually depicted as giant multi-headed serpents. Nagas were particularly associated with springs, ponds, and other water bodies, which they were seen as guarding; they were also associated with fertility, perhaps by virtue of their water associations (Lochtefeld 2002: 452). Despite their snake forms, texts describe nagas as conscious, rational, and self-aware in interacting with human beings, Page 127 →and also as possessing shape-shifting magic powers. One Buddhist story describes a naga who assumed human form because he desired to be initiated as a Buddhist monk, but whose true identity was discovered when he fell asleep and revealed his actual form (Strong 2008: 74–75. Both Danda Nagaraja and Sem Mukhem are serpent devtas with temples throughout the middle Himalaya. Their charter stories identify them as forms of Krishna, but in their serpent forms they are clearly reminiscent of the nagas.

In some cases, local deities “gain” their power by being connected with a more powerful deity. This is the case for Latu devta (the patron deity of Lata village, among others), who is considered to be Nanda Devi’s brother. In other cases, devtas have independent charters. The primary temple for Ghantakarna (“bell-ears”) is in Tehri Garhwal District, but other temples are scattered throughout the region. The source of his name was that he was so devoted to Shiva that he hung bells on his ears, to drown out the sound of any other deity’s name. Shiva rewarded Page 128 →Ghantakarna’s devotion by granting him a boon, but when Ghantakarna asked for final liberation, Shiva told him—in an unexpected narrative twist—that the only way Ghantakarna could attain that was to petition Vishnu at Badrinath (Uniyal 2011: 525). Another strongly protective deity is Narsingh devta, who is identified with Vishnu’s Man-Lion avatar. One important Narsingh temple is in southern Tehri Garhwal District, and another is in Joshimath.

Other devtas are more geographically limited—Kandaar Devta is active in the area around Uttarkashi, Kandoliya is the protector of Pauri, and according to Whitmore, Madhmaheshwar—though also one of the Five Kedars—functions as a local deity for the upper Mandakini Valley. Tehri District’s Budh Kedar region is home for Balkhileshvar and Kaila Pir; the former devta fulfills people’s needs and desires, whereas the latter is a god of justice to whom wronged people can appeal. Chatra Ghandiyala resides southeast of Uttar Kashi. People come to him seeking answers to all sorts of questions, and receive their answers through possession. All of these deities play an important role in their particular geographical locales, and their intimate connection with local concerns makes them popular and widely worshipped.55 Just as one takes a local problem first to a local government official (e.g., a city council member or the mayor) before approaching an agent with wider jurisdiction, even so these devtas are responsible for maintaining regional prosperity and well-being. As such, they get considerable local attention, since they are well acquainted with people’s everyday struggles.56



The Kali Kamli Walas

As noted above, road construction and the advent of motor transportation profoundly changed the Ganga Himalaya’s landscape, conceptual as well as physical. In particular, faster and easier transportation helped to promote the Char Dham model as the region’s primary religious network, which replaced the earlier model that stressed linked pairs (Yamunotri-Gangotri and Kedarnath-Badrinath). These changes driven by the growth of the road network are clearly evident in the sites established by the Kali Kamli Wala Trust. Whereas the Kedarakhand’s sacred map openly favored eastern Garhwal, and focused primarily on describing the sites’ Page 129 →sacred histories and power, the Trust’s dharamshala (“pilgrim rest house”) network first reveals a regional map that was arguably based on actual pilgrim traffic, and then shows how the advent of road transportation affected this network.

The Trust was named for its ascetic founder, Swami Vishuddanand, who was colloquially known as Kali Kamli Wala (“the black-blanket person”) because he habitually wore such a blanket. Trust literature reports that Vishuddanand was born in 1831 in Punjab’s Jalalpur District (now in modern Pakistan), where his family ran a sweet shop. He received some basic education, was married at 16, and though he worked for a while in the family business, he had a strong attraction to ascetic life. The death of his parents may have reinforced this inclination—his father died shortly after his marriage, and he took his initial ascetic vows eight years later, shortly after his mother died. Family pressure initially induced him to return home, but three years later the family withdrew their objections, and he took up ascetic life full time. He went first to Benares, where he had received his initial initiation, but soon after that relocated to Hardwar (Panchang 2013: 2). According to the Trust’s literature, this would have been sometime around 1858.

Vishuddanand’s moment of clarity came in 1880, when he traveled through what is now the Char Dham circuit: Yamunotri, Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath.57 He was appalled by the abysmal quality of the hill roads and by the dearth of pilgrim lodging along the way, and he devoted the rest of his life to improving both of these (Panchang 2013: 3). His initial act was reportedly to establish a pyau (charitable water dispensary) in Rishikesh, where he gave water to passersby. This would have required only his own time and energy, but soon he was raising money for more ambitious projects. In 1884, he established a free kitchen (annakshetra) in Rishikesh to feed both pilgrims and mendicant ascetics. He then turned his attention to the question of shelter, beginning to create a network of dharamshalas on the routes leading to and between the apex sites. His final fundraising project was reportedly the original Lakshman Jhula bridge, though this was washed out by a flood in 1924 (Panchang 2013: 3).

Vishuddanand’s fund-raising efforts particularly targeted the Marwaris, a merchant community famous for their wealth, business Page 130 →acumen, and pious generosity. Although they originally hailed from Rajasthan, many Marwaris had settled in Bengal and Bihar. The growth of the Indian railway network in the late nineteenth century spurred a sharp increase in pilgrim traffic from eastern India, including these affluent merchants, and the pilgrim influx made the need for better facilities even clearer.58 One such pious Marwari was Surajmal Jhunjunwala, who not only sponsored several significant projects in Hardwar, but also reportedly funded the original Lakshman Jhula footbridge mentioned above.59

In 1896, Vishuddanand “went to Kailas”—that is, he went up into the mountains and disappeared—but his two immediate successors continued his work.60 Swami Ram Nath Ji was in charge for 29 years, before he too “went to Kailas” in 1925. Three years later, Baba Mani Ram Ji formally incorporated the organization as a charitable trust, over which he presided until he too “went to Kailas” in 1940. The Trust’s head office is currently in Calcutta, but its primary center (pradhan pith) remains in Rishikesh.

The organization’s good work soon received official approval. In his 1915 report on the Kedarnath-Badrinath pilgrimage route, British civil servant G. F. Adams described their dharamshalas as “fine double-storey pukka buildings…sufficiently airy and well-ventilated. They consist usually of a series of rooms often reserved for subscribers to the fund, with large verandahs and courtyards open to everyone” (Adams 1915: 18). Shelter was only one of the services that the organization offered to pilgrims. Travelers going up to Kedarnath and Badrinath could get blankets on short-term loan, and also deposit their heavier luggage for safekeeping (Tirthank, Poddar et al. 2012 [1957]: 55). The Kali Kamli Walas also reportedly served as bankers, freeing pilgrims from the need to carry large sums of money (Sharma 1994: 65).

Vishuddanand and his successors were successful fund-raisers and energetic builders, but their most important accomplishment was ensuring the network’s maintenance. After lamenting that “the great drawback of most dharamshalas is that they are unendowed” (1915: 18), Adams lauded the Trust’s foresight in this matter:


Every well-to-do pilgrim passing through Rishikesh has laid before him by Ram Nath his sacred duty to aid his poorer brother and the faqir to make the pilgrimage in comfort, and in addition to the lump sum he gives in Page 131 →charity for this good name he is made to promise an annual contribution towards the maintenance and upkeep of the dharamsala and for the daily distribution of food to the poor. Ram Nath and his friends deserve the greatest credit for their work.

(1915: 18)



Adams did field work for his report in 1913, 17 years after Vishuddhanand “went to Kailas,” and two remarks show that the network was still growing at that time. Adams describes one dharamshala being as built at Kedarnath “through the liberality of Rai Nathi Mal Bahadur, C.I.E, of Khurja” (ibid.), and a second being built at Badrinath by Rai Bahadur Mahabir Prasad of Chapra, for which “the Deputy Commissioner of Garhwal has selected an excellent site at the approach to the bazaar” (Adams 1915: 19). By this time, the organization’s work had garnered enough respect to receive preferential treatment from colonial authorities, although a contributing factor may have been the authorities’ animus toward the pandas (hereditary pilgrim guides who serve as a traditional support network), with whose lodges the Kali Kamli dharamshalas would have competed to shelter pilgrims.

A contemporary traveler in Garhwal can scarcely imagine how unsettled and remote this region was in the early twentieth century. The 1908 Imperial Gazetteer reports just one mile of “metalled” road in British Garhwal (IGI 1908 12.169), and the first motorable road into the interior, from Rishikesh to Kirti Nagar, opened in 1935 (Baba Mani Ram 1938: 19).61 Adams characterizes Srinagar as having a “large bazaar,” but only five other places in the entire Alakananda Valley had more than twenty shops—Kedarnath had ten, and Badrinath only five (Adams 1915: 58–61). Resources were equally scarce. Even now, the four apex sites are the only places with enough pilgrim traffic to support communities of pandas, though Adams mentions panda housing at Devaprayag, Triyugi Narayan, and Gaurikund (1915: 19).62 Everywhere else the most common accommodation, as the following chapter will describe in greater detail, was a system of shelters called chattis (“roofs”), so named because they were primarily roofs supported by pillars rather than by walls. Each chatti was run by a family, who would sell pilgrims basic foodstuffs and fuel for their evening meal, and also provide them with shelter and cooking utensils. Page 132 →This chatti network allowed pilgrims to travel with minimal baggage, but since they were for-profit businesses they were very different from Kali Kamli dharamshalas, which were built to serve the public.

Although my extant sources do not reveal the Kali Kamli Wala dharamshala network’s chronology—that is, the order in which individual buildings were built—the developed network has several noteworthy features. First, the network clearly covers all of Garhwal. There are dharamshala clusters at each of the four apex sites, and on the routes to, from, and between these sites. The last were particularly important, since in the days before motorable roads, pilgrims often used high-altitude “shortcuts” to travel from one site to the next. These “shortcuts” usually traversed the ridges separating the valleys, and often traveled through lightly settled places; this made these dharamshalas essential stopping-places for pilgrims traveling on these routes.

A more illuminating insight comes from the dharamshala distribution (see Map 5.4). Their density tends to rise with altitude—a trend one would expect, since these regions would have been more lightly settled—but their spacing shows several interesting features. The western side has a dense crescent of sites from Dehra Dun up the Yamuna River to Yamunotri, as well as five more sites even further west, which would have been used by pilgrims coming from the Punjab.63 Moving eastward, the density drops sharply, with only one dharamshala on the shortcut between Yamunotri and Gangotri, five on the road to Gangotri, and four on the shortcut between Gangotri and Kedarnath. In the Alakananda Valley, the routes to Kedarnath and Badrinath account for just over half of the eighty listed sites. Pilgrims traveling to Yamunotri could go via Dehra Dun, Chamba, or Tehri; the two latter choices both lead to Dharasu Junction, which is still the dividing point for the Yamunotri and Gangotri roads. Pilgrims for Kedarnath and Badrinath would have gone up the Ganges to Devaprayag, and then traveled up the Alakananda Valley.


[image: Outline map of Garhwal showing the region’s boundaries and river systems, marked with the locations of Kali Kamli Trust properties, both past and current. The map also shows Garhwal’s four apex pilgrimage sites (Yamunotri, Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath), and the high-altitude shortcuts that allowed foot pilgrims to travel more quickly between these sites.]
Map 5.4.Kali Kamli Wala Sites (all locations approximate).64



The developed dharamshala network thus includes all four current apex sites, and has roughly equal site numbers on the eastern and western side, but their distribution is telling. The density on the Yamunotri side is striking, especially given Adams’ comment that the Kedarnath-Badrinath side received significantly greater pilgrim traffic, which might lead one to expect that this side would have more dharamshalas (1915: 9). Page 133 →One possible explanation for this discrepancy is that the Trust may have channeled extra resources to western Garhwal, since government resources were scarcer in the Tehri Garhwal princely state. Yet this dense distribution makes greater sense if one adjusts one’s conceptual map. As noted above, the Char Dham paradigm seems to have been created relatively recently, and the dharamshala distribution pattern clearly supports the idea that Yamunotri-Gangotri and Kedarnath-Badrinath were linked pairs. The dharamshala distribution patterns from Hardwar and Dehra Dun clearly funnel visitors in two separate directions—either up the Ganges into the Alakananda Valley (toward Kedarnath and Badrinath), or westward toward Yamunotri, which has a clear connection to Gangotri. A significant divide separates Gangotri on the west and Kedarnath on the east. The first stop on the shortcut connecting them is Budha Kedar, more Page 134 →than 30 miles from the Gangotri road, and there are only two more stops in the next 35 miles before the path rejoins the main road to Kedarnath. This particular shortcut crosses several major ridgelines, and the region is still thinly settled. It is hard to imagine large pilgrim numbers traveling this route a century ago, when the region was even less developed, and many pilgrims were of advanced age. The dharamshala distribution makes it easy to envision these four sites as two linked pairs, in which each member of the pair was connected to the other, but the pairs themselves were more or less separate.

The Kali Kamli Wala dharamshala network also bears vivid witness to the sea change caused by motor travel. Even by 1961, roads were growing ever closer to the four apex sites, leaving only about 150 total miles to travel by foot or horse (Dabral 1961: 224). Roads now extend all the way to Gangotri and Badrinath, to within three miles of Yamunotri, and to within about ten miles of Kedarnath.65 By the early 1960s, road travel had shortened the time needed to visit all four sites from more than three months to about three weeks, and the standard itinerary from Hardwar or Rishikesh is now just ten nights.

These changes profoundly affected the Kali Kamli Wala network. Of the 81 sites listed on trust building maps, only 18 are currently active, as Map 5.4 shows. Thirteen of these active sites are either in or near the four apex sites, and the other five are in major pilgrim staging areas: Hardwar, Rishikesh, Uttarkashi, Shrinagar, and Rudraprayag. The Trust has multiple properties at Kedarnath and Badrinath, and seems to be focusing its resources at the apex sites, since places on the way are no longer good investments. For example, the Trust originally built a dharamshala at Budha Kedar as an essential stop on the footpath between Gangotri and Kedarnath. Since current traffic on this route is primarily limited to trekkers and locals, the building seems to have been abandoned. The same is true for the Karnaprayag dharamshala. A century ago, many Badrinath pilgrims left the pilgrim road at Karnaprayag, and then traveled south to the nearest railheads at Kathgodam and Ramnagar instead of retracing their steps down the Alakananda Valley. When road travel made a trip to Hardwar the faster return option, Karnaprayag changed from being the primary departure node on the Badrinath road to just one more stop along the way. Since Karnaprayag is barely a half-day’s drive from Page 135 →Badrinath, current pilgrims usually bypass it, and the dharamshala there is gradually falling into ruin. The Kali Kamli Wala dharamshala network thus reveals both the historical contours of the dev bhumi (“divine region”) in the early twentieth century, and how those contours were affected by infrastructural change.



Administrative Maps: The Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee(s)

As mentioned above, except for the brief tenure (2019–21) of the Uttarakhand Char Dham Devasthanam Management Board (“Shrine Board”), for several generations the Shri Badrinath Shri Kedarnath Temple Committee managed not only the Badrinath and Kedarnath temples, but also their subsidiary temples.66 The 1939 United Provinces Shri Badrinath Temples Act empowered the Temple Committee to manage that temple’s affairs, and listed the associated temples and properties under the committee’s control; in 1948, the Act was amended to include Kedarnath, and the temple list expanded to include Kedarnath’s associated temples.67 In both cases, the “subsidiary” temples had long-standing connections with the main temple, either by virtue of sectarian connections, historical links, or by being located on the pilgrimage routes leading to that temple.

In fact, there are three different “Temple Committee” site lists. The first lists the sites in the original documents in 1939 and 1948 (designated on Map 5.5 as 1939); the second lists those found in 2018 on the (now-defunct) Temple Committee website (listed in the references as Nautiyal 2018a and 2018b), and the third gives the current Temple Committee’s list, which is identical to that of the short-lived “Shrine Board” (listed as 2020). The first two lists have only minor differences. The last has enough overlap with the earlier lists to indicate broad agreement regarding which sites were important, and enough difference to reveal how the region’s conceptual map has shifted.


[image: Outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts marked with temples administratively associated with the Badrinath and Kedarnath temples. Temples associated with Badrinath are marked in black, and temples associated with Kedarnath in gray.]
Map 5.5.Badrinath-Kedarnath “Subsidiary Temples” (all locations approximate).69



As the site patterns clearly show, Kedarnath and its subsidiary temples (light gray, left side) are in a geographically small area in northern Rudraprayag District.68 The Badrinath temple network (black) is densest in northern Chamoli District, but stretches over a much larger area west into Pauri District and south into Almora District. Each group has Page 136 →temples that cross sectarian boundaries. The Kedarnath network’s temples are predominantly Shaiva, but also include the Goddess temples at Kalimath (marked as “3” to indicate that the site has three temples) and the Vishnu temple at Triyugi Narayan. The Badrinath network’s temples are primarily Vaishnava, but also include several Shiva temples, particularly in Joshimath (marked as “5”). The Badrinath temple network’s larger geographical area reflects traditional pilgrimage patterns. Pilgrims traveling to both Kedarnath and Badrinath would commonly proceed up the Alakananda River via Devaprayag, but those journeying only to Badrinath might travel via Almora District, especially if they were coming from points further east. Since the 1939 network reflects an era before widespread motor transportation, these further-flung sites would have been important stopping-places on the foot pilgrimage routes.

Page 137 →
Not surprisingly, the two “temple committee” lists are virtually identical—and for Kedarnath they are actually so. The 2018a list (which lists temples connected to the Badrinath temple) elides mention of a dharamshala (pilgrim rest house) in the Badrinath temple compound, but since Badrinath had many more lodging options by 2018, it seems likely that the dharamshala would have already been repurposed for other temple business. More surprisingly, the 2018a temple list elided Animath’s Vrddha Badri and Urgam’s Dhyana Badri, which the original list specifically mentions, despite listing both sites as members of the Five Badris. The 2018a list also includes four additional sites not mentioned in the original 1939 document: three in Pauri District, and Adi Badri in southern Chamoli District. With these additions, the temple committee’s second list (2018a and 2018b) is the most expansive and wide-ranging.

The current Temple Committee list (which reflects that adopted by the short-lived “Shrine Board”) is much briefer, and its sacred landscape centers largely on the primary temples. On the Kedarnath side, it elides Makkumath’s Markandeshwar temple, which seems to get only local/regional visitation, even though it is the winter home of Tungnath (one of the Five Kedars). More surprisingly, it leaves out Kalimath’s three Goddess temples. These religiously significant temples are only eight miles from Gupt Kashi, a major transit point for Kedarnath, but to get to Kalimath one needs to leave the main Kedarnath road. Since these temples were previously listed under the Temple Committee’s authority, the reason for this change is unclear. It may come from a decision to highlight places on the main Kedarnath road, or may reflect (as with Makkumath) the judgment that these temples mainly drew local traffic.70 On the Badrinath side, the changes in the most recent list are easier to understand. The new map reinstates Vrddha Badri and Dhyana Badri, which had been dropped from the second Temple Committee list, and their reappearance clearly promotes the Five Badri network notion. This current list clearly centers on two small areas in northern Chamoli District: the Vishnu Ganga Valley, and the Joshimath region. The outlying sites in Pauri, Almora, and southern Chamoli districts have all been dropped from the list. Since people can now travel swiftly and easily to the primary sites, these larger networks are clearly no longer valued.

The most recent map also elides former two sites in the Joshimath-Badrinath corridor: Chaien’s Sita Devi temple and Vishnuprayag’s Page 138 →Narayan temple. The former is small and remote, but the latter is at one of the Five Prayags, which makes its disappearance more surprising. These elisions may reflect the constraints of the “gate” system through which the Badrinath road was managed for many years. Much of this road was too narrow for two-way traffic, so at certain appointed times a caravan of vehicles would set out from each end. The ascending vehicles would park at Pandukeshwar and wait for the descending vehicles to pass, and then continue to Badrinath. The Sita Devi and Vishnuprayag temple locations are both near the beginning of this timed ascent, and stops along the way would disrupt this carefully choreographed timetable. Another possibility, as Uniyal explicitly mentions with regard to Chaien, is that the massive hydroelectric works at Vishnuprayag have adversely affected these sites (2011: 435). Both of these examples illustrate how changing infrastructure can affect pilgrim flows and patronage. This is also true for the other elided sites in the most recent map. Since this current map is premised on fast and relatively convenient motor transportation, it prioritizes the primary higher-altitude sites over the outlying lower-altitude sites.



GIS Data Insights

Geographic Information Systems (GIS) are spatially based computer programs through which data can be searched, aggregated, and compared. It has a host of practical business applications, such as figuring out the most efficient route to deliver a number of packages, deciding the optimal location for a new retail store, or matching statistical data with zip codes to compile consumer profiles. Since this text’s “sacred maps” are all site-based, it can also be used to analyze these maps and provide further insights, though such analyses are admittedly bounded by my limited expertise.

This GIS analysis reflects two primary data sets. The first was a database of 331 “textual” sites, so called because they are named in texts—some more often, and some less. The second database, compiled in fall 2018, lists “local” temples in Garhwal’s six districts; I compiled this data set of 1,204 sites by visually scanning the Garhwal region on Google Maps and marking sites identified as temples (but excluding sites that were Page 139 →members of the first data set).71 This latter data set is clearly not exhaustive—there are places I could have missed in 2018, and additional sites have been added since then. Further searches would undoubtedly reveal more sites, but my purpose in compiling this list was to get a granular picture of the region’s religious landscape at that particular moment. The first data set thus contains what one could contend are more important sites—whether nationally or regionally—whereas the second set is distinctly local.

The data sets show striking differences. The “textual” data set showed clear correlations between altitude and ideas of sanctity. The region’s most important sites are all at high altitude, and 64 percent of the “textual” sites are in the three highest altitude districts: Chamoli (23 percent), Rudraprayag (23 percent), and Uttarkashi (18 percent). Four deities accounted for 80 percent of the deities in these sites: Shiva (30 percent), the Goddess (26 percent), devtas (local deities, 13 percent), and Vishnu (11 percent). Shiva and the Goddess had a significant presence in all districts, whereas the devtas and Vishnu had an inverse relationship. Uttarkashi District had an unusually high percentage of devta sites (36 percent of the whole) but no sites for Vishnu, whereas Chamoli District—home to the Badrinath temple—had a significant number of Vishnu sites (24 percent of the total), but none devoted to devtas.72

In contrast, the local map shows sharp differences for both deity location and representation. Whereas for the textual map set, higher altitudes correlated with higher site numbers, the local sites are primarily located at lower altitudes—and this makes sense, since this is where most people actually live. The three highest altitude districts had only 30 percent of the local sites—versus 64 percent in the textual data set—with far higher numbers of sites in the districts of Pauri (22 percent of the total), Dehra Dun (17 percent), Tehri Garhwal (17 percent), and Hardwar (14 percent). An even sharper difference is evident in the deity distribution, since the three largest groups are devtas (34 percent of the whole), Shiva (26 percent), and the Goddess (26 percent). The devtas’ plurality undoubtedly reflects these deities’ connection with local welfare—ensuring fertility of all kinds, protecting from disease and malignant spiritual forces, and promoting the locale’s general well-being. The devtas have a markedly stronger presence in western Garhwal, especially in the districts Page 140 →of Tehri (where they comprise 59 percent of total sites), Uttarkashi (57 percent), and Pauri (36 percent). Their numbers are smaller in Chamoli and Rudraprayag districts, perhaps reflecting the religious gravity of Kedarnath and Badrinath, as well as in Hardwar District, whose site composition corresponds more closely to that of the surrounding plains than to the hills.73


[image: Unroofed rectangular concrete courtyard leading up a tent-like enclosure containing several small statues. Multiple red, yellow, and orange scarves hang from the tent-like enclosure, and from wires strung between square concrete pillars at the courtyard boundaries.]
Figure 5.4.Bhairava temple, Ukhimath. Note the open-air construction. The scarves and banners were hung a few days earlier for Makar Sankranti, the festival marking the beginning of the sun’s northward movement and thus a major transition point during the year. Photo 2020 by the author.



These devtas show differing distributions. Some are widespread throughout the region, whereas other are more tightly clustered. The most widely spread devta is Nagaraja, a devta identified as a manifestation of Krishna who took the form of a giant snake, and whose primary temple at Sem Mukhem in western Tehri Garhwal was patronized by the Shah Dynasty to ensure regional peace and prosperity. Another pervasive devta is Bhairava, a powerful form of Shiva who commonly serves as a guardian deity for temples or sacred sites. The most common devta was simply identified as a “local” deity—which sometimes meant that I could not make a better guess based on the temple’s name. With regard to deity clusters, southeast Garhwal is strongly associated with Nanda Devi, and a cluster of sites is dedicated to her there. Mahasu devta has a cluster of sites in the region’s opposite corner, in northern Dehra Dun and western Uttarkashi districts (as well as in parts of Himachal Pradesh). Other devta clusters are toward the center—Dhaddi Ghandiyal devta sites are in southeast Tehri and northeast Pauri districts, Ghantakarna sites are prevalent on each side of the Pauri-Rudraprayag district border, and Jakh Devta sites are at high altitude places in Rudraprayag and Chamoli districts.74

Each of this chapter’s “maps” tells a different story, based on the compiler’s emphasis and priorities. This diversity illustrates their “constructed” nature—they are “fictions” (useful narratives?), revealing different ways people have conceived of this region as religiously significant. The Kedarakhand purports to highlight the entire region’s sanctity, but gives its primary attention to the northeast quadrant. The Char Dham and the “Groups of Five” center on particular site networks as the locus of holiness, and direct people to those places. The Kali Kamli Wala and Temple Committee maps each reflect their compiler’s administrative priorities, and the changes in these maps show how these priorities have changed with time. The GIS maps—one textual, one popular—tell veryPage 141 → Page 142 →different stories about the region, and reveal strikingly different priorities. The first focuses on the most important sites and the primary deities, whereas the second reflects local people’s everyday realities, and highlights the importance of the devtas as primary religious agents.

All these maps depict genuine religious understandings of the region; their differing forms arise from the differing assumptions used as starting points to draw them. The preceding chapters have explored first how narrative landscapes shape people’s images and conceptions about the region, and then how these sites can be collected into differing networks with different symbolic meanings. The next two chapters will discuss the evolution of pilgrimage in this region, from its most traditional forms to the explosion of contemporary pilgrim tourism. The watershed dividing these next two chapters is the apdaa (“catastrophe”), the 2013 flooding that ravaged the region and took countless lives.75 The apdaa was a severe trauma for the region and its inhabitants, but was also a moment of reckoning regarding the current development patterns.







chapter sixPilgrimage in the Ganga Himalaya



Introduction

It is hardly surprising that the Ganga Himalaya has a long history as a pilgrimage destination, given the density of the region’s sacred sites and their narrative richness. This region is deeply embedded as a sacred land in Hindu religious imagination, as the previous chapters clearly show. Yet as a product of imagination, these ideas about this landscape are fluid and dynamic, and subject to change based on any number of factors. This dynamism is clearly visible when one examines the development of the region’s pilgrim travel patterns in the past two centuries. The pace of this development can be likened to a landslide, in which the movement starts almost imperceptibly, becomes faster and faster as it races down the slope, and finally comes to a halt at the bottom, burying everything in its path.

In this case, that catastrophic halt was the June 2013 flooding known as the apdaa (“catastrophe”), a watershed event that divided time into “before” and “after” for those who experienced it. This chapter is set in the time “before” and “during” the apdaa, whereas the final chapter will focus on the “after.” Just as a landslide can visibly scar a mountainside Page 144 →for decades, even so the apdaa and its aftermath exposed the precarious nature of Uttarakhand’s twenty-first-century pilgrim tourism. As with any disaster, it also prompted considerable reflection on ways to identify the underlying causes, and hopefully to avoid such things in the future.



“The Celebrity of the Himalaya”

The oldest datable hints of Himalayan pilgrimage are the rock inscriptions at Devaprayag mentioned in Chapter 3, and since this site is at the junction of two rivers—the Bhagirathi and the Alakananda—it would have been a natural stopping-place along the way.1 The inscriptions themselves are quite brief, just a series of people’s names and a possible reference to “Mana,” based on which some readers have speculated that they were going to Badrinath. The Epics, puranas, and commentarial literature identify many sites in the Himalayas as places of pilgrimage, and there are occasional epigraphic attestations, as noted in Chapter 3. One might reasonably expect that pilgrim numbers would be relatively small—both because the region was thinly settled, and because the journey itself was so difficult—and yet nevertheless Himalayan pilgrimage seems to have been regular and well established.

The earliest European accounts support this inference. Father Antonio de Andrade (1624) and Father Francisco de Azevedo (1631) were Portuguese Jesuit missionaries whose efforts to establish a Catholic mission in Tibet led them to travel there via Badrinath. Andrade highlights the difficulty of the path, noting that pilgrims sometimes had to inch along clinging to the rock face for support, and that pilgrims chanted “Ye Ye Badrinate Ye Ye” throughout the journey to cheer and encourage each other. Yet despite being difficult, it seems that this path was well traveled, since he also noted that “at every favorable point along the route stood small temples, jewels of architecture, where some jogis, the well-known fanatical self-torturers, guarded the deity worshipped there” (Wessels 2008: 48). Both travelers note Badrinath’s hot springs (Wessels 2008: 51, 97), and Azevedo describes the temple as “three badly built low cottages,” in which “the best of the three contains on an altar two images of the god, one of gold and one of stone” (Wessels 2008: 96–97) (see Figure 6.1).2

Page 145 →
[image: Building façade ornately painted with geometric designs in blue, red, yellow, and white. A flight of stairs leads up to a central gateway, framed by a golden lion statue set in a niche on each side. The left and right sides each have three sets of highly painted closed double doors. In the foreground, two men carry a palanquin bearing an object covered with brightly colored silks (red, yellow, and brocade fabrics), flowers and greenery, and on top a silver crown.]
Figure 6.1.Badrinath temple gateway. The men in the foreground have brought a traveling image of a local deity (devta) in a palanquin to visit the temple; the man at left holds the deity’s silver standards. Photo 2014 by the author.



Both accounts describe Badrinath as a hub of patronage, trade, and travel. Andrade alludes to the temple’s “immense treasures offered over the course of centuries” (Wessels 2008: 51), and Azevedo writes that in the morning the deity was offered with rice with coconut, and at mid-day rice with spices (Wessels 2008: 97). All these ingredients—particularly the coconut and spices—had to brought there from a considerable distance, hinting at trade and patronage networks.3 Andrade’s observation that the “numerous” pilgrims included people from as far away as Sri Lanka and Vijayanagar highlights the historical connections between Badrinath and South India. Azevedo merely describes the annual pilgrim traffic as “considerable.” He also mentions that visitor numbers spiked every twelfth year, as had happened the previous year (1630) “when along those terrible mountain roads more than 80,000 pilgrims went thither” (Wessels 2008: 97). Azevedo did not see these pilgrims firsthand, and so one could dismiss this particular number as hyperbole, but both accounts clearly Page 146 →describe Badrinath as a well-traveled place. Furthermore, a twelfth-year pilgrim surge corresponds to the time interval associated with the Hardwar Kumbha Mela, and according to my calculations, 1630 is a likely year for that festival.4 Azevedo does not mention the name “Kumbha Mela” here in his text, but if one accepts this inference, it is one of the Kumbha Mela’s earliest references.5

Despite this testimony, even in the early nineteenth century, the area was still only thinly settled. G. W. Traill noted that British Garhwal’s only towns were Almora, Srinagar, Champawat, and Joshimath—the first three erstwhile royal capitals, and the last the winter seat for the Badrinath priests—and that “with the exception of these four places, there is not a single place that can boast of a permanent bazar, or that contains 120 houses” (Traill 1828: 146). Traill described the region’s pilgrim traffic as equally sparse:


…in ordinary years, the number of pilgrims varies from seven to ten thousand, of which however, the greater portion are Jogis and Byragis but at the Kum [Kumbha Mela] and half Kum, the numbers and receipts are proportionately greater. In 1820, the pilgrims who reached the temple, amounted to 27,000, while many thousands turned back from the fear of cholera…

(Traill 1828: 166)



Traill was writing shortly after the end of Gurkha rule, an era in which Garhwal had suffered significant impoverishment, depopulation, and social breakdown; these local factors may have depressed the pilgrim numbers that Traill reports. Still, his qualification that the “greater portion” of the ordinary visitors were “Jogis and Byragis” is significant. These are groups of renunciant ascetics—the former worshipping Shiva, the latter Vishnu—who have left normal householder life to pursue religious practices full time. One of their religious practices is celibacy, which marks them as having left family and social life behind. Another is that they do not work. Some of these groups are collectively wealthy, and their leaders can be powerful and influential, but most of the members are individually poor, and often live by begging. If (as Traill reports) most of the travelers were ascetics, then they would have been consuming local resources during their pilgrimage, rather than bringing gifts to the Page 147 →temples and providing income for the local people. As Traill notes, things were different during Hardwar’s Kumbha Melas (a “full” festival every twelve years, and a “half” Mela six years after that), when pilgrim numbers would spike dramatically. Traill ascribed the settlement of Garhwal itself as rooted in Himalayan pilgrimage, stating that “the celebrity of the Himalaya, in the Hindu Mythology, by inducing a constant resort of pilgrims, led to the gradual colonization of the country, by natives of various parts of Hindostan” (Traill 1828: 160).

As district commissioner, Traill was responsible for governing a territory that combined British Garhwal (the three modern Garhwal districts of Pauri, Rudraprayag, and Chamoli) with all of Kumaon. One of his earliest public works was a bridle path through the region—both to facilitate his own official travel, and to create infrastructure for travel and trade. To fund this road, he drew on sadabart revenue, which was revenue from lands donated to the temples in order to provide for pilgrim welfare. Sadabart funds were earmarked to provide pilgrims with basic foodstuffs (flour and lentils) along their journey, but the low pilgrim numbers at the beginning of Traill’s tenure meant that these funds had a large surplus. In using these funds for road construction, Traill was clearly overstepping his authority. Twenty years later, using these funds would have been strictly prohibited, but in the early days of British Garhwal, the district commissioner could act with relative impunity, though Traill could have claimed that this project would ease pilgrim travel to Kedarnath and Badrinath. This project also highlighted the benevolence of the colonial state—the notion that imperial rule was ultimately for the benefit of the governed.6 This foundational public works project allowed pilgrims to travel in relative ease from Rishikesh up the Alakananda Valley to Kedarnath and Badrinath. On the other hand, pilgrims traveling to Yamunotri and Gangotri crossed at Devaprayag into the Tehri princely state, where the roads seem to have been far more challenging.

With better access, pilgrim numbers steadily increased. Writing in 1896, Pauw estimated that “in ordinary years the number of pilgrims may be taken as between forty and fifty thousand, while in a year of the great fair at Hardwar the number may reach one hundred thousand” (1896: 73). One such late nineteenth-century pilgrim was Swami Vishuddhanand—better known as the Kali Kamli Wala Baba, because of Page 148 →his habit of wearing a black blanket. According to Kali Kamli Wala Trust literature, Vishuddhanand wandered throughout Uttarakhand in 1880, and was appalled both by the state of the paths to the shrines, and by the dearth of pilgrim lodging along the way. This experience prompted him to spend the rest of his life promoting better roads, bridges, and lodging facilities for Uttarakhand pilgrims, a process that the Kali Kamli Wala Trust still continues (Panchang 2013: 5).

At that time, the region was slowly developing, and the pilgrim traffic’s economic benefits were gradually increasing. Pauw mentions a series of bazaars lining the pilgrim routes to Badrinath and Kedarnath in 1896, and also notes that “the furnishing of supplies to the pilgrims who annually visit the shrine of Badrinath…is deserving of notices as one of the main sources of income of the people” (1896: 26).7 The local people’s primary income came from selling grains and other staple foodstuffs to pilgrims, but could also include supplying them with wood, vegetables, fruit, or flowers for worship, or by selling their labor to carry the pilgrims’ baggage (Pauw 1896: 26–27). In summarizing Pauw’s report, Grigg estimated that gross pilgrimage earnings were between 500,000 and 800,000 rupees per year (Pauw 1896: 4), though Pauw cautioned that the freight charges for the grain significantly reduced the net earnings. Nevertheless, the pilgrimage’s economic importance was quite clear, since Pauw listed it first among “the miscellaneous sources of income” that Garhwal’s inhabitants used to pay their land assessments.8

Based on Pauw’s estimates, pilgrim traffic increased markedly in the later nineteenth century, and one significant underlying factor was the advent of railroads, which meant that pilgrims could travel to Hardwar quickly and easily from much of the subcontinent. One attestation to these steadily growing numbers is the earliest extant route guide to Kedarnath and Badrinath, which was published in 1893, three years before Pauw’s report. Remarkably, the author was a Muslim—Deputy Collector of Garhwal Kazi Aziz Al-Din Ahmad. Ahmad had physically traveled these routes as part of his job, but for information regarding religious matters, he had consulted the Badrinath pandas at their winter home in Devaprayag. His introduction notes that he knew nothing about Garhwal when he was first posted there, but that as he learned about the region, he decided that he needed to write a guidebook. His stated goal was to Page 149 →explain clearly “all the conditions of this region, in order to forestall any potential suffering or injury from not knowing them, but [rather] so that travelers could learn about them while sitting at home” (Ahmad 1893: ii).9 He admits that he initially wondered whether it was appropriate for a Muslim to write such a guide, but upon reflection dismissed this, not only because his work’s primary intention was to benefit the region’s travelers, but also because he too was a resident of Hindustan—“though not a Hindu, certainly a Hindo” (Ahmad 1893: 2–3).10 The following section will discuss the contents of this and other early guide books at greater length.

The most detailed government report of pilgrimage in pre-modern Uttarakhand comes twenty years later. G. F. Adams, a civil servant in the Sanitation Division, surveyed the pilgrimage route in Summer 1913.11 During the previous winter, Adams and his team had visited pilgrimage sites in the plains “to enquire into the possibility of improving the sanitary arrangements at fairs and places of pilgrimages,” before embarking on what he called “in some ways the most important [pilgrimage] of all…the great pilgrimage to the shrines of Kedarnath and Badrinath (Adams 1915: 7).12 In keeping with his official brief, his report gives considerable attention to pilgrims’ lodging, water supply, and sanitation, but it also describes the route from Hardwar to the shrines, and gives brief (colonially tinged) impressions of Kedarnath and Badrinath. Since his authority was confined to British Garhwal, he did not go to Yamunotri and Gangotri, which were in the Tehri Garhwal state, though his remarks cast some light on conditions there. Given their government positions, it is hardly surprising that both Ahmad and Adams were deeply committed to the British colonial state, which Ahmad describes as “rooted in justice” (nyayashil) and “attentive to [the people’s] welfare” (shubchintak).13 They would almost surely have seen British Garhwal’s enlightened governance in sharp contrast with the Tehri state’s native king and feudal practices.



Mountain Footpaths

Contemporary travelers in Garhwal can hardly imagine how remote and unsettled this region was at the turn of the twentieth century. The pilgrimage to Kedarnath and Badrinath still followed the most traditional pattern. Railroad access ended at the Rishikesh Road station, six Page 150 →miles north of Hardwar, although many visitors would have stopped in Hardwar for a Ganges bath to bless their journey. The 14-mile road connecting Hardwar and Rishikesh had one paved section 4.5 miles long, but other than this, the region had no motorable roads (Adams 1915: 11). This meant that wealthier pilgrims could travel on horseback or by palanquin, but that most people made their journey on foot. Geography determines many aspects of mountain life, and this is particularly true for determining the routes. This has usually meant that routes run up the river valleys—though generally at higher elevation than the river, since these elevations are more stable than the land right beside the river bank—deviating from them only when the landforms made such access impossible, or when there was some significantly shorter route.14

The routes were also shaped by politics. Traill’s original bridle path ran (as one proceeds upstream) on the right side of the Ganges. This kept the route in British Garhwal, since in between Rishikesh and Rudraprayag the Ganges (and later the Alakananda) formed the border between British Garhwal and Tehri Garhwal. Traill’s original route remained the default foot pilgrim route until the construction of motorable roads, but as soon as pilgrims could perform “pilgrimage by motor” between Rishikesh and Devaprayag, that part of the foot route fell into disuse. This is because the motor road (now National Highway 7) was built on the Tehri state side of the river “by the Tehri Durbar for the convenience of pilgrims” (Baba Mani Ram 1938: 19).15 This road was later extended to Kirti Nagar—the capital city of the Tehri king Kirti Shah—where it later crossed the river to rejoin Traill’s original route.16

Foot pilgrims generally traveled around ten miles each day. The Kedarnath-Badrinath route was easy to travel because basic shelters called chattis (“roofs”), so named because they tended to have open walls, were scattered at relatively short distances along the route. Unlike the Kali Kamli Wala dharamshalas, which were funded by pious generosity, each chatti was a small business owned and managed by a local family.17 In exchange for shelter, pilgrims would buy staple foodstuffs such as rice, flour, and lentils from the chatti managers, and Adams noted that “it is an unwritten law that no one can stay at a chatti unless he buys his provisions [there]” (1915: 22).18 Chatti owners would also provide pilgrims with cooking implements and wood to prepare their meal, which meant that Page 151 →people could travel with minimal baggage, and that as long as pilgrims had money they had a widespread support network. Adams lists 129 chattis in British Garhwal (1915: 20), and in the Alakananda Valley chattis were often only a few miles apart, allowing pilgrims to travel at their own pace. Foot pilgrims’ gradual travel pace also meant that they gently diffused their small daily expenditures throughout the entire route.

In addition to the chattis, which were scattered at short distances along the Kedarnath and Badrinath routes, early twentieth-century pilgrims could also lodge at Kali Kamli dharamshalas, or to a lesser extent, at lodgings maintained by hereditary pilgrim guides (tirtha purohits). As described in greater detail in Chapter 5, the contemporary Trust map lists a network of 75 sites in Garhwal’s important places and on the routes leading up to them.19 The 1938 Kali Kamli Wala route guide lists about 75 dharamshalas on the Kedarnath-Badrinath circuit and another 60 on the Yamunotri-Gangotri circuit, but since the guide generally identifies these with the donor’s name, it is unclear how many of them were actually run by the Trust.20

In addition to sheltering pilgrims, the Kali Kamli Walas were also responsible for distributing charitable foodstuffs (sadabart) at particular spots along the way, with specific donors funding donations at particular places. Sadabart rations always included flour and lentils—most commonly a pound of the former and a quarter-pound of the latter—but could also include ghee, chilies, spices, and tea, according to the donor’s specifications. The 1938 Kali Kamli route guide lists 32 sadabart distribution points on the Kedarnath-Badrinath circuit, or about one every 13 miles.21 The listed amounts of these foodstuffs would have been sufficient for two simple meals, which meant that travelers could get basic food support for much of their journey.22 This inference is borne out by the Kali Kamli Wala guide’s cost estimates. For 300 rupees, a wealthy person could hire a palanquin (carried by four men) for round-trip transport to Yamunotri, Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath. At the other end of the spectrum, “a poor man…can perform his pilgrimage to Badrinath and Kedarnath [on foot] with his ordinary clothing and a sum of Rs. 25” (Baba Mani Ram 1938: 15). Such relatively modest expenditure was possible only because of these charitable resources.

A final lodging option—as at other pilgrimage sites throughout India—was in lodgings run by hereditary pilgrim guides (tirtha purohits, Page 152 →colloquially known as pandas). This relationship between pilgrims and pilgrim guides ran on a fictive kinship basis, in which pandas provided for their clients’ needs—material, ritual, and/or logistical—and in return received fees and gifts. This hereditary relationship was based on pilgrims’ “home” villages, with different panda lineages having exclusive rights to clients from different regions of India.23 Adams’s prejudices toward the pandas are largely consistent with colonial (and Protestant) attitudes toward “native priests.” According to Adams, “the characteristic of the panda here as elsewhere in the holy places of these provinces is his rapacity. The pilgrims must have recourse to him when performing his religious duties at the shrines and everywhere the holy man exacts his uttermost farthing” (1915: 19). Had they been asked, the pandas might have responded that they were doing their hereditary religious duty, through which they earned their rightful livelihood. Despite his clear animus, Adams admits that “many pandas proceed to Hardwar…and personally conduct the pilgrim all the way to Badrinath…where they do their best to monopolise all the accommodation available for pilgrims” (1915: 45).

These hereditary arrangements gave the pandas clear advantages, and Adams admits that pilgrims would resent any effort to change them. Yet what seems remarkable in retrospect is how few places had sufficient pilgrim traffic to support a panda presence. Adams mentions Kedarnath and Badrinath, which were British Garhwal’s primary sites. There were also smaller sites at Devaprayag (the winter home for the Badrinath pilgrims), and at Triyugi Narayan and Gaurikund, which were the staging grounds for Kedarnath. In the Tehri Garhwal state, the only places with enough traffic to support pandas were Yamunotri and Gangotri. So whereas Kali Kamli Wala dharamshalas had been built all throughout the region, panda accommodations were found only in the route’s most important places.

Although Adams claimed that Kedarnath-Badrinath pilgrims could to travel on the government road “in comparative ease” (1915: 9), circumstances were very different in Western Garhwal. Yamunotri and Gangotri were in the Tehri Garhwal princely state. This region seems to have been less developed and more sparsely settled than British Garhwal, both of which would have intensified pilgrims’ difficulties.24 Adams noted that despite its “greater claim to sanctity,” Gangotri received far fewer pilgrims than Kedarnath and Badrinath, because Gangotri pilgrims had to contend Page 153 →with “continual hardship and difficulty. Water and lodging are scarce, poisonous flies abound…coolies are almost impossible to obtain.” Not only did the road traverse “high and bleak passes,” but also it was in such poor condition that one traveler dismissed it as “not any road at all” (Adams 1915: 9). Given these difficulties, it is hardly surprising that many more travelers opted to visit only Kedarnath and Badrinath. This was not only because the road was better laid out and maintained, but also because the chattis in the Alakananda Valley provided more frequent and convenient stopping-places.

Twenty years before Adams’s report, Ahmad voiced similar warnings regarding the hardship of Gangotri pilgrimage:


There is a road to Gangotri from Rishikesh, and the travelers using it tend to be from South India. Yet the road is bad, and furthermore has no shops. This makes the trip difficult because people must carry all their own supplies…[Gangotri itself] has dharamshalas and shops, but the rest of the route has few places to stay. It is hard to describe this route more thoroughly because so few people travel on it.

(Ahmad 1893: 43)



Neither Ahmad nor Adams mentions Yamunotri—currently the least important and least visited of the Char Dham sites—but this omission might reflect their primary focus on the Kedarnath-Badrinath pilgrim route. Gangotri pilgrims would have traveled the same route as Kedarnath-Badrinath pilgrims up to Devaprayag, whereas Yamunotri pilgrims could have taken completely different access routes farther west. Sources contemporary to Adams attest that Yamunotri was a pilgrimage place, since Walton’s Gazetteer notes that “many pilgrims visit this sacred place every summer” (1910: 215). Furthermore, the Kali Kamli Walas built almost one-third of their dharamshalas on the roads leading to Yamunotri. The decision to concentrate their resources there clearly indicates that the Trust saw it as a significant priority, and suggests that the region had substantial pilgrim traffic.

It is also possible that the Trust did this construction from necessity, because the region was less developed and had fewer resources. Adams and Ahmad explicitly state this, but since both of them were colonial administrators—Adams was a sanitary commissioner, and Ahmad the Page 154 →Garhwal deputy collector—one must take their unflattering assessments with a grain of salt, since these could reflect colonial bias against native princely states. Yet despite this reasonable caution, other evidence seems to support these claims. Pilgrim route guides by Sharma (1930) and Baba Mani Ram (1938), the head of the Kali Kamli Wala Trust—neither of whom was remotely connected with colonial government—clearly indicate that the Yamunotri-Gangotri routes were less traveled and more difficult than the Kedarnath-Badrinath routes. In the Tehri kingdom, the average distance between chattis was about ten miles, versus five or fewer in British Garhwal. The kingdom’s only major town was its capital at Tehri, and the routes passed through fewer large villages. The kingdom had fewer dharamshalas and sadabarts to support pilgrims as they traveled. Furthermore, the average distance between the sadabarts on the Yamunotri-Gangotri circuit was 26 miles, twice as far as on the Kedarnath-Badrinath route. This alone would have made pilgrimage in the Tehri Garhwal kingdom more expensive and more difficult.

The guides by Sharma and the Kali Kamli Walas date from the 1930s, when roads were first being built in the region, and provide a vivid picture of pilgrimage at the end of the foot travel era. Their organization and route descriptions clearly reveal the earlier model of Garhwal’s sacred landscape. As noted in Chapter 5, the current pilgrimage paradigm—the Char Dham quartet of Yamunotri, Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath—seems to have been formed in the latter half of the twentieth century. Earlier sources described these four as two connected pairs, with Yamunotri and Gangotri on the Bhagirathi side, and Kedarnath-Badrinath on the Alakananda. Sharma and the Kali Kamli Walas both give virtually identical itineraries: first describing the direct route from Hardwar to Badrinath, and then from Hardwar to Badrinath via Kedarnath.25 These are followed by sections describing the Hardwar to Yamunotri route via Dharasu, then Hardwar to Gangotri, and finally Gangotri to Kedarnath, a connecting route that seems to have been little traveled. The route sequencing and description in these guides clearly presents Badrinath as the primary destination. They also show that even though Yamunotri and Gangotri were important in their own right, they were conceptually separate from Kedarnath and Badrinath.
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Of course, foot pilgrimage was slow and deliberate. On average, the 430-mile journey from Hardwar to Ramnagar via Kedarnath and Badrinath took six weeks (Adams 1915: 17), and the entire Char Dham circuit would take at least three months (Sharma 1930: 4), even with the help of high-altitude “shortcuts” between the primary sites.26 The pilgrims’ slow and deliberate progress would surely have generated great anticipation as they approached their destinations. They would have also been keenly aware of the journey’s perils—injury or death from exhaustion, exposure, falls, disease, or wild animals. This awareness would have also conceivably heightened their sense of fulfillment upon reaching their destinations. As mentioned above, their slow but consistent progress would also have gradually diffused the economic benefits of their visit throughout the entire route.

Although pilgrims doubtless experienced anticipation and fulfillment as they traveled, it is important not to romanticize the long and difficult journey. Pilgrims themselves seem to have valued the destination far more than the journey, and one clear sign is the way that pilgrims gravitated to the shortest possible routes—such as these high-altitude shortcuts—even when these were more difficult or dangerous. This is one reason why chattis were invariably built right beside the road. According to Adams, “Experience shows that nothing will turn the pilgrim aside the shortest distance from his path” (1915: 20), and a later section laments that “the water which the pilgrim will drink is the water he can most easily get,” even if that source was polluted and safer sources were only a little farther away (1915: 31).

Forty-odd years later, Dabral illustrated this pilgrim mindset by invoking the story of the Pandavas during their final journey into the mountains, in which they died one by one along the way. When one member of a pilgrim company died, the survivors simply kept on going. In the same way, pilgrims who fell sick, got hurt, or were simply worn down with exhaustion were often abandoned by their companions (Dabral 1961: 475–476). It is no wonder that Dabral describes pilgrims as being the most “selfish” (svarthi) of all people, since their sole focus was on completing their own journey (ibid.). Foot pilgrims’ gradual progress through the route was simply a matter of necessity, and they seemed to have little attachment or attraction to the journey itself.
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Another clear sign of the journey’s instrumental nature was pilgrims’ predominant choice for their homeward route. Pilgrims would commonly begin their journey with a Ganges bath in Hardwar, since this was the gateway to the sacred shrines, and would then travel up the Ganges Valley. Some Yamunotri pilgrims would even travel an extra 80 miles via Hardwar to Devaprayag, since the shorter “Mussourie to Dharasu route is only for those who are not very keen about the sanctity of the process of performing the Yatra by following the route along the River Ganges and visiting all the Five Prayags” (Sharma 1930: 34). The journey home was a different story, and most Badrinath pilgrims returned home by the shortest possible route. This often meant leaving the pilgrim road at Karnaprayag or Shrinagar for faster access to railheads, rather than retracing their steps down the Ganges to Hardwar. This pattern shows clear goal-directed behavior—opting for religiously preferred routes on their way toward the sacred sites, but returning home by the shortest and most convenient way.



Paths to Roads

Road construction has been one of the most obvious development markers in Uttarakhand, since better transportation infrastructure clearly improves people’s lives and livelihoods. As one might expect given the region’s geography, roads came there very slowly. As described above, Commissioner G. W. Traill’s earliest public works project was constructing a bridle path through British Garhwal to Kedarnath and Badrinath. The 1908 Imperial Gazetteer reported 1,069 miles of roads in British Garhwal, of which only one mile was paved (IGI 1908: 12.169). Writing four years later, Adams describes the road to Kedarnath and Badrinath as “a good bridle track averaging about 8 feet in width—broader in the lower sections—narrower on the higher. Pack mules can go with safety as far as Gaurikund [to Kedarnath]…and Joshimath” to Badrinath (1915: 15). He also noted that despite having a “greater claim to sanctity.” Gangotri received far fewer pilgrims, which he primarily attributed to a road whose condition was so poor that one traveler described it as “not any road at all” (Adams 1915: 9).27

Given foot pilgrims’ demonstrated antipathy for the journey itself, the profound shifts caused by the growing road network should be neither Page 157 →unexpected nor surprising. Garhwal’s twentieth-century development is inextricably connected with the road network’s gradual expansion, and the changing travel patterns that this engendered. According to the Tehri Garhwal District Gazetteer, the first proper motor road came in 1934, and connected Rishikesh and Devaprayag. In 1940, the road was extended to Kirti Nagar, which sits on the other side of the Alakananda River from Shrinagar (Uttar Pradesh District Gazetteer 1971: 118). The 1938 Kali Kamli Wala pilgrimage guide includes a brief section on “Pilgrimage by Motor,” informing readers that “a motor road constructed by the Tehri Darbar for the convenience of pilgrims” allowed them to make the 44-kilometer trip from Rishikesh to Devaprayag with ease (Baba Mani Ram 1938: 19).28 The road from Shrinagar to Chamoli on the Badrinath route opened in 1946 (Kaur 1985: 43), reached Pipalkoti by 1952 (Sankrityayan 1953: 453), and was being extended from there toward Joshimath (Sankrityayan 1953: 455). In 1951, Rahul Sankrityayan traveled by various means during his 23-day Kedarnath-Badrinath journey: first by bus from his home in Mussourie to Rudraprayag, then on foot to Chamoli via Kedarnath and Ukhimath, and then by horse to Badrinath. On his return journey, he retraced his steps to Chamoli, and then traveled by road all the way home to Mussourie.29

The road network expanded quickly. The Tirthank describes roads extending to Dharasu in the Bhagirathi Valley for Yamunotri and Gangotri, to Rudraprayag for Kedarnath, and to Joshimath for Badrinath (Poddar et al. 2012 [1957]: 50, 53). Just a few short years later, Dabral described the roads to Yamunotri, Gangotri, and Kedarnath as extending to Dangalgav (Dabral 1961: 245c), Bhatwari (1961: 224), and Gupt Kashi respectively (1961: 251), although the Badrinath road still ended at Joshimath. Dabral notes that horses were readily available for the final ascents to all four sites (29, 43, 28, and 23 miles respectively), although poorer people would have surely walked. If one combined motor transport on the existing roads with horseback travel where they ended, Dabral estimated that a Char Dham journey could be completed in three weeks, compared to three months just thirty years earlier (Sharma 1930: 4).30

Since then, the road network has steadily expanded. Badrinath was the first Char Dham site to get full road access. Badrinath sits on one of the traditional trade routes to Tibet, and the 1962 Indo–Chinese border Page 158 →conflict made this road a military necessity. The road’s final section was originally just one lane, and for many years traffic ran on a “gate system”—vehicles would depart from Joshimath and Badrinath at prearranged times, and the ascending vehicles would park at Pandukeshwar to wait for the descending vehicles to pass. The road has now been widened to two full lanes, although it needs continual maintenance in “slide-prone” areas such as Lambagarh, about twelve miles below Badrinath.

The other Char Dham sites (Yamunotri, Gangotri, and Kedarnath) had less strategic importance, and roads came to them more gradually. Gangotri became road-accessible in 1985, when a bridge spanned the Jadh Ganga gorge at Bhairon Ghati, about five miles below Gangotri; Yamunotri and Kedarnath are still not fully road-accessible. The road to Yamunotri currently extends to Janaki Chatti, whence visitors must travel another three miles on foot or horseback. Kedarnath has had a more complicated story. The road crept closer during the 1980s, coming first to Sonprayag (twelve miles distant) and then to Gaurikund (nine miles). It reverted to Sonprayag after the apdaa (“catastrophe”) flash flooding in 2103. The road has since been restored to Gaurikund, but current traffic protocols require all visitors to park their vehicles at Sonprayag, and then ride to Gaurikund on a bus or shared taxi.

Not surprisingly, the growing road network swiftly destroyed the chatti network, which was premised on pilgrims walking 10–12 miles each day over a period of six weeks to three months. The chatti network has been largely replaced by hotels in the major towns or lining the highways, but remnants of it still survive. Rampur and Sitapur—both former chattis—are popular “night halt” sites for Kedarnath pilgrims, because they are so close to the end of the road that they ensure an early start the next morning. Other former chatti sites can be identified by their names, such as Janaki Chatti and Hanuman Chatti on the way to Yamunotri, and Hanuman Chatti on the way to Badrinath. Yet only a few of the chatti sites have survived in this way, since the gentler grades needed for motor roads have largely shifted travel routes away from the traditional footpaths. In his elegy for a disappearing Uttarakhand, Dabral laments the demise of the chattis, and the consequent economic loss for their owners (1961: 582–585).Page 159 →



A Changing Landscape

The growth in the road network spurred gradual changes both in the practice of Himalayan pilgrimage, and the way in which visitors envisioned this landscape. This process began slowly and gradually, but gained momentum in the last decades of the twentieth century. Foot travel has never completely disappeared from Garhwal—many ascetics still travel on foot for religious and economic reasons, trekkers and adventure tourists enjoy walking in remote places, and since Yamunotri and Kedarnath are still not fully road-accessible, all visitors must find alternate ways to get there, which can include traveling on foot.

Yet for most visitors and for most places, roads have become the region’s essential arteries, conveying the visitors and their commerce. The road network’s expansion has made certain remote sites far more accessible, but as the network has expanded the landscape has metaphorically contracted, in that people’s attention tends to focus primarily—or even exclusively—on the apex sites, as opposed to the places “in-between.” These ‘in-between” places have become the Garhwali equivalent of “flyover states”—places through which passes to reach one’s final destination, but not deemed worthy of a stop in their own right. The logistics of Himalayan mountain travel mandate that travelers must stop for meals and overnight stays, but this creeping disregard for these intermediate sites means that they receive little importance in their own right.

This shifting landscape is visible in the changing status of various sites along the way. The process is analogous to the coming of the railroad in the western United States—towns built on the line became prosperous “railroad towns,” whereas bypassed towns slowly diminished and withered away. Examples of Garhwal sites suffering this latter fate are Budha Kedar, Triyugi Narayan, Adi Badri, and Karnaprayag. Budha Kedar was the most important stopping-place on the “shortcut” from Gangotri to Kedarnath, but with the collapse of this foot traffic route, it is now a dead-end town with an ancient and beautiful Shiva temple. Though both the Tirthank (Poddar et al. 2012 [1957]) and Dabral (1961) list the stops and the chattis on the Gangotri-Kedarnath walking route, it seems that even then pilgrims had largely abandoned this route for the longer (but faster and less arduous) motor route. In Hindu mythology Triyugi Narayan is the site for Shiva and Parvati’s marriage, and it was formerly Page 160 →the gateway to Kedarnath—it was not only the last major stop on the foot path from Gangotri, but was also on the path leading from Rudraprayag via Gupt Kashi. Yet as foot traffic dwindled and the Kedarnath motor road bypassed Triyugi Narayan, pilgrim traffic there sharply decreased. It is still road-accessible via a spur on the Kedarnath road, but going to Triyugi Narayan is now a consciously chosen side-trip, rather than a place through which one would automatically pass on the way to Kedarnath. Adi Badri (“Original Badri”) is a temple complex 15-odd miles southwest of Karnaprayag. Built between the eighth and twelfth centuries CE, its primary temple is devoted to Vishnu. It received considerable traffic in the foot pilgrimage era, because many returning Badrinath pilgrims left the pilgrim route at Karnaprayag to travel to the nearest railway stations at Kathgodam and Rampur, a route that took them directly past Adi Badri. The transition from foot to road traffic completely changed these pilgrim travel patterns. Since most Badrinath pilgrims now retrace their route down the Alakananda Valley to Hardwar, Adi Badri not only lost most of its pilgrim traffic, but also declined in status. Early twentieth-century sources consistently name Adi Badri as one of the five Badris, but contemporary sources tend to replace Adi Badri with Vrddha Badri, a site just below Joshimath that is easily accessible to travelers on the Badrinath road.31 A century ago, Karnaprayag was a major transit center for returning Badrinath pilgrims—some of whom retraced their steps down the Alakananda Valley, and others who headed south and west to the railheads. To service this traffic, the Kali Kamli Wala Trust built an unusually large dharamshala in Karnaprayag. Most travelers now pass through Karnaprayag without stopping, since it is only 2.5 hours from Joshimath and half-a-day’s journey from Badrinath, and that grand dharamshala is slowly falling into ruin.

Yet the pilgrimage landscape changes brought on by road development can also benefit sites, as at Gangnani on the Gangotri road. Although it has a temple, Gangnani’s primary attraction is its natural hot springs, whose sulfurous deposits leave white streaks on the roadside slopes. As at many other Himalayan hot springs, the waters have been channeled into bathing pools in which road-weary travelers (and their drivers) can stop for a pleasant soak. These hot springs have made Gangnani a popular stopping-place, and a cluster of hotels, restaurants, and gift shops has Page 161 →sprung up around the baths to serve this visitor traffic. Ian Reader (2005: 37) discusses similar “hot spring tourism” on the Shikoku pilgrimage circuit, in which pilgrims would interrupt their journey to relax at the Dogo hot springs. Both cases show the so-called “domestication” of pilgrimage, in which the austerity associated with the original experience is diminished by providing regular access to greater creature comforts.

The advent and placement of roads are also intimately linked with local development, for which the economic ripples spread far beyond the roads themselves. As noted in Chapter 2, Uttarakhand’s geography shapes its economic realities—much of the state lies in the high Himalayas or their foothills. The harsh terrain makes farming difficult and unproductive, and confines most industry to the three lowland districts—Hardwar and Dehra Dun in Garhwal, and Udham Singh Nagar in Kumaon. One telling index of Uttarakhand’s endemic poverty is that despite agriculture’s low returns, 75 percent of rural people described it as their primary source of livelihood (Mamgain 2004: 134).32 As in many rural economies, families cope by combining multiple income streams, including remittances from men working outside the village, which by one estimate accounts for one-third of average family income (Mamgain 2004: 19).

State government officials are well aware of these economic problems, and have tried to remedy them, but the state is also resource-poor. It has few tangible resources aside from timber and hydroelectric generation, and its primary assets are intangible aesthetic, cultural, and religious goods—relaxing “hill stations” with stunning mountain vistas, “picturesque” villages populated by traditional and “simple” villagers, and religious blessings from a host of important sacred sites. Recognizing the importance of these intangible resources, the government has sought “to develop tourism as a major source of employment and income/revenue generation and as a pivot of the economic and social development in the State” (Government of Uttarakhand Tourism Policy: 2).

Yet the state’s relative poverty means that its primary strategy to achieve this goal has been to encourage “bootstrap” capitalism based on individual risk and reward, rather than generating it through government investment. One government-sponsored development program provides low-interest loans for a person to buy a vehicle, build a building, or otherwise create an independent business.33 In some cases, this has been Page 162 →spectacularly successful. I have met various hotel owners who started by building a few rooms, invested their profits into further construction, and eventually owned large and valuable properties. Yet this grass-roots approach implicitly admits that the government has limited options. As one visitor pithily summarized, “There is no industry here. There is no agriculture. If they didn’t have tourism, they wouldn’t have anything at all.” Even as the government seeks to promote tourism as a vehicle for employment and development, the emphasis on the private sector rather than the public tends to favor larger and more established investors, who have greater capital to deploy.

Uttarakhand’s flagship tourist attraction is the Char Dham (“Four Divine Abodes”) pilgrimage circuit to Yamunotri, Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath. As noted in Chapter 5, each of these sites has an entirely independent history. Although in the footpath era some pilgrims traveled the entire circuit, at that time the four sites were more commonly understood as two linked pairs: Yamunotri-Gangotri on the Bhagirathi side of the Ganges, and Kedarnath-Badrinath on the Alakananda. The four-site circuit became the dominant model only after the developing road network made this journey feasible, and particularly after Gangotri became road-accessible in 1985. Another pivotal factor promoting the growth of the Char Dham network has been the unrest in Kashmir, which first broke out in Summer 1990, and has continued on and off since then. Kashmir’s political and social uncertainty have induced many travelers to choose Uttarakhand as an alternative hot-weather destination.34

The region’s geography means that the tourism calendar is highly seasonal. The apex temples open their doors on astrologically determined dates in late April or early May, even though the temples may or may not be easily accessible at that time, depending on the depth of the winter snowfall. The primary pilgrimage season is during the pre-monsoon heat in May and June—when the North Indian plains are scorching hot, the roads are generally passable, and school holidays encourage family travel. Traffic drops sharply during the monsoon, when landslides and road washouts make travel far less predictable. A secondary post-monsoon pilgrimage season begins in late September, when the weather cools and the skies clear, and this latter season runs into late October or early November, with the temples closing shortly after Diwali. As one finds in Page 163 →any seasonal economy, everyone is keenly aware that one’s earning time is limited—one Badrinath panda characterized it as “six good weeks” (late April to early June). All of the parties are trying to maximize their earnings during that short time window.

These large visitor numbers to the apex shrines create significant economic opportunities all through the road network, and in many cases, seasonal workers come from significant distances to take advantage of this. Many of Kedarnath’s porters come from Nepal, whereas Kedarnath’s mule wranglers tend to come from around Hardwar (Shukla). Men and boys from many Garhwali villages—that is, the men and boys not leaving to work in Hardwar or Delhi or Mumbai—leave their wives to run the households and farms in their villages to seek work in such higher-traffic, higher-opportunity areas, in the hope that their seasonal earnings can help keep their families afloat.35

Gravitating to such opportunities is only natural, just as in an earlier era the chattis—themselves small business ventures—were built right beside the footpaths. Yet this same tendency has unbalanced the state’s economic development. As tourism-related businesses became the region’s single most important source of income, this shifted the state’s primary economic activity to the major roads, which have become the region’s economic arteries. Concentrating economic activity in these narrow corridors brings considerable benefits to those in them, but does little to promote economic development in the hinterlands. It also means that any disruption in the roads or the tourist visitation patterns can cause severe economic hardship.

Whereas earlier visitors would have made their own travel and lodging arrangements, the Char Dham circuit is now most commonly done as a package tour: ten days (or so) for the full Char Dham, or eight days for three, or five days for Kedarnath-Badrinath. Visitors booking from Mumbai or Bhopal or Hyderabad can count on guaranteed accommodation and experienced local drivers to convey them over the mountain roads. Package tourists may spend only one night at each primary site—or visit these sites as a day trip—but this is often at a very reasonable price, such as one group of Gujaratis who paid Rs. 17,000 per member for a twelve-day tour in June 2013.36 One can book this experience just as one books any other holiday, and by one recent estimate, religious tours Page 164 →make up over half of India’s package tours (Vyawahare 2013b). Pilgrimage clearly came before tourism as a socially sanctioned motive for travel, and pilgrimage travel still conforms to traditional Indian cultural values far better than notions such as a “vacation.” Yet at this point, pilgrimage travel is undeniably a sub-category in the larger tourism market.



Pilgrims and Tourism

Since some segments of Indian society and culture are profoundly conservative—and thus averse to change—it is not surprising that some people are distressed by the very notion of pilgrim tourism, and describe this change using the language of having lost something precious. Writing in the early 1990s—but based on field study in the early 1980s—Kala describes the shift first from what he calls “traditional” (prachin) pilgrimage to “present-day” pilgrimage, and then finally to the “new tourism.” Kala understood “traditional” pilgrimage as a strictly religious practice undertaken by a person seeking the religious goal of final liberation (moksha). During their journey, these pilgrims took on strict precepts (niyam) and an austere code of conduct (vidhi), which will be discussed in greater detail below. “Present-day” pilgrimage is when people visit the same sacred places as traditional pilgrimage, but do so to fulfill worldly or individualized goals, and these people completely dispense with the traditional austerities. Kala’s “new tourism” involves visiting these sites for non-religious goals such as sightseeing, entertainment/diversion, mountain climbing, or experiencing the natural beauty of the hills. This last highlights individual goals and preferences, and has no strong religious motive. Kala describes this shift as having been a multi-step process. The infrastructural change of the road network brought modernization to the region. With modernization came social change, and from social change came cultural change (Kala 1992: 74–92). Although Kala clearly considers this new tourism a regrettable development, he was remarkably clear-eyed in his assessment—more than thirty years ago—that the nature of pilgrim travel in Garhwal had fundamentally shifted.

To illustrate this shift, Kala compares the reported behavior of the people he met during his fieldwork with the traditional “pilgrim” behavioral norms prescribed in the puranas and other religious texts. According Page 165 →to these texts, one should perform pilgrimage only after one has seen the futility and transience of this world, and formed the desire to escape from this. According to these texts, setting out on pilgrimage was a highly ritualized process. On the day before leaving one should fast, worship Ganesha and other deities, give gifts to Brahmins, put on reddish-colored clothing and a copper ring and bracelet, make a declaration of intent (samkalp) to perform the pilgrimage to a particular site,37 and circumambulate one’s village before returning home for the night. The next morning one should depart early. After traveling a few miles, one should take a holy bath in a pure water body, and then have one’s head shaved (for women, the haircutting was a token two to three finger widths). To obtain a pilgrimage’s full religious merit, one needed to travel on foot—traveling by horse lost all the merit, being carried by a human lost half of it, and traveling by oxcart incurred the sin of killing a cow. During their travels, pilgrims should begin their day with morning worship to Ganesh and other deities. They should also observe particular precepts governing various daily activities: where they could and could not go to the bathroom, how to maintain the sanctity of the Ganges, and to refrain from harming any plant, any living thing, or befouling any drinking water (Kale 1992: 79–81).

These regulations made pilgrimage an austere and highly disciplined practice, in which one’s daily activities were intentionally tinged with worship. It is thus hardly surprising that Kala thought so little of his field respondents, who rode buses and cars to the holy sites, who sought out comfortable hotels with attached bathrooms, wore western clothes, and wanted to eat tasty and interesting meals. The better ones went to the temples, but the worst were merely sightseers. Given this behavioral disparity, it is hardly surprising that Kala considered contemporary pilgrimage a pale imitation of what it had formerly been. He also describes people as less religious in this current age, simply because they traveled in vehicles for pilgrimage and desired modern conveniences (1992: 108).

What we see in this judgment is a common fallacy—namely, conflating actual human behavior with the prescriptions laid out in classical texts. Such a comparison patently ignores the nature of these texts, which did not describe things as they actually were, but rather as their compilers—an elite group of Brahmin male scholars—thought things should be. Page 166 →These texts are prescriptive, not descriptive, and reflect a small, in-group scholarly conversation. There is little indication that these so-called “prescriptions” were ever widely followed, or that pilgrims even knew that they existed, or that they would have bothered to follow them had they known. One strong piece of evidence supporting this judgment is how swiftly the railway networks transformed Indian pilgrimage in the nineteenth century. Railways allowed people to travel long distances quickly and in relative comfort, and trains rapidly became central to pilgrim travel, despite the “official” prohibition on using any vehicle. The same is true for the advent of the road network to Garhwal, after which the footpath network quickly fell into disuse. In both cases, people’s actual actions showed that these “religiously correct” ways to do a pilgrimage were analogous to an academic faculty argument—that is, something about which some academics might care deeply and argue strenuously, but about which outsiders had little interest or concern.

Nevertheless, one recurring theme in theoretical pilgrimage literature is the desire to distinguish “pilgrims” from “tourists”: the former drawn to a place by religious motives, and the latter for leisure/enjoyment.38 I do not wish to play this game, for several reasons. First, this is a question of semantics and definitions—that is, the definitions form the categories. Yet even though such sharply defined categories are fine for theorizing, they are often less than helpful for understanding actual humans, and their often-inconsistent behavior. It seems perfectly reasonable to suppose that many visitors would fall somewhere in between these two ideal types, and that there would be a spectrum of practice between them.39 Second, I prefer to prioritize people’s own understandings of their behavior over theory. The simplest way to discover people’s thoughts and motives is to ask them—and then to correlate those responses with what they actually do, since people’s responses may reflect many other factors. Yet if people have identified themselves as pilgrims and their journey as a pilgrimage—as many people I have encountered would—then it seems presumptuous to deny them that status based on abstract theoretical categories.40

Another objection is that such sharply defined categories tend to be culturally relative, and thus ignore what I would call “regional modernity.” Regional modernity is the notion that all cultures experience modernity differently, because each culture’s present is built upon the layers of its Page 167 →past.41 The United States and Japan and India may all have similar sorts of technology, but the way(s) in which it is used and the social structures within which it is used will be different. This is because in each case that technology has been embedded in a pre-existing cultural matrix. This relativism makes it problematic to codify hard and fast conceptual distinctions—in this case, between pilgrims and tourists—because the categories in one culture may not necessarily be valid in another. As Aukland notes, much of India’s domestic tourism clearly falls between the “pilgrim” and “tourist” categories, since it increasingly incorporates tourist interests and activities, but has retained its overall religious profile (Aukland 2017: 295). Site descriptions may be updated to emphasize their picturesque qualities as well as their religious importance, but the religious language still predominates, and is still an important factor for many visitors (2017: 293).

My final objection to such distinctions is practical. Whatever people’s motives may be for choosing one particular itinerary rather than another, the logistics supporting that itinerary—hotels, restaurants, transport, and guides—are the same for “pilgrims” as for people in any other tourism sector. Religious goals may provide travelers with a particular rationale for their journey, but a hotel bed is agnostic on the sleeper’s motives. So although one might call these people “pilgrim tourists,” based on their type of destination, here the word “pilgrim” is an adjective, indicating a particular type of tourism in the larger tourism market. One might also note, as Ian Reader has mentioned, that in providing visitors with a holiday experience—even a religiously-themed one—Uttarakhand’s temples are competing for business not just with other pilgrimage sites and religious places, but with every other possible holiday destination (Reader 2014: 188–192).42

In priming pilgrims to choose these particular holidays, sites deploy what Reader has called “vocabularies of motive” (2014: 90, quoting Mills 1940)—that is, reasons why people might be induced to choose this particular thing—or to put it another way, marketing strategies. Promotional materials for Hindu pilgrimage sites openly advertise “holiness” as a benefit available at those places, and these sort of claims have a long history.43 Many people raised in a Western Christian context might see this language of selling the holy as blasphemous, but such claims reflect the Page 168 →transactional manner in which Hindus typically interact with their divinities. Hindu worship typically begins with darshan (“auspicious mutual seeing”), in which deity and devotee exchange glances. It then moves to the devotee making offerings to the deity, and receiving prasad (sanctified material, most commonly food for consumption) as a sign of the deity’s grace. Both interactions involve a mutual exchange, in which each party gives something to the other, and receives something in return.

Yet just because visitors may self-identify as “pilgrims” does not preclude them from being unapologetically avid consumers. Many are willing to spend more money to ensure a more comfortable stay, such as a better hotel room. A more telling example is that despite the added cost, 70 percent of Kedarnath’s visitors in 2016 traveled there by helicopter (Sharma 2016).44 Visitors also spend to obtain particular sorts of religious experiences: merchandise such as pictures and souvenirs, sacred objects such as rudrakshas and shaligrams, special darshans outside of normal temple hours, and special pujas and other rituals.45 Even when the visitors see the purpose of their trip as religious, many are willing to spend extra money to make it more comfortable and easy, or to gain access to special features.46

In keeping with the demands of the market, visitors’ desires and preferences help to determine the nature and quality of the available experiences. A century ago, visitors to Garhwal stayed in basic accommodations, cooked their own simple food, and stoically endured diminished creature comforts. This was because those were the only possible choices at that time, and things have changed considerably since then. According to Sankrityayan, even in the early 1950s some chattis on the Badrinath road were serving ready-made meals, although others had only sweets and tea (1953: 457).47 During Kala’s fieldwork thirty-odd years later, this trend was far more prevalent. Almost all the visitors ate ready-made food rather than cooking their own, and hotels had become the most common places to stay, rather than chattis or dharamshalas (Kala 1992: 106–107).48 This trend has only intensified in the recent past. Pilgrims in Garhwal can now obtain—and in many cases, actually demand—rooms with attached bath, in-room hot water, and cuisines from Indian to continental to Chinese. As lodging and eating options gradually become more upscale because of this demand, the places offering these amenities not only draw greater Page 169 →traffic, but they can also charge higher prices. One could describe this as the “domestication” of pilgrimage, in which formerly unpredictable and uncomfortable elements have been removed or mitigated (Reader 2014: 193). It also surely reflects hedonic adaptation resulting from contemporary India’s generally rising prosperity—namely, that having become used to certain types of everyday amenities, people desire to have them while traveling as well.49 Pilgrim travel in Garhwal is now inextricably connected with tourism, and for many Indians this has become a particular type of attractive holiday experience.



An Avalanche of Tourism

Visitor numbers posted by the Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee clearly show a dramatic surge in the first decades of the twenty-first century. Whereas before 2000, pilgrim numbers had remained stable at around half-a-million per year, within ten years these numbers had tripled. As Whitmore notes, this explosive growth coincides with the formation of Uttaranchal (later renamed Uttarakhand) as an independent state in the Indian union (2018: 52). This correlation is neither accidental nor incidental. The Uttarakhand state government has aggressively promoted pilgrimage to these sites because this is one of its primary fungible resources. Aside from some timber and hydroelectricity—for which the state has been building dams at a feverish pace—the state’s primary fungible assets are intangible aesthetic, cultural, and religious experiences. Uttarakhand’s pilgrimage economy ran on a simple premise: “More visitors, more money.” For a while, this was spectacularly successful, as the steadily rising visitor numbers at Kedarnath and Badrinath clearly show. The rising numbers at Kedarnath and Badrinath were mirrored in trends for the whole state, jumping from 10 million visitors in 2001 to an estimated 30 million in 2010 (Vyawahare 2013b) (see Chart 6.1).50


[image: Line chart showing annual pilgrim numbers between 1990 and 2014. One line shows visitor numbers for Kedarnath, another visitor numbers for Badrinath, and a third line shows the combined total of these two.]
Chart 6.1.Kedarnath/Badrinath Visitor Numbers, 1990–2014.51



This visitor surge generated explosive growth. Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath all experienced building booms. Each site reportedly had thousands of available beds—many of them aimed toward a higher-end, better-heeled clientele—whose occupants also needed meals, snacks, souvenirs, religious blessings, and onward transportation. Such rapid growth also came with high environmental costs in these fragile high-altitude Page 170 →ecosystems: water pollution caused by inadequate (or nonexistent) sewage infrastructure, ever-growing mounds of trash, deforestation to provide fuel, and general environmental degradation caused by high visitor numbers.52 Furthermore, this model concentrated most of the state’s development on the roads leading to these apex sites, and one persistent problem was that the development benefits were highly localized, since these economic “arteries” had virtually no capillaries. Since the primary business opportunities were “drive-by,” business owners sought to build as close as possible to the roads, whether or not those building sites were suitable. Finally, given the desire to open for business as quickly as possible, in many cases construction decisions prioritized speed over structural integrity.

The Achilles heel for this business model was that it required a reliable transportation network, or at least one that could be quickly repaired. That road network conveys visitors from one site to the next, and these routes often require people to retrace their steps for significant distances. When the road network is sound, completing a Char Dham circuit takes just ten days. This is half as long as Dabral’s three-week estimate from 1961, and just a fraction of the three months needed thirty years before that. The road network also ensures an unbroken supply chain to the apex sites, Page 171 →since these places produce virtually nothing beyond religious blessings. Just about everything needed to feed, house, serve, and entertain these visitors must be transported up miles and miles of winding mountain roads.

Even in the best of circumstances, by the twenty-first century’s second decade, this road network was clearly stretched beyond capacity. As affluent pilgrims increasingly drove their personal cars the number of vehicles on the road surged, and one predictable outcome was massive traffic snarls. In June 2013, it took my party almost four hours to travel just 6 km from Sitapur to Gaurikund, and a local hotel owner reported that in 2009, it had taken some people 18 hours to drive the 30 kilometers from Gupt Kashi to Gaurikund (Chauhan, D. S. 2013). Such crowds cause congestion even after the roads have ended—in 2013, the footpath to Kedarnath was so clogged with horses and pedestrians that it was difficult (and unpleasant) to walk on, and large pilgrim crowds made it difficult for people to get into the Kedarnath temple. In certain cases, crowd numbers have induced temples to truncate or omit certain traditional practices, in order to move people through the sanctum more quickly.53

Although things may function reasonably well in the best of circumstances, Himalayan roads are often suboptimal. As noted in Chapter 2, mountains are surprisingly fragile. This is especially true when disturbed by human activities such building roads, dams, and even houses. Roads in the Himalayas are notoriously unstable, particularly during the monsoon, when rushing water can quickly undermine and collapse a road, or cause a landslide that covers it. Under normal circumstances, such washouts delay traffic but do not seriously disrupt it, because the Border Roads Organization can usually clear the blockage or repair the road relatively quickly.

Rainwater and steep terrain make these roads inherently unstable. Yet four human-related factors have increased this instability: 1) increasing deforestation has intensified runoff and heightened erosion, 2) roads have been built in seismically vulnerable locations, 3) many roads have inadequate or blocked drainage, and 4) new roads are often built on the disturbed soil from a previous washout, because this is easier and less expensive than relocating it on bedrock (Pandit 2013). Any one of these factors would substantially increase the risk for future road problems, but when all four are combined, future problems not just possible, but virtually certain.Page 172 →



The Reckoning

To summarize Uttarakhand’s explosive growth in the early twenty-first century: a hauntingly beautiful but chronically poor state promoted mass tourism to generate income and development. Its flagship tourism offering, the Char Dham pilgrimage, was premised on moving large numbers of people over narrow and unstable roads to remote and ecologically sensitive sites, during a few relatively brief periods each year. Visitor demand focused entrepreneurial activity primarily on and around these roads. There were warning signs that the system was being taxed beyond its capacity, but as long as this model continued to function, however tenuously, most people were willing to turn a blind eye to potential problems.

To be sure, different groups of people ignored these warning signs for differing reasons. Many locals were primarily motivated by their economic concerns—even if such unsustainable practices ran counter to their long-term interests, these sorts of worries are a luxury that poor people simply cannot afford. Since the peak earning periods are so limited, this sparks greater urgency to seize every possible opportunity. For outside investors whose primary goal was profit, this disregard reflects an extractive attitude toward the region—a mindset that reflects earlier colonial attitudes—in which human relationships to the environment are “characterized by a sense of often short-term instrumentality” (Whitmore 2018: 89).

Attitudes regarding the region’s timber reserves give the clearest historical example of this latter trend. For the past 150 years, forests have been treated as state property—regardless of whether the state government was British colonial, Indian princely, or post-independence Indian—as discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3. Attitudes toward Uttarakhand’s rivers show a similar pattern, as these have been dammed and channeled for irrigation and electrical generation—most prominently in the case of the Tehri Dam, which has had pernicious effects on the local environment. In both cases, the people living in Garhwal provided resources for people living outside the region, often “in ways that were profoundly disadvantageous” to Garhwalis (Whitmore 2018b: 89).54

This same pattern of privileging outsiders over locals has also operated with regard to the state’s intangible assets—that is, aesthetic, cultural, and religious experiences. Although surging tourist numbers generated a great deal of money, much of that money was pocketed by outsiders Page 173 →such as travel agents, transport companies, and hotel owners. Locals may have worked in the tourism operations, but since many tour owners and operators do not live in the hills, these tourism earnings had limited utility for the region’s development. Yet despite its obvious disadvantages, people continued to hold to the existing model. As long as the annual yatri (“pilgrim/traveler”) numbers kept increasing, people continued to expand their capacity to serve them—often on borrowed money, since this was a calculated business risk. People bought cars and buses to transport these visitors, continued to build hotels and restaurants with the desirable higher-end facilities, and in general behaved as if these numbers would never stop increasing. In a traditional Greek tragedy, the audience would have recognized such certainty as a sign of hubris—that is, human beings challenging the gods—and awaited the unavoidable reckoning.

That reckoning was sharp and definitive. In June 2013, Uttarakhand’s “pre-monsoon” showers arrived a month earlier than usual, and they were unusually heavy. These rains reached a crescendo on June 15–16, when some recording stations logged over 14 inches of rain in a 48-hour period (Ramachandran 2013: 29). The relatively warmer rainfall hastened glacial melting, and the resulting runoff unleashed flooding throughout Garhwal that one news source described as a “Rudratandav” (The Hindu 2013)—that is, the god Shiva’s cosmic dance of destruction. Thousands of people died outright, although mortality numbers are difficult to ascertain. There were no reliable records of how many people were in Kedarnath, and many bodies were either buried by debris, or simply washed away. Roads and bridges washed out throughout Garhwal, stranding more than 100,000 visitors, some of whom waited for more than a week for rescue. Global climate change may have been a contributing factor for bringing such heavy and unseasonable rain, but another factor behind the disaster was the region’s uncontrolled and unregulated development, which promoted unsustainable and potentially dangerous practices. As one commentator noted, “the present Himalayan disaster was triggered by natural events, but the catastrophe is man-made” (Pandit 2013).

Kedarnath and the upper Mandakini Valley suffered the worst damage, ravaged first by flooding from the rains on the night of June 15, and then by a glacial lake outburst flood (GLOF) from the Chorabari Tal above Kedarnath around seven a.m. the next morning (see Figure 6.2). Page 174 →The latter sent a nine-foot wall of water studded with glacial debris coursing through the town. It flattened some buildings outright, swept others away, and deposited boulders the size of washing machines and refrigerators throughout the town. As the flood waters coursed down the valley, they utterly erased Rambara village, which was built close to the river, and wreaked havoc in every riverside town all the way to Rudraprayag, about 60 miles downstream. Even more than a year later, the hillsides in the upper Mandakini Valley had a sharp distinction between the lush green of their normal ground cover, and sections below that the flooding had scoured down to bare stone.


[image: Narrow pathway leading through open space in a town to a building with a high tower in the back and snow-capped peaks in the background. Large boulders and damaged buildings litter each side of the path. Landscape scars indicating flash flood channels are visible on the hillside at the upper left.]
Figure 6.2.Kedarnath Town, post-apdaa. The scarring on the hillside at the upper left shows the path of the Glacial Outburst Flooding (GLOF), which deposited the boulders in the foreground after destroying the buildings lining the street leading up to the temple. Photo 2014 by the author.



Surprisingly—many would say miraculously—the Kedarnath temple was largely undamaged, despite being in the flood’s direct path. The temple stands on higher and firmer ground than the marshy soils in the rest of the town, and has more robust construction than most of the surrounding buildings—metal pins secure each block in the temple wall to Page 175 →the blocks above and below it, somewhat like the locking design of a Lego set. Yet the primary reason for the temple’s minimal damage was that the debris flow lodged an enormous boulder directly behind the temple, and this largely served to divert the floodwaters around it. This was quickly deemed a miracle revealing Shiva’s desire to preserve the temple, and the “Bhima-stone”—named after the second Pandava brother, who was renowned for his size and strength—quickly became an object of worship in its own right (see Figure 6.3).55


[image: Two-story stone tower with a decorative wood and metal cap fronted by a large rectangular-shaped boulder. Smaller boulders lie piled in the foreground. Other buildings are visible at left.]
Figure 6.3.Rear view of the Kedarnath Temple and the Bhima Shila stone. Photo 2014 by the author.



I was almost part of that story. I was traveling in Garhwal in June 2013 with my daughter and several companions, and we “came down” to Hardwar on June 14, the day before these rains began. As I watched Sunday-morning footage news of collapsing buildings and washed-out roads, we realized that we had narrowly escaped. A Hardwar friend pronounced me bhagyashali (“blessed” or “lucky”), and though this was certainly true, one of the reasons we had returned two days early was my awareness—based on previous delays in Garhwal—that travel in the hills Page 176 →could be subject to disruption, and that one needed to budget in extra time to allow for potential delays. Our bus ride down was uneventful, though hot and cramped, but had we planned to depart two days later, things would have been very different.

In the disaster’s immediate aftermath, media attention prioritized the efforts to rescue the stranded pilgrims and to account for the dead. Traumatized survivors described seeing people swept away before their eyes, but this was only the beginning of their ordeal. Most people who had rushed to safety had nothing more than the clothes they were wearing, and then had to contend for days with incessant rains, near-freezing temperatures, limited food, water, and shelter, and a near-complete breakdown of social norms. The state government’s initial relief efforts were slow and disorganized, though in fairness, the authorities had to contend with these same difficult conditions. Relief efforts became more efficient after they were put under military control, but despite this, many survivors waited a full week to be rescued. Given these conditions, it is hardly surprising that some of the most vulnerable survivors—the old, the sick, and the injured—died before they could be rescued. Nor is it surprising that many “locals”—who perhaps understood the gravity of the situation with greater clarity—decided not to wait for the helicopters. They gathered whatever supplies they could find and walked out through the adjoining valleys, in some cases leading others to safety (Whitmore 2018: 151–152).

The apdaa was a defining moment in Garhwal—one of those events that divides perceptions of time into “before” and “after.” In a single day, these floods exposed the prevalent tourism model’s critical vulnerability—it was premised on roads that were either passable or quickly fixable. Under normal circumstances, the Border Roads Organization can unblock a road in a day or two, but such profound destruction was clearly another matter—indeed, some road links were still tenuous even a year later. Events this significant prompt reflection, introspection, and questions. One such question was “What would be the optimal solution to the region’s very real and seemingly intractable problems—patchy development, local needs, and an increasingly fragile environment?” Added to this is the corollary “What are the chances that this best option might become a reality?” The next chapter will address these.







chapter sevenThe Dev Bhumi in the Twenty-first Century



After the Deluge

The apdaa caused profound trauma. In the immediate aftermath, media attention understandably focused on the plight of the survivors, and the efforts to rescue them. Survivors struggled with the physical hardships of cold, hunger, and fatigue, but also the emotional trauma caused by the deaths of family and companions. This crisis caused a breakdown in social order that evoked both selfish and selfless responses in seemingly equal measure.1 In the ensuing weeks, people frantically sought missing family and companions through a “person-finder” app released by Google, or the more common method of posting photocopied notices. Many relatives traveled to Dehra Dun to be closer to the government offices that were overseeing the relief efforts. Such a sudden traumatic loss leaves a void that is difficult to fill, but as the days and weeks passed, people gradually returned to their homes, and attempted to get on with their lives.
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For many Garhwalis, of course, this was not an option. They had suffered the same trauma as the other survivors, with the added trauma that they were already home, and in many cases their homes had been lost or destroyed. As Whitmore notes, Garhwalis are used to living with uncertainty and precariousness—it is the price of admission for living in a region prone to floods, landslides, and earthquakes (2018a: 99). These same things have made Garhwalis strong and resilient. Their awareness of potential danger was also very different from that of many visitors, since most of the latter had never imagined that their holidays could be so suddenly and catastrophically interrupted. Media coverage of their woes shattered consumer desire for an Uttarakhand holiday, and a wave of cancellations shut down tourism throughout the state, even in places such as Mussourie that were accessible and undamaged. The 2013 season had been on pace for a record-breaking 800,000 visitors to Kedarnath and Badrinath, but for the rest of the season pilgrim arrivals fell to virtually zero. In 2014, the Char Dham sites had been reopened and the roads largely repaired, but pilgrim numbers barely exceeded an abysmal 200,000. The situation was so dire that the state government bought TV ad time so that then-Chief Minister Harish Rawat could assure viewers that an Uttarakhand holiday was perfectly safe.

This diminished traffic was an economic catastrophe for both the state and the people. In October 2014, I heard harrowing stories by apdaa survivors, but the more pervasive concern was the apdaa’s ongoing effects: unemployment, economic hardship, and debt. When one’s business model has been “More people, more money,” then by that same logic no people means…no money, and this affected the entire state. The drop in tourist arrivals forced many businesses to close, since they had no money to pay their staff, and the staff members—some of whom had come from remote villages—had to return home virtually penniless. Seasonal wages from the pilgrimage trade had traditionally helped to keep many local families solvent, and losing these spurred many men to migrate and seek work elsewhere. Several districts in Uttarakhand have had negative population growth—reflecting the lack of economic opportunity there—and depopulated “ghost villages” are a steadily growing phenomenon (Kapur 2015).2 A final troubling trend has been the increasing rates of land sales to outsiders—as vacation or holiday homes for plains dwellers, and for the locals, the final act of dispossession.3
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As a development strategy, mass tourism is like a seductive drug—it brings short-term pleasure, long-term problems, and creates dependencies that make it difficult to kick. The Char Dham circuit has generated significant revenue, but it has significant vulnerabilities as a tourism model: it is highly seasonal, it depends on a fragile and tenuous road network, around which most of the development concentrates, and its primary focus on a few remote pilgrimage sites has meant that visitor traffic to those places has caused significant environmental stress for those sites. Perhaps most significantly, visitor demand for this product is highly volatile, and constricts with any perception of danger. As but one example, news coverage of forest fires in Uttarakhand significantly depressed visitor demand during the 2016 season, even though the fires were limited to a relatively small area (Modi 2016; Mantri 2016).

Timely rains quelled the fire danger that year, but two catastrophic threats are always present. First, the entire state lies in an active earthquake zone. Not only does the region have a history of severe earthquakes, but according to one British geology professor, “large parts of the Himalayas are overdue for a large earthquake” (Bhatt 2013).4 The second pervasive threat is climate change. If the models are correct, the number and intensity of extreme weather events will probably increase. This could mean that the apdaa’s catastrophic flooding could recur sooner rather than later. Any such catastrophic event would immediately constrict pilgrim arrivals, with dire economic results. In the 2025 pilgrimage season, catastrophic flooding in Dharali (Singh 2025) and Chamoli (Sethi 2025b) subsequently reduced pilgrim traffic to Gangotri and Badrinath, whereas flooding in Dehra Dun (Sethi 2025a) showed that this was a threat even in the plains districts.

Even beyond the threat of extreme weather, climate change is already damaging hill ecology. Warmer temperatures support the growth of invasive chir pines. These are gradually replacing oaks, which are the local ecology’s keystone plant species—providing people and animals with food, fodder, and timber, but also replenishing mountain springs through their deep root systems (Sati n.d.: 111).5 Mountain lakes are shrinking as the springs that feed them slowly fail, and people summering in “hill stations” such as Nainital now need to use more ceiling fans and wear fewer woolens than in the past. (Tripathi 2016).
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Few of the people with whom I talked in 2014 were certain regarding the best solution to these problems, but everyone was unhappy with the general state of affairs. As Whitmore eloquently notes (2018b: 170–171), for many paharis (“hill people”) this dissatisfaction reflected a deeply felt sense of betrayal by the Uttarakhand State government. This feeling stemmed partly from the government’s initially sluggish response to the disaster, and the protracted compensation process that came after that. Bureaucracies tend to move slowly, and in fairness to the government, the disaster was so profound that it would have been difficult to fix quickly. At a deeper level, however, this sense of betrayal reflected shattered dreams for regional autonomy. Paharis had sought an independent state based on the conviction that governments in the “plains” were less interested in developing the region to benefit hill people than they were in seeking to extract its resources for their own benefit. Yet now these same paharis were struggling with yet another “plains” government—this time in Dehra Dun rather than Lucknow—whose unsustainable development program was clearly damaging to the hill regions. To be sure, many of those paharis had been willing accomplices in this process—in part because of economic imperatives—but in the end, it was the “locals” who were left high and dry.

In the apdaa’s immediate aftermath, the most pressing question for many was “What next?” I found myself pondering this same question. Before the apdaa, everyone knew that Garhwal’s mass tourism was both dysfunctional and unsustainable. Yet even though dysfunctional patterns may incur high costs, they can still generate significant economic benefits. Mass tourism has been a cornerstone of the state’s economy and for some people has been highly lucrative, but it has had only limited success as a long-term grass-roots development vehicle. Yet because this mass tourism came about in response to powerful local needs—economic necessity and regional underdevelopment—no one was quite sure how to live without it. As with many cases in which people are stuck in dysfunctional patterns, what was ultimately needed was a better pattern. Pahari people have historically been resilient and adaptive, and this has allowed them to carve out a livelihood in a harsh and unforgiving environment. These same qualities would be needed going forward, since it was not at all clear what that a “better pattern” might be. As much as some people Page 181 →may have wanted to pivot to promote a more sustainable development strategy, for many local people this was not a viable option, given the ground-level economic realities in which they needed immediate and short-term earnings.



How Could Things Be Different?

In the same way as the residents, the region’s visitors have remained locked into these previous patterns, since their predominant motive to visit was the region’s religious attractions. “Pilgrimage” has historically provided a socially commendable motive for travel, and fits with the Indian cultural past far better than ideas such as “vacation” or “leisure tourism.”6 Yet in this era, pilgrimage is clearly a sub-category of the larger tourism market, and its logistical components—hotels, transport, restaurants, travel agents—are more or less identical to any other tourism sector. This is why one can ascribe low visitor numbers in 2013–14 to “a loss of consumer confidence”—pilgrims are themselves clearly consumers. Some traditional figures are deeply uncomfortable with this notion—Shankaracharya Swaroopanand Saraswati blamed the Kedarnath disaster on people coming to Uttarakhand “for enjoyment, picnic and honeymoon” (Zee News 2016)7—but for many visitors, pilgrim travel has become a particular type of a holiday experience. Whereas traditional pilgrimage often had hardship, danger, and uncertainty, this domesticated version minimizes or removes these, in the same way as a domesticated animal usually poses little threat to human well-being. This can help to explain why the apdaa events so profoundly disturbed the visitors. They had almost certainly heard stories from the past of pilgrimage being difficult and dangerous, but had never dreamed that they would get to experience it first-hand.

As noted in the previous chapter, modern pilgrims are avid consumers. Such consumption begins with buying the tours themselves—tours that come at many different comfort and luxury levels—and continues in their choices regarding merchandise and services on site. Some pilgrims remain decidedly down market, but the most desirable clientele is more than willing to pay extra for luxury or special facilities. Yet does this willingness necessarily entail—as Kala and others might claim—that these people have become less religious (1992: 108)? People may romanticize Page 182 →past hardships as a token of a simpler and purer time, but the stark truth is that earlier pilgrims endured these hardships because they had no other choice. Before the road came to Badrinath, people walked to Badrinath. Before Gangotri became road-accessible with the bridge at Bhairon Ghat, people traveled the final stage on horse or by foot. Before helicopter service to Kedarnath, people came by road to Gaurikund, and then traveled by foot, mule, or porter. Everybody did these things, because it was the only way to do them. Once conveniences such as helicopters became available, visitors may opt not to use them, but this would probably reflect considerations such as cost or safety concerns—that is, consumer behaviors—rather than the desire to maintain a “purer” religious experience. More than a century earlier, Adams noted pilgrims’ single-minded focus on their goal, which clearly showed that pilgrims prioritized the destination rather than the journey. Visitors have consistently gravitated toward faster and less difficult means of travel. Idealized religious models glorifying difficulty and suffering are simply that—romanticized ideals, which people may approve for those in the past, but which few would choose for themselves in the present.8

This is not to say that nothing has changed. Indeed, domesticating pilgrimage and subsuming it into the larger category of holiday experiences has profoundly changed certain aspects of pilgrimage. At the very least, the current ease of access and the greater convenience have greatly boosted visitor numbers. They have also made the trip possible for many people (e.g., elderly, infirm, or disabled) who would have previously been excluded. This increased accessibility has created new dangers of its own. Heart attacks caused by the abrupt altitude change have spiked among Kedarnath helicopter passengers, prompting recommendations for pilgrims to consult with their doctors before the trip (Business Standard 2019). Given the region’s remoteness and the landscape’s inherent instability, bringing young children there seems a calculated risk. Yet these worries have been largely left unaddressed, because of the continuing need to attract visitors.

For the providers, the local forces are far more pressing. Even though they recognize the dysfunction and shortcomings of the current tourism pattern, local individuals, religious institutions, and state government remain invested in this because they are desperate for the revenue that it Page 183 →generates. By one 2013 estimate, 25 percent of the state’s total GNP came from “meals, trade, and hotels” (Vyawahare 2013a), and more recent estimates are even higher. One benefit of selling intangible things such as beautiful scenery and religious blessings—that is, selling experiences—is these are always available. The potential downside is that their value completely depends on demand. All commodities lose value as they become less desirable, but a tangible inventory retains value in a very different way. The pilgrimage/tourism providers are acutely aware of these market forces, since they routinely adjust prices based on potential spikes in demand, such as for festival days.

How can governments (and others) generate and manage consumer demand? Three possible dimensions that can affect this are visitor numbers, visitor behaviors, and overall infrastructural development—and changing any one of them will change the overall visitor experience. One possible strategy to stimulate demand would be to limit access. From a purely economic perspective this could be beneficial, since with more limited access, the sellers could charge higher rates—a “Low Volume, High Value” model. The apex sites now ostensibly have “restrictions” on daily pilgrim numbers, but the numbers are far too high to protect those environments, and given their religious importance, sharp restrictions on these sites would be deeply unpopular.9 These restrictions have happened in certain special cases, such as the trekking corridor between Gangotri and Gaumukh. To conserve this fragile environment, the state government designated the region as Gangotri National Park, and instituted a permit system that limited visitor access—which had previously been completely unregulated—to 150 people per day.10 Since the only people living in that region were seasonal pastoralists, this mandate affected very few people’s livelihood. Yet in any populated area, locals would surely oppose such measures tooth and nail, regardless of the environmental danger. Given the predominant paradigm—“more people, more money”— fewer customers would mean lower earnings.

Controversies during Kedarnath’s reconstruction highlighted tensions between government regulation and local elites. The authorities wanted “smarter” development that would be in tune with local environmental needs, and one facet of this was the proposal to ban construction in the area near the temple. For their part, the locals wanted to repair or Page 184 →rebuild their damaged structures, particularly those close to the temple, since such proximity makes these buildings more valuable. Even though both parties agreed that the site needed redeveloping, they had very different understandings about what this meant and how to do it.

Even if one could limit access to temple sites fairly and transparently, this would be profoundly unpopular. Current visitors span the economic spectrum. Higher-end customers are more desirable to locals, since they bring in significantly more money, and the market has tilted to attract them by developing more upscale and expensive facilities. Market forces may promote a climate that disadvantages the poor, but overt attempts to limit their access would be politically damaging. Pilgrimage has historically been a leveling force in Indian society, since most people had equal access to these sites.11 Attempts to limit this would transgress deeply held cultural notions of equal access to the sacred.12 Finally, despite India’s profound social changes in the past half-century, policies that overtly disadvantage poor people are still a political third rail, that politicians avoid whenever possible.

Some elements of tourist behavior were discussed above. Many visitors choose to come to pilgrimage sites because this carries cultural validation as a worthwhile activity. This is different from the idea of a holiday vacation, which is both relatively new to India and still carries overtones of being culturally alien.13 Yet as India’s middle class has grown more affluent and more comfortable, many travelers readily seek out higher-end, more comfortable facilities, when these are available. They are generally willing to put up with hardships when there is no other alternative, but as pilgrimage has become domesticated, virtually no one intentionally seeks out difficulty. Some pilgrim behaviors can be modified by enacting rules, such as banning single-use plastics, or reducing road congestion by the requiring people to park their vehicles and take public transit. Yet for better or worse, most visitors (both individually and as a whole) are focused on having their intangible experiences in the most convenient and comfortable way.

The third and final possibility is tourist development. This can include infrastructural improvements to increase tourist numbers and upgrade visitor experiences, but it can also include offering different sorts of experiences. Given the macro scope of these interventions, the primary Page 185 →responsibility for this possibility lies with the government, which has the economic resources and the luxury of being able to take the time to develop future offerings. For many Garhwali households, pilgrimage income is an important income stream helping them to remain financially viable, but many are so poor that they cannot entertain questions of long-term investment or sustainability—they need an immediate return to address their immediate needs.14

The capacity—and thus the responsibility—for tourist policy-level interventions lies primarily with the government, which after the 2013 disaster has exercised more active regulation, especially with regard to rebuilding in vulnerable areas (Amar Ujala 2013b).15 At least in theory, the government supports sustainability, since the second strategic goal of the original State Tourism Plan is “to develop the manifold tourism related resources of the State in an eco-friendly manner, with the active participation of the private sector and the local host communities.” (Government of Uttarakhand Tourism Policy n.d.: 2). This goal invokes the language of ecotourism, a tourism variety that seeks to develop tourism in the context of small communities. This sort of development helps to preserve local resources, and also to spread tourism earnings more widely, and thus promote local development (Chopra 2013).

To its credit, the government has sought to develop alternative tourist products. In addition to religious sites, the current UK tourism website lists options such as Adventure Tourism, Nature Tourism, Wildlife Tourism, Yoga, Festivals and Cultural Events, and even Garhwali Food Tourism (Uttarakhand Tourism Development Board [hereafter UTDB] 2022). The banner menus on the website’s home page present these offerings in different and sometimes overlapping ways. The website’s “Explore” dropdown menu gives site-specific information organized into four major categories (Spiritual, Adventure, Nature, and Wildlife), whereas the “Experiences” menu focuses on actual activities (adventure tourism, fairs and festivals, events, yoga and wellness, and film tourism).16 The “Plan” menu tab has a section titled “itineraries,” as well as a section with a number of tourism “circuits” that organize sites according to common themes; these include religious elements such as the Five Kedars, Five Badris, the Mahabharata, the Nine Planets, Folk Gods of Uttarakhand, Shiva, Goddess, and the Winter Char Dham. There are Page 186 →also historical circuits devoted to Swami Vivekenanda, Jim Corbett, and the Forts of Kumaon. The most recent offerings are “acro” and “aero” tourism (hang-gliding and paragliding), and to promote this, the state debuted the 2024 Tehri Acro Festival, which drew participants from 29 countries (Times of India 2024). The state tourism website also has an extensive directory of home stays and hotel operators that is searchable by district, place name, or business name, to help visitors book accommodation.17

Crawling across the page’s bottom are links to government programs (known in India as “schemes”) to help generate self-employment: one for microloans of up to Rs. 50,000 (in February 2024, just over $600); one for amounts of up to Rs. 2.5 million, one dedicated to putting up solar generating units on barren land, and two specifically devoted to tourism. The first of these latter is the Vir Chandra Singh Garhwali Tourism Self-Employment Scheme, which offers a low-interest loan in order to buy a vehicle or establish a tourism-related service business (e.g., restaurant, laundry, bakery, handicrafts, bike rental, or bird-watching tours). The other is the Deen Dayal Upadhyaya Home Stay Development Scheme, to help promote the growth of home stays (Uttarakhand Government 2022).18 In all of these cases—the thematic lists, “circuits,” itineraries, databases, and self-employment “schemes”—the Uttarakhand Tourism Development Board is acting as a resource and a broker on behalf of its constituents, and seems to be presenting a diverse tourism portfolio with many different offerings.19

Yet a closer look reveals that much of this diversity is at best aspirational. All of these offerings are certainly available to interested parties, but the actual tourist landscape seems far less varied. One hint comes from the “itineraries” tab, which focuses almost completely on variations of the Char Dham circuit from differing starting points, whereas the differing tourism “circuits”—a word that implies connectedness and regularity in moving from start to finish—are primarily lists of widely separated sites, with no sense of a route to ties them together.20 The Adventure, Nature, and Wildlife Tourism are legitimate offerings and these often serve the higher end of the market—for example, boating and water sports on the Tehri reservoir. Yet domestic demand for these offerings seems relatively weak, for which one telling indicator is that some of Page 187 →the photos touting these on the UKTD website still feature pictures of foreigners.21 Such offerings will never be widely successful until they find a greater market among domestic tourists.

Other tourism proposals—such as a winter Char Dham tour to visit the deities’ winter homes—seem comically ill informed. This offering might have been viable if Uttarakhand had strong winter tourism, but aside from skiing at Auli (near Joshimath), winter tourism is negligible. Promoting a winter Char Dham circuit also ignores the primary reason why such large crowds come to Uttarakhand during the summer—namely, to escape the blazing heat of the plains. During winter, the plains are temperate and the hills are cold, making the latter a far less desirable destination. Unless people are actively seeking wintry experiences, this seems an unlikely attraction.

Successful alternative tourism strategies in the region need to connect to the cultural and religious factors that draw people there in the first place—according to one source, 60 percent of the visitors identify their travel purpose as pilgrimage, and only 25 percent as leisure travel (Sati n.d.: 88h). In the current Char Dham model, pilgrims are constantly moving from place to place, and thus depend on the congested and often fragile road network. One way to mitigate this problem would be to slow the visitors down, and to have them stay longer in fewer places. Since India’s tourist industry already trends toward religious sites, this potential strategy could be called “getaway tourism,” which combines a “family stay at a getaway resort for a bit of leisure around a visit to the nearby temple” (Niraj Vashi, personal communication, April 12, 2012). Two other potentially viable proposals—both premised on staying rather than moving—include yoga tourism, which could be developed at any number of places, and “wellness tourism” centered around Uttarakhand’s hot springs. One proposal for the latter focuses on hot springs at or near current Char Dham sites: Badrinath, Gaurikund (16 km below Kedarnath), Rishikund (near Gangotri), Suryakund (at Yamunotri), and Madhkot (Sharma 2016).22 Spa tourism still requires travel to reach the sites and return home, and given their proximity to Char Dham sites, it seems likely that spa visitors would also visit those places. Although there is no guarantee that people would not travel from the spa sites to other regional pilgrimage sites, at least it would slow down the pace of travel. These options draw from and Page 188 →echo religious themes, but are different from the Char Dham circuit, in which people are in almost continuous motion.

Traditional people may bristle at the notion of “tourism” in the dev bhumi, and even consider tourist models invoking yoga and Ayurveda unacceptably commercial, and thus detrimental to the region’s traditional spirit. Others might object to describing these strategies as “tourism” (a culturally alien notion) rather than “pilgrimage,” but this is problematic at several levels. The first is that the Char Dham circuit is already a tourist circuit, since most visitors have bought package tours that provide their arrangements, and this has been true for some time. In short, the tourism genie is already out of the bottle. A more substantial rebuttal to objections about “commercialization” could come from Garhwalis themselves. After all, contemporary Garhwal is not a theme park in which visitors can live out their religious and culturally nostalgic fantasies, but an economically challenged locale populated by real people with genuine aspirations. They are proud of their sacred sites and their sacred history, but they also want dignified livelihoods, a reliable electrical supply, clean drinking water, and good educational and career prospects for themselves and their children. Visitor tourism is economically central to the region, and to people’s individual earning strategies. Working to develop this may leave some visitors disgruntled at the loss of “authenticity,” but it seems that one should give the residents’ desires at least equal weight with those of the visitors.

Tourist models premised on staying in one place could help to address some of the problems currently associated with the Char Dham paradigm, but the larger problems stemming from environmental overload will ultimately have be addressed. Even if they largely stay in one place, bringing large numbers of people into remote environments can still have pernicious effects.23 For example, even though yoga tourism sounds like a more sustainable tourism paradigm, it creates significant environmental problems when the necessary infrastructure is lacking. Rishikesh is renowned for yoga tourism, and has hosted an annual International Yoga Festival each February for decades. Yet the town’s sewage treatment plants can handle only about half the capacity during a normal time. This means that a yoga festival exacerbates environmental degradation, since excess sewage is dumped directly into the Ganges. Further problems can Page 189 →arise with lax government regulations, which can tempt businesses to cut corners. In May 2015, Hardwar’s Radisson Blu—part of a major international hotel chain—had its utilities disconnected because it was discharging sewage directly into the Ganges (Jaiswal 2015).

Given this profound need for alternative tourism models, it is notable that the authorities have sharply restricted a resoundingly successful one by closing down river-rafting campsites on the Ganges, although day rafting remains a popular activity, and is one of UK Tourism’s Adventure Tourism offerings. In Summer 2014, the Vishva Hindu Parishad (a Hindu lobbying body) sought to ban these camps based on religious objections (Tribune News Service 2015), but the courts ultimately closed them for environmental reasons (Eco-Business 2015).24 Many of the campsites seem to have been poorly regulated—for example, rules governing waste disposal and banning open burning were routinely ignored (Farooquee 2008: 591). Researchers also documented various undesirable environmental and cultural outcomes: scaring off local wildlife such as deer, encouraging pernicious wildlife such as wild pigs and monkeys, and even reducing young people’s interest in traditional foods (Farooquee 2008: 591–594). This model clearly attracted a different clientele than traditional pilgrim tourism—younger, active, adventurous, and looking for a good time. Campsite advertisements routinely listed evening bonfires among their attractions, perhaps enhanced by the “thande biyar” (cold beer) advertised on billboards at nearby shops. In retrospect, the VHP’s opposition was surely motivated by deeply embedded convictions of religious propriety—that is, judgments about what sorts of behavior were and were not appropriate at the Ganges.



The Same As It Ever Was

The 2013 apdaa and its aftermath dealt a punishing blow to the regional economy, and exposed the weaknesses of the prevailing model. This would have been an opportune time to initiate some different patterns, since everyone knew that the previous patterns were environmentally damaging and ultimately unsustainable. For the most part, this has not been the case, for which a primary contributing factor was the region’s relative underdevelopment—everyone was so deeply embedded in that Page 190 →previous pattern that they could see no viable alternatives, and that “Uttarakhand could not afford to not be the Dev Bhumi” (“land of the gods”) (Whitmore 2018b: 166, emphasis added).

Despite the crying need for more sustainable tourism offerings, as well as the state’s “eco-friendly” strategic vision, the state’s primary response since 2013 has been to double down on its two traditional varieties of mass tourism, precisely because they attract the highest visitor numbers. The first variety is pilgrim tourism to religious sites, for which the flagship offering is the Char Dham. The other is the so-called “amenity tourism” to “hill stations” in Garhwal and Kumaon such as Mussourie, Nainital, Ranikhet, and Kausani. These are popular sites for “picnicking” (outdoor enjoyment), and as hot-season family vacation spots.25 These two varieties were historically quite distinct—the former is rooted in traditional religious piety and practice, whereas the latter imitates the leisure travel models of British colonial society, in which the colonial overlords and their families would migrate to the hills each summer to escape the baking heat of the plains.26 These two models have become less distinct as the pilgrimage model has adopted more aspects of the amenity model to give patrons a more comfortable stay, even when the visitors’ primary motivation for their travel is visiting sacred sites. The loss of pilgrim austerity has evoked lamentations that pilgrimage sites are losing their sanctity by becoming “picnic spots,” but one can also view this change as a market response to consumer desires (for hot running water, attached bathrooms, more interesting menu options, and so forth). Past pilgrims traveled and lived austerely simply because they had no other option, not because they saw this as a more pious practice. People may enjoy regaling others with tales of past hardships, but this does not mean that they want to undergo them again!

What both tourism models share is their emphasis on the “more people, more money” development strategy. The primary strategy has been to increase overall earnings by increasing visitor numbers, with less attention to the environmental costs incurred by exceeding local carrying capacity. Consequently, places associated with both types of tourism are showing environmental stress and degradation. For example, Nainital’s iconic lake is gradually shrinking, because too much water is being taken from it for local use, and because the underground aquifers that replenish it have Page 191 →gradually diminished (Pant 2016; Santoshi 2019). The slopes surrounding Nainital are covered with unregulated buildings erected in sensitive and often unsuitable spots, which will be vulnerable to destruction in any given year’s monsoon, and even more by an earthquake. Land subsidence in Joshimath—perhaps aggravated by the massive hydroelectric construction project at Vishnuprayag—forced the demolition of hundreds of homes in early 2023. Both sorts of sites have similar problems with overcrowding, deforestation, inadequate sewage treatment, and uncollected trash.27 Yet one of the factors mitigating damage in the hill stations is that people often stay there for multiple days, whereas at many pilgrim sites, people often arrive one day and depart on the next. This does not necessarily mean that hill-station traffic is less congested—since it often is—but only that the Char Dham traffic is even more so!

The narrow congested roads leading to the Char Dham shrines were always the clearest factor limiting the “more people, more money” paradigm. One strategy to address this was the Char Dham National Highway project—a four-lane, all-weather highway running through the entire 900-kilometer (560-mile) Char Dham route. The project’s aim was that expanded road capacity would alleviate traffic woes, allow for faster and easier travel, and thus promote larger visitor numbers to the shrines. Yet this project also entailed significant risks (Kukhreti 2019). The construction tended to widen existing roads by cutting further into the hillsides. Such cutting weakens the ridge’s fragile edge, known as the “toeslope,” and increases the risk of landslides on the weakened slope. Another worrisome aspect was the loss of tree cover. By some estimates, 50,000 trees were cut for the project, and local people know that tree roots are vital to keeping the land in place (Outdoor Journal 2020). Furthermore, the project managers seem to have intentionally evaded environmental assessments. Indian law mandates an environmental impact assessment for any road project longer than 100 kilometers, but the parties behind this 900-kilometer megaproject circumvented this requirement by dividing the project into smaller “independent” segments. The project was a high priority for Prime Minister Narendra Modi, and so started quickly. Lawsuits slowed it down at the beginning, particularly with regard to “eco-sensitive zones” such as the upper Bhagirathi Valley, and for the first few years, the construction created even worse than normal road congestion.
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The project is officially completed, but in many places, the slopes remain unstable. In 2022, there were “around 300” landslides in the 250 kilometers between Rishikesh and Joshimath, an average of more than one per kilometer (Chaubey 2024). When it rains, these unstable slopes crumble, and the resulting landslides can reduce the road’s width from four lanes to three—or two, or one, or sometimes block it completely. The Border Roads Organization can quickly remove blockages to create a travel corridor, but in the months after the monsoon, the width of the highway varies widely. The road is at its best during the peak pilgrim season in May and June, when the BRO has had months of relatively dry weather for upgrades and repairs. For Garhwali locals, it is a different story, and this highway is highly functional only some of the time. This follows the recurring historical pattern for Garhwal’s resources, in which outsiders have been the primary beneficiaries.28 Despite official rhetoric about diversifying products, working in harmony with the environment, and empowering local communities, this project seems to indicate more of the same.

An even more ambitious and potentially transformative project is the railway extension from Rishikesh to Karnaprayag. The survey work for this branch was done by the British colonial government in 1927, but the line was never built. In January 2020, this project was under active construction, with tunnels being bored, twelve railway stations being built along the way, and the railway bed being laid. The project’s initial projected completion date was 2024–25, but construction difficulties pushed this back to the end of 2026. Railway access would be a watershed moment for Uttarakhand, just as it was for the rest of India—making travel quicker, easier, and cheaper. When complete, the railroad will significantly speed up pilgrim travel to Kedarnath and Badrinath, but more importantly, it will directly connect Uttarakhand’s supply-chain network with markets throughout India, at least on the Alakananda side. All current freight and passenger traffic currently moves by road, but a railway line would significantly change this. Hardwar is now Uttarakhand’s hub for both freight and pilgrim traffic, but the railway extension would spur significant growth to stations further up the line. It would also shift the ground transportation networks for Kedarnath and Badrinath to Rudraprayag and Karnaprayag respectively, and these towns would Page 193 →surely grow significantly. Since the Yamunotri-Gangotri travel routes are largely off the railway’s path, rail travel could potentially shift pilgrim traffic patterns away from the Char Dham paradigm.29 Pilgrims currently travel the ten-day, 1400-km Char Dham circuit travel entirely by road, and many visitors might prefer a 430-km Kedarnath-Badrinath trip in which passengers would disembark from the train at Rudraprayag, travel by road to Kedarnath and Badrinath, and then return to Karnaprayag for the train journey home. Adams describes this identical itinerary in the early twentieth century, and this was the predominant model at that time because its better infrastructure—in that case, footpaths and chattis—made it easier to travel.

Kedarnath’s local interests have consistently sought full road access as a way to develop the site, but this seems unlikely. The harsh terrain and severe winters would make this project technically difficult and prohibitively expensive. It would also cause more traffic congestion and additional construction, which would further degrade the already overtaxed ecosystem. Pilgrims can now either trek up from Gaurikund—some on foot, but more often on a mule—or take a helicopter from nearby places such as Sersi, Phata, and Gupt Kashi. Both options have significant disadvantages. Helicopters are expensive and polluting, their noise disturbs local wildlife, and capricious mountain weather can render them unpredictable or potentially dangerous. The mules conveying many of Kedarnath’s pilgrims and virtually all its freight carpet the path with their droppings, befouling the entire route.30

From a technical perspective, the optimal solution would be a ropeway (gondola) system to Kedarnath. A tram system would give passengers a quick and comfortable journey, its ecological footprint would be far smaller than that of a road, and it would reduce the environmental stresses by reducing foot and mule traffic to Kedarnath, and quite likely helicopter traffic too. Financial considerations delayed this project for years, despite its clear technical and environmental advantages. The government does not fund ropeways on its own, but typically signs an agreement with a private company to do so. This sort of public-private partnership was behind the Mansa Devi and Chandi Devi ropeways in Hardwar, but companies were more reluctant to invest in Kedarnath, both because of the project’s longer distance, and because the site is closed by Page 194 →snow for almost half the year. This project finally began in October 2022, and the decisive factor was the backing of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who has taken a special interest in Kedarnath and its development (FE Travel 2022).31 When completed, passengers will travel between Sonprayag and Kedarnath in 60 minutes, with up to two thousand people arriving in Kedarnath every hour. Such large arrival numbers will create additional environmental stresses, but changes in the travel patterns may help to mitigate these. It seems likely that travel to Kedarnath will become a day trip—in many instances, this is already the case—and if fewer people stay the night on site, this could mean a smaller built footprint with fewer buildings and beds.32

Even before the advent of the railroad and ropeway, both of which are still under construction, the decade after the apdaa has seen steadily increasing visitor numbers, with the exception of the COVID-19 restricted seasons in 2020 and 2021. Visitor numbers recovered in 2022, with Kedarnath reportedly receiving 425,000 visitors, and Badrinath over 1.7 million, but these numbers were shattered the following year when Badrinath drew over 1.8 million visitors, and Kedarnath nearly 2 million (SacredYatra.com 2022a and 2022b). The 2024 season saw fewer arrivals than 2023, but its total of 3 million visitors still made it the second largest year ever (see Chart 7.1).33


[image: Line chart showing annual pilgrim numbers between 1990 and 2024. One line shows visitor numbers for Kedarnath, another visitor numbers for Badrinath, and a third line shows the combined total of the other two.]
Chart 7.1.Kedarnath/Badrinath Visitor Numbers, 1990–2024.34
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These visitor numbers also generated unprecedented revenues—in 2022, the Kedarnath and Badrinath temples received Rs. 600 million in donations (Singh 2022), and the state government had earned more than Rs. 400 million two months before the season ended (Kumar 2022). As Kumar notes, all the stakeholders in the region reaped the benefits from this rising tide. All these signs indicate a recovery of the “consumer confidence” that was been so badly damaged in the 2014 season. Recent visitor surges can also be partly attributed to post-COVID travel desires. After draconian lockdowns in 2020 and 2021 in which pilgrimage was either forbidden or drastically curtailed, people could finally travel as they wished. A further stimulant has been Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s frequent visits to Kedarnath (at least eight during his tenure as PM), and his clear interest in promoting the site. Kedarnath’s reconstruction after the apdaa has received his personal attention, and in October 2022, he laid the foundation stone for the passenger ropeway (cable car), a project that had been in limbo for many years. As a three-term prime minister, Modi’s actions and choices have profound political implications, and this influence has helped to drive these record numbers, particularly for Kedarnath.35

Visitor numbers could easily go even higher when the proposed railroad and ropeway come on line. Given the region’s geographic constraints—remote, difficult to access, and slow to travel in—how can it accommodate this visitor influx without permanently damaging its fragile and already precarious environment? If significantly smaller visitor numbers have stressed the environment beyond its carrying capacity, how could such larger numbers be possible? If the predominant tourism paradigm—“More people, more money”—was clearly dysfunctional even before the apdaa, how long can it continue without irreversibly damaging the ecosystems?

The immediate answer is that this is already happening—years of overuse have already damaged Uttarakhand’s environment, particularly in the highest altitude regions. The locals may not be happy with this, but many are willing to accept that some environmental degradation is a fair price for development and continuing livelihood. A more hopeful answer is that ongoing shifts in pilgrimage patterns could potentially mitigate the damage, even in the face of much larger numbers. One pronounced Page 196 →shift, spurred by better transportation, is that even though more people are coming to these sites, they tend to spend less time at them during their visits. Some visitors still stay overnight at Gangotri and Kedarnath, but for many Char Dham pilgrims their only “night stay” is at Badrinath, and they visit the other sites as day trips from places further down.36 Even though these high-altitude sites are getting increased numbers—and to be clear, road traffic is itself one of the environmental stressors—by spending less time in these places, people can potentially lower their environmental footprints.37 Strict government regulations have made the approach road to Kedarnath more efficient. All vehicles are required to park at Sonprayag, where the government has built a massive open-air parking lot, after which all visitors must use shared taxis (ten people per car) to travel the 5 kilometers to Gaurikund. A few visitors still walk from Gaurikund to Kedarnath, but most hire horses, which can get them there in a couple of hours, and back down again before night falls.38 These logistical changes have made it possible for these sites to handle larger visitor numbers by moving them in and out of the sites more quickly, a trend that the proposed Kedarnath ropeway would only heighten.39 There is even discussion of a helicopter-only Char Dham circuit, which would dramatically cut down on the travel time, though clearly not the environmental cost.40

Better transportation can facilitate faster and more efficient travel to the sites, but the choke points for pilgrim traffic are the temples themselves. These are all relatively small temples, and not designed to handle large crowds. It seems evident that practices must change to accommodate much greater numbers, and that visitors will increasingly have a briefer and more homogeneous experience. To cite just one example, the Char Dham sites all have elaborate evening aratis (worship ceremonies), yet visitors who come for the day will not experience these, because they will have already departed by the time the ceremonies are performed. Another practice that will surely change is Kedarnath’s morning worship (nirvana darshan), during which every devotee can sit down in front of the image and commission a 10–15 minute puja, including being able to anoint the image with clarified butter (known as ghee malish/”ghee massage”). Such expanded rites will remain an option for visitors willing to pay for a special darshan, since entry numbers are limited for these. Page 197 →Yet for everyone else, time constraints driven by these sharply higher visitor numbers will surely decrease visitor time inside the sanctum, or eliminate it altogether.41 This means that the primary acts of worship for many Kedarnath pilgrims will be to get a brief darshan of the image, and to present their offerings—replicating the long-standing pattern at Badrinath, where the temple authorities move visitors swiftly through the temple.42

Of course, pilgrimage practices change over time, just as with any other human institutions. Earlier chapters have noted how better transportation transformed the Char Dham circuit from a months-long foot journey to a ten-day circuit. Similar changes can be seen in pilgrimages across the globe. Ian Reader (2005) details how bus travel on the Shikoku pilgrimage circuit virtually eclipsed foot pilgrimage in the 1950s. This was followed by a foot travel resurgence in the 1990s, when the Japanese economic collapse left many people with more time than money. Yet in recent times, the pattern has shifted back to motorized travel, but in automobiles (private or hired) rather than buses (Reader 2021). In each case, external forces—whether transportation options or the larger economic picture—dramatically affected how people tended to perform the pilgrimage.

Another example with far closer parallels to the Char Dham sites is Jammu’s Vaishno Devi temple. This is a cave shrine in which three stone outcrops (pindis) are identified as manifestations of the Goddesses Mahakali, Mahalakshmi, and Mahasaraswati.43 The local groups that managed the Vaishno Devi traditionally shared the temple offerings among themselves, but in Spring 1986, the government took direct control over the site through the Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Act. The temple committee created by the Act made significant infrastructural improvements, both to the shrine area and to the nine-mile path from Katra railway station. To facilitate crowd control, the government mandated registration for all pilgrims, and ensured compliance by having registration checkpoints along the way, with significant fines for noncompliance. The registration ticket also specifies a time by which each ticket holder must join the darshan line, which helps to manage the crowds.

Some of these arrangements are already in place in the Char Dham circuit. A temple committee has managed Badrinath and its associated Page 198 →temples since 1939, to which Kedarnath and its associated temples were added in 1948.44 All Char Dham pilgrims must currently register their journey, and in some cases submit certificates of medical fitness. This requirement—instituted after the apdaa—was not intended to help with crowd control, but to enable the authorities to keep better track of people in case of disaster.45

The biggest change at Vaishno Devi was to modify the access route to the shrine, and this fundamentally changed visitors’ experience. The original access route was a constricted 90-foot cave through which visitors occasionally had to crawl to reach the Goddess images, after which they would retrace their steps to exit. Daily visitor capacity increased to 5,600 when this route was widened in 1976 (Erndl 1993: 39), but the shrine area itself was so small that it could only hold four or five visitors at a time (Erndl 1993: 64). Yet Vaishno Devi’s official website reports that the Shrine Board now issues up to 35,000 tickets every day. Such exponentially increased capacity has became possible only because the temple authorities created an entirely new access route. One tunnel was bored into the hill to move people into the shrine area, and a second one to take them out. According to photos on the Vaishno Devi website, these “tunnels” look far more like corridors—they have level floors, overhead lighting, handrails, and visitor information posted on the walls.46

Perhaps inadvertently, the Vaishno Devi website also reveals just how little time visitors spend in the actual shrine:


At the end of the tunnel is a raised marble platform on which the Divine Mother has revealed Herself in a natural rock form known as the Holy Pindies…The priest sitting on the platform, informs the pilgrims about these Pindies, however since the time for Darshans is limited, one only gets a glimpse of the Holy Pindies and has to move further in order to keep the queue moving.

(Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board [hereafter SMVDSB] 2022d)



When a site’s official website warns that visitors will have only “a glimpse of the Holy Pindies,” this clearly points to a brief encounter. In the shrine’s constricted environs, Vaishno Devi’s management has evolved further strategies to keep the line moving swiftly. The darshan line is Page 199 →suspended during the morning and evening aratis—given the sanctum’s small size, only a few people would be able to view it anyway—and after the ceremony, the arati lamps are brought out for the pilgrims sitting outside (SMVDSB 2022a). Devotees can commission various special pujas, but all of these are performed off-site, in a place called the Yagyashala (“abode of sacrifice,” SMVDSB 2022e). Pilgrims can bring certain offerings with them into the cave, and the Trust’s “no-profit store” sells an “eco-friendly jute bag” containing traditional offerings such as a red scarf (chuni), saris, jewelry, and dry fruits. Coconuts are another traditional offering, but these are not allowed in the shrine. Instead, visitors deposit their coconut at a counter outside, and then get a ticket to redeem for a coconut at a separate “coconut reclaim counter.”47 The temple management also offers gold and silver coins bearing the deity’s image, that can taken home as prasad or given as offerings. Potential future offerings include upgraded higher-priced gift bags, as well as pure silver canopies that can be given as offerings (and presumably later returned to the gift shop for resale). Cash donations are of course always welcome, and visitors can place offerings in the donation boxes on the temple premises, or make donations electronically at computerized stations along the way, or virtually through the internet (SMVDSB 2022b). All these arrangements seem clearly geared toward streamlining the darshan process, and thus maximizing visitor numbers. These strategies have clearly been successful, since Vaishno Devi had over 7.9 million visitors in the first ten months of 2022 (SMVDSB 2022f).

Several Char Dham sites already have crowd optimization policies. Devotees at Badrinath come through a darshan line and get only a few moments before the deity. They can deposit offerings in the temple but cannot do puja there, since the Rawal is the only person who can touch the image. All other ceremonies are done outside, either in the temple courtyard or on the Alakananda River ghats. Yamunotri and Gangotri both have significant ritual activity outside the temples at their namesake rivers. Kedarnath has historically been the Char Dham outlier, since much of its religious activity is inside the temple, but here too these practices have changed to accommodate significantly larger visitor numbers.48 Yet Vaishno Devi’s eye-popping numbers are also a function of its location—the shrine is only 14 km from the Katra railway station, and Page 200 →thus trainloads of visitors can arrive there every day. This is very different from the Char Dham sites, to which visitors must travel significant distances over mountain roads. When the railroad lines open, these circumstances will change, but until then road capacity will ultimately limit visitor numbers.

Another strategy to manage larger visitor numbers has been to stimulate traffic to sites relatively close to a Char Dham site, but which require a separate trip to get there. Two clear examples are Tungnath and Kartik Swami. Tungnath is one of the Five Kedars, and was built somewhere between the tenth and twelfth centuries (Chanchani 2019: 146). It was on one of the foot travel routes connecting Kedarnath and Badrinath, but was always a less-visited site, both because it was a strenuous walk to ascend to the temple, but also because the temple complex itself had only the most basic amenities.49 When I last visited in Fall 2023, the first indication that visitor numbers were significantly higher was simply how far we had to drive to find parking. Tungnath’s increased numbers in 2023 clearly reflected that year’s surge in Kedarnath pilgrims, but the site had also been massively rebuilt since my previous visit in 2018. Temple access had been rerouted from a path that curled around the side of the temple to one that entered from the front, and the temple plaza area had been greatly expanded both to create this new entranceway—complete with a ceremonial gateway—and to build a covered visitor resting area. The local shops and eateries had been relocated to line the new access road, and there were large public rest rooms at the top of the path below the village. The temple access road also had a Kali Kamli Wala Trust dharamshala at its base.50 It was a simple metal panel building with 10–12 rooms and solar panels on the roof, but with this construction, Tungnath finally has a well-built place for visitors to spend the night.51 One unanticipated consequence of these improvements is that construction to expand the temple plaza seems to have destabilized the hillside on which the temple has rested for the past 800 years. After the 2024 monsoon season, the temple’s weakened foundations and unstable walls became a safety hazard that needed immediate remediation (Martinez 2024).

Kartik Swami, a small temple about 40 kilometers off the Kedarnath Road, sits on a cliff face with panoramic Himalayan views (see Figure 7.1). The state government has improved the temple environs by upgrading Page 201 →the last section of the 4-km path leading to the temple, and by building stone walkways around the temple itself, with guardrails to keep people away from the edge. More prominently, a panoramic shot of Kartik Swami is the background image for the UK State Tourism Board website’s home page. They clearly hope that this stunning view persuades people traveling to Kedarnath to take the time out for the side trip to Kartik Swami.52


[image: One-story hip-roofed building in a flagstone courtyard. Building has white pillars, a gold-painted superstructure, and slate roof tiles. Behind the pillars is a small covered entry space leading to a small central room. Many red cloths are tied to the metal railings at the edge of the courtyard.]
Figure 7.1.Kartik Swami Temple. Photo 2023 by the author.



Finally, there are indications that the established pilgrimage model is still evolving in sometimes pernicious ways. I earlier discussed how motor travel metaphorically “contracted” the sacred landscape by placing the primary emphasis on the Char Dham sites. One pernicious effect of this is that it has concentrated economic activity to the areas bordering the roads to these destinations, rather than through the entire region. Another undesirable effect has been how this focus on these high-altitude destinations devalues other sites on the way—turning them into places through which one must pass, and to which most people give little attention. Garhwal’s pervasive hydroelectric projects are one piece of evidence that the state government shares these attitudes. These projects Page 202 →use the state’s water resources to generate electricity, which is one of the state’s primary revenue sources, but they also transform the freely flowing Ganges tributaries into a series of lagoons, as the waters back up behind the dams. These projects are all downstream from the Char Dham sites, which ensures that these primary sites retain their original landscape. Given these sites’ immense religious importance, it seems trivializing to call them theme parks or open-air museums, but the locations lower down seem to have less value attached to their original landscapes.53 One unfortunate case of devaluing such “lower-down” sites is visible in Haat, a village just below Pipalkoti. It was reasonably well traveled when it was a stop on the Badrinath pilgrimage road, but footfalls diminished in the 1950s when the motor road was built on the other side of the river. Despite having a Lakshmi-Narayana temple whose sanctum dates from the ninth or tenth century, the government has designated the village as a “muck dumping site” for debris from a hydro power plant being constructed nearby. The village residents have filed a lawsuit protesting this as a threat to their cultural heritage, so the matter is still under consideration (Azad 2024). The bigger point is that no one would imagine doing something like this at or near one of the Char Dham sites.

Yet it seems encouraging to note several factors promoting changes reversing this long-standing contraction—that is, changes that “re-expand” the landscape and re-emphasize these “in-between” places. Whereas people used to travel mostly by bus, now they more commonly travel by car—whether a private vehicle, hired car, or shared taxi.54 This gives visitors greater flexibility not only about where to go, but also where to stop. A second significant factor has been greater access to local information—through the internet, Google maps, or hired drivers, who even if they are not locals have driven in the region countless times. These resources have helped to “re-expand” this landscape by providing fuller information about these “in-between places,” even as apps such as Facebook and WhatsApp have allowed people to make their own arrangements in real time. If this decentralizing and democratizing process continues, it could well spread these benefits more widely. As visitors grow weary of the burgeoning crowds and government regulation at the apex sites, a more decentralized model could give people a different sort of experience.

Page 203 →
The larger picture for the state is less sanguine, in both the short and the longer term. The seasons following the economic shock of 2013–14 were increasingly successful. Visitor numbers dipped during the 2020–21 COVID-19 lockdowns, but since then have shattered all previous records. These eye-popping numbers have been economically advantageous in the short term, but this practice is doubling down on a pattern with well-known disadvantages. There is a widespread sense that this pattern is ultimately unsustainable, but the local economic realities compel people to earn as much as they can while it continues.

Long-term prospects for the hill regions remain uncertain, and many paharis are uncertain that the state government will protect their interests. This is because the current political landscape precisely replicates the circumstances spurring Uttarakhand’s formation. Hill people sought their own state based on the conviction that their needs and aspirations were being ignored by the “plains government” in Lucknow, almost 500 km away. Many current residents see a similar scenario currently unfolding. In the 2011 census, 52 percent of the state’s population resided in the three plains districts: Hardwar, Dehradun and Udham Singh Nagar, and given the recent economic trends, those numbers are surely higher now. Since the Constitution allocates assembly seats based on population, this tilts representation in favor of these plains districts. These same three districts have the lion’s share of the state’s industrial development, primarily because their existing infrastructure makes it easier to set things up there. The state capital at Dehra Dun is physically and culturally distant from the hills, and has a significant non-Garhwali population. As the plains districts prosper, the hills remain underdeveloped, and outmigration from the hills has become so severe that Almora and Pauri districts have negative population growth.55 Uttarakhand was formed in the hope to address pahari needs and aspirations. Yet in many ways, the current state seems little different from its predecessor, since its resources seem to benefit people in the plains more than those in the hills.

This disjunction prompted historian Ramachandra Guha’s scathing editorial in the Hindustan Times, “Why Uttarakhand is more like Jharkhand than Himachal [Pradesh]” (2015). Himachal Pradesh—another hill state just to the north of Uttarakhand—has built a renewable agro-economy, whereas Jharkhand and Uttarakhand are both extractive economies Page 204 →based on exploiting natural resources. In Jharkhand this means digging coal, and in Uttarakhand it means damming rivers for hydropower, and overselling intangible aesthetic and cultural experiences. Guha’s other significant observation had to do with the importance of the state capital’s location. Himachal Pradesh’s founders consciously chose Shimla, a hill town, as their capital. This choice has clear drawbacks—Shimla is remote and hard to reach, it has little buildable land, and its rapidly growing population has severely stressed local water resources. Yet by making Shimla the capital, the state’s founders ensured that its legislators would understand life in the hills. Dehra Dun, on the other hand, is geographically and culturally removed from the hills. This disconnect is one of the reasons behind the continuing though admittedly quixotic calls to move the capital to Gersain, a hill town at the Garhwal-Kumaon border. Hill people find themselves caught in the uneasy tension between the desire for government action to stimulate regional “development,” and the desire for local and regional autonomy to run their affairs as they see fit.







Afterword A Different Sort of Ending


The apdaa left a bitter aftertaste for many Garhwalis. This came partly from the government’s slow response and the even slower recovery, but even more so from the frustration of unfulfilled hope. Most people were aware that the existing patterns were deleterious and dysfunctional, but many felt compelled by their circumstances to follow them. For many hill people, their immediate choices after the apdaa were either to try to ride out the lean period and hope that things would get better, or to wave the white flag and migrate elsewhere for work. Everyone in the hills knows that monsoons will cause road blockages every year, and that given the region’s tectonic history, a major earthquake is overdue. People living in the mountains get used to living with uncertainty, and their hardscrabble circumstances make them tough and determined.

These resilient and resourceful people—its human capital—are one of the region’s greatest resources. This is generally true throughout modern India, which has legions of intelligent, well-educated, and energetic people working to create a better future for themselves, their families, and their communities. I alluded earlier to the government-sponsored grass-roots development work of the G.B. Pant Institute of Himalayan Development, which has put forth various agricultural strategies to raise Page 206 →people’s standard of living by boosting household income (see p. 260n. 14). Similar work is being done by a number of non-governmental community-based organizations. One among these is the Himalayan Gramin Vikash Samstha (“Himalayan Village Development Association,” hereafter HGVS), a registered NGO based in Ukhimath in Rudraprayag District. Ukhimath is an important sacred center—the Omkareshwar temple there is the winter home for Kedarnath and Madhmaheshwar, two of the Panch Kedar deities—but it is also the tehsil headquarters, which is comparable to a county seat in the United States. Ukhimath houses a variety of government offices—in particular, the local courts and land registries—and also has a substantial bazaar. In a district where 96 percent of the population is rural, Ukhimath is one of its few urban centers (Census of India 2011a: 28). Despite having only 2,300 residents, Ukhimath’s status as a government center and one of the region’s few urban areas makes it an important regional node.

In its 2019 annual report, the HGVS describes its mission as “to develop, through education and action, cohesive communities empowered to create rich, sustainable lives for themselves and future generations” (HGVS 2019: 2). It aspires to create a “participatory way of making and implementing decisions” that will allow the participants to do “what is best for them, their families, and their villages” (ibid.). To fulfill these goals, the group has planned and implemented programs addressing a number of contemporary problems, among them “Climate Change, Education, Women’s Empowerment, Health, Livelihoods, Energy, Water, [and] Sanitation.” The HGVS does much of its work in conjunction with the Uttarakhand Mahila Parishad (“Uttarakhand Women’s Council”), a group of more than 800 mainly rural women living in 25 villages in Rudraprayag District. Each village group independently decides the projects on which they want to focus their energies, and the differing groups coordinate on larger issues to model participatory democracy and grass-roots empowerment.

The HGVS’s annual report lists eleven members, but its secretary and moving spirit is Dr. Kailash Pushpawan, a Ph.D. botanist who was born and raised in Kimana, one of Ukhimath’s five sub-villages. After completing his degree, he worked for a while in state government doing forest and environmental management, but family circumstances and his own restless desire led him to resign that position to strike out on his Page 207 →own. His primary mission is to promote self-employment. This provides people with a means of livelihood, and this livelihood will enable them to remain with their families in their villages, which most people would prefer. He sank much of his savings into renovating his ancestral home in Kimana, built by his grandfather a century ago, to create a heritage homestay in which guests could relax in a traditional village setting.1 He has also encouraged friends and acquaintances to set up their own homestays as a source of self-employment (see Figure 8.1). He has helped them to navigate the paperwork to register these with the government, as well as advised them on the question of finding clients.


[image: Two-story whitewashed masonry building whose second floor has an exterior verandah. The verandah framework and railings are painted blue with yellow accents. The verandah is supported by square masonry footings topped with pillars painted in blue, yellow, red, and silver bands. Four sets of double doors are painted blue with yellow accents.]
Figure 8.1.Himalayan Mountain Homestay, Village Kimana (Ukhimath). The bright colors are traditional for houses in the region. An image of the god Ganesha sits over the left-hand doorway, meaning that when entering the house one passes under the deity. Photo 2022 by the author.



The HGVS’s educational and entrepreneurial projects bear witness to his community and entrepreneurial spirit. One mutual friend described him as a “booster,” that is, someone trying to drum up enthusiasm to help promote the greater good. Given the region’s endemic poverty and Page 208 →lack of opportunity, many of the Association’s projects center on seasonal income-producing schemes. These projects often target women, partly because many men have migrated out for work, but also because many women lost husbands and other male family members in the apdaa, and thus need to support themselves.

Several of the Association’s projects draw directly from Pushpawan’s training and expertise as a botanist and a scientist. One project has women bottling concentrated drink extracts made from rhododendrons, oranges, lemons, and other seasonal fruits. Bottling these concentrates (locally known as squashes) allows the women to preserve seasonal fruits and create a saleable product, and it also creates seasonal work. Collecting the fruit and making the concentrate happens from February to April, which is well before the pilgrimage season begins, and thus a slow time of year economically. In a deft move to use resources effectively, the seeds from these processed fruits are propagated into saplings. He gives away these saplings free of charge to local homeowners, both as a way to increase local fruit yields, and a way to improve their family’s diet. Several women who took part in the first bottling cohort have set up juice-processing units in their own villages, and are bottling the extracts for local distribution.

More recent income-generating projects have been “Mission Mushroom” (small-scale mushroom cultivation), manufacture of “bio-briquettes” as a renewable energy source, and sponsoring self-employment handicrafts such as basketry and weaving. Oyster mushrooms can be cultivated in a woven bag filled with finely chopped damp straw, and the cool dark interior of many Garhwali homes provides an ideal growing environment. The cultivated mushrooms are either sold at the market, or kept for home consumption. The bio-briquettes are made from waste products such as pine needles, grasses, and weeds. Using them reduces demand for fuel wood (slowing deforestation), and selling them creates income. Basketry is a traditional craft in many village communities and uses local materials to create containers for everyday use and for sale. The weaving initiative started after 2013 to provide self-employment for women whose male family members had died at Kedarnath. The HGVS purchased six weaving machines, and trained its first cohort to use them. Several members of that first cohort then went out to villages to teach other women. Since then over 100 women Page 209 →have learned to use these machines, and 25 have purchased their own machines to work at home.

In addition to income-generating strategies, the HGVS also sponsors a variety of educational, literacy, and social uplift programs. Many of these partner with local schools or women’s associations to ensure community support. Among the most basic messages are the need for sanitation and safe drinking water. Teaching sessions address these in theory. In practice, the Association provides the materials to construct toilets, and the people themselves provide the labor. Another program has helped to put computers into village schools, to teach keyboard skills and give students greater computer literacy. Perhaps the most basic intervention is a neighborhood library program, providing after-school enrichment for children in six nearby villages. The meeting I witnessed gathered local primary school students—both boys and girls, but more girls—to sing songs, read aloud to each other from the school’s books, tell stories, play games, and respond to questions from the teachers and visitors. Many of these children come from poor families, and the program’s basic objective is to provide a fun after-school activity that will help develop their social skills. One of the goals is have the children practice speaking in public, but the program also reinforces basic etiquette norms such as waiting one’s turn, listening quietly while others are speaking, and speaking respectfully to others.

As an educated man from an educated family (his late father was a lawyer), Kailash is well placed to understand the larger social context, and to seek solutions that will respond to local needs and be understandable to local people. He is also adept at navigating local and regional bureaucracies, and has used those skills to help others file paperwork or to obtain government resources.2 In all these cases, he is seeking to further others’ interests as well as his own, on the premise that this is how one lifts up an entire community. If people have employment in their native places, then they will be more likely to remain there. At the very least, they will have more choices about how and where to live. This sort of grass-roots economic improvement transfers benefits more broadly across the region, rather than remaining concentrated on the road corridors. Given Garhwal’s economic realities making a living there will always be a struggle, but the Association’s ultimate goal—as for many others working throughout the region—is to do what good they can so that the people of Garhwal can live prosperous and dignified lives.
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Appendix one“Ganges” Rivers of Uttarakhand


[image: Hand-drawn hydrological map showing the 42 tributary rivers of the Ganges in Garhwal. Each tributary is numbered on the map and can be identified by matching that number with the accompanying list. 1. Kamal: Joins Yamuna at Naogaon. 2. Nil: Joins Yamuna at Shani Prayag (Kharsali). 3. Jadh: Joins Bhagirathi at Bhairon Ghati. 4. Bhagirathi: Flows from Gaumukh, joins Alakananda at Devaprayag. 5. Kedar: Joins Bhagirathi at Gangotri. 6. Doodh: Joins Bhagirathi. 7. Varuna: Joins Bhagirathi above Uttarkashi. 8. Asi: Joins Bhagirathi below Uttarkashi. 9. Dharam: Joins Bal Ganga at Budha Kedar. 10. Bal: Joins Bhillangana Ganga at Ghansali. 11. Bhillangana: Joins Bhagirathi at Ganesh Prayag (now submerged). 12. Sarasvati: Joins Vasuki Ganga. 13. Vasuki: Joins Mandakini at Sonprayag. 14. Khir: Joins Mandakini below Kedarnath. 15. Mandakini: Flows through Kedarnath, joins Alakananda at Rudraprayag. 16. Saraswati: Joins Mandakini below Kedarnath. 17. Kali: Joins Mandakini. 18. Mandani: Joins Kali Ganga at Bantoli. 19. Madhmaheshwar: Joins Mandakini. 20. Sarasvati: Joins Vishnu Ganga at Keshav Prayag (Mana village). 21. Vishnu: Arises above Badrinath, joins the Dhauli Ganga at Vishnuprayag. 22. Kanchan: Joins Vishnu Ganga below Badrinath. 23. Kheer: Joins Vishnu Ganga below Badrinath. 24. Hem: Joins Lakshman Ganga at Byundar. 25. Lakshman: Joins Vishnu Ganga at Govind Ghat. 26. Dhauli: Joins Vishnu Ganga at Vishnu Prayag, to form the Alakananda. 27. Rishi: Joins Dhauli Ganga. 28. Girth: Joins Rishi Ganga. 29. Patal: Joins Alakananda 30. Birahi: Joins Alakananda 31. Kalpa: Flows past Kalpanath, joins Alakananda. 32. Garur: Joins Alakananda at Pakhi. 33. Vaitarani: Arises in Rudranath, joins Alakananda at Gopeshvar. 34. Akasha: Spring at Tungnath. 35. Nandakini: Joins Alakananda at Nandaprayag. 36. Pindari: Joins Alakananda at Karnaprayag. 37. Narayana: Joins Pindari Ganga. 38. Harshavati: Joins Alakananda at Kula Prayag above Shrinagar. 39. Dundhi: Joins Alakananda at Dundhi Prayag below Shrinagar. 40. Khandav: Joins Alakananda at Shiva Prayag below Shrinagar. 41. Purvi Ganga: Joins Ganga at Vyas Ghat 42. Nayar: Joins Ganga at Indra Prayag.]
Map Appendix 1. “Ganges” Rivers of Uttarakhand.
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	Kamal: Joins Yamuna at Naogaon.

	Nil: Joins Yamuna at Shani Prayag (Kharsali)

	Jadh: Joins Bhagirathi at Bhairon Ghati.

	Bhagirathi: Flows from Gaumukh, joins Alakananda at Devaprayag.

	Kedar: Joins Bhagirathi at Gangotri.

	Doodh: Joins Bhagirathi.

	Varuna: Joins Bhagirathi above Uttarkashi.

	Asi: Joins Bhagirathi below Uttarkashi.

	Dharam: Joins Bal Ganga at Budha Kedar.

	Bal: Joins Bhillangana Ganga at Ghansali.

	Bhillangana: Joins Bhagirathi at Ganesh Prayag (now submerged).

	Sarasvati: Joins Vasuki Ganga.

	Vasuki: Joins Mandakini at Sonprayag.

	Khir: Joins Mandakini below Kedarnath.

	Mandakini: Flows through Kedarnath, joins Alakananda at Rudraprayag.

	Saraswati: Joins Mandakini below Kedarnath.

	Kali: Joins Mandakini.

	Mandani: Joins Kali Ganga at Bantoli.

	Madhmaheshwar: Joins Mandakini.

	Sarasvati: Joins Vishnu Ganga at Keshav Prayag (Mana village).

	Vishnu: Arises above Badrinath, joins the Dhauli Ganga at Vishnuprayag.

	Kanchan: Joins Vishnu Ganga below Badrinath.

	Kheer: Joins Vishnu Ganga below Badrinath.

	Hem: Joins Lakshman Ganga at Byundar.

	Lakshman: Joins Vishnu Ganga at Govind Ghat.

	Dhauli: Joins Vishnu Ganga at Vishnuprayag, to form the Alakananda.

	Rishi: Joins Dhauli Ganga.

	Girth: Joins Rishi Ganga.

	Patal: Joins Alakananda.

	Birahi: Joins Alakananda.

	Kalpa: Flows past Kalpanath, joins Alakananda.

	Garur: Joins Alakananda at Pakhi.

	Vaitarani: Arises in Rudranath, joins Alakananda at Gopeshwar.Page 213 →

	Akasha: Spring at Tungnath.

	Nandakini: Joins Alakananda at Nandaprayag.

	Pindari: Joins Alakananda at Karnaprayag.

	Narayana: Joins Pindari Ganga.

	Harshavati: Joins Alakananda at Kula Prayag above Shrinagar.

	Dundhi: Joins Alakananda at Dundhi Prayag below Shrinagar.

	Khandav: Joins Alakananda at Shiva Prayag below Shrinagar.

	Purvi Ganga: Joins Ganga at Vyas Ghat.

	Nayar: Joins Ganga at Indra Prayag.
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Appendix twoHindu Sage Ashram Locations




	Sage’s Name


	Ashram Location


	District


	Ganges Branch







	Jahnu


	Jangal


	Uttarkashi


	Bhagirathi





	Jamadagni (two)


	Barkot

Phata


	Uttarkashi

Rudraprayag


	Bhagirathi

Alakananda





	Parashurama


	Uttarkashi


	Uttarkashi


	Bhagirathi





	Parashara


	Gangnani


	Uttarkashi


	Bhagirathi





	Bhrgu


	Near Kedarnath


	Rudraprayag


	Alakananda





	Vyasa


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	Alakananda





	Markandeya


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	Alakananda





	Mrkunda


	Makkumath


	Rudraprayag


	Alakananda





	Atri


	Near Mandal


	Chamoli


	Alakananda





	Agastya


	Agastyamuni


	Rudraprayag


	Alakananda





	Vishvamitra


	Suryaprayag


	Rudraprayag


	Alakananda





	Narada


	Rudraprayag


	Rudraprayag


	Alakananda





	Ashtavakra


	Near Shrinagar


	Pauri Garhwal


	AlakanandaPage 216 →





	Vasishtha (two)


	Devaprayag

Rishikesh


	Tehri Garhwal

Dehra Dun


	Ganges

Ganges





	Bharadvaja


	Hardwar


	Hardwar


	Ganges





	Kanva


	Kanvashram


	Pauri Garhwal


	Malini





	Sukracharya


	“Saptashringa”


	?


	?





	Angira


	“Alakananda”


	?


	Alakananda





	Pulaha


	“Alakananda”


	?


	Alakananda





	Kashyapa


	“Himalaya”


	?


	?





	Gautama


	“Himalaya”


	?


	?







	Notes: The location for Atri’s ashram comes from a site visit in 2014; those for Ashtavakra, Markandeya, Mrkunda, and Jamadagni from Hema Uniyal (2011: 167, 425, 460, and 308 respectively); the remaining references come from Sharma 2009: 74–78. Not surprisingly, these site attributions can be fluid, contested, and ambiguous. For example, Sharma (2009: 77) puts Jamadagni’s ashram at “Uttarkashi” (which is the name of both a town and a district). For the map depicting the location of these ashrams (Map 2.4), I have gone with Uniyal’s location, since she notes (2011: 308) that Jamadagni’s ashram is sometimes said to be near Barkot, but at other times near Phata in Rudraprayag District. Another ambiguity is that Vasishtha is said to have had ashrams in two different places.











Appendix threeKedarakhand Sites




	Site #


	Site Name


	Place


	District


	Deity


	KK Chapter







	1


	Kedarnath


	Kedarnath


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	42.1





	2


	Udak Kund


	Kedarnath


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	42.1





	3


	Bhairavnath


	Kedarnath


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	42.23





	4


	Svargarohan


	Kedarnath


	Rudraprayag


	Pandavas


	42.25





	5


	Bhima Temple


	Bhimbali


	Rudraprayag


	Pandavas


	42.45





	6


	Gauri Mai


	Gaurikund


	Rudraprayag


	Goddess


	42,46





	7


	Bhairav Mandir


	Chir Basa


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	42.58





	8


	Mundkatiya


	Mundkatiya


	Rudraprayag


	Ganesh


	42.62





	9


	Triyugi Narayan


	Triyugi Narayan


	Rudraprayag


	Vishnu


	43.2





	10


	Madhmaheshwar


	Madhmaheshwar


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	47.11





	11


	Tungnath


	Tungnath


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	49.11





	12


	Markandeshvar


	Makkumath


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	50.13





	13


	Rudranath


	Rudranath


	Chamoli


	Shiva
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	14


	Kalpeshwar


	Kalpeshwar


	Chamoli


	Shiva


	53.1





	15


	Ratishvar


	Gopeshwar


	Chamoli


	Shiva


	55.15





	16


	Gopinath


	Gopeshwar


	Chamoli


	Shiva


	55.7





	17


	Badrinath


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	57.1





	18


	Tapt Kund


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	Agni


	57.22





	19


	Nanda Prayag


	Nandaprayag


	Chamoli


	Sangam


	58.1





	20


	Adi Kedareshvar


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	Shiva


	58.11





	21


	Pancha Shila


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	Sages


	58.113





	22


	Vyas Gufa


	Mana


	Chamoli


	Vyasa (sage)


	58.165





	23


	Keshav Prayag


	Mana


	Chamoli


	Sangam


	58.166





	24


	Lakshmi Mandir


	Garur


	Rudraprayag


	Vishnu


	58.24





	25


	Brahma Kapal


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	Devta


	58.26





	26


	Narsingh


	Joshimath


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	58.41





	27


	Vishnuprayag


	Vishnuprayag


	Chamoli


	Sangam


	58.44





	28


	Hot Springs


	Tapovan


	Chamoli


	Agni


	58.73





	29


	Bhavishya Badri


	Subhai


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	58.75





	30


	Yogadhyan Badri


	Pandukeshwar


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	58.85





	31


	Bhairo Baba


	Hardwar


	Hardwar


	Shiva


	62.38





	32


	Narada Temple


	Rudraprayag


	Rudraprayag


	Sage


	62.4





	33


	Rudraprayag


	Rudraprayag


	Rudraprayag


	Sangam


	63.5





	34


	Rudranath


	Rudraprayag


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	63.6





	35


	Nanda Devi


	Nauti


	Chamoli


	Goddess


	81.29





	36


	Karnaprayag


	Karnaprayag


	Chamoli


	Sangam


	81.46





	37


	Uma Devi


	Karnaprayag


	Chamoli


	Goddess


	81.52





	38


	Mahakali


	Kalimath


	Rudraprayag


	Goddess


	82.1





	39


	Kalishila


	Kalishila


	Rudraprayag


	Goddess


	89.45





	40


	Ruccha Mahadev


	Ruccha


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	90.1





	41


	Kotimahishvari


	Ruccha


	Rudraprayag


	Goddess


	90.1





	42


	Rakeshvari


	Ransi


	Rudraprayag


	Goddess


	91.1Page 219 →





	43


	Vishvanath


	Uttarkashi


	Uttarkashi


	Shiva


	93.13





	44


	Shakti


	Uttarkashi


	Uttarkashi


	Goddess


	93.14





	45


	Balakhilyeshvar


	Bhigun


	Tehri Garhwal


	Shiva


	99.3





	46


	Chandi Devi


	Hardwar


	Hardwar


	Goddess


	102.17





	47


	Daksheshwar


	Hardwar


	Hardwar


	Shiva


	105.79





	48


	Bilvakeshwar


	Hardwar


	Hardwar


	Shiva


	107.1





	49


	Virabhadra


	Virbhadra


	Dehradun


	Shiva


	108.8





	50


	Har ki Pairi


	Hardwar


	Hardwar


	Vishnu


	112.1





	51


	Kushavarta


	Hardwar


	Hardwar


	Jahnu (Sage)


	112.2





	52


	Narayana Shila


	Hardwar


	Hardwar


	Vishnu


	115.11





	53


	Bharat Mandir


	Rishikesh


	Dehradun


	Vishnu


	116.41





	54


	Lakshman Mandir


	Rishikesh


	Dehradun


	Vishnu


	121.29





	55


	Shakumbhari


	Jasmor


	Saharanpur


	Goddess


	130.23





	56


	Surkhanda


	Surkhanda


	Tehri Garhwal


	Goddess


	133.1





	57


	Bhuvaneshvari


	Bhuvaneshvari


	Tehri Garhwal


	Goddess


	141.1





	58


	Candravadani


	Candravadani


	Tehri Garhwal


	Goddess


	141.5





	59


	Ghantakarna


	Moldhar


	Tehri Garhwal


	Devta


	147.1





	60


	Devaprayag


	Devaprayag


	Tehri Garhwal


	Sangam


	149.25





	61


	Raghunath


	Devaprayag


	Tehri Garhwal


	Vishnu


	147.13





	62


	Gaumukh


	Gaumukh


	Uttarkashi


	Ganga


	149.39





	63


	Jwalpa Devi


	Jwalpa Devi


	Pauri Garhwal


	Goddess
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	64


	Kilkileshvar


	Naur (Shrinagar)


	Pauri Garhwal


	Shiva


	176.13





	65


	Nagaraja


	Uphalda


	Pauri Garhwal


	Devta


	176.9





	66


	Kyunkaleshvar


	Pauri


	Pauri Garhwal


	Shiva


	179.14





	67


	Rajrajeshvari


	Devalgarh


	Pauri Garhwal


	Goddess


	185.31





	68


	Kamleshvar


	Shrinagar


	Pauri Garhwal


	Shiva


	188.99





	69


	Ashtavakra


	Shrinagar area


	Pauri Garhwal


	Sage


	189





	70


	Kansamardini


	Shrinagar


	Pauri Garhwal


	Goddess


	191.2





	71


	Surya Prayag


	Tilwara


	Rudraprayag


	Samgam


	194.11





	72


	Agastyamuni


	Agastyamuni


	Rudraprayag


	Sage


	195.10





	73


	Tungeshvar


	Falasi


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	198.4





	74


	Vishvanath


	Gupt Kashi


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	200.16





	75


	Ganga-Yamuna


	Gupt Kashi


	Rudraprayag


	Goddesses


	200.18





	76


	Tripura Sundari Lalita


	Nala


	Rudraprayag


	Goddess


	200.23





	77


	Mahishasura-mardini


	Maikhanda


	Rudraprayag


	Goddess


	201.3





	78


	Kamleshvar


	Gundiyar Gaon


	Uttarkashi


	Shiva


	192.17





	79


	Jamadegneshvar


	Phata


	Rudraprayag


	

Sage
	202





	80


	Gangotri


	Gangotri


	Uttarkashi


	Ganga


	204.16





	81


	Yamunotri


	Yamunotri


	Uttarkashi


	Yamuna


	204.19











Appendix fourHIMALAYAN “Prayags” (River Junctions)


[image: Hand-drawn map showing the river confluences in Garhwal. Each numbered site gives the name of the confluence and the names of its two constituent rivers.]
Map Appendix 4. Himalayan “Prayags” (River Junctions)
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Named and Located


	Shani (Nil Ganga and Yamuna)

	Kedar (Kedar Ganga and Bhagirathi)




	3–5. Hari, Shyama, Rudra (near Harsil, local streams and Bhagirathi)




	Bhaskara (Bhatwari, small stream joining the Bhagirathi)

	Dharma (at Budha Kedar, Dharam and Bal Gangas)

	Ganesh (Bhillangana and Bhagirathi Gangas)

	Son (Vasuki and Mandakini Gangas)

	Surya (at Tilwara, Alasatirangani and Mandakini)

	Keshav (Vishnu and Sarasvati Gangas)

	Vishnu (Vishnu and Dhauli Gangas)

	Nanda (Nandakini and Alakananda)

	Karna (Alakananda and Pindari)

	Rudra (Mandakini and Alakananda)

	Kula (Harshavati Ganga and Alakananda)




	17–18. Dundhi (Danda), Shiva (Below Shrinagar, local streams and Alakananda). Uniyal 2011: 103 names the first as Dundhi, Uniyal 1982: 53 calls it “Danda.”




	Deva (Bhagirathi and Alakananda)

	Byasi (Purvi Nayar and Ganga)

	Indra (Nayar and Ganga)





Named, but with no clear location


	Sundar (in the Yamuna watershed, cited Kedarakhand 96.50)

	Gauri (below Shrinagar, local stream and Alakananda (Uniyal 2011: 103)

	Jagdish (below Shrinagar, Pahavati Ganga and Alakananda (Uniyal 2011: 103)








Appendix five“Subsidiary” Temples
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	“Subsidiary Temples”—Badrinath Temple





	Temple name


	Place


	District


	deity


	1939


	2019


	2020







	1. Shankaracharya


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	Shankara


	X


	


	





	2. Adi Kedareshwar


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	Shiva


	X


	X


	X





	3. Vallabhacharya


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	Vallabha


	


	X


	





	4. Taptakund


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	Agni


	X


	X


	X





	5. Brahmakapal/shilas


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	Devta


	X


	X


	X





	6. Matamurti


	Mana


	Chamoli


	Goddess


	X


	X


	X





	7. Yogadhyan Badri


	Pandukeshwar


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	X


	X


	X





	8. Bhavishya Badri


	Subhain


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	X


	X


	X





	9. Narsingh


	Joshimath


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	X


	X


	X





	10. Vasudev


	Joshimath


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	X


	X


	





	11. Shri Durga


	Joshimath


	Chamoli


	Goddess


	X


	X


	





	12. Rajrajeshwari


	Joshimath


	Chamoli


	Goddess


	X


	


	





	13. Mahadeo


	Jyoteshvar


	Chamoli


	Shiva


	X


	X


	X





	14. Bhaktavatsal


	Jyoteshvar


	Chamoli


	Sages


	X


	X


	X





	15. Narayan


	Vishnuprayag


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	X


	X


	





	16. Sitadevi


	Chain


	Chamoli


	Goddess


	X


	X


	





	17. Vrddha Badri


	Animath


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	X
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	18. Dhyana Badri


	Urgam


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	X


	


	X





	19. Narsingh


	Pakhi


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	X


	X


	





	20 Narsingh


	Darmi


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	X


	X


	





	21. Lakshminarayan


	Nandaprayag


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	X


	X


	





	22. Lakshminarayan


	Kulsari


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	X


	X


	





	23. Lakshminarayan


	Dwarahat


	Almora


	Vishnu


	X


	X


	





	24, Lakshminarayan


	Garhsir


	Almora


	Vishnu


	X


	X


	





	25. Lakshminarayan


	Bayala


	Almora


	Vishnu


	X


	X


	





	26. Panch Shilas


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	Sages


	X


	X


	X





	27. Panch Dhara


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	


	X


	


	





	28. Dharamshala


	Badrinath


	Chamoli


	


	X


	


	





	29. Vasudhara Falls


	Vasudhara


	Chamoli


	Goddess


	X


	X


	X





	30. Binsar Mahadev


	Thalisein


	Pauri


	Shiva


	


	X


	





	31. Shiv Mandir


	Paithan


	Pauri


	Shiva


	


	X


	





	32. Rahu


	Paithan


	Pauri


	Planets


	


	X


	





	33. Adi Badri


	Adibadri


	Chamoli


	Vishnu


	


	X
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	“Subsidiary Temples”—Kedarnath Temple





	Temple name


	Place


	District


	deity


	1939


	2019


	2020







	1. Udak Kund


	Kedarnath


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	X


	X


	X





	2. Minor Temples1


	Kedarnath


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	X


	X


	X





	3. Vishvanath


	Gupt Kashi


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	X


	X


	X





	4. Vishvanath temples


	Gupt Kashi


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	X


	X


	X





	5. Omkareshwar (Usha)


	Ukhimath


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	X


	X


	X





	6. Varahi


	Ukhimath


	Rudraprayag


	Goddess


	X


	


	





	7. Madhmaheshwar


	Madhmaheshwar


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	X


	X


	X





	8. Mahakali


	Kalimath


	Rudraprayag


	Goddess


	X


	X


	





	9. Mahalakshmi


	Kalimath


	Rudraprayag


	Goddess


	X


	X


	





	10. Mahasarasvati


	Kalimath


	Rudraprayag


	Goddess


	X


	X


	





	11. Shri Gauri Mayi


	Gauri Kund


	Rudraprayag


	Goddess


	X


	X


	X





	12. Triyugi Narayan


	Triyugi Narayan


	Rudraprayag


	Vishnu


	X


	X


	X





	13. Triyugi temples


	Triyugi Narayan


	Rudraprayag


	Vishnu


	X


	


	





	14. Tungnath


	Tungnath


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	X


	X


	X





	15. Markandeshwar


	Makkumath


	Rudraprayag


	Shiva


	X


	X


	





	16. Kalishila


	Kalishila


	Rudraprayag


	Goddess


	X


	X


	X







	1939 List Source: Badrinath Kedarnath Temple Act (Husain 1965: 533–534)

2019 List Source: Nautiyal 2018a and 2018b (website now defunct).

2020 List Source: https://badrinath-kedarnath.gov.in/other-temples/Other-Temples.aspx (originally created for the Uttarakhand Char Dham Devasthanam Management Board website, then migrated to the reconstituted Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee site).











Appendix sixVisitor Numbers, 1990–2024

Data taken from SacredYatra.com (2022a and 2022b). Note: The dates for these sources reflect the first time that I accessed the sites, which have been updated in succeeding years.




	Year


	Kedarnath


	Badrinath


	Combined







	1990


	117,774


	362,57


	480,531





	1991


	118,750


	355,772


	474,522





	1992


	141,704


	412,597


	554,301





	1993


	118,569


	476,523


	595,092





	1994


	104,639


	347,415


	452,054





	1995


	105,160


	461,435


	566,595





	1996


	105,693


	465,992


	571,685





	1997


	60,500


	361,313


	421,813





	1998


	820,00


	340,510


	422,510





	1999


	800,90


	340,100


	420,190





	2000


	215,270


	735,200


	950,470





	2001


	119,980


	422,647


	542,627Page 228 →





	2002


	169,217


	448,517


	617,734





	2003


	280,243


	580,913


	861,156





	2004


	274,489


	493,914


	768,403





	2005


	390,156


	566,524


	956,680





	2006


	485,464


	741,256


	1,226,720





	2007


	557,923


	901,262


	1,459,185





	2008


	470,048


	911,333


	1,381,381





	2009


	403,636


	916,925


	1,320,561





	2010


	400,014


	921,950


	1,321,964





	2011


	570,000


	981,000


	1,551,000





	2012


	548,166


	985,998


	1,534,164





	2013


	312,201


	497,744


	809,945





	2014


	40,832


	180,000


	220,832





	2015


	154,430


	359,146


	513,576





	2016


	309,746


	624,745


	934,491





	2017


	471,236


	884,788


	1,356,024





	2018


	694,934


	1,058,490


	1,753,424





	2019


	1,000,821


	1,242,546


	2,243,367





	2020


	135,000


	275,000


	410,000





	2021


	242,985


	199,406


	442,391





	2022


	425075


	1,514,714


	1,939,789





	2023


	1,961,025


	1,834,729


	3,795,754





	2024


	1,652,070


	1,359,853


	3,011,923











Endnotes


Chapter One: Introduction to the Ganga Himalaya


	1A GIS-generated map estimates the Ganges catchment area at 25,758 square km, whereas that of the Yamuna is 5,241 square km (Uttarakhand River System 2007).

	2The Kedara Khand gets its name from the Kedarnath shrine, which it contains. According to the Kedarakhand (204.56–57), a text written to glorify the Kedar region, the other four khands are Kashmir, Nepal, Jalandhra and Manasa. Kashmir and Nepal are immediately identifiable; Dabral (1961: 95) respectively identifies the Jalandhra and Manasa Khands as Himachal Pradesh and Uttarakhand’s Kumaon region.

	3The quote comes from Kane 1932–60: 4.560. The deity Himalaya is the father of the Goddess Parvati (whose name means “daughter of the mountain”). Although this text will not discuss Mt. Kailas, traditional geography associates it with the Kedara Khand, since the land routes leading to it from India passed through the region.

	4Morinis (1984: 80) describes this story at Tarakanath in West Bengal, and Uniyal (2011: 120, 513) cites this same motif for the Bhairav Gadhi and Hariyali Devi temples, respectively.

	5The Hebrew word translated into English as “holy” literally means “set apart.”

	6Smith (1987) highlights the connection between ritual and intention: “Ritual is, first and foremost, a mode of paying attention. It is a process for marking interest” (103). He later reflects on its abstract and constructed quality: Page 230 →”Ritual relies for its power on the fact that it is concerned with quite ordinary activities placed within an extraordinary setting, that what it describes and displays is, in principle, possible for every occurrence of these acts” (109). See also Bell 1992: 37–46.

	7The intangible aspects seem to be the more important of the two, since they provide the site’s underlying rationale.

	8Kobo Daishi is also seen as present in the staff that every pilgrim carries, and the term used to describe performing the pilgrimage, dogyo, literally means “two together”—that is, every pilgrim is traveling with Kobo Daishi (Reader 2005: 57–59).

	9Reader’s most recent book on the henro notes that the dominant form of motorized travel has shifted from buses to private cars, a phenomenon also visible in Garhwal (Reader and Shultz 2021: Chapter 5).

	10I am grateful to “Reader B” for providing the template for this particular sentence, and for many other helpful structural suggestions.

	11For an example of this phenomenon among the Western Apache, see Keith Basso (1996: 30–35).

	12For example, the Uttarakhand towns of Uttarkashi (“Northern Kashi”) and Gupt Kashi (“Hidden Kashi”) both invoke the sanctity of the original Kashi, that is, Benares. As another example, Indian rivers such as the Godavari are routinely identified with the Ganges. In both cases, the primary site’s sacred power is immediately and fully available at the other sites, despite their physical distance. Further examples of this phenomenon will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2 and Chapter 5.

	13In 1894, a Glacial Lake Outburst Flood (GLOF) from the Gohna Lake swept away every town on the Alakananda from Chamoli to Shrinagar, all of which were later rebuilt on higher ground. The June 2013 apdaa (“catastrophe”), a GLOF triggered by unprecedented rains, devastated Kedarnath and much of the Mandakini Valley.

	14One sign of this cosmopolitanism is that literacy rates are far higher than one might expect in a remote and economically backward area. According to the 2011 census, adult male literacy in Garhwal’s five hill districts ranged from 89 percent in Uttarkashi District to 94 percent in Rudraprayag District.

	15One Indian historian interprets the plethora of Surya temples in the middle Himalaya as evidence that the primary agricultural concern was not getting adequate rainfall, but rather sufficient sunlight (Dr. M. P. Joshi, personal communication, September 26, 2014).
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Chapter Two: Land and Landscape


	1The new state’s original name was Uttaranchal (“northern fringe”), but was changed to Uttarakhand in 2007.

	2Since Kumaon lies outside the Ganges River watershed, it is outside the scope of this work. Garhwal also contains the Yamuna River watershed; this is substantially smaller than that of Ganges, comprising less than 20 percent of the region.

	3The volume disparity between the Ganga’s two main branches was even more pronounced after the Tehri Dam went on line in 2005, which greatly diminished the Bhagirathi’s downstream flow. More recent dams built on the Alakananda have since significantly diminished its flow also.

	4The 2021 Indian census enumeration period coincided with the outbreak of the COVID-19 Delta variant, and recent checks have revealed that this census data has still not been released. The 2011 census thus has the most recent available census data, and will be cited through this work.

	5Chopra and Das et al. 2014: 23; the original text gives the height only in meters (2,000–2,500m).

	6This image is not to scale and solely for the purpose of illustration; all locations are approximate. Outline map of Uttarakhand courtesy of d-maps.com (https://d-maps.com/carte.php?num_car=9149&lang=en). Thrust fault lines drawn by the author with visual reference to Jayagondaperumal (2018: 25, Figure 1.13).

	7Chopra and Das et al. 2014: 23 lists the height as up to 8,000 meters (26,246 feet), but I have shortened the conversion since the region’s tallest peak, Nanda Devi, has a listed altitude of 25, 643 feet.

	8Earthquake danger is highest at the higher elevations. Rudraprayag district, Chamoli district, and the upper reaches of Uttarkashi District are all Zone Five, the highest risk level, whereas the rest of the Ganga Himalaya is Zone Four.

	9Raper calls Uttarkashi Barahat, which was its common name at that time. His references to earthquake damage are scattered through his text: Barahat (Raper 1810: 476), Devaprayag and Badrinath (Raper 1810: 491), and Joshimath (Raper 1810: 517).

	10The most serious recent earthquake, in Uttarkashi in 1991, killed at least 750 people and injured more than 5000 (Jain et al. 1992: 1). That earthquake’s tremors damaged buildings as far away as Ukhimath, 45 miles distant as the crow flies, though the road distance is considerably longer (Rautela 2012: 5). Page 232 →This straight-line distance estimate is based on the “measure distance” feature in Google Maps.

	11A landslide in Ukhimath in September 2012 killed at least 69 people (Rautela 2012: Foreword). In February 2021, an enormous chunk of glacier-covered mountain fell into one of the Alakananda’s upper tributaries, and the resulting floods killed more than two hundred people and destroyed hydroelectric works worth millions of dollars (Amos 2021). Since early 2023, dramatic land subsidence in Joshimath, a town built on the debris left from earlier avalanches and landslides, has forced the demolition of over 850 homes (Pathi 2023).

	12The Tibetan trade was primarily for salt, which was exchanged for grain on a pound per pound basis, and for borax used in goldsmithing.

	13Figures compiled from the most recent District Census Handbooks list almost 6 million people (5,867, 231) in Garhwal’s seven districts, of which 61 percent (about 3.6 million) live in the plains districts of Hardwar and Dehra Dun. One of the forces prompting Uttarakhand’s original formation was a pervasive sense that “hill people” were a marginalized minority ignored by the Uttar Pradesh state government in Lucknow; the state’s current population patterns replicate this earlier disparity. Plains district demographics differ sharply from those in the hills: 46 percent of plains district dwellers live in urban settings, versus 7 percent in the hills, non-farm workers are 76 percent of the workers in the plains, versus 5.3 percent in the hills, and plains districts have a much lower sex ratio (891, versus 1,055 in the hills). Although both regions have overall literacy rates around 78 percent, the hill regions show greater variation between men (91 percent) and women (68 percent).

	14Pauw’s superior officers also quoted this paragraph in their summary of his findings (1896: 1).

	15Mamgain emphasizes that the actual poverty level is surely higher. The Indian Below Poverty Level indices fail to take into account that the region’s harsher climate would require hill residents to have more calories and better clothing.

	16Mamgain (2004: 73, citing 2001 census data); according to census data cross-compiled from the 2011 Uttarakhand District Census Handbooks agriculture is the primary occupation for 74 percent of workers in Garhwal’s five “hill districts” (Pauri, Tehri Garhwal, Uttarkashi, Rudraprayag, and Chamoli).

	17Sati (n.d.: 111) notes the growing phenomenon of “land abandonment,” in which previously farmed land lies fallow—either because the people who worked it have migrated, or because the land was being used for more Page 233 →lucrative commercial purposes (such as tourism). Such abandonment clearly indicates that farming it was a last resort.

	18Nearly 42 percent of Mamgain’s sample households in Uttarakhand had at least one migrant worker (2004: 203).

	19Such migrant opportunities can take a variety of forms. The pundit who performed the namakaran (“naming”) ritual for a friend’s grandson in Hardwar came from a family of Gangotri temple priests. His family still lives in Mukhwa, the group’s traditional winter home, but he relocated to Hardwar because the earning prospects were better there.

	20A tragic illustration of this internal migration came after the 2013 apdaa flooding, when 78 men and boys from a single village near Gupt Kashi were among those missing at Kedarnath (Chopra 2013).

	21The low earnings from migratory work have induced some to return home to seek opportunities there, such as one acquaintance whose work in Hardwar earned him only 8,000 rupees per month, from which he then had to pay for local rent and food. His expenses dropped significantly upon his return home, since he was living in his ancestral house, and he was much happier to be living in his village with his family.

	22After the men leave, families often keep fewer animals to compensate for their lost labor. Fewer animals mean less animal manure, and since manure applications are essential for soil fertility, this results in lower agricultural productivity and even lower earnings (Chopra and Das et al. 2014: 24).

	23Such favorable spiritual conditions were traditionally ascribed to the presence and proximity of the gods, but are now just as often ascribed—by people seeking a more “scientific” explanation—to the purity of the air and water, an austere lifestyle, and simple but nourishing food.

	24Kane 1930–62: 4.586, citing Vanaparva 89. Kane notes that this passage also appears in the Padma Purana (1.39.81–90).

	25Bhagiratha led the Ganges to the sea because the sage Kapila’s ashram (where his ancestors’ ashes had been scattered) is traditionally associated with Sagar Island, where the Ganges empties into the Bay of Bengal.

	26For an enumeration of these, see Lochtefeld (2010: 224, n. 13).

	27“If a man dies and his bones are cast into the [Ganges] river, he cannot fall into an evil way…his soul is preserved in safety on the other side (in the other world)” (Hsuan Tsang 1969 [1884]: 4.188).

	28One popular explanation for this discrepancy is to claim that in Bhagiratha’s time the glacier’s edge was at Gangotri, but that it has receded since then. Even before widespread awareness of global climate change, locals knew that the glaciers had been steadily receding, since the current path to Gaumukh Page 234 →has signs marking the location for the glacier’s snout (leading edge) in previous years.

	29Map 2.2 was drawn by the author. This image is not to scale and meant solely to give the names and relative locations of each branch of the Ganges. Appendix One has a fuller description of all the Ganges branches.

	30Both Dabral (1961: 254) and the Tirthank (Poddar et al. 1957: 55) mention two spouts at the Gupt Kashi tank, whereas Ahmad (1893: 21) and Baba Mani Ram (1938: 66) mention only the Gaumukh (“cow-head”) spout corresponding to the Ganges. Based on this discrepancy, it seems that the second spout corresponding to the Yamuna River was added sometime in the middle of the twentieth century. Yet this dual attribution seems to reflect a much older tradition, since Kedarakhand 200.18 describes both rivers as being present here “in hidden form.”

	31The Mahabharata describes the Ganges as having “become triple” (3.108.10, van Buitenen 1975) after landing on Shiva’s head. Since one of the Ganga’s names is Tripathagamini (”Three-Path-Traveler”), this epithet could refer to her presence in the three worlds—upper, surface, and underworld. It could also refer to the river’s three main tributaries: Bhagirathi, Mandakini, and Alakananda. Kedarakhand 36.1–4 also describes the Ganges as threefold but along with the Bhagirathi and Alakananda names the third as Kumudvati. A variant version of this verse in Svayampaki (1986: 36), who identifies himself as a Kedarnath purohit, replaces the name Kumudvati with Mandakini.

	32Atkinson’s Himalayan Gazetteer (2.701) lists “about 550 temples in Garhwal;” a more recent search using Google maps came up with about 1,500 temples, of which about three hundred were documented in textual sources. One current saying, “jitne kankar, itne shankar,” observes that there are “as many manifestations of Shiva as there are pebbles,” and mountain regions are nothing if not rocky!

	33When the name “Char Dham” was first used to describe the Himalayan circuit, it was sometimes referred to as the Chota (“small”) Char Dham, to distinguish it from the all-India network (Pinkney 2014: 235). In the past thirty years, this qualifying word has largely disappeared.

	34Map drawn by the author. This image is not to scale and solely for the purpose of illustration; all locations are approximate.

	35A popular name for Prayag is Triveni (“Three Braids”), which reflects the belief that the Ganges and Yamuna rivers are joined by an invisible third river, the Sarasvati. The Prayag mahatmya describes Prayag as the place where India’s other pilgrimage sites (tirthas) come to be cleansed of the sins Page 235 →that they have taken on from bathing pilgrims—in other words, as the holiest place of all.

	36Urgam village is home to one member from each group—Dhyana Badri and Kalpeshwar.

	37The location for Atri’s ashram comes from a site visit in 2014; those for Ashtavakra, Markandeya, Mrkunda, and Jamadagni from Hema Uniyal (2011: 167, 425, 460, and 308 respectively); the remaining references come from Sharma 2009: 74–78. Not surprisingly, these site attributions can be fluid, contested, and ambiguous. For example, Sharma (2009: 77) puts Jamadagni’s ashram at “Uttarkashi” (which is the name of both a town and a district). In Map 2.4, I have gone with Uniyal’s location, since she notes (2011: 308) that Jamadagni’s ashram is sometimes said to be near Barkot, but at other times near Phata in Rudraprayag District. Another ambiguity is that Vasishtha is said to have had ashrams in two different places.

	38This outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts was cropped from a larger map of Uttarakhand courtesy of d-maps.com (https://d-maps.com/carte.php?num_car=9153&lang=en), with sites placed by the author.

	39For further elaboration, see the section on these sages in Chapter 4.

	40For just two examples, see Uttaranchal’s “Best Ashrams in Uttarakhand,” in which most of the examples are in Hardwar, and BookYogaRetreats (2018) “Ayurvedic Yoga Ashrams in Tehri Garhwal,” whose offerings are primarily located near Rishikesh (the Tapovan area just north of Rishikesh is in Tehri Garhwal District).

	41Hindu worship typically has two sets of deity–devotee transactions. The first is visual, in which the devotee views the image of the deity (and understands that the deity is looking back). The second is material, in which the devotee presents offerings to the deity, and in return receives prasad, sanctified food carrying the deity’s blessing. Of course, outward actions can be driven by many different motives, which could ultimately be deemed good or bad.

	42Whereas travelers from Gangotri to Kedarnath used to transit via Tehri to pick up National Highway Seven to Badrinath, they must now travel east from Uttarkashi (much further north) via Lambgaon and Ghansali.

	43Dhari Devi was a temple on an island in the Alakananda River upstream from Shrinagar. When a downstream dam threatened to submerge the temple, the image was relocated and the temple rebuilt on 60-ft-tall concrete piers.

	44Another significant factor behind Shrinagar’s decline was the devastating earthquake of 1803.Page 236 →

	45Traill’s rationale for the construction could have been pragmatic. A better road network would facilitate official travel, and also help local farmers by stimulating trade with the plains (Tolia 1994: 91). Of course, this road also facilitated pilgrim travel to Kedarnath and Badrinath, and pilgrim numbers to these sites were much higher than to sites in the Bhagirathi Valley, which was administered by the Tehri Garhwal princely state.

	46For this reference--since I know no Tamil—I am deeply grateful to the late Anne Monius of Harvard University (Monius 2013). She first brought these verses to my attention during a talk at an AAR annual meeting (Baltimore, November 2013), and sent her translation of them to me just a few weeks later. Her kindness is a continued blessing from beyond the grave.

	47The two latter events clearly emphasize Shiva’s power and transcendence. The Ramayana describes Ravana as one of Shiva’s great devotees, whose superhuman powers were partly gained through Shiva’s blessings. Yet he grew so arrogant with power that he tried to shake Shiva’s home on Mt. Kailas, and was released only after he begged Shiva’s forgiveness. The story of Brahma and Vishnu is associated with many other places besides Kedarnath, since it is the general charter for the jyotirlingas, a pan-Indian network of twelve Shaiva sacred sites.





Chapter Three: The Ganga Himalaya: History


	1Most puranas are sectarian texts, and thus focus primarily on a particular Hindu deity. Fixing their dates of composition is difficult, but it is generally accepted that much of this composition happened during the Gupta Dynasty (c. 350–550 CE).

	2Kane eulogizes the Ganges for eleven pages (1930–62: 4.585–596); the Alakananda references appear on 4.731–732.

	3For Hardwar, Kane (1930–62) mentions Gangadvara (4.751), Haridvara (4.755), Kanakhala (4.762), Kushavarta (4.773), Mayapura and Mayatirtha (4.781), and Nilaparvata (4.785–86); Rishikesh sites are Hrishikesha (4.757) and Kubjamraka (4.771). For Badrinath, Kane mentions Badari, Badarikashrama, and Badarivana (4.736–737), Gandhamadana (4.752), and Vishala (4.822); the others are Gangodbheda (4.752), Yamunaprabhava (4.824), and Kedarnath (4.768). Geographer S. M. Bhardwaj notes that the Garuda Purana and the Matsya Purana both mention Kedarnath, Badrinath, and Kartikeya Tirtha (now known as Baijnath), whereas the Agni Purana mentions Gangotri (1973: 62, 66, 69)Page 237 →

	4Kane (1930–62: 1.948). Mitra Mishra was associated with the court of King Virasimhadeva at Orchha (southwestern Uttar Pradesh). Given the distance from the Himalaya, he too probably did not write from personal experience.

	5Mitra Mishra mentions both sites only briefly—Badrinath on pp. 487–489, and Kedarnath on pp. 490–492 (Sharma 1987). In contrast, Lakshmidhara’s entry for Benares spans 185 pages (136–320), and the entry for Prayag is 35.

	6In the early ninth century, King Devapala is described as uprooting wicked kings, and then bathing at Kedara, Ganga Sagara Samgama and Gokarna—sites that clearly indicate circumambulating the subcontinent, since they are respectively near India’s northern, eastern, and southern boundaries (Sircar 1983: 71). Another inscription from 1287 describes King Tripurantaka making a pilgrimage to Himalaya where he worshipped at Kedara, after which he proceeded to Prayag and Shriparvata (Shrishailam) in South India, again hinting at a tour of conquest (Buhler 1983b: 275).

	7This comes from the Baijnath Stone inscription of Jayachandra. Both Buhler (1983a: 103) and Sircar mention it, and the latter dates it to 1204 (Sircar 1983: 413).

	8In his text, Chanchani gives no evidence for asserting that the Himalayan Kedarnath temples were built in this time period, but a personal communication (July 16, 2020) confirms that it was based on “stylistic analysis of their ground plans and elevations.” The temples mentioned here are by no means the only examples. The Ratnapur inscription of Prithivideva (Nagpur District in Maharashtra, dated 1167) records the erection of a temple to Kedara (Keilhorn 1983: 40, and the Shitala Temple Inscription of Yakshapala (c. 1075–85) in Bihar’s Gaya District describes him as building temples to various deities, one of which was Kedara (Sircar 1983: 102).

	9Fleet (1900: 51, n.4); the note explains a particular grammatical usage indicating multiplication. To illustrate this the note refers to the 1168 CE inscription at Bajagami in Mysore District that makes this claim regarding Dakshina Kedareshwara.

	10The book’s title—Temple Mountains and Mountain Temples—clearly shows its attention to both of these things.

	11Chanchani (2018a) dates the Gopinath temple to the ninth century, about a hundred years later than the ASI, but in either case, the Gopeshwar area clearly has a long history of settlement. Gopeshwar’s moderate elevation (5,000 feet) provides a temperate year-round climate; there is plenty of fertile land nearby, and since it faces the prevailing winds it would have received Page 238 →abundant favorable rainfall (Sati n.d.: 31). All of these factors would have favored local agriculture and local settlements.

	12Unlike the deity, the Badrinath priests spent their winters not at Pandukeshwar but at the Jyotishpith in Joshimath, about 14 miles further downstream from Pandukeshwar.

	13Chanchani (2018) makes this claim based on architectural analysis. He has a harder time explaining how a South Indian-style temple was built at the northern edge of India, and his text raises several possibilities. Local artisans and craftsmen could have traveled to South India, or South Indians could have come north. Badrinath’s head priests are Kerala Nambudiri Brahmins, the community to which Shankaracharya belonged, and thus there is a long history of connections between South Indians and Badrinath. Alternatively, local artisans could have learned the architectural forms from miniature votive shrines used for personal worship, although this does not explain why these artisans might have wanted to replicate them.

	14As but one example, the Shah Dynasty kings in Garhwal (1501–1804) and their successors in the Tehri princely state (1815–1947) were called “Bholanda Badri,” to show that they were seen as visible manifestations of Badrinath himself.

	15This information comes from an Uttarakhand Cultural Division billboard photographed in 2014.

	16Aside from Pandukeshwar’s four inscriptions, the only other Katyuri sources are an inscription dated 1002 in the Katyur Valley (Chanchani 2019: 1340), and a damaged stone inscription at Kumaon’s Bageshvar temple by Bhudeva Deva, whose father Lalitasuradeva had commissioned two of the Pandukeshwar plates. This latter was written as a donation record for the Bageshvar temple, but it also lists the seven preceding generations and their pious gifts (Atkinson 1973: 2.469–470).

	17Kielhorn (1896) has the text and translation of the earliest inscription; the other three can be found in Sircar (1956).

	18Identifying Garudagrama as Pandukeshwar would help to explain why the plates were found there. Copper-plate donation inscriptions were often given to the donees as concrete evidence of the donation.

	19Chanchani (2019: 130) reads this inscription as directing the priests at Garudagrama to help the renunciants (brahmacharins) at Badrinath. My reading of the Sanskrit text concurs with Sircar’s (1956: 284), especially since the last clause specifies that “whatever is done in this regard [of creating a dwelling for the deity] is to be done by the brahmacharins” (1956: 284). This indicates that the renunciants were coming to Garudagrama, rather than the reverse.Page 239 →

	20The reference to the Vishnu Ganga leads Sircar to speculate that this Narayana temple was at Vishnuprayag, but this reference could just as easily apply to Pandukeshwar; Lalitasura’s inscription refers to the deity at Garudagrama as Narayana-Bhattaraka (“Lord Narayana”), but this could be a general epithet.

	21The text notes that donated funds could be used for “providing perfumes, flowers, incense, lights, ointments, offerings, oblation of rice” as well as singing, dancing, music, and sacrifices (Sircar 1956: 283).

	22Some sources refer to this dynasty as the Panwar Dynasty.

	23Atkinson (1973: 2.2.526) dates the beginning of Ajaipal’s reign to 1358, a date reproduced by later Uttar Pradesh District Gazetteers for Chamoli (1979: 29), Garhwal (1989: 24–25), and Tehri Garhwal (Uttar Pradesh District Gazetteers 1993: 22–23).

	24These are about 50 miles apart via modern current roads, which would have been a substantial distance in pre-modern times. From a strategic perspective, Devalgarh is a superior location for a Garhwali dynasty than Chandpur Garhi, since it is more centrally located in the Alakananda Valley.

	25When Ajaipal moved to Shrinagar, Rajrajeshvari indicated that she did not want leave Devalgarh, and her temple still remains on the building’s top floor.

	26The published text runs about 1,200 pages, of which 121 are devoted to the Shrinagar area.

	27For the last, she cites Kathoch, Uttarakhand ka Navin Itihas, pp. 211–224; the others are simply attributed to the site guardians (gadhnaresh).

	28These dedicated lands were known as “goonth,” and giving land grants whose revenue supported the temple was a common practice.

	29Dabral carefully states that he did not see the actual vessels, but only paper copies of the inscriptions. The temple’s Rawal claimed that the vessels had been sent to the Tehri kings and never returned. This led Dabral to conclude that the veracity of the inscriptions was difficult to establish (1961: 612). The Vikram Samvat era and the Saka era are the two most common Indian dating systems. The Vikram era is 57 years later than the Common Era, and the Saka era 78 years earlier (see Salomon 1998: 182–183). The “new year” for both cycles begins not on January 1, but on the lunar new year that falls on Chaitra Shukla 1, the first day of the waxing half of the lunar month of Chaitra. This usually occurs sometime in March (Shastri 1978: 23), and thus Common Era dates before the start of the new lunar year differ by 56 and 77 years, respectively.

	30Uniyal and Dabral may be referring to the same gift but attributing it to different years.Page 240 →

	31Man Shah was a generous patron, since another inscription records him giving a land grant at Devalgarh in Vikram Samvat 1665/1608 CE (Dabral 1961: 524).

	32As the sole person who was allowed to touch the image, the Rawal had to avoid all ritual impurity. This meant that he had to remain a bachelor, since the ritual impurity from childbirth is believed to affect the entire family, although apparently the Rawals did not lack for female companionship. Dabral (1961:421) describes one Tehri queen as sending a dasi (female servant) to the Rawal in 1845, and also reports inter-caste unions. In 1808, Raper noted that Rawal Narayana Rao “was among the first who applied for remedies to cure a certain unaccountable disorder…which he innocently ascribed to the rarefication of the atmosphere, but it was sufficiently evident, that the shrine of the deity was not the only one at which he had been paying his devotion” (1810: 539–540).

	33Nine years later, the Act was amended to include Kedarnath and its associated temples, and so is currently titled “The United Provinces Shri Badrinath and Shri Kedarnath Temples Act 1939” (Husain 1965).

	34This influence still continues. The Badrinath temple’s annual opening procession starts from Joshimath, but a central element in it is a pot of black sesame oil produced at the former royal palace in Narendranagar. This pot has its own procession through the hills to Joshimath, and represents the royal sanction for the procession (David 2021: 21).

	35See http://www.indianrajputs.com/view/tehri_garhwal.

	36Sharma’s guide designates the best places to stay on a route with an asterisk—these being important places with amenities such as Post/Telegraph Offices, Inspection or Dak Bunglalows, Dharamshalas, and “any sort of foodstuff and necessities” (1930: 9). The next best category was marked with a cross, and the least desirable had no marking at all. The 107-mile path between Devaprayag and Yamunotri had just one stop in the “best” category—the capital city of Tehri—and the final 45 miles had only one stop in the middle category (Sharma 1930: 21–24). Sharma mentions hot springs at Yamunotri but no temple (1930: 24), although another slightly later source mentions this (Baba Mani Ram 1938: 120).

	37Even in their truncated kingdom, the rulers of Garhwal had religious status by virtue of their connections with Badrinath, and this legislation may have been an attempt to enhance that status by taking a more active role in managing religious affairs.

	38The regulations name the types and quantity of basic foodstuffs that each store was required to stock, as well as the requirement to have cooking Page 241 →utensils sufficient for four people. Prices for all foodstuffs were set according to a government price list. The list was revised every three months, and every shop had to display it prominently (Tehri Garhwal State 2024: 3–5). Heartfelt thanks and appreciation to Brian Pennington (Elon College) for sending me a copy of this text on short notice.

	39Of course, since the Tehri king’s authority was limited to the Tehri Garhwal state, he could not enforce any of these regulations in British Garhwal, which contained the region’s more important temples (Kedarnath and Badrinath). This document’s intent may have been primarily aspirational—setting forth ideals for behavior and practice, which could be applied to areas outside the kingdom—rather than practical.

	40In addition to taxes and duties, the Gurkhas also raised significant revenue through fines, often by forbidding everyday activities. For example, one finable offense was for a woman to go onto her house roof, but since that was the place where most households stored their firewood, this rule was broken every day (and incurred fines when people were caught).

	41Fraser estimated the total number of slaves at 200,000 (Fraser 1820: 384, cited in Atkinson 1973: 2.2.621).

	42Despite this decisive victory, the Afghans never exercised sovereignty over north India. As they retreated to Afghanistan through the Punjab, the Afghans fought with the emerging Sikh misls (clan armies), whose growing power kept the Afghans from being able to control the region.

	43Ahmad reports that Ahalya Bai funded a pilgrim rest house at Bandar Chatti, a stop on the original pilgrim footpath between Rishikesh and Devaprayag (1893: 11). This story may be true. It was reported within a century of her death, and since Maharashtrian Brahmins were ensconced at Devaprayag, only a few days journey away, the Marathas seemed to have strong ties to the region,

	44In his account of the 1796 Kumbha Mela, Thomas Hardwicke noted that the Marathas usually controlled the revenue from the Hardwar region, but that during the Kumbha fair, the sanyasi akharas usurped this authority (1801: 314–315).

	45My Hardwar friend Kamalkanth Budhkar was emphatic that he and his family were Maharashtrian, even though his family had lived in Hardwar for generations. According to their family tradition, local Brahmins refused to serve at Man Singh’s Ganga temple at Har-ki-Pairi because the temple had a domed, Mughal-style roof. So Man Singh enlisted my friend’s ancestor as the temple’s pujari, and his family has been running the temple ever since.

	46Fraser (1982: 541–542) includes a copy of the treaty in his Appendices.Page 242 →

	47Walton 1910: 130. In 1831, Sudarshan Shah unsuccessfully petitioned the British government to regain Shrinagar, offering a one-time payment of 50,000 rupees, plus “one anna more on each rupee of the amount of the annual tribute formerly settled for the Shreenagar territory” to be paid in perpetuity (IOR 1831: 4). District Commissioner G. W. Traill noted that even though Sudarshan Shah’s “rapacious and parsimonious habits…would no doubt prevent the occurrence of arrears during his life,” there could be no guarantee that his successors would be as thrifty (IOR 1831: 9). A more practical objection was that Shrinagar had no clearly defined boundary from the rest of British Garhwal, whereas under the existing arrangement the Alakananda River formed a clear border.

	48Known as sadabart, these endowments dedicated certain land revenues toward providing pilgrims with food grains at five places on the Badrinath pilgrim road. When Mr. Traill discovered that the amounts collected had greatly exceeded the amounts given in charity, he used this surplus to fund road construction between 1827 and 1835 (Atkinson 1973: 3.303–306). Traill never confiscated temple donations, but this process elicited objections. An 1837 order “on the question of jurisdiction over the land endowments of the temple of Badrinath and Kedarnath situated within the territories of the Teeri rajah in the province of Gurhwal” strictly prohibited further use of these funds (IOR 1837: 3).

	49Railroad expansion was not only militarily important, but also helped to integrate Indian commodities such as grain into the expanding world economy (Tucker 1982: 116). Of course, such development also helped to reinforce the colonial narrative that the state was acting for the benefit of its subjects.

	50Deodar (Himalayan cedar) was the most desirable timber because of its straight grain and durability, and these virtues led to overharvesting. Since deodars grow very slowly, this overharvesting has had long-term negative effects (Tucker 1982: 117).

	51One common grievance was unpaid forced labor (begar), to which opposition came to a head in 1916, during the labor shortages created by World War I. Since most hill sites were not road-accessible, British officials on tour would force local men to carry their effects to their next stop. One can readily understand why Garhwalis so bitterly opposed this practice.

	52King Manabendra lived a long and presumably happy life, dying in New Delhi in 2007.

	53The original round of “reservations” was for the most socially disadvantaged groups, known as the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. The OBCs had historically been socially disadvantaged (hence their designation as Page 243 →“backward castes”), but to a lesser degree than these original groups, so this move to extend reservation quotas for them was clearly a move to gain their political support.

	54Despite their history of conflict, there never seemed to be any doubt that Garhwal and Kumaon belonged together in a new state. Sadly, the demographic imbalance between hills and plains that promoted Uttarakhand’s original formation has also occurred in Uttarakhand state. According to the 2011 census, 62 percent of Garhwal’s population lives in the two plains districts (Hardwar [3,587,116] and Dehra Dun [5,867,231]). These two districts are also far more urbanized and developed. Garhwal’s five hill districts again find themselves demographically outweighed and disadvantaged, just as they did immediately after independence (Census of India 2011b).





Chapter Four: The Narrative Landscape


	1In Indian cosmology, Mt. Kailas is the world’s central axis, and so having Shiva’s home atop it makes perfect sense. The most heavily traveled route to Kailas was via the Niti Pass, up the Dhauli Ganga from Joshimath. Hindu pilgrims continued to cross the border freely even after the Chinese occupation in 1950; Tirthank (Poddar et al. 2012 [1957]) and Dabral`s Uttarakhand Yatra Darshan (1961) both give extended descriptions of these routes.

	2This number comes from two geographic databases that will be discussed at the end of Chapter 5. The first database lists 374 sites mentioned in literary or textual sources; the other lists the location and presiding deity of 1,204 local temples located using Google maps.

	3This outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts was cropped from a larger map of Uttarakhand courtesy of d-maps.com (https://d-maps.com/carte.php?num_car=9153&lang=en), with sites placed by the author.

	4This story is discussed in greater detail in Lochtefeld (2010: 22–27, and 243–244, notes 2–12).

	5Bakker (2014: 187) connects this story, “which so clearly defines the superiority of Shaivism over other early forms of Hinduism or Brahmanism,” with the settlement of Pashupata Shaiva ascetics in the region.

	6In a completely different story associated with Gopeshwar, Atkinson (1973: 2.776) identifies it as the place at which Shiva gave Parashurama the Pashupata weapon (symbolized by the trident) in order to destroy the Kshatriyas.

	7The two sites are about three miles apart in a straight line, but nine miles by ground travel.Page 244 →

	8The “local” temple GIS database that will be described in Chapter Five lists almost four hundred Goddess temples.

	9Both of these examples have been mentioned in Chapter Three.

	10This outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts was cropped from a larger map of Uttarakhand courtesy of d-maps.com (https://d-maps.com/carte.php?num_car=9153&lang=en), with sites placed by the author.

	11The central cage enclosing the image is more recent. In my first visit to Kalimath in January 1990, I remember the temple interior being completely open, except for the square hole covered by the brass plate.

	12This text’s geographic focus has meant that there has been relatively little attention to the Yamuna, which is not only much smaller than the Ganges, but also less important religiously, at least in Garhwal. Of course, for Krishna devotees, the Yamuna is far more important than the Ganges.

	13In the 2023 and 2024 seasons, Kedarnath had more reported visitors than Badrinath, whereas in every other reported year Badrinath had many more visitors than Kedarnath. These two seasons may have been outliers, but they more likely indicate an emerging trend. The final chapter will consider this recent surge in greater detail.

	14Based on some of the older stories connected with Badrinath, David (2021: 16–17) suggests that it was originally a Buddhist site. With this in mind, he also speculates that the statue of Badrinath was originally a Buddhist or Jain image (2021: 20). In a personal communication, art historian Nachiket Chanchani (2018a) cast doubt on this latter inference (November 18, 2018).

	15This outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts was cropped from a larger map of Uttarakhand courtesy of d-maps.com (https://d-maps.com/carte.php?num_car=9153&lang=en), with sites placed by the author.

	16Kubjamraka is well attested in texts, particularly the Skanda and Varaha Puranas. The latter source is excerpted in Lakshmidhara’s Tirthavivecana Khanda, and is also the source text for the Kedarakhand. Despite this, there is no place currently bearing this actual name. The three verses alluding to Bharata that could be construed as referring to the Bharata temple are 116.41–42, and 123.89. All of these verses appear at the very end of the chapter, where it would have been easy to add them in to the existing text, and they seem more like an afterthought than the chapter’s primary object of attention. Bakker (2014) does not cite the source for the “local knowledge” underlying this claim, which makes me suspect that he heard it from local people, and without stronger evidence I am skeptical of this contemporary attribution. The Kedarakhand has profoundly shaped ideas of the region’s sacred geography, as the next chapter will discuss at greater length, and so I can Page 245 →easily envision scholars in Rishikesh identifying this textually well-known Kedarakhand site with Rishikesh’s most famous temple, whether or not this had been true in the past. A further problem in identifying Kubjamraka with Rishikesh is that the Varaha Purana has a mahatmya for Rishikesh as well the one for Kubjamraka, which seems to indicate that these were conceived of as separate places.

	17Since several of these excavated sculptures were made from Mathura sandstone, Chanchani astutely notes that even in the early centuries of the common era Rishikesh was clearly connected to the wider world (Chanchani 2019: 38–40).

	18The charter myth for Bihar’s Deoghar jyotirlinga connects with the end of this story. According to the story, Shiva agreed to reside at Ravana’s court in the form of a linga (Shiva’s symbolic image), but warned Ravana that the linga would remain fixed to the spot where it first touched the earth. While Ravana was taking the linga home he needed to urinate, and since this action renders one ritually unclean (and thus unfit to hold a deity image), he directed a nearby cowherd to hold the image until after he had done his purifying ablutions. He was unaware that this cowherd was actually Vishnu in disguise, who immediately set the image down, where it became fixed in place.

	19Devabhumi 360 (2019) posted a short summary video of the festival, in which the voiceover narration described the possessed man as eating the live goat, but the video did not show this. Longer YouTube videos show the man eating boiled rice from a large basket, but these too do not show him eating the goat.

	20As described in Kedarakhand 53.14–25, Durvasas had given Indra a particularly fine flower garland, but instead of putting it around his own neck as a sign of respect, Indra had draped the garland on the head of Airavata, his elephant mount. Durvasas became angry and cursed Indra to lose his divine kingdom and good fortune. Indra eventually mollified the sage with profuse apologies, and was told that even though the sage’s curse was normally unbreakable, it could be overridden if Indra worshipped Shiva at Kalpeshwar.

	21Pandu and Dhrtarashtra were the sons of the sage Vyasa with two royal princesses. A third son, Vidura, was the son of Vyasa and a serving-maid that her mistress had sent in her place; because of his mother’s low status, Vidura was never considered suitable for the throne. To learn more about the Epic, I strongly recommend themahabharatapodcast.com, written and voiced by Professor Arti Dhand. Sadly, this ambitious and often hilarious project seems to have stalled after 64 episodes—and well before the end of the story—since the last episode was published December 2022.Page 246 →

	22The Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee website reports that Pandukeshwar was also significant near the end of the epic narrative, describing it as the place where the Pandavas renounced the throne and handed over their capital Hastinapura to King Parikshit (see https://badrinath-kedarnath.gov.in/other-temples/Other-Temples.aspx). From this website, one needs to toggle down the images to “Yogabadri Temple at Pandukeshwar” and then open the text.

	23Pandu did not live to see his sons grow up, since on one bewitching spring day, he was impulsively drawn to make love to his wife Maduri, and died immediately.

	24This outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts was cropped from a larger map of Uttarakhand courtesy of d-maps.com (https://d-maps.com/carte.php?num_car=9153&lang=en), with sites placed by the author.

	25Karna was famous for his generosity, and had vowed never to refuse a gift request. When Indra requested the earrings and the armor, Karna did not hesitate to give them, even though he knew that this would leave him unprotected. He did ask Indra for the Shakti weapon in return, with which he intended to kill Arjuna.

	26In addition to the Karnaprayag temple commemorating Karna’s austerities there, he also serves as the presiding local deity in the upper Tons River basin in Uttarkashi District. For fuller elaboration, see Sax 2002: 157–185.

	27The location of this mountain is uncertain—Google Maps does not list it, nor does P. V. Kane’s (1930–62) List of Tirthas in History of Dharmashastra, volume 4.

	28Uniyal (2011: 122) describes Ekeshwar as one of five Shaiva piths (“seats”) in the Kedar kshetra (“region”), along with Tarakeshvar, Bindeshvar (Binsar), Kyonkaleshvar, and Kilkileshvar. The last is in Tehri District across the Alakananda River from Shrinagar, but the others are all in Pauri District. All of these sites are in the Middle Himalaya, so this is clearly a regional sacred network. Local tradition at Ekeshwar claims that Shankara built the temple there in Samvat 808 (751 CE), but this claim seems dubious because this date is several decades earlier than the generally accepted date for Shankara’s birth. One could easily interpret these claims regarding both the Pandavas and Shankara as strategies to burnish the site’s sanctity through association.

	29Bilva Kedar—listed on Google Maps as Bilkedar Temple—is in Pauri District on the Alakananda’s south side, and was a stop on the Badrinath road laid out by G. W. Traill. It gets few visitors now, because the current motor road (begun in the 1930s) was built on the Alakananda’s north side, and the road Page 247 →crosses the river to the south side about half-a-mile past Bilva Kedar, bypassing this site. Traill’s path ran on the Alakananda’s south side to remain in British Garhwal, since the land on the other side of the river was in the kingdom of Tehri Garhwal. Ahmad (1893: 15) and Sharma (1930: 12) also identify a Shiva temple at this site, but do not relate the story behind it.

	30The eldest Pandava Yudhishthira had told his cousin Duryodhana that he and his brothers would be satisfied with one village each, as recognition of their royal status. When Duryodhana haughtily refused to give them any land at all—that is, dispossessing them—the Pandavas reluctantly girded themselves for battle.

	31In a visit to Budha Kedar on September 29, 2014 the temple’s pujari, Baba Amarnath Rawal, kindly explained the image to me and pointed out all of the figures contained in it.

	32This is Kedarnath’s only charter myth. It is deeply embedded in the current local religious consciousness, but this story does not appear in the Mahabharata. According to Whitmore 2016 (citing Fleming 2007: 83–84), the earliest reference comes from the Kotirudrasamhita of the Shiva Purana (19.3), which refers to the Pandavas gaining Shiva’s darshan. He noted that Fleming dates the Kotirudrasamhita to the thirteenth century (personal communication, February 25, 2016).

	33Bhardwaj (1973: 43 n.2) notes that commentators have overlooked the circular journey motif, since the lists of sacred sites are found in three different sections of the text, with two sections in book two, and the third on book three.

	34Stories attributed to historical people show clear regional preferences. Most are set in the upper Alakananda Valley in and around Badrinath, a few are in the Mandakini Valley, and none are in the Bhagirathi watershed. This imbalance probably reflects the Badrinath temple’s status as the region’s preeminent sacred site, and the desire to connect people with this temple.

	35A village in Maharashtra is also claimed to be Kalidasa’s birthplace. In fact, almost nothing is certain about his life.

	36Baba Amarnath told me this story in 1990 on a trip to Kalimath during my Ph.D. fieldwork. Amarnath had deep personal connections with “Mother” Kali and with Kalimath, where he said he had “gone into hiding” during the State of Emergency in 1975–77. The Amar Chitra Katha version of this story has Kalidasa receiving Kali’s boon inside the Kalimath temple, as he was about to carry out a vow to offer his head to her.

	37David (2021:16–17) describes this story as “an alternative or idealized history” consciously deployed to solidify Badrinath’s identity as a Hindu pilgrimage site. He points to other narratives that connect Badrinath to Tibet and to Page 248 →possible Buddhist origin, and in fact the story about Shankara admits that Badrinath was a Buddhist site for some time, although it claims that the site had originally been Hindu. In her description of Shaligram pilgrimage in Nepal, Holly Walters describes that “issues of place, space, and time are paramount to understanding of how claims to “Hindu” or “Buddhist” belonging come to characterize a landscape and peoples who routinely defy such neat taxonomies” (2020: 106). Historically, Badrinath and its inhabitants were in similarly liminal position between India and Tibet, and local practices would have reflected this liminality. Baba Amarnath, a sadhu who had been born into a Badrinath Panda family in the 1920s and spent a great deal of his childhood there, described the temple closing ceremonies in the era before the border with Tibet was closed. He said that people from the Tibetan side would come to the temple with a thick woolen robe for the image to wear during the winter, which would be anointed with ghee to help keep the image warm. Such memories clearly indicate practices that defy neat conceptual boxes, but rather reflect the reality of people living in a border region.

	38This ritual authority gave the Rawal considerable power, and until the mid-twentieth century, he was functionally the temple’s owner as well as its chief ritual agent. The United Provinces Shri Badrinath and Shri Kedarnath Temples Act of 1939 (colloquially known as the “Temple Act”) limited the Rawal to religious duties, even though the office still retains considerable prestige.

	39This verse is often ascribed simply to the Bachitar Natak (“Marvelous Tale”), a larger sub-section of the Dasam Granth, but one of my students pointed out that the Bachitar Natak contains multiple sub-sections, and that the only section containing this autobiographical information is the Apni Katha (Cargille 2018: 1–2).

	40One Sikh scholar wryly noted that most Himalayan mountain lakes would have seven peaks around them, suggesting that this particular site’s selection was arbitrary. After Sant Sohan Singh had provisionally identified Hemkund’s location, he went to Amritsar and submitted his report to Bhai Vir Singh, a prominent writer and journalist. According to one report, Bhai Vir Singh confirmed this based on other considerations, since he “looked at it (the question of Hemkund’s location) from a broader perspective. He cherished the vision of seeing his community take a trip to the beautiful mountains…Because of this gurudwara, Sikhs will get a Dham like Badrinath in the mountains. Moreover, it will be a good excuse for Sikhs to go to the mountains” (Berar 2003: 113).




Page 249 →

Chapter Five: Mapping the Sacred Landscape


	1The Epics are the Mahabharata and the Ramayana. The puranas (“old”) are sectarian “encyclopedias” of religious lore, largely composed in the centuries surrounding 500 CE.

	2This pattern is clearest for Dabral’s text, since it focuses solely on Uttarakhand. The Tirthank’s narrative order is a little different because it orders its northern Indian sites by altitude—it starts with high-altitude sites such as Kailas, Amarnath, and “Yamunotri-Gangotri, Kedarnath and Badrinath,” and only later considers lower altitude sites such as Hardwar and Rishikesh.

	3This sentence was true until the 2023 pilgrim season, when Kedarnath reportedly had more visitors than Badrinath. The same was true in 2024. Kedarnath and Badrinath have historically had substantially higher visitor footfalls than Yamunotri and Gangotri, and this trend continues.

	4“Shrine” is a reasonably good English translation for the Sanskrit word Devasthanam (“deity-place”); the English words “Shrine Board” were used as a loan phrase by Hindi language speakers. The Shrine Board’s formation seemed like a transparent attempt to bring the temples’ administration—and more importantly, their considerable wealth—directly under government control. The Shrine Board also expanded the Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee’s portfolio by putting the Yamunotri and Gangotri shrines under its control, and thus controlling all four Char Dham sites.

	5One clear sign of the text’s importance was that it was quickly plagiarized. Pundit Maheshanand Sharma’s Shri Badri Narayaya Mahatmya Aur Charo Dham Mahatmya, published by Venkateshvar Press in 1913, reorganizes the Kedarakhand’s chapter order (focusing first on Badrinath rather than Kedarnath), but lifts text wholesale from the Kedarakhand.

	6Another indication of the Kedarakhand’s perceived authority is that it was presented as evidence to India’s Supreme Court. In a 1952 lawsuit against the Badrinath Rawal (chief priest), plaintiffs Nar Har Shastri (and others) cited the Kedarakhand to support their right as hereditary pilgrim guides (pandas) to enter the temple with their pilgrim clients. The passage in question directed pilgrims to bathe in the Ganges and the nearby hot springs (Tapt Kund), then to enter into the temple, view the image, “and HERE make gifts to Brahmins to the best of his capacity” (emphasis added in the original) (Mukerjea 1952: 864). The judgment cites this passage as “Skanda Purana, Badri Mahatmya, Chapter VI, Verses 46–49,” which corresponds to Kedarakhand 62. 45–47.Page 250 →

	7A consistent strategy to heighten the holiness of a present-day site is to connect it to the Kedarakhand. Mishra (n.d.: 62), identifies the temple at Hardwar’s Surajmal dharamshala with Sapta Samudreshvar, which is one of a number of Hardwar sites listed in Kedarakhand 115—some of which can be definitively identified, but most of which cannot. The dharamshala is more or less in the correct location, since the Kedarakhand identifies Sapta Samudreshvar as “a bowshot west of Kushavarta,” but this attribution is clearly specious. The Surajmal dharamshala was constructed in 1890, much later than the Kedarakhand’s composition, and the current temple was clearly constructed as part of the dharamshala—it is located on the dharamshala’s second floor, and has unrelated rooms directly beneath it. When I visited in 1998, the temple guardians were friendly but knew nothing about Sapta Samudreshvar.

	8A table of the identifiable sites and their locations can be found in Appendix Three.

	9The Panch Kedar network straddles eastern Garhwal’s two major watersheds. Kedarnath, Madhmaheshwar, and Tungnath are in the Mandakini watershed, and Rudranath and Kalpeshwar are in the Alakananda. If Chanchani is correct, the four subsidiary temples were erected as connected temples to Kedarnath between the tenth and thirteenth centuries (2019: 146).

	10Since Google lists Nandaprayag’s elevation at 4,445 feet, this itinerary starts at relatively high elevation.

	11Some places on the map contain several sites. This outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts was cropped from a larger map of Uttarakhand courtesy of d-maps.com (https://d-maps.com/carte.php?num_car=9153&lang=en), with sites placed by the author.

	12These include the Tons River region in the Yamuna watershed, and Uttarkashi, Gangotri and sites at Thati Kathur (Budha Kedar) in the Bhagirathi watershed.

	13Named sites include Hardwar’s Daksheshwar and Bilvakeshwar temples, Rishikesh’s Bharata temple, and the Shakumbhari Devi temple southwest of Dehra Dun.

	14The three goddess temples are Surkhanda Devi (Dehra Dun District), Chandravadani (Tehri Garhwal District), and Bhuvaneshvari (Pauri District): their locations form an inverted triangle whose sides are each roughly 20 miles long. Chapter 148 describes Gaumukh, but nearby sites such as Uttarkashi and Gangotri had already been described in Chapters 93–95. Such fragmentation is a clear sign that the Kedarakhand is a composite work.Page 251 →

	15Chapters 164–165 move south from Devaprayag to describe the Nayar River junction with the Ganges.

	16The only identifiable site is Jwalpa Devi, which is between modern Pauri and Kotdwar.

	17Although Mt. Kailas is in Tibet, it has traditionally been associated with the Kedarakhand region, since the most common land routes to it were via the Niti Pass at the headwaters of the Dhauli Ganga, or via the Mana Pass at Badrinath. After being closed for decades, these routes have occasionally been reopened for Indian pilgrims.

	18Since the Kedarakhand describes a place called Gorakh Ashram (which cannot be definitively identified) as near Gauri Kund, the text must have been composed after the time of Gorakhnath (mid-thirteenth century). The only other definitive reference (KK 74.28) describes Satyanath as one of nine Naths. According to Dabral, Satyanath lived in the early sixteenth century, since Ajay Pal (r. 1500–17), founder of Garhwal’s Shah Dynasty, reportedly sought his blessings (Dabral 1961: 106–107).

	19Dabral suggests (1961: 109–110) that the greater prosperity resulting from Maratha rule was directly or indirectly responsible for the Kedarakhand’s composition.

	20Uniyal’s Kedarakhand gives far greater attention to the Bhagirathi and Yamuna watersheds than the original Kedarakhand. These regions have fewer sites even now, partly due to their geography—the Bhagirathi and Yamuna rivers have narrower valleys than the Mandakini and Alakananda, and the region is far more thinly settled. Further, the Kedarnath and Badrinath temples were not only important sites in their own right, but were also connected with temple networks both in the region and throughout India.

	21The title’s punctuation is revealing, since it implies that Yamunotri and Gangotri are connected, as are Kedarnath and Badrinath. As will be discussed later in the chapter, the current Char Dham network is clearly a recent creation, whereas earlier geographical conceptions divided the four sites into linked pairs: Yamunotri-Gangotri and Kedarnath-Badrinath.

	22Another possible explanation for the close relationship between these two texts is that Dabral was a contributor to the Tirthank’s Himalayan section, but this cannot be confirmed, since the Tirthank does not credit any writers.

	23Dabral’s final chapter, “The Religious and Social Influence of Pilgrimage,” is a bittersweet reminiscence on this change. One of his complaints was that Rishikesh had changed from an ascetics’ grove to a city like Ayodhya, and that ascetics in Rishikesh were living settled lives like those in Ayodhya (1961: 590). He also bemoaned the increase in “bad conduct” (durachar, Page 252 →1961: 591–592) that was inappropriate for a holy region—robbers preying on pilgrims, thefts of temple images, seduction of local women, and women “shamelessly laughing” with unknown men.

	24Yamunotri is clearly the least important and least visited site. It is mentioned in the earliest sources (Epics and puranas), and described as an important pilgrimage site in the Tehri state appendix to Walton’s Gazetteer of British Garhwal (1910: 209, 215). Yet H. W. Rawat’s 1906 map of Tehri Garhwal state, which clearly shows Gangotri and the route leading to it, depicts only the Yamuna River, with no marking for Yamunotri. As late as 1930, Sharma mentions no temple there, but only hot springs, and notes that “as there is no sufficient accommodation to stay at night the pilgrims have to return back on the very day” (Sharma 1930: 24).

	25Pennington (2025) cites the first use of the term “Char Dham” to Harikrisha Raturi, vizier to the Tehri Garhwal native king, in 1917. Coining this term may have been a strategy to boost the king’s religious prestige, by connecting the two pilgrimage sites that lay outside his jurisdiction—Kedarnath and Badrinath—with Yamunotri and Gangotri, the two over which he had actual control. Despite this early attestation, the term seems not to have been widely used until the 1950s.

	26Since Adams was a civil servant in the British colonial government, his remarks could reflect a bias toward the ‘better administered” sites in British Garhwal (Kedarnath and Badrinath), vis-à-vis Gangotri in Tehri Garhwal state. Yet his characterizations are supported by a text written twenty years earlier by another colonial administrator, this one a Muslim. Ahmad writes that many South Indians went to Gangotri, but that the journey was difficult not only because the road was bad, but also because one had to carry all of one’s supplies, since there were few places where one could stay or resupply along the way (Ahmad 1893: 43). Neither writer mentions Yamunotri, but Walton (1910: 215) mentions a small temple there and comments that “many pilgrims visit this sacred place every summer.”

	27Vishalmani Sharma’s Charo Dham Mahatmya (“the Greatness of the Char Dham”) describes the routes to all four Himalayan sites—first Kedarnath-Badrinath, and then Yamunotri-Gangotri—but the text’s conclusion clearly shows that the phrase “Char Dham” refers to the quartet at India’s borders, for which Badrinath is the northern anchor. The text has no copyright date, but cannot be earlier than 1968, since this year appears in the text. This same qualification applies to Maheshanand Sharma’s much earlier Shri Badri Narayan Mahatmya aur Charo Dham—“Greatness of Shri Badri Narayan Page 253 →and the Char Dham” (Sharma 1970 [1913]), which does not even mention Yamunotri in the text.

	28Pinkney also notes that whereas many current texts focus more or less exclusively on this quartet, Dabral’s provides “an encyclopedic regional consciousness for Uttarakhand” as the land of the gods (2014: 237).

	29Dharmanand Uniyal’s text echoes the Kedarakhand, in giving far more attention to the Kedarnath-Badrinath side than to the Yamunotri-Gangotri side. Foot pilgrim route guides such as Sharma (1930) and Baba Mani Ram (1938) show that Dharmanand Uniyal’s text organization—discussing Kedarnath-Badrinath before Yamunotri-Gangotri—replicates an earlier pattern.

	30One popular claim is that performing the Himalayan circuit generates the same religious merit as the larger circuit.

	31As noted in the text, the idea of the Char Dham circuit—four sites, one network—seems to date from the 1950s. Package tours seem to have started with Kedar Singh Fonia, a Garhwal native who served first as a civil servant in the Tourism Ministry, and later as a state legislator in both Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand states (see Aukland (2017: 286). According to an online book excerpt, Mr. Fonia did a diploma in Tourism at the University of Prague after serving as the first Zonal Manager for the India Tourism Development Corporation (Fonia 1998). He reportedly visited Switzerland during this time, and formed this package tour strategy after seeing Swiss mountain tourism marketing.

	32The Maharaja of Jaipur built the present Gangotri temple in the late nineteenth century, replacing a much smaller temple attributed to Amar Singh Thapa. The Yamuna temple remains small and modest. Since by consensus Yamunotri is the least important of the four sites, this has made it harder to generate patronage for improvements.

	33Dabral reports the tradition that Tehri Raja Sudarshan Shah gave the Yamunotri temple to the Nautiyals (1961: 606), whereas the Semwals reportedly received the rights to Gangotri from Gurkha ruler Amar Singh Thapa.

	34The Nautiyals control worship at the Yamunotri temple, but I do not know whether they have access to the offerings. These traditional arrangements were briefly suspended in 2019 with the creation of the Uttarakhand “Shrine Board,” a government agency responsible for managing the state’s sacred sites. Unlike Badrinath and Kedarnath, which have been managed by government-appointed bodies for decades, this was the first time that Yamunotri and Gangotri had been brought under such authority. State tourism websites at that time still listed the Nautiyals and Semwals as the traditional priests Page 254 →for Yamunotri and Gangotri, but it seems clear that the government was trying to “manage” the temple offerings. I have no information about how or whether these circumstances have changed since the Shrine Board was rescinded in late 2021.

	35Hindus consider the gods as extraordinarily pure, and this makes them extra susceptible to contamination when they come into contact with human beings, just as immuno-compromised people can be harmed by pathogens that would not harm a healthy person. This is one reason why Hindus often bathe immediately before worship—both as a token of respect, and to interact with the gods in their least impure form.

	36As noted just above, most Hindus believe that spontaneously manifested images have far greater sacred power, since they are seen as immediate and genuine manifestations of the deity. Such heightened sanctity may explain why worshippers are allowed to touch Kedarnath’s image during the morning worship—the image is so innately holy that no one could do anything to affect Shiva’s presence. This traditional morning-evening worship pattern has recently been disrupted by Kedarnath’s record-breaking crowds. Schwabach (2025) reports that the only people allowed to enter the sanctum during the morning worship are those who have paid for special darshans, whereas all others only get a brief view of the image through the doorway.

	37There are historical references to a third Rawal at Gopeshwar’s Gopinath temple, though that office no longer exists. A British government document from 1848 notes the need for the Government to ensure a valid “succession of the Rawals at Kedarnath, Badrinath, and Gopeshwar” (IOR 1848, emphasis added). Dabral (1961: 456) describes the Rawal as the temple’s priest, and as chosen from the “southern jangamas,” a word used for the Lingayats who also preside at Kedarnath; Dimri’s diagram of the temple site (2012: 75) contains a section labeled “Rawal Nivas” (i.e., the Rawal’s residence). The Gopinath temple is still an active worship site, but it is currently managed by the Archaeological Survey of India, rather than the Kedarnath-Badrinath Temple Committee. This suggests that the temple and its patronage have always been independent.

	38Some Kedarnath panda families still retain hereditary rights to collect offerings at subsidiary shrines inside the Kedarnath temple.

	39Dabral (1961: 406) cites a court case from 1907 upholding the Kedarnath pandas’ rights to receive gifts inside the temple. The Badrinath pandas took their case to the Supreme Court of India, where Chief Justice B. K. Mukherjea denied their claim (Mukherjea 1952).Page 255 →

	40This identification between the king and the deity Badrinath may have been one of the reasons why people readily accepted King Pradip Shah’s creation of the office of the Rawal in 1766.

	41The four Maha Dham sites are Badrinath (north), Puri (east), Rameshvaram (south), and Dwaraka (west). These sites also correspond with locations for the monastic centers (maths) supposedly founded by Shankaracharya, except in South India, where the southern math is in Shringeri, rather than Rameshvaram.

	42This image of Shiva in human form exists in uneasy tension with Kedarnath’s primary charter myth (described in greater detail in Chapter 4). In this story, Shiva turned into a bull to hide from the Pandavas, and upon discovery tried to escape by sinking into the earth. The Pandavas stopped him by grabbing onto the bull’s hump, which is identified with Kedarnath’s current image, a natural stone outcrop.

	43All references to the earlier Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee website are based on notes alone. When the Uttarakhand Char Dham Devasthanam Management Board was created in late 2019 to “manage” Garhwal’s religious sites, the existing Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee website was taken down and is no longer accessible—the URLs that formerly connected to badarikedar.org now redirects the viewer to the current site, badarikedar.gov.in.

	44A 2023 visit to Tungnath showed massive renovations since my previous visit in 2018. The temple courtyard space had been expanded to build a ceremonial gateway and a covered visitor area, both of which were built on a greatly enlarged temple platform base. The entry path to the temple, which had previously snaked around the temple’s left side, had been shifted further downhill to direct pilgrims to the front of the temple through this gateway. Local shops had been relocated to line both sides of the road leading to the new entryway, and public restrooms had been built just outside the town. That day was a Thursday with no particular ritual significance, but visitor numbers were unusually large. These numbers almost certainly reflected Kedarnath’s record-breaking pilgrim numbers in 2023, since the path to Tungnath is on the road between Kedarnath and Badrinath.

	45In late 2019, the Shri Badrinath Shri Kedarnath Temple Committee (the management body for the two temples) was replaced by the government-run Uttarakhand Char Dham Devasthanam Management Board (colloquially known as the “Shrine Board”). The Shrine Board took down the Temple Committee’s website and put up their own. The Shrine Board was deeply unpopular, since local elites saw this as an attempt to wrest control of the Page 256 →shrines (and their income) from them. It was abolished shortly before state elections in Fall 2021, but its website lives on—the Shrine Board’s website content was transferred in toto to the reconstituted Temple Committee’s website.

	46It is noteworthy that neither the “Shrine Board’s” former website nor the current Kedarnath Committee’s website lists the Panch Kedar or the Panch Badri, although they include temples in both groups in lists of “Other Temples.”

	47Adi Badri also appears on the Archaeological Survey’s Panch Badri list, but in place of Dhyana Badri rather than Vrddha Badri (ASI n.d.: 3).

	48Hema Uniyal (2011: 320) seems to acknowledge these changes in suggesting that there are seven Badris—the five mentioned above, Adi Badri, and Narsingh Badri at Joshimath’s Narsingh temple. The Joshimath temple has clear connections with Badri Vishal and Bhavishya Badri. According to local lore in Joshimath, one of the wrists on the Narsingh temple’s primary image is growing steadily thinner, and after it breaks, Badri Vishal will become inaccessible and Bhavishya Badri will become the primary worship site. The shift from five to seven Badris—itself clearly an innovation—shows that she is trying to accommodate differing stories into a larger narrative.

	49One of Prayag’s traditional epithets is “Triveni” (“Three Braids”), reflecting the conviction that the mythical Sarasvati River joins the Ganges and Yamuna rivers at the confluence. The Prayag mahatmya describes Prayag as the holy place at which India’s pilgrimage sites (tirthas) wash away the sins they have taken on from pilgrims bathing in them, thus implying that Prayag is the holiest place of all.

	50Map drawn by the author is not to scale and solely for the purpose of illustration; all locations are approximate.

	51For further discussion of this idea, see Lochtefeld 1990. A different sort of homology appears throughout the puranas, which equate the religious benefits generated by pilgrimage with those generated by the Vedic sacrifices—even though these two actions are completely different.

	52Both Uttarkashi and Gupt Kashi feature a Vishvanath temple as the site’s primary temple, just as in Benares, and Uttarkashi is bounded by tributaries of the Bhagirathi River equated with the Ganga, Varuna, and Asi rivers in Benares.

	53For example, the Goddess Bhumia or Matia protects against soil erosion and landslides, the goddesses Matri and Acchri protect against falls, Narsingh and Nag Devta against wild animals and snakes, respectively, and Bhairava Page 257 →against ghosts and unquiet spirits. The sun is petitioned for warmth, and Bijar to protect against hail and storms.

	54This outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts was cropped from a larger map of Uttarakhand courtesy of d-maps.com (https://d-maps.com/carte.php?num_car=9153&lang=en), with sites placed by the author.

	55Some of these local deities have traditionally demanded animal sacrifice in exchange for their care and blessings. Govindarajan (2018: 56–57) describes how this reciprocity was disrupted after 2011 by legal bans on animal sacrifice—and that a spate of leopard attacks in Almora was interpreted as evidence of the deities’ anger, and their desire to obtain what was rightfully theirs.

	56One indicator of the devtas’ medial status is that they too go on pilgrimage—groups of people will take their local deities to places such as Kedarnath and Badrinath to receive the darshan and blessing of the resident deities.

	57It seems anachronistic to call Vishuddhanand’s pilgrimage the “Char Dham,” since I am persuaded by Pinkney’s argument that this name for the circuit came into common usage in the 1950s (2014: 255). Nevertheless, this journey clearly shows that the four-site circuit was historically an option for determined pilgrims.

	58At the end of the nineteenth century, Pauw (1896: 73) estimated that the Kedarnath-Badrinath pilgrimage had 40,000–50,000 people in a normal year, rising to 100,000 in Hardwar Kumbh Mela years. By comparison, in 1820 Traill estimated pilgrim numbers at 7,000–10,000, most of whom were ascetics. For the effect of the railway on pilgrimage to Hardwar, see Lochtefeld (2010: 71ff.).

	59In 1890, Surajmal built Hardwar’s first dharamshala, a magnificent building that still bears his name. He later donated 100,000 rupees to pave Har-Ki-Pairi’s bathing ghat with alternating black-and-white marble squares for the 1936 Kumbha Mela. Part of a plaque on the current Lakshman Jhula bridge reportedly reads “…[This bridge] replaces the old bridge of 284 feet span, which was the gift of Rai Bahadur Surajmal Jhunjhunwala father of Rai Bahadur Shewpershad Tulshan, and was situated about 200 feet down stream. This was washed away by the great flood of October 1924.”

	60Describing the Swami’s “trip to Kailas” as disappearance rather than death reflects the popular belief that religious attainment brings supernormal powers, including extraordinary longevity. The Rishikesh ashram’s current manager, Dharmendra Agarwal, assured me that he was “100% sure (not 99%)” that the swami was still alive and active, and cited the swami’s legacy Page 258 →as inspiring him to continue the Trust’s good work (personal conversation, October 21, 2014).

	61Kaur (1985: 43 n.) reports that this section of road opened in 1932, but I give greater weight to Baba Mani Ram’s date, since the pamphlet was published so soon after the road opened. Kaur’s date may indicate when construction began.

	62Devaprayag is the winter home of the Badrinath pandas, and both Triyugi Narayan and Gaurikund would have been important staging grounds for Kedarnath.

	63Pre-Partition Punjab would have also included not only the region now in Pakistan, but also the modern Indian states of Punjab, Haryana, and Himachal Pradesh (the last of which is contiguous to Uttarakhand).

	64Garhwal hydrology outline map cropped from a larger hydrological map of Uttarakhand courtesy of d-maps.com (https://d-maps.com/carte.php?num_car=9137&lang=en), with sites marked in by the author.

	65The traditional nine-mile path from Gaurikund to Kedarnath was washed out in the apdaa (“catastrophe”) flooding in June 2013; the current path retraces the first part of that route, and then crosses the Mandakini River at Rambara for a slightly longer route through Lincholi.

	66The original name contained both temple names with an honorific “Shri” before each temple; this was to indicate that the two temples had equal status, rather than Kedarnath being subsumed into Badrinath in 1948. Following the Shrine Board’s repeal, the body was renamed the Shri Badrinath Kedarnath Temple Committee-UK (Uttarakhand). The state government’s role in this reconstituted temple committee is unclear, but large sections of the “new” Temple Committee’s website were copied verbatim from the defunct Shrine Board’s website.

	67The 1939 Temple Act was preceded by a long, popular campaign protesting the Badrinath Rawal’s alleged mismanagement of temple assets. According to anonymous manuscript Reader A, the Tehri State’s annual reports to the Commissioner of Kumaon expressed similar concerns regarding Kedarnath.

	68The actual number of temples on each list is larger than the number of symbols on the map, because many locations have more than one temple. A full list of the temples appears in Appendix 5.

	69This outline map of Garhwal’s seven districts was cropped from a larger map of Uttarakhand courtesy of d-maps.com (https://d-maps.com/carte.php?num_car=9153&lang=en), with sites placed by the author.

	70A Kalimath priest was astonished when I mentioned this elision and then brought up the Committee’s website on my phone to prove it. Even though Page 259 →the Kalimath temples have been taken off the current Temple Committee’s website, I noted that they all still have the Committee’s donation boxes.

	71Wireless communication allows ordinary people to add sites and photos to Google maps using a mobile phone. I would expect that this latter map is growing continually denser as people upload more information.

	72Of course, Chamoli district has many local devta sites. Since the devtas and Vishnu are both concerned with human flourishing—the former at the local level, and the latter at the cosmic level—their similar functions may help to explain this inverse relationship in these two districts.

	73For example, Hardwar district has numerous Raidas temples, whereas the hills have virtually none. Raidas was a sixteenth-century poet-saint born into the leather-tanning community, which because of their constant work with dead animal skins was a profoundly low-status occupation. Raidas transcended this status through his charisma and devotion; his temples tend to be patronized by people from lower-status groups

	74Ghantakarna and Jakh are both examples of yakshas (indigenous nature spirits) that have been absorbed into the larger Hindu pantheon.

	75This flooding was so violent and destructive that it was dubbed “The Himalayan Tsunami.” Hurricane Helene’s destruction in Asheville, North Carolina (USA) in September 2024 is a more recent example of how cloudburst flooding can wreak havoc in mountainous environs.





Chapter Six: Pilgrimage in the Ganga Himalaya


	1The estimated dates for these inscriptions, based solely on the orthography, range between the second and fifth century CE.

	2Chanchani (2019: 180) speculates that the stone image was the deity’s fixed image, and the gold one a movable icon, which he says is still the case today. According to Wessels, Andrade described the temple “at length” (2008: 51), but his summary of Andrade’s text sadly mentions none of this.

	3Chanchani (2019: 181) points to the rice, coconuts, and spices as evidence of “sustained north-south contacts.” From my own observation, coconuts are ubiquitous at Badrinath, and are sold throughout the marketplace. Coconuts, walnuts, and other “dry fruits” (e.g., raisins, apricots, and other nuts) are a preferred offering to the deity in the Badrinath temple, since in earlier times these would have been luxury items. In pre-modern times, coconuts also reportedly functioned as a substitute currency, which temple functionaries would use to purchase sexual favors from local women.Page 260 →

	4The Kumbha Mela generally returns to a site after twelve years, but every eighty-odd years returns after only eleven. This is because Jupiter’s orbit determines the festival’s timing. This orbit is not a full twelve years, but 11.86, and thus the festival’s timing needs an occasional correction in order to celebrate it in the appropriate astrological sign (see Lochtefeld 2004: 117 n.2). A Kumbha Mela would also explain Azevedo’s description of “a troop of 8.000 jogis, ‘the greatest loafers of India,’ [who] went up the shrine carrying arms” (2008: 97), but who were forcefully expelled by the Raja of Shrinagar. These would have been naga sanyasis who had attended the Hardwar Kumbha Mela and proceeded thence to the Himalayas. Such a large body of armed men—who made their living as traders and mercenary soldiers—was clearly a potential threat, so it is hardly surprising that the Raja acted to expel them from his domain.

	5Dr. James Mallinson has drawn my attention to an even earlier reference from 1558 (personal communication, September 7, 2024, citing Chabra 1957: 48). The next extant reference after Azevedo’s is not until 1695, in the Khulasatu-t-Tawarikh (Lochtefeld 2004: 107).

	6In the early nineteenth century, the East India Company meddled in local religious affairs in ways that were absolutely prohibited in later years. As noted above, Commissioner Traill had did not hesitate to commandeer the sadabart revenues to build the bridle path, even though this use lay outside the sadabart’s usual purview. Perhaps the most celebrated example is at Puri’s Jagannath temple. As the ruling power in the region, Company authorities collected pilgrim taxes, a practice that English evangelicals decried as promoting idolatry. Queen Victoria’s royal proclamation of 1858, in which she pledged that the government would not interfere with her subjects’ religious practices, effectively ended government involvement with religious matters.

	7Pauw (1896: 28) mentions bazaars at Devaprayag, Shrinagar, Rudraprayag, Karnaprayag, Nandaprayag, Pipalkoti, Joshimath, and Badrinath in the Alakananda Valley, and in the Mandakini Valley at Gupt Kashi, Ukhimath, and Kedarnath.

	8Whereas plains cultivators sold their crops to pay their land assessments, Garhwalis tended to eat their crops, and pay their land taxes with money earned in other ways: pilgrimage, public works, bamboo cutting, and outside remittances (Pauw 1896: 96). This multi-source survival strategy is still prevalent today, and reflects the general difficulty of making a living in the region, as described at greater length in Chapter 2.

	9In Ahmad’s text, he numbers the introductory pages as 1–3, and then returns to one to number the pages in the text. To eliminate this ambiguity I will designate the pages in the introduction as i–iii.Page 261 →

	10Early British sources refer to the subcontinent as both “Hindustan” and “Hindostan;” here Ahmad seems to be playing on this variant spelling to claim a geographic rather than a religious sense of belonging.

	11The outbreak of World War I delayed this report’s publication until April 1915.

	12Based on the Badrinath temple registers in Badrinath temple, Adams (1915: 10) reports that pilgrim numbers there for the three previous years were 37,610 (1910), 29,526 (1911), and 33,446 (1912). Since Pauw’s 1896 report listed annual pilgrim numbers as between forty and fifty thousand, I suspect that Pauw’s higher numbers reflect an estimate rather than an actual count.

	13Ahmad’s account begins with a page-long paean to the benefits of colonial rule. “For the comfort of its Hindu citizens the government has so thoroughly developed this remote region that there are footpaths, dharamshalas and stores everywhere. In places where roaring tigers and leopards used to make valiant men quake with fear, now people by day and night drive flocks of goats laden with grain, without a care in the world. Mountain rivers that people had to cross on rope bridges now have sturdy iron and wooden bridges. Whereas formerly unfortunate travelers had to bed down on hilltops, since there were no places where they could comfortably rest, now all these places not only have substantial rest houses (dharamshalas), but also shops selling all manner of goods” (Ahmad 1893: 2).

	14As but one example, the Ganges immediately north of Rishikesh has several significant semicircular bends, and the foot pilgrim trail traveled a much shorter distance by cutting across the ridges.

	15The Kali Kamli guide follows the “Pilgrimage by motor” section with a section on “Pilgrimage by Aeroplane” from Hardwar. Kedarnath pilgrims would land at Agastyamuni, and Badrinath pilgrims at Gauchar (Baba Mani Ram 1938: 20). Though the latter type of travel would have been unusual, including it seems to show that such conveniences were not seen as illegitimate or as diminishing the pilgrimage’s religious sanctity.

	16This shift in pilgrim movement patterns saw the quick decline of sites on the earlier route, a pattern that continued as the road network expanded. Some sites on Traill’s footpath below Shrinagar can still be located using Google maps, but others have completely disappeared.

	17Since 1928, this organization has been incorporated as the Kali Kamli Wala Trust, but at the time of Adam’s report (1915), using this name would have been an anachronism.

	18This practice remained well established. According to Sharma, “Pilgrims who stay in these Chatties [sic] have to buy all their requirements from their owners” (1930: 3).Page 262 →

	19As described more fully in Chapter 5, the Kali Kamli Wala site network contracted as the road network grew. Only 18 of its 75 sites remain “active,” since the Trust seems to be prioritizing creating shelter at the apex sites themselves, rather than on the routes leading up to them.

	20For example, Adams mentions the Kali Kamli Walas building dharamshalas in both Kedarnath and Badrinath, but the Kali Kamli Wala guide credits these buildings not to itself but to the donors—whose names Adams also mentions. The Trust directly funded 20 of the 135 sites, though it appears that they did so only when no donor was available. Yet since this list also includes several government-funded dharamshalas, it seems likely that the guidebook included every dharamshala on these routes, whether or not it was under Trust management.

	21The Yamunotri-Gangotri circuit had only 15 sadabarts, and the average distance between them was 26 miles, twice as far as on the Kedarnath-Badrinath route. This alone would have made pilgrimage in the Tehri Garhwal kingdom more expensive and more difficult.

	22My kitchen calculations indicate that a pound of flour would make about fifteen chapattis, and that four ounces of dry lentils (¾ cup/277 ml) would make more than enough dal to soak them in.

	23See Lochtefeld 2010: 123–42 for greater elaboration of panda identity and activity.

	24In the mid-twentieth century, Dabral lists ten chattis between Dharasu and Yamunotri (1961: 245ch), and 13 between Uttarkashi and Gangotri (1961: 245 n). Not surprisingly, the chattis began where the roads ended.

	25Sharma’s route guide to Kedarnath begins by telling readers to follow the previous itinerary up to Rudraprayag, and then turn left.

	26Pilgrims coming from Yamunotri to Gangotri would take a shortcut at Simli on the Yamunotri road, which after eleven miles would put them at Nakori on the Gangotri road (Sharma 1930: 25). From Gangotri, they would cut over the mountains near Bhatwari, moving southeast 27 miles to Budha Kedar. From there they would travel northwards for 40 miles to Triyugi Narayan, and then (via Gaurikund) to Kedarnath (Sharma 1930: 31–33). Sharma describes this latter section as thinly settled, with few facilities, and in modern times only trekkers travel on it. From Kedarnath, pilgrims would retrace their steps back to Nala Chatti (just north of Gupt Kashi). Three miles from there, they would cross the Mandakini River to Ukhimath, and then travel 27 miles westward via Chopta to Chamoli. This last section has long been paved and is heavily used in the summer months, though the gentler grading necessary for motor roads makes the distance considerably longer (42 miles).Page 263 →

	27Adams did his field assessments during the 1913 pilgrimage season and filed his report in August 1913, but it was not published until April 1915. As a colonial administrator, one suspects that Adams would have been keen to highlight the benefits of colonial rule over princely rule—in this case, with regard to the roads—but even now Gangotri receives far fewer visitors than Kedarnath and Badrinath, perhaps due to its remoteness.

	28Dates for the Rishikesh-Devaprayag road are uncertain. Baba Mani Ram (1938) lists it as opening in 1935.

	29Sankrityayan gives this itinerary in Chapter 11 of his text (Sankrityayan 1953: 402–489).

	30For his time estimate, Dabral may have assumed that people would hire horses for the off-road parts of the journey (186 miles total), since this would have allowed them to travel more quickly, but he also describes people as staying two to three days at Kedarnath and Badrinath. At the turn of the twentieth century, the pace was far less leisurely, since Adams remarks that pilgrims would stay a “day or two” at Devaprayag, Kedarnath, and Badrinath (1915: 17). Of course, since pre-modern Kedarnath had no local fuel for cooking or heating, this would have rendered an extended stay most unpleasant. Even in the late 1960s, Sharma reports that most pilgrims spent their nights in Rambara, and visited Kedarnath as a day trip (Sharma n.d.: 50–51)

	31Another possible reason for why Vrddha Badri replaced Adi Badri is that the Archeological Society of India now manages Adi Badri, whereas Vrddha Badri (as with all the other current “Badris”) is managed by the Shri Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee.

	32According to one estimate, more than one-third of rural households fall below the poverty line (Mamgain 2004: 38).

	33One early program was the Vir Chandra Singh Garhwali Paryatan Yojana (Vir Chandra Singh Garhwali Tourism Undertaking); details for this and other state government sponsored programs can be found at https://uttarakhandtour ism.gov.in/government_orders

	34I am indebted to Professor M. P. Joshi for pointing this out to me (personal communication, September 26, 2014).

	35An article in The Hindu (6/26/13) describes how the June 2013 flooding killed 78 men and boys from a single village near Gupt Kashi (Chopra 2013).

	36One 2022 Char Dham pilgrim reported that he had stayed overnight only at Badrinath—all of the other sites were day trips. This pattern seems increasingly common now, as the authorities try to move more people through the sacred sites more quickly. In 2013, 17,000 rupees would have been about $325, an amount well within many peoples’ discretionary spending limits.Page 264 →

	37When one’s pilgrim journey involved multiple destinations, the recommended practice was to make a samkalp only for the first destination, and to make a samkalp for the next place upon leaving the previous place. A samkalp is considered a binding vow with karmic consequences if one fails to fulfill it, and so doing it in this piecemeal fashion may have been a way to minimize potential karmic liability in case one’s trip was unexpectedly cut short. This practice may also have been related to ideas about religious merit, in which “adding up” the merit from multiple small pilgrimages was deemed greater than that gained from one multi-site pilgrimage.

	38Singh 2005 begins her article by discussing various theoretical perspectives on these ideal types, including more nuanced medial categories such as “sacred tourist” and “secular pilgrim.”

	39A man that I met in 2002 at Badrinath was most eager to tell me that he did not believe in these sorts of places himself, but that he had come there to accompany his wife, who most certainly did.

	40According to Sati, 60 percent of visitors self-identify as pilgrims (Sati n.d.: 88).

	41The notion of regional modernity struck me while waiting in an Indian bank. The tellers were using computers to maintain people’s accounts, just as in any other modern bank, but the bank’s behind-the-counter floor plan was centered on the manager’s desk with a throne-like chair. The bank’s technology was completely modern, but its social arrangement was completely Indian.

	42Of course, “holidays” come in many different varieties. One recent niche offering is a “trekking-only” route from Kalimath to Kedarnath. Walking between Gaurikund and Kedarnath is often difficult and unpleasant, since the path is congested with horses, and littered with their dung. Having no horses on the Kalimath route would make it a far more pleasant walk.

	43See Lochtefeld 2010: 212–13 for other examples of this; explicit proclamations regarding a site’s holiness and the religious benefits obtainable there are standard features in the mahatmya literature.

	44I was told in 2009 that the price was Rs. 8,000 per seat each way, but current prices are lower—Rs. 8,500 round trip from Gupt Kashi, and under Rs. 7,000 for round trips from Phata and Sirsi (eUttaranchal 2024). Aside from making for a much faster trip, helicopter patrons could often “jump the queue” to receive faster entry into the Kedarnath temple (Whitmore 2018: 38). In the past few years, the percentage of helicopter visitors has declined as pilgrim numbers have exponentially grown. This reflects limits on helicopter capacity. When tens of thousands of people visit on peak days, it is simply impossible to carry them in helicopters seating 8–10 people at a time.Page 265 →

	45The rudraksha is a dried seed identified as a form of Shiva, and many Shaivites wear a string of these. The most common variety has five longitudinal divisions, but there are many other possibilities, and the less common varieties are highly valued. A shaligram is a stone containing a circular ammonite fossil. Since one of Vishnu’s attributes is the discus (cakra), Hindus understand the shaligram as a spontaneously manifested form of Vishnu.

	46Surprisingly few places sell branded religious merchandise with site-specific pictures and souvenirs. The only ones I can think of offhand are Yamunotri, Gangotri, Kedarnath, Badrinath, Kalimath, Hemkund Sahib, Triyugi Narayan, Gupt Kashi, Ukhimath, and Jwalpa Devi (which also had a drive-by puja stand for people unwilling to walk down the hill to her temple). The most recent product line is laser-carved wooden models of various temples. This merchandise is one sign of how dramatically the sacred landscape has contracted—the primary focus is almost exclusively on the apex sites.

	47Sankrityayan hired a cook/orderly for the Kedarnath section of his trip, but sent him home after he reached the Badrinath road at Chamoli (1953: 457).

	48Kala published his text in 1992, but did his fieldwork in 1983–85.

	49One example of hedonic adaptation is that a century ago virtually no one had taken a hot shower, but this amenity has become a regular element in many people’s lives.

	50Total numbers have continued to rise dramatically. In 2024, Uttarakhand welcomed an estimated 60 million visitors, double the number in 2010 (Times of India 2024).

	51These visitor numbers were originally posted on the (now defunct) Shri Kedarnath Shri Badrinath Temple Committee website. They are still listed at SacredYatra.com (2022a and 2022b), even after the Committee’s website was replaced by that of the Shrine Board. One could question the accuracy of these numbers, since there is no way to check the Temple’s Committee’s data. Despite this, there can be no doubt that pilgrim numbers sharply and continuously increased in the early part of the current century.

	52Midday 2024a reports that 110 tons of inorganic waste were removed from Badrinath during the 2024 season. Prior to this, the only Himalayan route with a functioning trash-removal scheme was the path to Hemkund Sahib and the Valley of Flowers. This latter scheme was developed in response to an estimated 29 metric tons of trash per season, which would have otherwise remained there indefinitely (Kuniyal 2003: 811).

	53Whitmore (2018: 124–126) describes these stresses at Kedarnath. During Kedarnath’s morning darshan, all devotees have traditionally been allowed to enter into the sanctum and touch the image (a stone outcrop) during worship, and one of the common ceremonies was to rub ghee (clarified butter) Page 266 →onto the image. These practices have become more restricted as the number of visitors has increased.

	54This is not to imply that there was never widespread popular resistance to these trends. The Chipko (“hugging”) movement in the 1970s saw activists (primarily women) protecting trees marked for felling by holding on to them and refusing to let go. In the 1990s, widespread protests delayed construction of the Tehri Dam, and similar protests have continued against other dams proposed in the region.

	55Just about every survivor with whom I have spoken said something to the effect of “When it’s not your time, it’s not your time.” Yet given the scope of the destruction, many survivors discerned a divine message in the events. One Kedarnath temple priest described the flood waters as entering the temple through the east entrance, circling the image three times in a gesture of reverence, and then exiting through the west door—a door that is always closed, since it represents Shiva’s destructive third eye. Others saw the flooding as revealing Shiva’s desire to cleanse a town that had been overbuilt and too heavily touristed, or as divine punishment for inappropriate actions. One merchant blamed it on the meat-eating and liquor-drinking habits of the Nepali porters, whereas Bharatiya Janata Party MP Uma Bharati singled out visitors’ lax toilet habits, which had befouled the region.





Chapter Seven: The Dev Bhumi in the Twenty-first Century


	1In some cases, shortages prompted greed and profiteering, with exorbitant prices for basic items like a package of biscuits or a bottle of water. Yet there were also stories of incredible generosity, as at Triyugi Narayan, where the residents fed survivors from their own household supplies for six days until they could be rescued (Amar Ujala 2013b).

	2Another marker of economic distress is land abandonment—that is, not farming arable farmland. This is most prevalent near the highways, since developers seek to buy land there (Sati n.d.: 111).

	3February 2024 saw widespread demonstrations in Uttarakhand demanding changes to the land laws, to make it more difficult for outsiders to buy land. Another widely reported story was that some unknown people were transporting rhesus macaque monkeys from the plains to Uttarakhand. This urban legend surely reflects deeply embedded pahari fears about displacement and loss of land. The reports describe these “plains” monkeys as far more vicious than the local macaques, and report that they are terrorizing local people and animals (see Govindrajan 2015).Page 267 →

	4Raper reports that the 1803 earthquake toppled every temple in the region, and leveled much of the capital at Shrinagar (1810: 495). As recently as 1991, a 6.8 magnitude earthquake killed at least 750 people in Uttarkashi.

	5I learned about the connection between oaks and springs in conversation with Dr. Kailash Pushpawan, a Ph.D. botanist and community activist in Ukhimath.

	6This was particularly true for women. The traditional texts forbade married men to go on pilgrimage without their wives, and in the most traditional families, this was one of the few opportunities for women to travel.

	7Not surprisingly, many different theodicies attempt to explain this event. Then-Water Resources Minister Uma Bharati attributed it to people defecating in the area around the Kedarnath temple (Khanna 2014). Others have attributed it to various other sources of divine wrath: drinking alcohol, eating non-vegetarian food, and even moving the image of Goddess Dhari Devi (Gusain 2013).

	8While reminiscing about a trip to Lahual she had taken with her husband in 1960, when the region was completely undeveloped, my mother-in-law lamented that things had changed there, and that they now had electricity. I could not help remarking that she liked having electricity, so why should these folks not have it? Of course, what she was really remembering and longing for was a moment in her younger life.

	9Since the 2013 disaster—when many visitors vanished without a trace—the government has sought to keep track of people through mandatory registration. In 2023, the Char Dham sites adopted a token system (tied in with this registration) as a way to manage darshan crowds at the temples. Yet the daily visitor limits are so high—16,000 people for Badrinath, 13,000 for Kedarnath, 8,000 for Gangotri, and 5,000 for Yamunotri—that these limits seem clearly tilted more toward crowd control and visitor convenience than environmental protection (Shrine Yatra 2024).

	10The limit was later reduced to 150 people per month (just five people per day). It seems that this lower number has been modified, since Abhyudaya (2022) reports that 13,656 people trekked to Gaumukh as of October 31 of that year (with another month before that season ended). If one estimates a trekking season of 150 days—a reasonable number, considering the local snowfall—the average would have been 113 people per day.

	11Historically speaking, equal access was not absolute throughout India. Some temples barred entry to members of low-status groups, though I have found no reference to this practice in Garhwal. In traditional religious jurisprudence, pilgrimage was one of the unusual occasions—along with fire, flood, war, or other sudden calamity—during which concerns about ritual contagion arising from contact with others were temporarily suspended.Page 268 →

	12Of course, the “special darshans” at Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath clearly undercut this notion, since these give fee-paying clients exclusive access to the temple and its deities during certain designated times.

	13Reader notes similar traditional attitudes supporting pilgrimage on Shikoku in comparison with vacations, which are seen as selfish and indulgent (2005:190).

	14One telling index for rural poverty can be seen in the “simple and appropriate technological interventions” (Maikhuri et al. 2011: 992) sponsored by the G.B. Pant Institute for Economic Development. These seek to counter rural poverty by promoting short-term family-centered business strategies, such as cultivating medicinal plants, growing market vegetables, fish farming, bee-keeping, mushroom cultivation, and turning waste plants into bio-briquettes for sale. These programs are largely palliative, in that they promote development within the existing system by increasing people’s miscellaneous agricultural earnings. These programs generally target women partly because women do most of Garhwal’s agriculture, but also because women remain in the villages when their men have migrated out for work.

	15Political factors can clearly affect religious patterns. According to Reader, Tokugawa-era restrictions on travel stimulated the Shikoku pilgrimage, because religious pilgrimage was one of the few allowable exceptions to restrictions on travel (2005: 101). Pilgrims had to get their pilgrimage books stamped at each of the circuit’s 88 temples as proof that they had actually gone on pilgrimage, and not just wandered for pleasure.

	16The Film Tourism section is trying to persuade filmmakers to shoot in the state, rather than people seeking to visit places in which films were shot. In targeting an industry rather than a consumer audience, this section of the website is very different from the others.

	17In late 2022, the database had 4,506 listed homestays, and 3,779 hotels.

	18The two named awards show an instructive contrast. Vir Chandra Singh Garhwali was a native Garhwali who took part in the independence struggle; he was imprisoned for defying a British officer’s command to fire on unarmed protesters. Deen Dayal Upadhyaya was a politician and founding member of the Bharatiya Jana Sangh—the forerunner of the current-ruling Bharatiya Janata Party—who lived his entire life in the lower Gangetic Plain. This latter award clearly reflects a political rather than regional identity.

	19Some of these offerings have been driven by government regulation. One acquaintance who used to be a trekking guide shifted his focus to bird-watching tours—a day activity—after the government passed regulations forbidding setting up tents in alpine meadows.Page 269 →

	20One exception to this is in the Trekking section, which has a 4-day itinerary visiting three Goddess temples in western Garhwal: Chandravadini, Surkhanda Devi, and Kunjapuri. This is an actual “circuit” with an itinerary connecting the places, although the “treks” to each temple are all relatively short, since Kunjapuri is road-accessible, and Surkhanda has a ropeway (cable car).

	21Ten years ago, foreigners appeared in most of the pictures for adventure tourism offerings. In 2022, they appeared only in the mountain biking and skiing sections, with Indians in all the others. I doubt that the Tourism Ministry sees foreigners as the primary clientele for these experiences, but instead sees depicting them as a way to glamorize these niche offerings.

	22These proposed hot spring spas could also feature Ayurvedic treatments—perhaps using local Himalayan medicinal herbs—to make them more appealing to traditionalists. This sort of wellness tourism has been wildly successful in Kerala, and could perhaps be replicated here.

	23Keeping people in one place may be better for the environment than having them continually in motion, but in either case, everything needed for their stay still must be brought up from “below.”

	24One article supporting these camps noted the irony that the courts shut down the camps based on the sewage output of 40,000 visitors, but never considered the sewage from more than 1.5 million pilgrims.

	25Singh (2005: 220) uses the term “amenity migration,” for which she is citing Moss 1994. Ranikhet even has a golf course!

	26This relocation to the hills included many branches of government. For many years, Shimla in Himachal Pradesh served as British India’s summer capital.

	27The Press Trust of India (2024) reported that over 49 tons of untreated waste were dumped into Kedarnath’s two landfills between 2022 and 2024, and that untreated sewage was being released into the Mandakini River. Badrinath seems to have implemented better waste management, since during 2024, 110 tons of inorganic waste were recycled. Of course recycling is much easier at Badrinath, because the site is road accessible (Midday 2024a).

	28One clear example of this trend is the Tehri Dam, which submerged the former royal capital of Tehri and displaced thousands of people, who were resettled only with great difficulty. The dam generates electricity that the government can sell, but none of the locals benefit from this. In addition to loss of land by submergence, the environmental report by Chopra and Das (2014) after the 2013 apdaa lists various other pernicious consequences of dams, including “irreversible loss of riverine ecosystems (56), Page 270 →slope destabilization leading to landslides (61–67), negative impacts on local water sources (74), and land subsidence affecting houses, fields, and roads (75).”

	29A separate project seeks to provide rail connections to every site in the Char Dham, with a western spur serving Gangotri and Yamunotri departing from the current Doiwala station, and the spur serving Kedarnath and Badrinath departing from Karnaprayag station, with a split at Saikot.

	30One acquaintance who intended to walk to Kedarnath in Fall 2022 was so disgusted by the filth on the path—and the continual shouts by the mule drivers to get out of their way—that he quickly hired a mule himself.

	31The article noted that this was Modi’s sixth visit to Kedarnath since becoming prime minister in 2014. On the same trip, Modi inaugurated a ropeway to Hemkund Sahib, a Sikh pilgrimage site.

	32This day-trip model reflects the pre-modern pattern. Kedarnath pilgrims used to stay at Rambara and travel to Kedarnath for the day, then return to Rambara in the evening. People were reluctant to spend the night there because of the challenging local conditions—no fuel, and little food.

	33The year 2023 was the first year that Kedarnath had more visitors than Badrinath. Since this was also the case in 2024—doubtless reflecting the influence of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s interest in Kedarnath—it seems likely that this trend will continue. Since visitors now have to register their trip beforehand, one could argue that these numbers—though eye-popping—are actually more reliable than past estimates.

	34Of course, one factor behind rising high-season travel is the desire to flee the summer heat, which will only increase with climate change. Another is that Kashmir’s simmering political tensions still make it a less desirable summer travel option.

	35Visitor numbers come from SacredYatra.com (2022a and 2022b). Appendix 6 has a table listing the visitor numbers and totals.

	36Yamunotri has never had formal pilgrim lodging, although it does have one Ramanandi ashram. Visitors there currently stay the night four miles away at Janaki Chatti, and travel to Yamunotri in the morning.

	37Helicopter pilgrims at Kedarnath may only spend a few hours on site.

	38The men leading the horses make several round trips each day, which is a remarkable feat of stamina.

	39Some people still stay overnight at Kedarnath. One current local strategy has been to replace beds with triple bunks, and convert “four-bed” rooms into 12-bed dormitories (Kedarnath Vidhansabha 2022). The tourist development board has also set up 12-bed tents at the edge of town. Yet since many Page 271 →buildings destroyed in 2013 will never be rebuilt, Kedarnath’s current built environment is significantly smaller than before the apdaa.

	40This is not to say that this would ultimately be better, since the carbon output for an all-helicopter circuit would be astronomical. Yet it would also make fewer demands on local resources, in terms of needing to feed and shelter people overnight (for which everything must be brought from down below).

	41Schwabach (2025) reports that unless pilgrims have purchased special darshans they are only allowed to view the image of Kedarnath from the doorway to the sanctum, but are not allowed to go inside it.

	42Whitmore (2018b: 125–126) describes how increasing crowd numbers were making ghee malish problematic as early as 2007–08. He also confided that in the past Kedarnath locals had favorably contrasted Kedarnath’s leisurely worship experience with Badrinath’s assembly-line efficiency. A source describing Kedarnath’s token system for darshan says that there would be 1,200 tokens issued per hour, which by simple math means that each devotee would get only three seconds with the deity (SacredYatra.com 2024). All of this points to a dramatic change in the nature of the temple experience at Kedarnath.

	43Sources claim that the three outcrops are different colors, which correspond to the particular Goddesses: black for Mahakali, yellowish-red for Mahalakshmi, and “a whiteish tinge when looked at attentively” for Mahasaraswati (Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine 2022c). These three colors are also associated with the three gunas or fundamental qualities: black for tamas, red for rajas, and white for sattva. The original pathway to the cave also has multiple features identified as the seats of other deities, starting with Ganesh at the entryway.

	44Temple management at Yamunotri and Gangotri was traditionally vested in the hands of local priestly families—the Nautiyal in Yamunotri, and the Semwals in Gangotri. The Uttarakhand Char Dham Devasthanam Management Board (“Shrine Board”) sought to bring these two shrines under government management, but since that body has been dissolved, I am not certain who is in charge at these places now.

	45Mortality estimates for the apdaa vary widely because the authorities had no idea how many people were in Kedarnath at the time. The exception to this was foreign tourists, who are subject to considerably greater oversight, such as the “Form C” that all hotels must submit.

	46Among the explicit messages on the tunnel walls is information about the three pindis as manifestations of the Goddesses (SMVDSB 2022e). This page Page 272 →and the “Darsan” page (SMVDSB 2022d) contained identical language reiterating that the only manifestation of the Goddess in the sanctum is the marble platform with the pindis, and that there are “no statues, pictures, or idols inside.” Here the Shrine Board seems to be doing its best to ensure that visitors do not miss seeing the sacred images during their brief time in the actual sanctum because they are expecting to see something else! A search in July 2025 revealed that the Vaishno Devi website has been significantly changed, and much of the content that has been referenced here has been removed.

	47The website claims that coconuts are forbidden for safety reasons, and there is a grain of truth here. If people brought coconuts to the sanctum, they would surely want to break them there as an offering. The coconut water would make the sanctum messy and potentially slippery, which would be a safety hazard. Yet in light of all the other arrangements, banning coconuts seems more of a timesaving measure, to move people in and out of the sanctum more quickly. Keeping coconuts outside also means that the shrine priests need to handle fewer objects for each person. Much of the material in the offering bags could be kept at the shrine and reused, though the dry fruits are probably returned as prasad.

	48Kedarnath and Badrinath seem to be trending toward limiting visitors to particular time windows, as at Vaishno Devi. As noted earlier, Badrinath has traditionally limited ordinary pilgrims’ darshan time before the deity to a few brief seconds, and Kedarnath has more recently followed suit.

	49According to Adams, Tungnath was historically sparsely visited: “Tungnath is situated at an elevation of over 12,000 feet and the climb to Chopta itself from Ukhimath is so stiff that four-fifths of the pilgrims omit Tungnath and go straight on over to pass towards Chamoli” (1915: 16).

	50This new dharamshala at Tungnath is not included in my Kali Kamli Wala Trust network survey in Chapter 5.

	51Tungnath has a long history as one of the Panch Kedar. In October 2023, I first heard the claim that there is also a Panch Tungnath network in the Mandakini Valley. This seems like a clear strategy to raise Tungnath’s status and profile, by claiming it as the main temple in a network analogous to that of the Panch Kedar and Panch Badri.

	52The same is can be said for Triyugi Narayan, although it has a less prominent place on the UKTB website. Triyugi Narayan is a half-day trip from Sitapur, a popular “night halt” place near the Kedarnath road terminus, and thus a place people might visit after returning from Kedarnath.Page 273 →

	53This seems an example of what Drew (2017: 182) describes as “Partitioning”—namely, arbitrarily restricting development in certain particular places. This keeps those particular places unchanged, but does nothing to solve the larger environmental problems.

	54The locals tend now to travel more by car than by bus. Bus travel is for long distances, whereas shorter trips are by shared taxi.

	55Another clear sign of dysfunction is the sex ratios, which are much higher in the hills. Whereas in Hardwar District, the 2011 census lists 880 women per 1,000 men, all of the hill districts had much higher ratios, and three of them—Garhwal, Rudraprayag, and Almora—had over 1,100 women per 1,000 men.





Afterword: A Different Sort of Ending


	1He claimed that his home was the first registered homestay in Rudraprayag District, which now has hundreds.

	2Although I am unclear on all the details, his most dramatic bureaucratic intervention was to arrange for the construction of a two-room concrete house for a family whose previous home had been little more than a hole in the ground.





Note to Appendix Five


	1Subsidiary Kedarnath temples include Retas Kund, Shankara Samadhi, and Bhairava Temple








Glossary

Apdaa (“catastrophe,” “disaster”): Cloudburst flooding event in June 2013 that wreaked havoc through much of Garhwal. The worst affected region was the Mandakini River Valley, in which a Glacial Outburst Flood (GLOF) event from a glacial lake above Kedarnath exacerbated the flood damage from the rain.

Asthivisarjana (“scattering the ashes”): The final funerary rite, in which one immerses ashes from a cremation pyre into a sacred river such as the Ganges. The responsibility to perform funeral rites for one’s ancestors is a central theme in the charter myth for the Ganges, and is a primary family duty to the present day.

Badrinath (“Lord of Badri”): Town and temple on the Vishnu Ganga River, whose primary deity (also known as Badrinath) is a form of Vishnu. Badrinath is historically the most important and most visited temple in Garhwal. It is the only site in both of the Char Dham sets—the larger one laying out the geographic borders of the Indian subcontinent, and the smaller one giving a Garhwali pilgrim network. Badrinath is also the summer home for the Jyotir Math, a set of four ascetic centers purportedly established by the philosopher Shankaracharya.

Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee: A government-sponsored committee formed to carry out temple oversight and management. The Page 276 →British colonial government created the Committee in 1939 after years of complaints that the presiding Badrinath Rawal (ritual head) was misusing temple offerings. After its creation, the committee was responsible for managing the Badrinath temple’s assets and its associated temples, and the Rawal was relegated to his ritual functions. In 1948, the Kedarnath temple (and its associated temples) also came under this committee’s management.

Bahi (“account book”): Ledger book in which pandas (pilgrim guides) record their clients’ visits, usually noting the names of those present, the date, and the rites performed. Pilgrim families and pandas have a hereditary relationship (based on the pilgrims’ ancestral village), and being able to produce these records is definitive proof that one has come to the right panda.

Char Dham (“Four Divine Abodes”): This term originally referred to four pilgrimage sites demarcating the rough outlines of the Indian subcontinent: Badrinath in the north, Jagannath Puri in the east, Rameshvaram in the south, and Dwaraka in the west. Since the 1950s, it has also referred to a four-site pilgrimage circuit in Garhwal: Yamunotri, Gangotri, Kedarnath, and Badrinath. The early attributions for the latter network called it the chota (“small”) Char Dham to distinguish it from the larger circuit, but this qualifier was quickly dropped in pilgrimage literature describing Garhwal.

Darshan (“seeing”): Interactive worship in which a devotee “sees” the image of a deity and understands the deity as simultaneously viewing the devotee, since sanctified images are considered to have the deity’s divine presence. By extension, the word can be used for viewing any holy thing (e.g., a sacred place), or more colloquially for seeing anyone or anything.

Ganga: Hindu Goddess whose material form is the Ganges River. Hindus’ reverence for the Ganges River comes from the conviction that in encountering it they are coming into physical contact with the divinity; this is the same conviction behind the idea that a Ganges bath is sanctifying.
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Gangotri (“Ganga’s Descent”): Town and temple to the Goddess Ganga on the Bhagirathi River ritually celebrated as the source of the Ganges. That river’s actual source is at Gaumukh Glacier (a little over ten miles upstream), and in traditional Hindu understanding, the Ganges proper forms only at the junction of the Bhagirathi and the much larger and longer Alakananda River at Devaprayag. At Gangotri, rituals are done both inside the temple and on the riverbank—the former worshipping Ganga’s iconic form and the latter her material form.

Ghat: Bathing place by the side of a sacred river, which usually combines a plaza near the water’s edge (for sitting, resting, or using before and after bathing), with steps leading down into the water.

Har-ki-Pairi (“Vishnu’s footsteps”): A bathing-place on the Ganges that is Hardwar’s most important sacred site. This name reflects the belief that Vishnu’s footprints are imprinted on a rock in one of the temples there.

Jyotirlinga (“linga of light”): In some of the puranas, Shiva’s initial appearance was as an infinite pillar of light. Brahma and Vishnu attempted to find the pillar’s top and bottom but were unsuccessful, thus showing that Shiva was the most powerful of the three deities. The word also denotes a network of twelve important Shiva temples, of which Kedarnath is the only one in the Himalayas.

Kedarnath (“Lord of Kedar”): Town and temple on the Mandakini River, whose primary deity (also known as Kedarnath) is a form of Shiva. Kedarnath’s primary image is a mountain-shaped rock outcrop understood to be a svayambhu (“spontaneously manifested”) form of Shiva. Kedarnath is one of the twelve jyotirlingas, a network of important Shiva temples, and the only one of that group in the Himalayas.

Linga (“emblem, mark”): A cylindrical shaft set in a flat base that is the symbolic form of the god Shiva. The cylinder has clear phallic associations (reflecting both Shiva’s generative power and the power that comes from celibacy), but it also reflects the form in which Shiva first appears in myth—as a gigantic pillar of fire (see jyotirlinga above).
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Mahatmya (“greatness”): A genre of religious texts. A mahatmya is a text written to glorify the holiness of a person, place, or thing.

Panda (from pandita, “a learned man”): A local Brahmin who serves as a pilgrim guide and fixer at a pilgrimage site. Pandas arranged for their clients’ ritual, material, and logistical needs while in that pilgrimage place. This relationship is hereditary, based on the pilgrim’s ancestral village. When Garhwal was less developed, pandas provided an essential support network, but their importance to pilgrims has declined as infrastructure such as hotels and transportation has improved.

Prasad (“grace”): During puja (“worship”), devotees generally make a series of offerings to the deity, and in return receive something back from the deity as a sign of the deity’s grace (prasad)—most commonly something to eat or drink, though it can also be an object or an item of clothing. Prasad is thus seen as charged with the deity’s power, and receiving it confers blessings on the devotee.

Prayag (“Place of Sacrifice”): A confluence of two sacred rivers. The best-known Prayag is the confluence of the Ganges and Yamuna Rivers at Allahabad. Garhwal has many such confluences as mountain tributaries of the Ganges descend, and five of these—Devaprayag, Rudraprayag, Karnaprayag, Nandaprayag, and Vishnuprayag—are celebrated as the Panch Prayag network.

Puja (“homage”): The most common name for Hindu worship. Puja can have many different objects—deities, ancestors, living family members, spirits, and even animals (e.g., cows). Puja generally involves a series of offerings, modeled on the sort of hospitality that one would offer an honored guest (e.g., welcoming them, giving them things to eat and drink, and even entertaining them).

Purana (“old”): A genre of religious texts. The puranas are compendia of traditional lore, with individual texts showing sharp sectarian biases. In theory, a purana should include five elements—the creation of the earth, its dissolution, stories of the gods, stories of the sages, and stories of the Page 279 →kings in the solar and lunar lineages. In fact, one of their most pervasive features is texts describing and glorifying sacred places.

Rawal (“deputy”): Title given to the presiding religious officer at the Badrinath and Kedarnath temples, and formerly at Gopeshwar’s Gopinath Temple. Badrinath’s Rawal has the oldest attested history, so the office probably originated there. According to tradition, worship at Badrinath was originally performed by abbots of the monastic order created by Shankaracharya, and are now done by a designated Nambudiri Brahmin layman (according to tradition Shankara was a Nambudiri Brahmin). The Kedarnath Rawals are Shaiva Lingayat ascetics. The position is not hereditary, and the Rawal does not own the temple—which is owned by the deity—but in pre-modern times, the Rawal had virtually unlimited authority over the disposition and use of temple assets. After the Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee’s creation, the Rawal was limited to his ritual functions.

Tirtha (“crossing place”): A word that literally means a “ford” at which one could cross a river, but metaphorically indicates a place where humans can gain direct contact with some sort of divine power. Although in some cases this denotes a holy person, it most commonly designates a holy place.

Yamunotri (“Yamuna’s Descent”): Town and temple to the Goddess Yamuna on the Yamuna River, ritually celebrated as the source of the Yamuna, though the river’s actual source lies further upstream. Yamunotri is historically the least visited of the Char Dham sites. For much of the twentieth century, the temple at that location received less attention in the pilgrimage literature than a set of natural hot springs in which visitors would bathe, and in which they would cook rice and potatoes to carry home as prasad.




List of Sources


	Abhyudaya, Kotnala (2022). “Uttarakhand: Gangotri National Park Records Highest Tourist Footfall This Year.” Times of India, November 3, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/dehradun/uttarakhand-gangotri-national-park-records-highest-tourist-footfall-this-year/articleshow/95264256.cms

	Adams, G. S. (1915). A Report on the Pilgrim Route to Badrinath. India Office Records (IOR). Sanitation Dept. Serial number 33. File number 101/1912. 65 pages; published April.

	Agarwal, Dharmendra (2014). Manager, Kali Kamli Wala Ashram, Rishikesh. Personal conversation, October 21.

	Ahmad, Aziz Al-Din (1893). Badari-yatra. Lucknow: Munshi Ganga Prasad Varma and Brothers.

	Aiyengar, K. V. Rangaswami, ed. (1942). Krtakalpataru of Bhatta Lakshmidhara. Volume 8 of 14. Tirthavivecanakhanda. Baroda: Oriental Institute.

	Amar Ujala (2013a). “उत्तराखंड: ‘10 हजार हो सकती है मरने वालों की तादाद’ (“Uttarakhand: Death Toll May Reach 10,000”), June 29. http://www.amarujala.com/news/states/uttarakhand/uttrakhand-toll-may-reach-10-000/

	Amar Ujala (2013b). आपदा में पीड़ितों को खिलाया खाना, अब ‘निवालेे’ को तसरते गांव (“They Fed the Afflicted During the Apdaa, But Now These Villages Struggle For Relief”), June 30, https://www.amarujala.com/uttarakhand/uttarakhand-disaster-empty-stored-for-hungry-pilgrims#

	Amos, Jonathan (2021). “Chamoli Disaster: It Hit the Valley Floor Like 15 Atomic Bombs.” BBC Science, June 13, https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-57446224Page 282 →

	Andress, Joel M. (1966). Culture and Habitat in the Central Himalayas. Unpublished Ph.D. Dissertation, University of California at Berkeley, https://books.google.com/books?id=AU4rAAAAYAAJ&pg=PA110&lpg=PA110&dq=traill+and+garhwal&source=bl&ots=ytaC98HhU8&sig=gnpBkwbT0UrEfa7UT6kO4E3asTM&hl=en&sa=X&ei=rhifVNGQBMqXyASu84GgAw&ved=0CDAQ6AEwBA#v=onepage&q=traill%20and%20garhwal&f=false

	Archaeological Survey of India [ASI] (n.d.). “Chamoli,” https://www.asidehraduncircle.in/chamoli.html

	Atkinson, Edwin T. (1973 [1886]). The Himalayan Gazetteer. Three volumes in six parts. Reprint edition. New Delhi: Cosmo Publications.

	Aukland, Knut (2017). “Pilgrimage Expansion Through Tourism in Contemporary India: The Development and Promotion of a Hindu Pilgrimage Circuit.” Journal of Contemporary Religion 32(2): 283–298.

	Azad, Shivani (2024). “Villagers Conduct Ceremony to ‘Save’ 9th Century Shrine.” Times of India, November 18, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/dehradun/villagers-rally-to-save-ancient-laxmi-narayan-temple-from-hydro-power-threat/articleshow/115425877.cms

	Baba Mani Ram (1938). A Guide to Shri Badri-Kedar Yatra. Translated H. S. Dinkar Sharma. Rishikesh: Baba Mani Ram Kali Kamli Wale.

	Babb, Lawrence (1975). The Divine Hierarchy: Popular Hinduism in Central India. New York: Columbia University Press.

	Bakker, Hans T. (2014). The World of the Skandapurana: Northern India in the Sixth and Seventh Centuries. Leiden: Brill.

	Basso, Keith (1996). Wisdom Sits in Places: Landscape and Language Among the Western Apache. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press.

	Bell, Catherine (1992). Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice. New York: Oxford University Press.

	Berar, Avtar Singh (2003). Hemkunt: A Journey from the Past to the Present. New Delhi: Srishti Publishers and Distributors.

	Bhardwaj, Surinder M. (1973). Hindu Places of Pilgrimage in India. Berkeley: University of California Press.

	Bhatt, Sheela (2013). “India Should Start Preparing for a Large Earthquake in Uttarakhand.” India Abroad, July 12, p. A19.

	BookYogaRetreats (2018). “Ayurveda Yoga Ashrams in Tehri Garhwal,” https://www.bookyogaretreats.com/all/c/ashrams/s/ayurveda-yoga/d/asia-and-oceania/india/tehri-garhwal

	Buhler, G. (1983a [1892]). “The Two Prashastis of Baijnath at Kiragrama in Kangra.” Epigraphia Indica 1: 97–117, Jas. Burgess (ed.); R. Hultzsch and A. Fuhrer (assistant eds.). New Delhi: Archeological Survey of India.Page 283 →

	Buhler, G. (1983b [1892]). “Cintra Prashasti of the Reign of Sarangadeva.” Epigraphia Indica 1: 271–286, Jas. Burgess (ed.); R. Hultzsch and A. Fuhrer (assistant eds.). New Delhi: Archeological Survey of India.

	Buitenen, J. A. B. van (1975). The Mahabharata: 3 The Book of the Forest. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

	Business Standard (2019). “U’khand CM Urges Pilgrims to Consult Doctors Before Undertaking Char Dham Yatra.” June 29, https://www.business-standard.com/article/news-ani/u-khand-cm-urges-pilgrims-to-consult-doctors-before-undertaking-char-dham-yatra-119062900134_1.html

	Cargille, Thomas (2018). “The Bachitar Natak: Martyrdom and the Fighting Spirit in the Sikh Panth.” Unpublished course research paper. Kenosha, WI: Carthage College.

	Census of India (2011a). “Districts of Uttarakhand” (summary table). New Delhi: Office of the Registrar General and Census Commissioner, https://census2011.co.in/census/state/districtlist/uttarakhand.htm

	Census of India (2011b). District Census Handbook Rudraprayag: Village and Town Directory. Series S-6, Part XII-A. Dehradun: Directorate of Census Operations Uttarakhand.

	Chabra, B. (1957). “Lakshmi-Narayana Temple Plate of Ganeshavarman’s Time, Shastra 34,” in Memoirs of the Archaeological Society of India, Number 72: Antiquities of Chamba State, Part 2: 48–50. New Delhi: Government of India.

	Chanchani, Nachiket (2018a). Personal communication, September 5.

	Chanchani, Nachiket (2018b). Personal communication, November 18.

	Chanchani, Nachiket (2019). Temple Mountains and Mountain Temples: Architecture, Religion, and Nature in the Central Himalaya. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

	Chaubey, Jitendra (2024). “Slippery Slope: One Landslide/km in Uttarakhand.” New Indian Express, October 26, https://www.newindianexpress.com/xplore/2024/Oct/26/sloppy-slope-one-landslidekm-in-uttarakhand

	Chauhan, D. S. (2013). Proprietor, New Basera Tourist Lodge and Restaurant, Sitapur. Personal communication, June 5.

	Chhabra, B. Ch. (1953). “Devaprayag Brahmi Inscriptions.” Epigraphia Indica XXX: 133–135. New Delhi: Government of India.

	Chopra, Ravi (2013). ”The Untold Story From Uttarakhand.” The Hindu, June 25, https://www.thehindu.com/opinion/lead/the-untold-story-from-uttarakhand/article4847166.ece

	Chopra, Ravi and Das. B. P. et al. (2014). Assessment of Environmental Degradation and Impact of Hydroelectric Projects During the June 2013 Disaster in Uttarakhand. Page 284 →Report submitted to the Ministry of Environment and Forests, Government of India.

	Dabral, Shivprasad (1961). Uttarakhand Yatra Darshana. Narayankoti: Vishal Karyalaya.

	Dangwal, Dhirendra Datt (2011). “Diverse Livelihood Strategies and the Changing Economy of Colonial Uttarakhand.” In Chetan Singh (ed.), Recognizing Diversity: Society and Culture in the Himalaya, pp. 17–50. Delhi: Oxford University Press. First published Simla: Indian Institute of Advanced Study, 2011.

	David, Hans Jurgen (2021). “In Fear of the Past: The Pilgrimage to Badrinath in Perspective.” In Christoph Bergmann and Jurgen Schaflechner (eds.), Ritual Journeys in South Asia: Constellations and Contestations of Mobility and Space, pp. 11–28. New York: Routledge. First paperback edition, originally published 2020.

	Devbhumi 360 (2019). “Ek aisa Mela Jisme Ek Akela Insan Khata hai Ek Zinda Bakri (“A Festival in Which a Single Man Eats a Live Goat”): Trimundiya Mela Joshimath, May 4, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m7BOLyGix9M

	Dimri, D. N. (2012). Gopeshwar: Mirror of the Art of Uttrakhand. New Delhi: Kaveri Books.

	Drew, Georgina (2017). River Dialogues: Hindu Faith and the Political Ecology of Dams on the Sacred Ganga. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.

	Eco-Business (2015). “India’s Green Court Punishes Adventure Tourists, Ignores Bigger Polluters,” http://www.eco-business.com/news/indias-green-court-punishes-adventure-tourists-ignores-bigger-polluters/

	eUttaranchal (2018). “Best Ashrams in Uttarakhand,” https://www.euttaranchal.com/tourism-theme/ashrams-69.php.

	eUttaranchal (2024). “Kedarnath Helicopter Tickets Booking Guide,” https://www.euttaranchal.com/tourism/kedarnath-helicopter-service.php

	Erndl, Kathleen (1993). Victory to the Mother: The Hindu Goddesses of Northwest India in Myth, Ritual, and Symbol. New York: Oxford University Press.

	Farooquee, Nehal, Tarun Badal, and R. K. Maikhuri (2008), “Environmental and Socio-cultural Impacts of River Rafting and Camping on Ganga in Uttarakhand Himalaya.” Current Science 10(5) (March 10): 587–594.

	FE Travel (2022). “PM Modi in Kedarnath: Foundation Laid for Mega Ropeway Project; Pilgrims Can Reach Temple in 30 Minutes.” Financial Express October 23, https://www.msn.com/en-in/news/other/pm-modi-in-kedarnath-foundation-laid-for-mega-ropeway-project-pilgrims-can-reach-temple-in-30-minutes-e2-80-93-check-details/ar-AA13hLNw

	Fleet, J. F. (1900). “Three Records in the Bangalore Museum.” Epigraphia Indica 6: 49–83. Calcutta: Archeological Society of India.Page 285 →

	Fleming, Benjamin (2007). “The Cult of the Jyotirlingas and the History of Saivite Worship.” Ph.D. dissertation, Hamilton, Ontario: McMaster University.

	Fonia, Kedar Singh (1996). The Valley of Flowers. Joshimath: Lancer’s Books.

	Fraser, James Baillie (1982 [1820]). The Himala Mountains. Delhi: Neeraj Publishing House. Originally published London.

	Gokulnatha (1985). Chaurasi Baithak: Eighty Four Seats of Shri Vallabhacharya, Shyam Das (trans.), H. H. Goswami Srimat Vrajeshi Kumarji Maharaj (ed.). Baroda: Shri Vallabha Publications.

	Government of Uttarakhand (n.d.). Government of Uttarakhand Tourism Policy, 11 pages, http://uttarakhandtourism.gov.in/app/webroot/files/Pdf%20Files/tourism-policy.pdf

	Govindrajan, Radhika (2015). “Monkey Business: Macaque Translocation and the Politics of Belonging in India’s Central Himalayas.” Comparative Studies of South Asian, Africa and the Middle East 15(2) (August): 246–262. Accessed through Project Muse.

	Govindrajan, Radhika (2018). Animal Intimacies: Interspecies Relatedness in India’s Central Himalayas. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

	Guha, Ramachandra (2015). “Why Uttarakhand is More like Jharkhand than Himachal.” Hindustan Times, November 22, https://www.hindustantimes.com/columns/why-uttarakhand-is-more-like-jharkhand-than-himachal/story-AHlR7z43FSjAie3SmerDkJ.html

	Gupta, Vikram, D. P. Dobhal and S. Vaideswaran (2013). “August 2012 Cloudburst and Subsequent Flash Flood in the Asi Ganga, a Tributary of the Bhagirathi River, Garhwal Himalaya, India.” Current Science 105(2) (July 25): 249–253.

	Gusain, Raju (2013). “Superstition or Co-incidence? Locals Believe Kali Avtaar Dhari Devi Unleashed the Floods for Revenge.” India Today, 26 June, http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/dhari-devi-unleashed-the-floods-for-revenge/1/285473.html

	Hardwicke, Thomas (1801). “Narrative of a Journey to Sirinagar.” Asiatick Researches 6: 309–347. London: “Printed Verbatim from the Calcutta Edition” [Calcutta: Asiatic Society].

	Himalayan Gramin Vikash Samstha, Ukhimath (2019). “Annual Report, 2019.” 24 pages. Unpublished report.

	The Hindu (2013). ”Monsoon’s Rudratandav in Uttarakhand.” June 19. Slide show with eleven pictures, http://www.thehindu.com/news/national/other-states/monsoons-rudratandav-in-uttarakhand/article4830274.ece?ref=slideshow#im-image-0

	Hsuan Tsang (1969 [1884]). Si-Yu-Ki: Buddhist Records of the Western World, 2 vols. in one book, Samuel Beal (trans.). Delhi: Oriental Books Reprint.Page 286 →

	Husain, S. M. (1965). “The United Provinces Shri Badrinath and Shri Kedarnath Temples Act, 1939 (UP Act XVI of 1939 as amended by UP Act XXI of 1963 and VII of 1964).” Uttar Pradesh Local Acts 1793–1864. Volume 1: 521–44. Lucknow: Eastern Books, 4th edition.

	Imperial Gazetteer of India (1908). Volume 12. Einme to Gwalior. Oxford: Clarendon Press, new edition.

	IOR (India Office Records and Papers) (1831). “The Bengal Government Reject the Request of the Raja of Garhwal [Sudarshan Shah] that his Ancient Capital of Srinagar and its Territory be Restored to Him.” Dated March–August 1831. IOR/F/4/1384/55157.

	IOR (India Office Records and Private Papers) (1837). “Decision of the NWP Government that no British Functionary Should Exercise Any Jurisdiction Over Such Lands and Endowments of the Temples of Badrinath and Kedarnath as are Situated Within the Territories of the Raja of Garhwal.” Dated June–September 1837. IOR/F/4/1708/68949.

	IOR (India Office Records and Private Papers) (1848). “Kedarnath, Temple, Instructions Respecting Succession Amongst Rawals of the Temples of Budrinath, Kedarnath, and Gopeshwar in Kumaon.” Dated 15 October 1848. IOR/E/4/797, pp. 1002–1003.

	IOR (India Office Records and Papers) (1895). “Appointment of a Chief Priest, or Naib Rawal, at the Temple of Badrinath in British Garhwal.” Dated 18 October 1895. IOR/L/PJ/6/408, File 1930.

	Indian Engineering (1903). “Pilgrim Routes in Garhwal.” December 19: 398–399.

	Jain, Sudhir K.; Singh, Ramesh P.; Gupta, Vinay K; and Nagar, Amit (1992). “Garhwal Earthquake of Oct. 20, 1991.” EERI Special Earthquake Report, EERI Newsletter 26 (February): 2. Kanpur: Department of Civil Engineering, Indian Institute of Technology.

	Jaiswal, Sheo (2015). “Haridwar’s Radisson Blu Sealed for Polluting Ganga.” Times of India, May 23, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Haridwars-Radisson-Blu-sealed-for-polluting-Ganga/articleshow/47401791.cms

	Jayagondaperumal, R., V. C. Thakur, V. Joevivek, Priyanka Singh Rao, and Anil Kumar Gupta (2018). Active Tectonics of Kumaun and Garhwal Himalaya. Singapore: Springer Nature.

	Joshi, Mahesh P. (2009). “The Riddle of Ashoka Challa.” In Devangana Desai and Arundhati Banerji (eds.), Kaladarpan: The Mirror of Indian Art, Essays in Memory of Shri Krishna Deva, pp. 352–360. New Delhi: Aryan Books International.

	Joshi, Mahesh P. (2014). Personal communication, September 26.

	Kala, S. P. (1992). Garhwal Himalaya me Tirthayatra evam Naya Paryatan. Delhi: Sarita Book House.Page 287 →

	Kale, M. R. (1917). Kalidasa’s Kumarsambhava, Cantos 1–VII. Edited with the Commentary of Mallinatha, a literal English Translation, Notes and Introduction. Second Edition. Bombay: The Standard Publishing Company.

	Kane, Pandurang Vaman (1930–62). History of Dharmashastra, 5 vols. Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute.

	Kapur, Manavi (2015). “The Ghost Villages of Uttarakhand.” Business Standard, July 17, http://www.business-standard.com/article/beyond-business/the-ghost-villages-of-uttarakhand-115071701237_1.html

	Kaur, Jagdish (1985). Himalayan Pilgrimages and the New Tourism. New Delhi: Himalayan Books.

	Kedarnath Vidhansabha (2022). Facebook Group Posting, May 9.

	Khanna, Tarun (2014). “Uma Bharti Says ‘Defecation Near Kedarnath Shrine Caused Uttarakhand Floods.’ Zee News, September 17, at http://zeenews.india.com/news/nation/uma-bharti-says-defecation-near-kedarnath-shrine-caused-uttarakhand-floods_1471663.html

	Kielhorn, F. (1983 [1892]). ”Malhar Stone Inscription of Jajalladeva, of the (Chedi) Year 919.” Epigraphia Indica 1: 39–44. Jas. Burgess (ed.), R. Hultzsch and A. Fuhrer (assistant eds.). New Delhi: Archeological Survey of India.

	Kielhorn, F. (1896). “Pandukesvara Plate of Lalitasuradeva.” Indian Antiquary 25: 177–184.

	Kukhreti, Ishan (2019). “Char Dham National Highway Has Cost Uttarakhand Its Ecological Balance.” Down to Earth, January 4, https://www.downtoearth.org.in/news/environment/char-dham-national-highway-has-cost-uttarakhand-its-ecological-balance-62661

	Kumar, Anup (2011). The Making of a Small State: Populist Social Mobilisation and the Hindi Press in the Uttarakhand Movement. Hyderabad: Orient Blackswan Private Limited.

	Kumar, Anurag (2022). “Char Dham Yatra: From State Govt to Horses, Mules Owners, All Stakeholders Earn Crores in Revenue.” Financial Express, October 31, https://www.financialexpress.com/lifestyle/travel-tourism/char-dham-yatra-from-state-govt-to-horses-mules-owners-all-stakeholders-earn-crores-in-revenue/2759969/

	Kuniyal, J., et al. (2003). “Solid Waste Management in Indian Himalayan Tourists’ Treks: A Case Study in and around the Valley of Flowers and Hemkund Sahib.” Waste Management 23: 807–816.

	Lochtefeld, James G. (1990). “Reflected Splendor: The Regional Appropriation of `All-India’ Tirthas.” Prepared for The New York Conference On Asian Studies, SUNY/Albany, October 7–9, 1988. Asian Studies Conference Papers. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan.Page 288 →

	Lochtefeld, James G. (2002). The Illustrated Encyclopedia of Hinduism, one volume in two parts. New York: The Rosen Publishing Group.

	Lochtefeld, James G. (2004). “The Construction of the Kumbha Mela.” South Asian Popular Culture 2(2): 103–126.

	Lochtefeld, James G. (2010). God’s Gateway: Identity and Meaning in a Hindu Pilgrimage Place. New York: Oxford University Press.

	Maikhuri, R. K. et al. (2011). “Managing Natural Resources Through Simple and Appropriate Technological Interventions for Sustainable Mountain Development.” Current Science 100(7) (April 10): 992–997.

	Mamgain, Rajendra P. (2004). “Employment, Migration and Livelihoods in the Hill Economy of Uttaranchal.” Ph.D. dissertation, Jawaharlal Nehru University. Munich: MPRA (Munich Personal RePec Archive) Paper number 32303.

	Mantri, Geetika (2016). “Is Uttarakhand Really on Fire? Tourism Industry Says Coverage Exaggerated.” The NEWS Minute, May 2, http://www.thenewsminute.com/article/uttarkhand-really-fire-tourism-industry-says-coverage-exaggerated-42556

	Martinez, Gina (2024). “Safety Warning Issued as Water Leak Threatens World’s Highest Shiva Temple in North India.” The Mirror US, October 2, https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/safety-warning-issued-as-water-leak-threatens-world-s-highest-shiva-temple-in-north-india/ar-AA1rBOeJ

	Midday (2024). “Badrinath Pilgrimage: 1.5 Tonnes of Waste Cleared in Massive Post-Season Cleanup Drive.” Microsoft News, November 21, https://www.mid-day.com/lifestyle/travel/article/badrinath-pilgrimage-1-5-tonnes-of-waste-cleared-in-badrinaths-massive-post-season-cleanup-drive-23433097

	Mills, C. Wright (1940). “Situated Actions and Vocabularies of Motive.” American Sociological Review 5(6): 904–913.

	Mishra, Pramod (n.d.). Kumbhaparva Haridwar. Delhi: B. S. Pramandir Prakashan. Dating note: Text was published before the 1998 Haridwar Kumbha Mela, and the introduction includes letters dated November 1997.

	Modi, Ajay (2016). “Peak Tourism Season in Uttarakhand Hit by Forest Fire.” Business Standard, May 3, http://www.business-standard.com/article/current-affairs/peak-tourism-season-in-uttarakhand-hit-by-forest-fire-116050300498_1.html

	Monius, Anne (2013). Campantar’s Tevaram (2.114). Personal communication, December 17.

	Morinis, E. Alan (1984). Pilgrimage in the Hindu Tradition: A Case Study of West Bengal. Delhi: Oxford University Press.Page 289 →

	Mukherjea, B. K. (1952). “Nar Hari Shastri and Others vs. Shri Badrinath Temple Committee.” Supreme Court of India, May 9. Equivalent Citations 1952 AIR 245, 1952 SCR 849. Pages listed as 851–869.

	Nautiyal, Shri Pramod (2018). “Temples Attached to the Badrinath Temple.” Shri Badrinath Shri Kedarnath Temples Committee website, http://www.badarikedar.org/BKTC/Adheenesth-Temples-Shri-Badarinath (site now defunct).

	Nautiyal, Shri Pramod (2018b). “Temples Attached to the Kedarnath Temple.” Shri Badrinath Shri Kedarnath Temples Committee, http://www.badarikedar.org/BKTC/Adheenesth-Temples-Shri-Kedarnath (site now defunct).

	Neki, Jaswant Singh (2007 [2002]). Pilgrimage to Hemkunt. New Delhi: National Institute of Punjab Studies. Second edition.

	Nigam, Shyamsundar (1992). “Sinhastha Archaeology: Ujjain.” In Kalyan Kuman Chakravarth (ed.), Ujjain The City Eternal, pp. 50–52. New Delhi: Cross Section Publications, for Madhya Pradesh Tourism.

	Outdoor Journal (2020). “Char Dham Highway Project: A Reckless Road to Salvation.” Outdoor Journal, October 2, https://www.outdoorjournal.com/news/char-dham-highway-project-a-reckless-road-to-salvation/

	Panchang Baba Kali Kamliwala (2013). Rishikesh: Baba Kali Kamliwala Pancayat Kshetra.

	Pandit, Maharaj K. (2013). “Nature Avenges Its Exploitation.” The Hindu, June 21, http://www.thehindu.com/opinion/op-ed/nature-avenges-its-exploitation/article4834480.ece.

	Pant, Rajshekhar (2016). “Take Your Kids Out to Nainital Lake This Summer.” Governance Now, May 19, http://www.governancenow.com/news/regular-story/take-your-kids-nainital-lake-this-summer

	Pathi, Krutika and Shonal Ganguly (2023). “A Time Bomb: India’s Sinking Holy Town Faces a Grim Future.” Associated Press, February 26, https://www.yahoo.com/news/time-bomb-india-sinking-holy-053152416.html

	Pauw, E. K. (1896). Report on the Tenth Settlement of the Garhwal District. Allahabad: Government Press.

	Pennington, Brian (2025). “Remaking a Hindu King: Authority and Legitimacy in the Early Tehri State.” Presentation delivered at ECSAS (the European Conference on South Asian Studies), Heidelberg; October 2, 2025.

	Peterson, Indira (1982). “Singing of a Place: Pilgrimage as Metaphor and Motif in the Tevaram Songs of the Tamil Saivite Saints.” Journal of the American Oriental Society 102(1) (January–March): 69–90.

	Peterson, Indira (1983). “Lives of the Wandering Singers: Pilgrimage and Poetry in Tamil Śaivite Hagiography.” History of Religions 22(4) (May): 338–360.Page 290 →

	Pilon, Mary (2016). “Eat Pray Pollute: The Unintended Consequences of Yoga Tourism in Its Sacred Hometown.” Vice Sports, May 11, https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/qky8z3/yoga-tourism-pollution-sacred-hometown

	Pinkney, Andrea (2014). “An Ever-Present History in the Land of the Gods: Mahatmya Writing in Uttarakhand.” International Journal of Hindu Studies 17(3): 229–260.

	Poddar,Hanuman Prasad, Chamanlal Gosvami, and Shastri Agarwal Keshavram (eds.) (2012 [1957]). Tirthank, Kalyan, special edition, 31(1). Gorakhpur: Gita Press. Twelfth edition.

	Press Trust of India (2024). “Tonnes of Untreated Waste Being Dumped In Landfills at Kedarnath: RTI Query.” NDTV, November 8, https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/kedarnath-temple-tonnes-of-untreated-waste-being-dumped-in-landfills-in-kedarnath-rti-query-6972841

	Ramachandran, R (2013). “Why Kedarnath Happened.” Frontline Magazine, July 26, pp. 29–33.

	Raper, Felix V. (1810). “Narrative Of A Survey For The Purpose Of Discovering The Sources Of The Ganges.” Asiatic Researches 11:446–563. Calcutta: Asiatic Society.

	Rautela, Piyush (2012). Investigations in the Areas Around Okhimath in Rudraprayag District on the Aftermath of Landslide Incidences of September, 2012. Dehradun: Disaster Mitigation and Management Centre, Uttarakhand Secretariat.

	Reader, Ian (2005). Making Pilgrimages: Meaning and Practice in Shikoku. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press.

	Reader, Ian (2014). Pilgrimage and the Marketplace. New York: Routledge.

	Reader, Ian and John Shultz (2021). Pilgrims Until We Die: Unending Pilgrimage in Shikoku. New York: Oxford University Press.

	SacredYatra.com (2022a). “Badrinath Pilgrimage Stats,” https://www.sacredyatra.com/badrinath-pilgrimage-stats.html

	SacredYatra.com (2022b). “Kedarnath Pilgrimage Stats,” https://www.sacredyatra.com/kedarnath-pilgrim-stats.html

	SacredYatra.com (2024). “Token System will be Employed in Kedarnath Temple,” https://www.sacredyatra.com/token-system-to-be-employed-at-kedarnath.html

	Saklani, Dinesh P. (2011). “The Diversity of the Ramayana Tradition in the Garhwal Himalaya.” In Chetan Singh (ed.), Recognizing Diversity: Society and Culture in the Himalaya, pp. 205–225. New Delhi: Oxford University Press. Originally published Shimla: Indian Institute of Advanced Study.

	Salomon, Richard (1998). Indian Epigraphy: A Guide to the Study of Inscriptions in Sanskrit, Prakrit, and the Other Indo-Aryan Languages. New York: Oxford University Press.Page 291 →

	Sankrityayan, Rahul (1953). Himalaya Parichay: Garhwal. Islamabad: Islamabad Law Journal Press.

	Santoshi, Neeraj (2019). “Over-exploitation of Water Resources Threatening Nainital’s Ecology.” Hindustan Times, May 27, https://www.hindustantimes.com/dehradun/overexploitation-of-water-resources-threatening-nainital-s-ecology/story-bGP1fX5M9r5X5sVRq0gvkN.html

	Sati, Vishvambar Prasad (n.d.). The Alakanand Basin (Uttarakhand Himalaya): A Study on Enhancing and Diversifying Livelihood Options in an Ecologically Fragile Mountain Terrain. New Delhi: Indian Council of Social Science Research.

	Sax, William S. (1991). Mountain Goddess: Gender and Politics in a Himalayan Pilgrimage. New York: Oxford University Press.

	Sax, William S. (2002). Dancing the Self: Personhood and Performance in the Pandav Lila of Garhwal. New York: Oxford University Press.

	Schwabach, Eric (2025). Personal communication, October 2.

	Sethi, Narendra (2025a). “At Least 17 Dead, 13 Missing as Floods, Landslides Wreak Havoc in Dehradun, Neighbouring Areas.” The New Indian Express, September 16.

	Sethi, Narendra (2025b). “14 Feared Dead as Landslides, Flooding Hit Chamoli’s Villages.” The New Indian Express, September 18.

	Sharma, Brahmachari Chakradhar (1930). A Guide to Badrinath Yatra. Allahabad: Rai Saheb Ram Dayal Agarwala.

	Sharma, D. D. (2009). Cultural History of Uttarakhand. New Delhi: Indira Gandhi National Center for the Arts and New Delhi: D.K. Printworld (P) Ltd.

	Sharma, Maheshanand (samvat 1970 [1913 CE). Shri Badri Narayan Mahatmya aur Charo Dham. Bombay: Venkateshvara Press.

	Sharma, Man Mohan (1994). Pilgrimages in the Western Himalayas. NOIDA (Delhi): Trishul Publications.

	Sharma, Nihi (2016), ‘Low-flying Choppers to Kedarnath Raise Concerns Among Wildlife Experts.” Hindustan Times, May 27, http://www.hindustantimes.com/dehradun/low-flying-choppers-to-kedarnath-raise-concerns-among-wildlife-experts/story-DIolHRBkdBgYAuTNXvOjuN.html?utm_source=LI&utm_medium=also-read

	Sharma, Seema (2016). “U’kand Eyes Wellness Tourism.” Times of India, February 13, https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/dehradun/Ukhand-eyes-wellness-tourism/articleshow/50977552.cms

	Sharma, Vishalmani (n.d.). Charo Dham Yatra Mahatmyam. Narayan Koti: Vishal Karyalaya. Dating note: Text body includes dates up to 1968.

	Sharma, Vishnu Prasad, ed. (1987 [1906]). Viramitrodaya of Pandit Mitra Mishra. Volume 7 of 12 of Tirthaprakasha. Varanasi: Chaukhamba Sanskrit Series Office. Reprint edition.Page 292 →

	Shastri, Ramprasad Tripathi (1978). Hinduo ke Vrat, Parv, aur Tyauhar. Allahabad: Lokbharati Press.

	Shri Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee-Uttarakhand (2022). “Other Temples,” https://badrinath-kedarnath.gov.in/other-temples/Other-Temples.aspx

	Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board (2022a). “Aarti,” https://www.maavaishnodevi.org/aarti.aspx

	Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board (2022b). “Bhaint,” https://www.maavaishnodevi.org/new_tunnel.aspx

	Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board (2022c). “Darshan,” https://www.maavaishnodevi.org/new_tunnel.aspx

	Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board (2022d). “Poojan,” https://www.maavaishnodevi.org/poojan.aspx

	Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board (2022e). “The Original Cave and the New Tunnel,” https://www.maavaishnodevi.org/new_tunnel.aspx

	Shri Mata Vaishno Devi Shrine Board (2022g). “Yatra Statistics,” at https://www.maavaishnodevi.org/yatra_statistics.aspx

	Shrine Yatra (2024). “Char Dham Yatra Registration 2024.” January 17, https://www.shrineyatra.com/chardham-yatra-registration/

	Shukla, Sheshmani (2013). “Kedarghati Gulzar Hone men Lagenge Kai Sal” (“Kedar Region Recovery Will Take Several Years”). Amar Ujala, June 29, http://www.amarujala.com/news/states/uttarakhand/kedarghati-heavy-rain-disaster-1/

	Singh, Jitendra (1986). “Ecological Bearing in the Religious Milieu of the Garhwal Himalaya.” In L. P. Vidhyarthi and Makhan Jha (eds.), pp. 17–24. Ecology, Economy, and Religion of the Himalayas. Delhi: Orient Publications.

	Singh, Kautilya (2022). “Badrinath, Kedarnath Get Record Rs 60 Crore as Donation in Char Dham Yatra.” Times of India, November 21, at https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/dehradun/badrinath-kedarnath-get-record-rs-60-crore-as-donation-in-char-dham-yatra/articleshow/95647542.cms

	Singh, Namita (2025). “Five Dead and Over 100 Missing After Flash Flood Sweeps Away Himalayan Village.” The Independent, August 6.

	Singh, Prthviraj (2017). “Uttarkahand to Form All-encompassing Body to Streamline Development Works in Char Dham.” Hindustan Times, July 24, https://www.hindustantimes.com/dehradun/uttarakhand-to-form-all-encompassing-body-to-streamline-development-works-in-chardham/story-N8ZicnDUIf80GT7VGWfUmM.html

	Singh, Shalini (2005). “Secular Pilgrimages and Sacred Tourism in the Indian Himalayas.” GeoJournal 64: 215–223.

	Sircar, D. C. (1956). “Three Plates from Pandukesvar.” Epigraphia Indica 31: 277–298.Page 293 →

	Sircar, D. C. (1983). Select Inscriptions, Volume II. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass.

	Smith, Jonathan Z. (1987). To Take Place: Toward Theory in Ritual. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

	Smith, Jonathan Z. (1993 [1978]). “Map is Not Territory,” In idem, Map is Not Territory, pp. 289–309. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press; originally published Leiden: E.J. Brill.

	Stowell, Vere A. (1907). A Manual of the Land Tenures in the Kumaon Division. Allahabad: United Provinces Government Press.

	Strong, John S. (2008). The Experience of Buddhism: Sources and Interpretations. Third edition. Belmont, CA: Thompson Wadsworth.

	Svayampaki, Kulanand Sharma (1986). Kedarakhand Uttarakhand Mahima aur Tirth Mahatmya. Hardwar: Randhir Book Sales.

	“Tehri-Garhwal Princely State” (2018). Last updated August 24, http://www.indianrajputs.com/view/tehri_garhwal

	Tehri Garhwal State (2024 [1924]). Garhwal Rajya Tirth Sudhar Nidhan. Dehra Dun: Purana Darbar Trust House of Archaeological and Archival Material Collection. Second printing (Centennial edition).

	Times of India (2024). “Uttarakhand’s Tourism Boom: 6 Crore Visitors Driven by Adventure, Pilgrimage, and Ecology expected by Year-End. Times of India, November 8, https://www.msn.com/en-in/travel/news/uttarakhands-tourism-boom-6-crore-visitors-driven-by-adventure-pilgrimage-and-ecology-expected-by-year-end/ar-AA1tM9SW

	Tolia, R. S. (1994). British Kumaun-Garhwal: An Administrative History of a Non-Regulation Hill Province. Gardner and Traill Years (1815 A.D.–1835 A.D.). Almora: Shree Almora Book Depot.

	Traill, G. W. (1828). “A Statistical Account of Kumaon.” Asiatic Researches 16: 137–234. Calcutta: Asiatic Society.

	Tribune News Service (2015). “VHP Demands Ban on River Rafting in Ganga.” The Tribune, May 27, http://www.tribuneindia.com/news/uttarakhand/vhp-demands-ban-on-river-rafting-in-ganga/85779.html

	Tripathi, Shikha (2016). “The Last Great Wilds.” DNAIndia.org, updated 4 July 2016, https://www.dnaindia.com/analysis/column-the-last-great-wilds-2219618

	Tucker, Richard P. (1982). “The Forests of the Western Himalayas: The Legacy of British Colonial Administration.” Journal of Forest History 26(3): 112–123.

	Uniyal, Dharmanand (1982). Badri-Kedar ki Aur. Hardwar: Randhir Book Sales.

	Uniyal, Hema (2011). Kedarakhand. New Delhi: Takshashila Prakashan.

	Uttar Pradesh District Gazetteers (1971). Tehri Garhwal. Sayid Ali Akhtar Rizvi (ed.). Lucknow: Government of Uttar Pradesh.Page 294 →

	Uttar Pradesh District Gazetteers (1979). Chamoli. Sayid Ali Akhtar Rizvi (ed.). Lucknow: Government of Uttar Pradesh.

	Uttar Pradesh District Gazetteers (1981). Saharanpur. Dangli Prasad Varun, ed. Lucknow: Government of Uttar Pradesh.

	Uttar Pradesh District Gazetteers (1989). Garhwal. Parmanand Mishra (ed.). Lucknow: Government of Uttar Pradesh.

	Uttar Pradesh District Gazetteers (1993). Tehri Garhwal. Banarsi Das (ed.). Lucknow: Government of Uttar Pradesh.

	Uttarakhand Government (2022). Uttarakhand Swarozgar Yojanaae. Government of Uttarakhand, https://msy.uk.gov.in/

	Uttarakhand River Systems (2007), https://www.pdfnotes.co/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/rivers-compressed.jpg

	Uttarakhand Tourism Development Board (2022). “Uttarakhand Simply Heaven” (Uttarakhand State Tourism website). Government of Uttarakhand, https://uttarakhandtourism.gov.in/

	Vashi, Niraj (2012). Proprietor of Nivalink Tour Company, Personal communication, April 12.

	Vyawahare, Malavika (2013a). “Homelessness and Unemployment Stares Down at Uttarakhand Villages After the Flood.” New York Times, India Ink, June 27, http://india.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/06/27/homelessness-and-unemployment-stares-down-at-uttarakhand-villages-after-the-flood/?_r=0

	Vyawahare, Malavika [2013b]. “Thousands are Stranded in North India Flooding.” New York Times, India Ink, June 20, http://india.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/06/20/thousands-stranded-as-floods-wreck-north-india/?_r=0

	Walters, Holly (2020). Shaligram Pilgrimage in the Nepal Himalayas. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press.

	Walton, H. G. (1910). British Garhwal: A Gazetteer. Volume XXXVI of the District Gazetteers of the United Provinces of Agra and Oudh. Allahabad: Government Press.

	Wessels, C. (2008 [1924]). Early Jesuit Travelers In Central Asia 1601–1721. New Delhi: Low Price Publications.

	Wittgenstein, Ludwig (1978). Lectures and Conversations on Aesthetics, Psychology & Religious Belief, Cyril Barrett (ed.). Oxford: Basil Blackwell.

	Whitmore, Luke (2010a). “In Pursuit of Maheshvara: Understanding Kedarnath as Place and as Tirtha.” Ph.D. Dissertation. Atlanta, GA: Emory University.

	Whitmore, Luke (2010b). “Kedarnath Earns, Madhmaheshvar Spends: Garhwali Deity Procession in the Age of Bagpipes and YouTube.” Unpublished paper delivered at the American Academy of Religion Annual Meeting, Atlanta, GA. 11 pages.Page 295 →

	Whitmore, Luke (2016). Personal communication, February 16.

	Whitmore, Luke (2018a). Personal communication, November 12.

	Whitmore, Luke (2018b). Mountain Water Rock God: Understanding Kedarnath in the Twenty-First Century. Oakland: University of California Press.

	Zee News (2016). “Honeymooning Couples, Picnic-goers Responsible for Kedarnath Floods: Shankaracharya.” Zee News, April 13, http://zeenews.india.com/news/india/what-caused-kedarnath-floods-shankaracharya-finds-reason-blames-honeymooning-couples-picnic-goers_1875584.html







Index


	Adams, G. F. (colonial administrator)  53,  111,  130–32,  149–53,  155–57,  193,  252n. 26,  261n. 12,  262n. 30,  263n. 29-30,  272n. 49

	Adi Badri  121–22,  137,  159–60,  225.33,  256n. 47-48,  263n. 31

	Advaita Vedanta philosophy  52

	Agastya (sage)  82,  215

	Ahalya Bai Holkar)  50,  241n. 3

	Ajay Pal  43,  68,  90,  99,  112,  125

	Alakananda River  13,  24–5,  36–37,  46,  49,  52,  76–77,  81,  83,  86,  105–07,  116,  125,  136,  144,  150. 154,  157,  162,  192,  199,  212.4,  212.15,  212.26,  212.29–33,  213.35–36,  213.38–40,  215–16,  222.13–19,  231n. 3,  234n. 31,  235n. 43,  236n. 2,  242n. 47; 
valley  13,  16,  20,  30,  40–41,  53,  77–78,  96,  104,  107,  109,  119,  121–22,  125,  131–34,  147,  151,  153,  160,  230n. 13,  232n. 11,  239n. 24,  247n. 34,  250n. 9,  251n. 20,  260n. 7

	Amar Singh Thapa  49–50,  125,  253n. 32-33

	Amarnath, Baba  247n. 36,  248n. 47

	Amenity migration  14,  269n. 25

	amenity tourism  190

	Anasuya  83–84

	Andrade, Antonio de (Jesuit priest)  144–45,  259n. 2

	Apdaa (“catastrophe”)  11,  142–44,  176,  194–95,  205,  269n. 28,  275; 
effects of  93,  158,  174–78,  180–81,  189,  196,  208,  233n. 20,  258n. 65,  270–71n. 39,  271n. 5; 
explanation of;  17,  179,  230n. 13

	Appar  78

	Arjuna  75,  85–87,  89,  255n. 25

	Ascetics  32,  64,  72,  77–78; 
groups of  50,  66,  146,  243n. 5,  241n. 41,  257–58n. 60,  260n. 4,  279; 
practices  79,  83

	Ashoka Challa  39,  42–43

	Asthivisarjana  24,  73,  275

	Atri  83–84,  215–16,  235n. 37

	Azevedo, Franciso de (Jesuit priest)  144–46,  260n. 4-5




	Page 298 →Baba Mani Ram  130,  154,  258n. 61

	Badrinath  1,  6,  16,  27,  31,  36–37,  41,  83,  87,  95–96,  105–09,  124,  132,  139,  278; 
“All-India” Char Dham member  28,  112–13,  252n. 27,  255n. 41,  276; 
associated temples  29,  36,  39–40,  84,  93,  101,  117,  119–21,  135–38,  146,  149,  187,  200,  212.21–23,  215,  218.17–18,  218.20–21,  218.25,  224.1–5,  225.26–28,  227.20,  236n. 3,  237n. 5,  238n. 19,  246n. 22,  247n. 34,  247–48n. 37,  248n. 40,  249n. 5,  251n. 17,  252n. 26,  258n. 66,  263n. 31,  265n. 52,  269n. 27; 
Brahma Kapal Ghat at  73,  218.25; 
deity image at  84,  93–94,  114,  238n. 14; 
Himalayan Char Dham member  10,  15,  28,  101,  110–11,  128–29,  133,  154,  162,  249n. 2,  251n. 21,  252n. 25; 
pandas at  52,  109,  116,  152,  254n. 39,  258n. 62; 
pilgrimage at  18–20,  144–45,  150,  152–55,  163,  170,  178–79,  192–96,  197,  199,  244n. 13-14,  249n. 3,  251n. 17,  253n. 34,  255n. 49,  257n,  56,  257n,  58,  263n. 27,  263n. 30,  263n. 36,  264n. 39,  265n. 47,  257n. 9,  268n. 12,  270n. 30; 
Rawal at  47,  114–16,  238n. 13,  248n. 38,  254n. 37,  255n. 40,  276; 
route guides for  148–49,  253n. 29,  279; 
temple at  28,  42,  46–47,  50–51,  53,  75,  80,  93–94,  102,  117,  128,  231n.9,  238n. 12,  240n. 33-34,  240n. 37,  241n. 39,  249n. 6,  251n. 20,  255–56n. 45,  258n. 66-67,  261n. 12,  261n. 15,  271n.42,  272n.47–48; 
trade networks at  145,  259n. 3,  265n. 46; 
travel infrastructure for  33,  39,  53,  81,  130–32,  134,  138,  147–49,  151,  156–58,  160,  168,  182,  202,  235n. 42,  236n. 45,  242n. 48,  246n. 29,  260n. 7,  262n. 20-21,  270n. 28

	Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee  135,  226,  249n. 4,  254n. 37,  255–56n. 45,  258n. 66,  265n. 51,  275,  277; 
establishment of  117,  135,  169,  197; 
temples managed by  11,  102,  119–20,  137,  223–26,  246n. 22,  255n. 43,  258–59n. 70,  263n. 31

	Bahi  275.

	Benares  38. 61,  123,  129,  230n. 12,  237n. 5,  256n. 12

	Bhabar (dry sandy land)  14,  16,  53

	Bhagiratha  23–24,  73,  82,  233n. 25,  233n. 28

	Bhagirathi River  13,  24–25,  30,  36–37,  46,  76–77,  82,  106=07,  111,  144,  154,  162,  212.3–8,  212.11,  213,  222.2–8,  222.16,  231n. 3,  234n. 31,  256n. 52,  277; 
valley  13,  26,  30,  106–07,  157,  191,  236n. 45,  247n. 34,  250n. 12,  251n. 20

	Bhairava  140–41,  217.3,  217.7,  229n. 4,  256n. 53,  273

	Bharata (Rama’s brother)  75; 
temple in Rishikesh  75–76,  244n. 16,  250n. 13

	Bhavishya Badri (Panch Badri site)  120–21,  218.29,  224.8,  256n. 48

	Bhim Ghoda  88

	Bhima  85,  87–89,  175

	Bhu Devi  73

	Bhuvaneshvari Devi  63,  219.57,  250n. 14

	Bilva Kedar  62,  87,  206n. 29

	Brahma (deity)  34,  67,  78,  83,  236n. 47,  277

	British Garhwal  17,  24,  54–56,  146,  149,  151–52,  154,  241n. 39,  252n. Page 299 →24,  252n. 26; 
establishment of  52,  108,  117,  242n. 37; 
pilgrim roads in  53,  131,  147,  150,  154,  246–47n. 29; 
population  18

	Budha Kedar  88,  133–34,  159,  212,  222.7,  247n. 31,  250n. 12,  262n. 26




	Campantar  33–34,  91

	Chamoli (town)  6,  157,  179,  215,  230n. 13,  262n. 26,  265n. 47,  272n. 49; 
district  13,  18,  30,  69,  83,  104,  124–35,  137,  139–40,  147,  217.13,  218.14–23,  218.25–30,  218.35–37,  224.1–17,  225.18–22,  225.26–29,  225.33,  231n. 8,  232n. 16,  239n. 23,  259n. 72

	Champawat  146

	Chamunda  70

	Chand Dynasty  43

	Chandra (sage)  83

	Chandravadani  44,  68,  72,  126,  250n. 4,  269n. 20

	Chandrashila  79

	Char Dham (“Four Divine Abodes”)  8,  10,  28–29,  53,  101,  110–11,  249n. 4; 
“all-India” group  28,  94,  113–117,  252–53n. 27; 
history of  112,  133,  153–54,  162,  214n. 33,  251n. 21,  252n. 25,  253n. 31; 
package tours to  163,  186,  188; 
pilgrimage calendar to  33,  104,  110,  128–29,  155,  187,  190,  193–99,  201,  257n. 57,  263n. 36,  267n. 9,  259n. 57,  263n. 36,  267n. 9,  270n. 29,  276,  279; 
road access to  157–58,  197,  200; 
shortcuts on the walking routes  132–34,  262n. 26; 
vulnerabilities of  170,  172,  178–79,  188,  199,  202; 
winter pilgrimage to  185,  187

	Char Dham National Highway  191–92

	Chatti  111,  131–32,  150–51,  153–55,  158–59,  163,  168,  193,  261n. 18,  262n. 24




	Daksha  62–63,  66,  250n. 3; 
Daksheshwar temple at Kankhal  38,  237 n. 9

	Darshan  47,  115,  168,  196–99,  247n. 32,  254n. 36,  257n. 56,  265n. 53,  267n. 9,  268n. 12,  271n. 13,  272n. 48,  276

	Dattatreya (sage)  83–84

	Deen Dayal Upadhyaya  186,  268n. 18

	Dehradun  13,  44,  52,  132–33,  161,  177,  179–80,  203–04,  216,  250n. 13; 
district  13–14,  55,  86,  106,  139–40,  219.43–54,  232n. 13,  243n. 54,  250n. 14

	Devbhumi  22,  28,  56,  127,  135,  188,  190

	Devalgarh  43,  68,  99,  125,  220.67,  239n. 24-25,  240n. 31

	Devaprayag  16,  27,  46,  51,  77,  79,  90,  104,  106–07,  132,  147,  150,  153,  156–57,  216,  231n. 9,  240n. 36,  251n. 15,  260n. 7,  263n. 28,  262n. 30; 
Raghunath temple at  52,  76–77; 
river junction at  13,  24–25,  30,  36–37,  122,  212. 4,  219. 60,  222.19,  277,  278; 
rock inscriptions at  37,  144; 
Shah dynasty patronage at  45–46; 
pandas at  52,  107,  109,  131,  148,  152,  258n. 62

	Development See Garhwal, economic development in

	Devimahatmya  67,  70–72

	Devta (“local” deity)  80–81,  101,  124,  126,  139,  142,  145,  257n. 56,  259n. 72; 
animal sacrifice to  257n. 55; 
examples of  45,  79,  86,  94,  110,  126–28,  140,  218.25,  219.59,  220.65,  224.5,  256–57n. 53; 
functions of  11,  16,  45,  124

	Page 300 →Dhari Devi  50,  125,  235n. 43,  267n. 7

	Dhauli Ganga  25,  39,  69,  120,  212.26–27,  222.12,  243n. 1,  251n. 17

	Dhyana Badra (Panch Badri site)  119–21,  137,  225.18,  235n. 36,  256 n. 37

	Draupadi  89

	Durvasas (sage)  81,  83,  85,  245n. 20

	Duryodhana  247n. 30




	Earthquakes  16,  18,  32,  48–49,  51,  77,  198–99,  205,  231n. 8-10,  235n. 44,  267n. 4

	Ecotourism  185

	Ekeshwar  86

	Essentialist perspective  2–4,  9




	Fonia, Kedar Singh  253n. 3

	Forest policy  17–18,  20,  49,  53–55,  172,  206




	Ganesha  65–66,  83,  88,  165,  209,  217.8,  271n. 43

	Ganga (Hindu deity) See Ganges

	Ganges;  10,  12,  13,  26,  29,  32,  37,  76,  90,  188–89,  211–13,  214–15,  261; 
as deity  22–23,  36–38,  73,  82,  110,  150,  156,  165,  230n. 12,  233n. 27,  234n. 30-31,  234n. 25,  236n. 2,  249n. 6,  256n. 49,  275–77; 
descent of  23–24,  27,  104,  233n. 25; 
watershed  2,  13–15,  24–27,  30,  106–07,  111,  121–24,  133,  150,  162,  229n.1,  231n. 2,  234n. 29,  244n. 12,  251n. 15

	Gangotri  23–4,  124,  157,  160,  187,  250n. 14,  265n. 46; 
Char Dham member  10,  15,  26,  101,  110–11,  129,  154,  162,  249n. 2-3,  276; 
Ganges at  24,  212.5,  233n. 28,  252n. 24; 
history of  36,  38,  47,  49,  53,  108,  111–17,  128,  149,  154,  182,  236n. 3,  249n. 4,  250n. 12; 
pandas at  114,  116,  152,  233n. 19,  253n. 34; 
pilgrimage to  106,  132–34,  147,  151–54,  156–60,  162,  169,  179,  183,  193,  196,  235n. 42,  252n. 25-27,  252n. 29,  262n. 21,  262n. 24,  262n. 26,  263n. 27,  267n. 9,  268n. 12,  270n. 29; 
temple/ritual activity at  13,  24,  113–14,  199,  220.80,  271n. 44,  277

	Gangnani  160,  215

	Garhwal  13; 
climate change in  16,  173,  176,  177–79,  206,  233n.2,  270n. 34,  275; 
economic development in  11,  56,  116,  156,  161–63,  172,  180–81,  186,  204–08,  268n. 14; 
literacy in  230n. 14,  232n. 13; 
livelihoods in  17–20,  148,  150–51,  154,  161,  168–69,  172,  180,  185,  188,  190,  201,  209,  230n. 9,  269n. 8; 
population in  14,  18,  53,  178,  202–04,  206,  232n. 13,  243n. 54; 
sacred landscape in  7–8,  10,  22,  28,  33,  38,  42,  45,  52,  58,  60–62,  65–70,  79,  81,  84,  86,  94,  102–04,  106–07,  109–12,  117,  122,  124–28,  139–40,  162,  164,  234n. 12,  235n. 44,  238n. 13,  240n. 37,  241n. 37,  246–47n. 30,  250n. 9,  269n. 20,  275–76,  278; 
sex ratios in  19,  232n. 13,  273n. 55

	Garhwal Rajya Tirtha Sudhar Nidhan  48,  240n. 38

	Gaumukh  24–25,  106,  108,  183,  212.4,  219.62,  233n. 28,  234n. 30,  250n. 14,  267n. 10,  277

	Gaurikund  64–65,  91,  104,  131,  152,  156,  158,  171,  182,  187,  193,  196,  217.6,  258n. 62,  258n. 65,  262n. 26,  264n. 42

	Page 301 →Gautama (sage)  83,  216

	Ghantakarna (devta)  94,  110,  127–28,  140,  219.59,  259n. 74

	Goddess  36,  60,  63,  76,  74,  81,  124,  185; 
Ganga as  22–24,  27–28,  73,  111,  114,  229n. 3,  276,  277; 
other manifestations  41,  70,  72,  105–06,  136–37,  139,  224n. 8,  250n. 14,  269n. 20,  271n. 43,  271–72n. 46; 
regional goddesses  43–45,  50,  68–72,  91,  99,  124–26,  197–98,  217.6,  218.35,  218.37,  218.39,  218.42,  219.44,  219.46,  219.55,  219.58,  219.62–63,  220.67,  220.70,  220.75–77,  224.6,  224.11–12,  224.16,  225.29,  226.6,  226.8–11,  226.16,  256n. 53,  267 n. 7; 
Yamuna as  28,  73,  11,  114,  278

	Goonth  42,  239n. 28

	Gopeshvar  39,  42,  91,  212.33,  218.15,  237n. 11,  243n. 6; 
Gopinatha temple at  38,  64,  83,  104,  117,  218.16,  254n. 37,  277

	Gupt Kashi  40,  61–62,  70,  72,  87,  123,  127,  137,  157,  160,  171,  173,  230n. 12,  233n. 20,  260n. 7,  262n. 26,  263n. 35,  264n. 44,  265n. 46; 
Vishvanath temple at  27,  220.74–75,  226.3–4,  234n. 30,  256n. 52

	Gurkha rule in Garhwal (1803–1815)  18,  33,  43–45,  48–50,  52–53,  77,  108,  117,  146,  241n. 40,  253n. 33

	Guru Govind Singh  28,  90,  96–97




	Hanuman  21,  77–78,  87

	Hanuman Chatti  87,  158

	Hardwar  13,  16,  36–37,  44,  66,  121,  129,  133,  160,  175,  180,  192–93,  216,  218.32,  219.46–48,  219.50–51,  233n. 19,  233n. 21,  235n. 40,  236n. 3,  257n. 59; 
district  13–14,  140,  161,  163,  203,  232n. 13,  243n,  54,  273n. 55; 
Ganges bath at  100,  150,  156; 
pilgrimage to  73,  101,  104,  109–10,  112,  134,  146–49,  152,  154–55,  241n. 44,  249n. 2,  257n. 58,  260n. 4,  261n. 15; 
sacred sites at  51–52,  82,  88,  90,  95–96,  106–07,  139,  241n. 45,  250n. 7,  250n. 13,  259n. 73,  277

	Hariyali Devi  70,  229n. 4

	Hemkund Sahib  15,  28,  78,  96–98,  248n. 40,  265n. 46,  265n. 52,  270n. 31

	Hill station  14,  161,  179,  190–91

	Himalaya  1,  36,  51,  60,  63,  88,  91,  205–07,  237n. 4,  242n. 50; 
minor deity  82–83,  229n. 3; 
pilgrimage in  7–11,  110–12,  128,  143–44,  147,  159–60,  171,  173,  179,  251n. 22,  252n.27,  253n. 30,  260n. 4,  265n. 52; 
religious power of  2–3,  21–23,  26–27,  29,  31–35,  90,  92,  99–101,  103,  237n. 6,  269n. 22; 
sacred sites in  38–40,  45,  64,  74,  77,  88–93,  95–96,  101–02,  117,  121–24,  127,  200,  215–26,  234n. 32,  237n. 8,  246n. 28,  248n. 40,  277

	Himalaya Gramin Vikas Samstha  206

	Himalayan Mountain Home Stay  207

	Hiranyakashipu  79–80




	Indra (deity)  70,  81,  85,  245n. 20,  246n. 25




	Jahnu (sage)  82,  215,  219.51

	Jakh Devta  126–27,  140,  259n. 74

	Jamadagni (sage)  82,  216,  235n. 37

	Page 302 →Joshimath  16,  39,  41,  81,  98,  119,  120–21,  146,  156–58,  160,  187,  231n. 9,  243n. 1,  260n. 7; 
temples in  79–80,  128,  136–37,  218.26,  224.9–12,  256n. 48; 
Jyotispith/Jyotirmath (monastic center in),  92–93,  238n. 12,  275; 
environmental damage in  191–92,  232n. 1

	Jwala Mukhi  45,  77,  124

	Jwalpa Devi  90,  108,  124,  219.63,  251n. 16,  265n. 46

	Jyotirlinga (“Linga of light”)  34,  117,  236n. 47,  245n. 18




	Kali (goddess)  62,  70–72,  91,  105,  197,  207n. 43

	Kali Kamli Wala (Swami Vishuddhanand)  31,  129–30,  147–48,  257n. 60; 
dharamshala network  102,  113,  128–29,  131–40,  150–53,  160,  200,  262n. 19-20,  272n. 50; 
pilgrimage route guide  48,  151,  154,  157,  261n. 15; 
pilgrim services  130,  151; 
successors  130–31,  154; 
Trust  11,  261n. 17

	Kali Shila  70,  218.39

	Kalidasa ;  72,  90–91; 
birthplace of  90; 
works of  91,  247 n. 35

	Kalimath  68,  70–72,  90–91,  105,  136–37,  218.38,  226.8,  244n. 41,  247n. 36,  258–59n. 70,  264n. 42,  265n. 46

	Kalpeshwar (Panch Kedar Shiva Temple)  30,  38,  61,  81,  88,  104,  118–19,  218.14,  234n. 36,  245n. 20,  250n. 9

	Kailas (mountain)  60,  78,  106,  130–31,  229n. 3,  236n. 47,  243n.1,  249n. 2,  251n. 17,  257n. 60

	Kama (god of Love)  86,  246n. 25-26

	Kankhal  36,  90;

	Daksheshwar temple at  62–63,  66

	Karna  86,  246n. 25-26

	Karnaprayag  16,  43,  86,  105,  121–22,  124,  159–60,  192–93,  218.36–37,  246n. 26,  260n. 7,  270n. 7,  278; 
as a traditional exit point on the pilgrimage route  105,  134,  156,  160

	Kartik Swami (temple)  200–201

	Kashmir  22,  230n. 1; 
unrest in  162,  270n. 34

	Katyuri Dynasty  40; 
copper plate inscriptions of  41–42,  238n. 16

	Kauravas  83–84,  86

	Kedara khand (“Kedar region”)  2,  229n. 2-3

	Kedarakhand (text)  44,  51,  101,  103,  245n. 20; 
Authors and date of composition  108–09,  250n. 14,  251n. 19; 
importance of  110,  249n. 5-6,  250n. 7; 
modern text titled  109,  251n. 20; 
regions mentioned in  44,  75–76,  103–07,  120,  128,  217–20,  222,  229n. 2,  234n. 30-31,  244–45n. 16,  253n. 29

	Kedarnath  6,  34,  36–37,  93,  104–07,  117,  124,  140,  163,  187,  200–01,  212.14–16,  215h,  217.1–4,  226,  236n. 3; 237n. 5,  248n. 38,  254n. 37,  265n. 46,  269n. 27,  272n. 52; 
aapda at  17,  173–75,  181,  183,  208,  230n. 13,  232n. 20,  258n. 65,  266n. 55,  267n. 7,  271n. 45,  275; 
associated temples  29–30,  38,  61,  101–02,  117–20,  135–37,  198,  206,  226,  237n. 8,  240n. 33,  250n. 9,  258n. 66-67,  273,  276; 
deity at  62,  89,  236n. 47,  247n. 32,  254n. 36,  255n. 42; 
Char Dham member  10, Page 303 → 15,  28,  33–34,  39,  53,  101,  110–13,  128–29,  133,  147,  149,  152–54,  162,  199,  241n. 39,  249n. 2,  251n. 21,  252n. 25,  252n. 27,  253n. 28,  253n. 34; 
pandas at  116,  151–52,  234n. 31,  254n. 38-39,  258n. 62; 
pilgrimage at  8,  37,  47,  95–96,  121,  130–32,  134–51,  178,  194,  227,  244n. 13,  249n. 3,  249n. 5,  252n. 26,  259n. 58,  260n. 7,  261n. 15,  263n. 20-21,  263n. 30,  264n. 4; 
temple at  40,  42,  50,  114–15,  149,  174–75,  195–97,  251n. 20,  254n. 30,  255n. 44-45,  257n. 56,  265–66n. 53,  277,  279; 
travel infrastructure to  57–58,  182,  192–94,  196,  200,  235n. 42,  236n. 45,  242n. 48,  262n. 25-26,  263n. 27,  267n. 9,  270n. 29-31,  270n. 37

	Kobo Daishi  5,  7,  230n. 8

	Koteshvar (temple)  62,  88

	Krishna  45,  60–61,  75,  79,  86,  127,  140,  244n. 12

	Kshetrapal (local deity)  45,  126

	Kubjamraka (site)  36,  75,  90,  106,  236n. 3,  244–45n. 16

	Kumaon (region)  13,  22,  41,  43,  52,  69,  125,  147,  161,  186,  190,  204,  229n. 2,  231n. 2,  238n. 16,  243n. 54,  258n. 67

	Kumbha Mela  260n. 4-5; 
in Hardwar  146–47,  241n. 44; 
in Ujjain  50

	Kunti (Mother of the Pandavas)  84–85

	Kushavarta (site)  51,  82,  219.51,  236n. 3,  250n. 7




	Lakshman Jhula (footbridge)  76,  129–30,  257n. 59

	Lakshmana (Rama’s brother)  21,  76–78,  98,  219.54

	Lakshmi (or Mahalakshmi)  40,  70,  72–74,  197,  202,  218.24,  225.21–25,  226.9,  271n. 43

	Lakshmidhara  36–37,  236n. 5,  244n. 16

	“Landscape” paradigm  4–5,  7–12,  16,  21–22,  24,  28,  30,  32–33,  35–36,  38,  40,  57,  68–69,  98–99,  102,  137,  139,  144,  154,  159,  201,  265n. 46

	Linga (Shiva’s symbolic form)  68–69,  245n. 18,  277




	Madmaheshwar (Panch Kedar Shiva temple)  8,  30,  38,  61,  88,  118–19,  128,  206,  212.19,  217.10,  226.7,  250n. 9

	Maduri  84–84,  246n. 23

	Mahabharata  23–24,  36,  59,  62,  66,  83–84,  88–89,  99–100,  185,  234n. 31,  245n. 21,  247n. 32,  249n. 1

	Mahatmya (“greatness”) literary genre  3,  51,  100–01,  103–04,  107,  123,  234n. 35,  245n. 16,  256n. 49,  264n. 43,  278

	Mahanirvani Akhara  66

	Mahishasura (demon)  70–72,  220n. 77

	Maikhanda  72–73,  220n. 77

	Makkumath  119; 
Markandeshwar temple in  119,  137,  215,  217n. 12,  226n. 15

	Mammalapuram  37

	Mana Pass  39,  251n. 17; 
village  62,  137,  215,  217.12,  226.15

	Mandakini River  83,  89,  105–06,  212.13–17,  212.19,  222.8–9,  222.15,  234n. 31,  258n. 65,  262n. 26,  269n. 27,  277; 
valley  8,  17,  30,  40,  52,  64,  82,  104,  106–07,  109,  118,  128,  173–74,  230n. 13,  247n. 34,  250n. 9,  251n. 20,  260n. 7,  272n. 51,  275

	Page 304 →Maratha Dynasty  48,  50,  100,  241n. 44,  251n. 19; 
immigration to Uttarakhand during  52,  109,  241n. 45; 
patronage by  50–51,  77,  241n. 43

	Markandeya (sage)  66–67,  83,  215,  235n. 27

	Marwari merchant community  129–30

	Mitra Mishra  57,  237n. 4-5

	Monkeys  34,  87,  189,  261n. 3

	Myth, significance of  2,  10–11,  23,  25,  27–28,  34,  38,  65–67,  73,  75,  83,  90. 94,  121,  159,  245n. 18,  247n. 32,  255n. 42,  275,  277; 
significance of  59–60




	Naga  126–27

	Nagaraja  45,  60–61,  79,  127,  140,  220.65

	Nakula  85,  89

	Nambudiri  47,  92–93,  115,  235n. 13,  279

	Nanda Devi  69,  124,  127,  140,  231n. 7

	Nandaprayag  16,  105,  213.35,  218.19,  222,  225.21,  260n. 7,  278

	Nandi Kund  88

	Narada (sage)  83

	Narayan Koti  40

	Narsingh (devta)  79–80,  128,  218.26,  224.9,  229.19–20,  256n. 48,  256n. 53

	Nauti  69,  124,  218.35

	Nautiyal clan (Yamunotri)  114,  135,  253n. 33-34

	Nilakantha (temple near Rishikesh)  66

	Niti Pass  243n.1,  251n. 17

	Nepal  39,  42,  163,  248,  266; 
Himalayan region  22,  229n. 2




	Omkareshwar temple (Ukhimath)  118,  206,  226.5




	Panch Badri (“Five Badris”)  10,  29–30,  75,  120–21,  124,  256n. 46-47,  272n. 51

	Panch Kedar (“Five Kedars”)  10,  29–30,  81,  104,  107,  117,  119–21,  124,  206,  250n. 9,  256n. 46,  272n. 51

	Panch Prayag (“Five Confluences”)  10,  29–30,  121,  124,  298

	Panda (hereditary pilgrim guide),  11,  48,  116,  148,  247–48n. 37,  254n. 48,  258n. 62,  278; 
relationship with clients  131,  152,  163,  249n. 6,  254n. 39,  262n. 23,  276

	Pandav Sera  88

	Pandavas  63,  83–4,  87,  92–93,  99,  155,  175,  217n. 4-5,  246n. 22,  246n. 28,  247n. 30-31; 
birth of  84–86; 
final journey of  89; 
search for Shiva  88–89

	Pandu  84–85,  245n. 21,  246n. 23

	Pandukeshwar  41,  84,  86–88,  94,  138,  158,  238n. 12,  239n. 20,  246n. 22; 
Yoga Dhyan Badri at  39,  81,  120,  218.30,  224.7; 
Vasudeva Badri at  39

	Parashurama  82–83,  215,  243n. 6

	Parvati  6,  33,  60,  62,  64–66,  70,  75,  78,  88,  91,  159,  229n. 3

	Pauri (district)  13,  18,  63,  66,  70,  79,  87,  128,  135,  137,  139–40,  147,  203,  215–16,  219.63,  220.64–70,  225.31–33,  232n. 16,  246n. 28-29,  250n. 14

	Pauw, E. K. (colonial administrator)  17–20,  24,  147–48,  232n. 14,  257n. 58,  260n. 7,  261n. 12

	Phata  82,  104,  106,  193,  215–16,  220.79,  235n. 37,  264n. 44

	Phenomonological perspective  2,  4,  9

	Pilgrim annual numbers  145–47,  169,  173,  227–28,  244n. 13,  257n. Page 305 →58,  261n. 12,  264n. 44,  267n. 10,  270n. 33

	Pilgrimage in Garhwal  7,  8,  11,  28,  37,  69,  101,  143–44,  237n. 6,  256n. 51,  257n. 57,  264n. 40; 
and consumerism  168,  179,  181–82,  271n. 41,  272n. 48; 
and economic development  162–64,  167,  169–70,  173,  178–79,  183,  185; 
and economics  18–20,  146,  150–51,  155,  208,  260n.8; 
and tourism: See Tourism; changes in practice in  10,  121,  134–35,  138,  147–48,  151,  157–60,  195–97,  236n. 43,  241n. 43,  242n. 48,  255n. 44,  257n. 58,  261n. 15-16,  263n. 36,  264n. 44,  265n. 51,  270n. 31; 
domestication of  161,  169,  181–82,  190; 
effect of railways on  121,  130,  134,  148,  156,  160,  166,  192–94,  199–200,  270n. 29; 
guidebooks for  36–37,  48,  51,  87,  89,  101,  104–10,  112,  148–49,  154,  249n. 6,  252n. 24,  253n. 29; 
government regulation of  48,  183–85,  198,  200–01,  260n. 6; 
models of  164–67,  182,  187–89,  264n. 37-38,  267n. 6,  267n. 11,  270n. 32; 
infrastructural arrangements for  50,  52–53,  60,  75,  102,  111,  129–32,  136,  144–45,  147–53,  261n. 18; 
pernicious effects of  170–72,  179,  191–92,  196,  251–52n. 23,  268n. 24 

	Pradip Shah (king of Garhwal)  43–45,  47,  93,  115,  255n. 40

	Pradyumna Shah (last king of undivided Garhwal)  43,  45,  48,  99

	Prasad  113,  168,  199,  235n. 41,  272n. 47,  278–79

	Prayag (Allahabad)  27,  121–22,  234n. 35,  237n. 5-6,  256n. 49,  278

	Puja (worship)  80,  168,  199,  265n. 46,  278–79

	Pujari (temple priest)  48,  94,  109,  241n. 5,  247n. 31

	Purana  3,  24,  36,  62,  64,  67,  72,  78,  81,  100,  103,  107,  110–11,  144,  164,  233n. 24,  244–45n. 16,  247n. 32,  249n.1,  249n. 6,  252n. 24,  256n. 51,  277,  278–79

	Purity, ritual  115,  165,  240n. 32,  254n. 35

	Pushpwan, Kailash  206–09,  267n. 3




	Raidas  259n. 73

	Railway, impotysnvr of  130,  148,  166,  200,  257n. 58; 
extension of  14,  53,  121,  134,  147,  156,  159–60,  192–95,  197,  199,  242n. 49,  270n. 29

	Rajrajeshvari  43,  68,  99,  125,  220.67,  224.12,  239n. 25

	Raktabija (demon)  70–71

	Rakeshvari  81,  218.42

	Ram Jhula  76–77

	Rama  21,  23,  36,  44,  59,  75–76,  79,  83,  100,  236n. 47,  249n. 1; 
at Devaprayag  77; 
at Kamleshvar  77

	Ramanuja  94,  114

	Ramayana  21,  23,  36,  44,  59,  75–76,  79,  83,  100,  236n. 47,  249n. 1

	Raper, Felix  16,  49,  51,  77,  231n. 9,  240n. 32,  267n. 4

	Raturi, Harikrishna  252n. 25

	Ravana  34,  75–79,  236n. 47,  245n. 18

	Rawal, at Badrinath  47,  93,  114–16,  199,  240n. 32,  248n. 38,  249n. 6,  255n. 40,  256n. 67,  276,  279; 
at Kedarnath  115–16,  118,  279; 
at Gopeshvar  120,  254n. 37

	Page 306 →Reader, Ian  5,  7,  58,  61,  167,  197,  230n. 8-9,  268n. 13,  268n. 15

	Roads  14,  16,  19,  131,  170; 
built by Traill  33,  53,  147,  153,  156,  236n. 45,  242n,  48; 
construction of  48,  112,  134,  138,  148,  150,  156–58,  182,  191–92,  258n. 61,  262n. 19,  263n. 28; 
effects of  7,  33,  121,  128–29,  134,  137,  158–64,  166,  246–47n. 29,  261n. 16,  265n. 47; 
limitations of  170–72,  176,  178,  187,  196,  200–01,  205

	Rudraksha  168,  265n. 45

	Rudranath (Panch Kedar Shiva Temple)  30,  38,  61–62,  89,  104,  117–19,  212.33,  217.12–13,  218.34,  250n. 9

	Rudraprayag (town)  16,  32,  134,  150,  157,  160,  174,  192–93,  260n. 7; 
district  13,  19,  30,  65,  70,  104,  135,  140,  147,  206,  215–18,  220,  226,  230n. 14,  231n. 8,  232n. 16,  235n. 37,  273n. 55,  273n. 1,  278; 
river confluence at  83,  105,  122,  212.15,  262n. 25




	Sadabart  48,  147,  151,  154,  242n. 48,  260n. 6,  262n. 21

	Sages  6,  9–10,  23,  28,  30–31,  57,  59,  66,  75,  81–86,  88,  90,  93–94,  99–100,  215–16,  218.21–22,  218.32,  219.51,  220.69,  220.72,  224.14,  225.26,  233n. 25,  235n. 39,  245n. 20-21,  278

	Sahadeva  85,  89

	Sant Sohan Singh  98,  248n. 40

	Sati (wife of Shiva)  62–67

	Shah Dynasty (Kings of Garhwal 1500–1803)  43–44,  47–48,  52–53,  56,  68,  99,  108,  150,  242n. 47,  251n. 18; 
patronage by  44–47,  115,  140,  240n. 41,  253n. 33; 
religious importance of  46–47,  93,  115,  238n. 14,  255n. 40

	Sem Mukhem  45,  79,  110,  127,  140

	Semwal clan  114,  253n. 33-34,  271n. 44

	Shaktipitha (“seat of the Goddess”)  63,  67

	Shakumbari Devi  219.55,  250n. 13

	Shaligram  168,  248,  265n. 45

	Shankaracharya (8th c. Indian philosopher)  6,  47,  76,  90,  92–94,  114–15,  224.1,  238n. 13,  246n. 28,  248n. 37,  255n. 41,  248n. 27,  255n. 41,  273,  275,  279

	Shankaracharya (contemporary religious leader)  181

	Shikoku henro (pilgrimage route)  5,  7,  58,  161,  197,  230n. 9,  268n. 13,  268n. 15

	Shiva  33,  39–41,  60,  67–68,  92–93,  140,  146,  173,  243n. 1,  265n. 45,  266n. 55,  277; 
at Kedarnath  28,  34,  89,  101,  114,  175,  217.1–3,  254n. 36,  255n. 42,  277; 
at other temples  28,  38,  61,  66–74,  77–79,  81,  83,  88,  104,  123,  136,  139,  159,  185,  217.7,  217.10–13,  218.14–16,  218.20,  218.31,  218.34,  218.40,  219.43,  219.45–48,  220.64,  220.66,  220.68,  220.73–74,  220.78,  224.2,  224.13–14,  225.30–31,  226.1–4,  226.6,  226.14–15,  234n. 32,  243n. 6,  245n. 18,  246n. 47,  246n. 29; 
mythic deeds of  6,  23,  27,  33–34,  62–65,  73,  87–88,  91,  111,  127–28,  234n. 31,  236n. 37,  247n. 42,  277; 
Panch Kedar  30,  61,  117–20

	Shivalik Hills  14

	“Shrine Board” See Uttarakhand Char Dham Devasthanam Management Board

	Page 307 →Shuka (sage)  86

	Siddapith  69,  72,  126

	Smith, Jonathan Z.  4–5,  32,  229n. 6

	Sudarshan Shah  44–45,  48,  52–53,  242n. 47,  253n. 33

	Surkhanda Devi  68,  72,  126,  219.56,  250n. 14,  269n. 20

	Svayambhu (“self-manifested”) image  62,  66,  88–89,  114,  277




	Tara Singh Narotam  98

	Taraka (demon)  64,  91

	Tehri (town)  33,  45,  53–55,  106,  132,  235n. 42,  240n. 36; 
Dam  7,  33,  172,  231n. 3,  266n. 54,  269n. 28; 
district  13,  52,  79,  127–28,  139–40,  147,  157,  186,  216,  219.45,  219.56–61,  232n. 16,  235n. 40,  239n. 23,  246n. 28,  250n. 14

	Tehri Garhwal State (native kingdom) 25, establishment of  45–47; 
kings of  54–56,  68,  238n. 14,  239n. 23,  239n. 29,  240n. 35,  241n. 39; 
religious sites and pilgrimage in  48,  53,  117,  124,  133,  147,  149–50,  152,  154,  157,  236n. 45,  240n. 32,  240n. 36,  240–41n. 36,  245–46n. 29,  247n. 29,  252n. 24-26,  253n. 53,  258n. 67,  262n. 21

	Temple Act See United Provinces Shri Badrinath Shri Kedarnath Temples Act

	Temple Committee See Badrinath-Kedarnath Temple Committee

	Terai (lowland swamp)  14,  16,  53

	Tirth Purohit see panda

	Tirtha (“crossing-place”/sacred site);  2,  7,  9,  42,  244n. 35,  256n. 49

	Tourism  20–21,  162; 
changes in attitudes toward  181,  188,  199,  253n. 31; 
development of  159,  161,  187–88,  190,  193–98; 
effects of  163,  169–73,  180,  182–89,  191–92,  195–97,  231–32n. 17,  266n. 55; 
government promotion of  161,  183–94,  197–201,  253–54n. 34,  263n. 33,  268n. 16,  271n. 44; 
pilgrimage and  142,  144,  164–67,  181–82,  264n. 38; 
types of  20,  28,  33,  161–62,  185–87,  269n. 21-22

	Triyugi Narayan  33,  65,  75,  104,  136,  152,  159–60,  217.9,  226.12–13,  258n. 62,  262n. 26,  265n. 46,  266n.1,  272n. 52; 
marriage of Shiva and Parvati at  6,  64,  91

	Traill, George W.  17,  49,  53,  146–47,  242n. 47,  257n. 58; 
road construction by  33,  53,  147,  150,  236n. 45,  242n. 48,  246–47n. 29,  260n. 4,  261n. 16

	Tungnath (Panch Kedar Shiva Temple site)  27,  38,  79,  137,  272n. 49-51; 
temple at  30,  51,  104,  117–19,  200,  213.34,  217.11,  226.14–15,  250n. 8,  255n. 44




	Ukhimath  118–19,  141,  157,  206–07,  226.5–6,  231n. 10,  232n. 11,  260n. 6,  262n. 26,  265n. 46,  267n. 5,  272n. 49

	United Provinces Shri Badrinath Shri Kedarnath Temples Act  47,  102,  116,  135,  240n. 19,  248n. 38,  258n. 67

	Uniyal, Hema  109,  216,  256n. 48

	Uttarakhand Char Dham Devasthanam Management Board  102,  117,  135,  226,  255n. 43,  255n. 45

	Page 308 →Uttarakhand (state)  56,  209–10,  231n.1,  232n. 13,  242n. 54; 
economy  17–21,  33,  116,  161–64,  169,  176,  266n. 3; 
geography  13–17; 
growth and development of  161–63,  171–73,  180,  185,  187,  195,  265n. 50

	Uttarkashi (town)  16,  40,  61,  83,  108,  123,  128,  134,  212.9–10,  215,  219.43–44,  219.62,  220.78,  220.80–81,  230n. 12,  231n. 9-10,  235n. 37,  235n. 42,  250n. 12,  250n. 14,  256n. 52,  262n. 24,  267n. 4; 
district  13,  16,  24,  30,  52,  139–40,  230n. 14,  231n. 8,  232n. 16,  246n. 26




	Vairaskund  78

	Vaishno Devi shrine  197–99,  271n. 43,  271–72n. 46,  272n. 48

	Vallabhacharya  95–96,  224n. 3

	Vashishtha (sage)  83

	Veer Chandra Singh Garhwali  186,  263n. 33,  268n. 18

	Vidura  245n. 21

	Vikram era  239n. 29,  240n. 31

	Virabhadra  62

	Vishnu  25,  40–41,  60,  63,  65,  81,  83,  122,  126,  138–39,  146,  160,  191,  218.9,  218.26–27,  218.29–30,  219.50,  219.51–54,  219.61,  224.7–10,  224.15,  224.17,  225n. 18-25,  225.33,  226.12–13,  236n. 47,  245n. 18,  265n. 45,  277,  278; 
as cosmic king  39,  46,  73–74,  79–80,  96,  259n. 72,  275; 
at Badrinath temple  20,  75,  128,  212.20,  218.17,  275; 
Ganga  25,  39,  41,  67,  84,  111,  137,  212.20–23,  212.25–26,  222.11–12,  239n. 20

	Vishnuprayag  25,  122,  137–38,  191,  212.21,  212.26,  224.15,  239n. 20,  278

	Vishvakarma (sage)  81

	Vishvanath temple  27,  44,  219n. 43,  220n. 74,  226n. 3-4,  256n. 52

	Vrddha Badri (Panch Badri site)  120–21,  137,  160,  227.17,  256n. 47,  263n. 31

	Vyasa (sage)  83,  215,  218n. 72,  245n. 21




	Whitmore, Luke  20,  103–04,  120,  128,  169,  172,  178,  180,  247n. 32,  285n. 53,  271n. 42

	Worship See Puja




	Yaksha  78,  91,  126,  259

	Yama (Death)  66

	Yamakeshwar  66

	Yamuna (river)  26–27,  29,  55,  90,  101,  111,  121,  132,  212.1–2,  220.75,  220.81,  222.1,  222,  234n. 30,  234n. 35,  244n. 12,  256n. 49,  278; 
as goddess  28,  73,  111,  122,  253n. 52; 
watershed  13,  25,  106–07,  229n. 1,  231n. 2,  250n. 12,  251n. 20

	Yamunotri  36,  47,  53,  90,  106,  108,  117,  132,  149,  220.81,  252n. 24,  252n. 26,  265n. 46,  279; 
as Char Dham member  15,  28,  101,  110–13,  128–29,  133,  151,  154,  162,  249n. 2,  251n. 21,  252n. 25,  276; 
history of  253n. 33; 
pandas at  114,  116,  152,  253–54n. 34,  271n. 44; 
pilgrimage to  48,  113–14,  134,  147,  151–54,  156–59,  240n. 36,  249n. 3,  252–53n. 27,  253n. 29,  262n. 21,  262n. 24,  262n. 26,  267n. 9,  270n. 29,  270n. 36; 
temple at  113,  199,  240n. 36,  249n. 4

	Yogadhyan Badri (Panch Badri site) See Pandukeshwar

	Yudhisthira  85,  89,  247n. 30
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