

A diary of a pilgrimage to the Kumbh Mela
Our camp was one of many that are constructed on the bed of the Ganges, once the river starts drying out. We stayed in a tent. This camp belonged to a very hospitable friend, whose family spends all seven weeks at the Mela – they have a full staff to help them during this time. Other camps are much more primitive, and in fact many people just sleep on a piece of cloth or on a blanket laid on the sand. And then there are the luxury tents that are up on a hill and are like 5-star (or you might even say 7-star) hotels.
The first night, we walked through the pavilions for some of the akhadas (Hinduism has 13 major akhadas, or sects), and saw a stunning diversity of sadhus and Naga Bawas (many are hatha yogis who vow to undertake the most stunning physical feats: for example, a naga bawa had vowed to stand on one foot for 15 years – he was in his twelfth year when we met him). All are very approachable and willing to answer any question you might pose.
The next day we were on the Ganges river. Here pilgrims are in boats – waiting to take a dip at the Sangam (the confluence) of the holy rivers. The water was icy cold though very clean. The wind was high, but it didn’t deter any of us from jumping in at a point where you can actually see the waters of Ganga and Yamuna rivers mix.
We then visited an ashram run by one of the akhadas. Here, they feed about 3,000 people – mostly the poor – three times a day, for as long as the Mela lasts. We helped out for a bit with serving the food. The number of people waiting to get a free meal is mind-boggling (and this was just one of several ashrams at the Mela where people were fed daily). The ashram also gives each person 100 rupees with the meal – that’s about £1.50. Although we did see a few women and children, the overwhelming majority of folks that came to this ashram were adult and male.
The massive efforts by ashram volunteers, along with the immense need for a basic daily meal, were very humbling.
The day we were at the ashram, the meal consisted of puris, two vegetables, daal, rice, bhajias, and two kinds of deserts . The food was – a served from buckets. Helpings were generous, with seconds provided as requested.
Groups of pilgrims that belong to the same sect gathered during the day and often late into the night, to pray or listen to lectures. Much of their time is spent praying and chanting, listening to talks on Hinduism, or watching performances of the Ram Lila – re-enactments of the life of Lord Rama, from the Hindu religious epic Ramayana.
While the crowds were getting heavy, we still had lots of space to walk. The sand on the bed is extremely fine, with no pebbles, and (at least at the start of the festival) it was very clean.
On our third day at the Mela we got an early start, to catch the Shahi Snaan Processions – these consist of members of each akhada walking a long distance then rushing into the icy waters to dip into the river. The procession for the akhada was led by a few cavalry, then came some foot soldiers, followed by paramilitary. The police presence was everywhere: police and paramilitary receive special training in crowd control and in how to respond to pilgrims without becoming angry or violent – the law enforcement officers that we encountered were always extremely helpful.
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Then the main processions started. Each akhada (there are 13 akhadas in Hinduism) is given about 45 minutes to get their procession moving, after which the next akhada gets started. Thus for 13 akhadas, the processions last all day. Participants cross the river on one of about 12 pontoon bridges that are built across the Ganges just for the duration of the Mela, and then are then be dismantled in early March.

Overall, though, attending the 2019 Mela was a truly magical experience.

