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  Babbling rivers have always been attracted humankind towards it. Every river has its own 

fascinating narratives, related to its origin and continuation.  Some of these rivers are perennial and 

some of them are seasonal. The study primarily sheds light on the two prominent rivers of India, 

Narmadā and Tāpti, flowing towards westwards to the Arabian Sea. The paper is mainly divided into 

two sections, One section describes about the mechanism of trade and commerce with the aid of river 

and traces the pathway of the Narmada as well as Tapti. The second section precisely discusses the 

various fascinating religious narrations of these rivers. The endmost section layout the conclusion and 

tries to track down the backdrop and sheds light on the hidden narratives of Narmada and Tapti through the lens of 

economy and religion. The paper vitally throws light on these points under the ancient and medieval period and 

bring some underestimated facts on the forefront. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In the present study, the location which has 
been chosen is Central India, also known as  “The 
Heart of India”,  is situated at the strategically 
significant location in India. Surrounded by 
different rivers, increase its importance and scenic 
view. In north and north west, river Betwa flows, 
while the south is covered by Narmada, north west 
is surrounded by Chambal. But the ancient Central 
India  was little  different from current position, 
consisted of Vindhya Pradesh, Bhopāl, Gwālior, 
Nāgpur, Vidarbha etc. The physical features of this 

land can be charactersied by three water system- 
Narmadā, Chambal, Betwā, along with many 
tributaries. Two mountain chains, The Vindhya 
ranges and Satpurā hills make this city most 
mesmerizing as well as important. From the 
beginning of the life, rivers are playing essential 
role for the survival of human civilization, 
providing fresh water for drinking, irrigation, 
industrial use etc.  They also play significant part 
to support diverse ecosystems and serve as 
habitats for floura and fauna. Most of the 
civilizations and cities have been built on the 
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banks of rivers since ancient times. These rivers 
are important while importing and exporting the 
commodities from one place to another, it also 
holds some religious beliefs hence become a place 
of people’s faith. Central India is  an important 

centre of trade and  foci of people’s credence.  

2. OBJECTIVES  
The primary objectives of this study are as 

follows- 
 To trace the backdrop of Narmada and 

Tapti rivers 
 To examine the rivers via lens of economy 

and religion 
 An attempt to mark out the importance of 

the ports of Surat and Bharuch 
 Try to find out the linkage between 

Narmada, Tapti, Surat Port and Bharuch 
port respectively. 

 Dig out the information related to overall 
mechanism of the concerned  rivers and 
ports, in an economic and religious 
perspectives. 

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY:-  
Information that are used for this study 

essentially are based on textual sources, books of 
concerned topic, newspaper articles, webpages as 
well as various research journals. So the study 
basically is based on the secondary sources. 

4. TALES OF ORIGINATION OF RIVERS:- 
The Narmadā, sanskrit meaning ‘The river 

of pleasure’, also called Rewa or Nerbudda, 
originates from a lake called Narmada Kund at a 
holy place Amarkantak, Maikal hills, Anuppur 
district, Madhya Pradesh; Further it descends as a 
waterfall called Kapildharai. It is the longest 
among the three major west flowing rivers in 
Peninsular India and believed that originated by 
the sweat of Shivā therefore known as Shivputri.  
Its emerging point is Maikal hills of Amarkantak  
because of this, Narmadā is also known as Maikal 
Sutā meaning daughter of Maikal.  Amarkantak is 
also known as Maikal. Poet Kālidas gave it the 
name of Āmrakut because of large number of 
mango trees surrounded this place. This holy river 
is the only river of world which is 
circumambulated by taking a round of 1300 km 
and 2600km by footii. People believed this as a 
virgin.  Historically this river bank also has hidden 
the valorous tales  of war between Harsha and 
Pulkeshin second of South India.    

5. ECONOMIC ROLE OF RIVERS:-  
There are many prominent ports at the 

bank of rivers. These ports play significant role in 
trade and commerce as they are using in exchange 
of the commodities as well as culture, religion and 
knowledge. These ports are not only providing the 
facility of import and export but also witnesses the 
amalgamation of various cultures  between land 
and maritime space, It is a mingle point of ocean 
and inland transportiii . The effectiveness of a port 
is important in international trade since a seaport 
is the nerve of foreign trade of a country. Narmadā 
is a traditional boundary between north India and 
south India and lifeline to Madhya Pradesh same 
as the river Ganges is to  Uttar Pradesh. Trading 
ports which are situated at the bank of rivers 
always acquire a prominent foci. Commodities 
have been  been brought here from the hinterlands 
of different regions and from these ports traders of 
various countries as well as distinct ships of 
merchants carry these products from one place to 
another and make their profit after selling them at 
higher price. In ancient India there were lots of 
trading ports which were in flourising condition. 
Some of them are still present and enjoying their 
prosperity. Among these prosperous ports some of 
them are Bharuch, Surat, Tāmralipti, Kallian or 
Kalyān, Muchiri Patnam or Muziris etc. which are 
situated on the bank of rivers Narmadā, Tāpti, 
Rupnārāyan , Ulhās  and Periyār river respectively. 

This study  discusses  about the two 
prominent rivers of Central India,  Narmadā and 
Tāpti on which port of Bharuch and Surat is 
situated. Port of  Bharuch which is currently in 
Gujarāt, provides suitable conditions which 
became the reason of Gujarat’s wealthiness, major 
cities of this states like Ahemadābād, Surat, Barodā 
have become prosperous and rich because of the 
trade since ancient times. From the Early period 
when men started  producing surplus production 
they began to trade and tried to develop ports at 
the bank of rivers so the transpotation of 
production became easy. In this process they 
developed many ports, so very soon the conflicts, 
to have a dominance on these ports were started. 
Initially it was the war among the merchant 
classes but after realising the profit which these 
traders were getting, ruling classes also develop 
their interest to acquire these ports so that they 
will be able to control on these trading routes via 
river ports and made their profit. Port of Bharuch 
which is situated on the bank of Naramdā has been 
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an important place of trade, here Narmadā plays a 
key role. Due to this, Bharuch had become an apple 
of eyes of merchants. Many travellers visited to 
India during ancient and early medieval period 
and had written about these famous ports. Al 
Masudi came to India during 9th century from 
Baghdād, from here, he travelled to Mansur which 
was the capital of Sindh and Multan (Currently in 
Pakistan) then he proceeded to Surat in Gujarāt, 
here Al Masudi had first hand contact with the 
hindu civilizationiv. During those days Bharuch had 
various names.  

In the 3rd Century BCE to 3rd century CE the 
port was mentioned as Barygazav.  Bharuch 
dervies its name from the great sage Bhrigu, the 
original name of Bharuch is ‘Bhrigukachchha’vi. 
During Greek and early historical period, Bharuch 
was a  prosperous trade centre and first port town 
of Indiavii. It was an attractive commercial trade 
centre where all merchandise like olive oil, red 
corals, ivory, gems, wood works, print and fabrics 
were exported from Bharuch. Numerous 
Merchants and travellers like Al Masudi, 
Xuangzang and others wrote about this glorious 
port, due to its prosperity this port was attacked 
by various kingdoms and invadorsviii. During early 
medieval period Bharuch was ruled by south Lāta 
Rastrakuta kings after them Solanki kings started 
their rule, until then significance of Bharuch as the 
trade centre was endured, hence Bharuch became 
the capital of Lāta region in the beginning of 11th 
centuryix. Arab traders entered Gujarāt via 
Bharuch to do business and after arabs , many 
other traders of different countries came to India 
via Bharuch and established their trade centre 
here. It was known as Barygaza (meaning deep 
treasure), Bargosa among the Greeks. It was 
known as Bharuch under Muslim rule, Bhadoch 
under Maratha rule and as Broach under British 
rule. So this port was like an entrance for the 
traders, visitors to enter in India and it is possible 
because of sacred Narmadā on whose estuary this 
port is present. Chinese traveller Xuanzang 
crossed Narmadā in 640 AD and recorded that 
Bhrigukachcha ( Po Lu Ka Che Po) had around 10 
Buddhist monasteries with around 300 monksx. 
Bharuch has always been prosperous  because of 
its location on the river. Although water tends to 
be scarce in Gujarat, one never finds difficulty in 
getting water in Bharuch. Because of this, 
agriculture and other linked commercial activities 
have flourished in Bharuch. According to Periplus 

of Erythrean Sea, many goods from the far east 
were trans shipped there. It is a terminus for 
several  land and sea trade routes and Bharuch 
was definitely known to Greeks,  Persian empire,  
Roman empire and the other western countries. 
After Kashi, Bharuch is known as second oldest 
city of Indiaxi. Apart from this port, the origin point 
of Narmada which is Amarkantak is the place of 
various medicinal plants which are very 
significant.  The most important medicianl plant 
here is Gulbakawali which is also known as white 
ginger lilly or garland flower, its scientific name is 
Hedychium coronarium which is used as eye tonic 
and export to various parts of the country and  are 
lots of fascinating narratives about this flower 
since the agesxii. The oldest written record about 
Gujarat’s maritime history is found in a Greek 
book named ‘Periplus of the Erythrean Sea: Travel 
and trade in the Indian ocean by the Merchant of 
the first century’, Bharuch was mentioned as 
Barygaza in this old textxiii. Some historic records 
gives the account about Huein Tsang who travelled 
to India and  recorded his travels in Gujarat where 
he describes towns and cities like Bharuch, Malwa 
etc. He travelled to Central India where he had 
come to Bharuch after crossing Narmadā in 
around 640ADxiv.  

The another prominent  history is about  
Surat port which  takes us back to the epic age of 
Ramayana and Mahābhārata. The locals here 
believe that the place was founded by a brahman 
named Gopi, who named the place as Suryapur, 
meaning the city of Sun, so intially it was identified 
as Suryapur during 16th century, this city came to 
be known as Suratxv. After post early medieval era 
gradually the banks of river became busy with 
ship building. In Surat ship building was an 
important industry, these ships built at Surat were 
known for endurance, they were built to last a 
hundred years. The ships built for China trade 
were of 500 to 1,000 tons, quite big compared to 
the contemporary size of the shipsxvi. 

6. RELIGIOUS SIGNIFICANCE OF RIVERS  
Rivers always act as a source of life. People 

feel connected to these water bodies which fulfill 
their thirst. This selfless service provided by the 
rivers has made special place in the heart of 
people. In reverse they also try to show their 
gratitude towards them, for showing faith, people 
started worshipping these water bodies and gave 
them the place of divinity. Gradually this culture of 
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giving appreciation had been trasferred from one 
generation to another and now the new generation 
also carry on this tradtion. There are  many 
religious beliefs behind the rivers. River Tāpi or 
Tāpti is one of the most important and revered 
rivers of India, Therefore Tāpti jayanti is a very 
important festival for the people of India 
particularly for those who live along this river. 
According to religious beliefs, this jayanti is 
celebrated every year on the Saptami Tithi of 
Shukla Paksha of Asadh Month. 
 
 
7. Facts about Narmadāxvii 

1. Identity of 
Narmadā 

Daughter of Siva, 
Daughter of Maikal 
mountain 

2. Created By Lord Siva 
3. Reason of 

emergence 
To liberate the 
Devtas and 
Humankind from 
sin 

4. Narmadā 
Jayanti 

Seventh tithi of 
Shukla paksha of 
Māgh month 

 
8. Facts about  Tāptixviii  

1.      Text      Purana 

2. Identity of 
Tāpti 

Daughter of Sun 
and sister of Shani 
 

3. Created by  Sun God 

4. Reason of 
Emergence 

 Surya incarnated 
her on earth to 
protect himself 
from the heat 

5. Tāpti Jayanti Every year on the 
Saptami tithi of 
shukla paksha of 
asadh month. 

 
After the Arab invasion and proliferation of 

Islam, Surat became the major centre for its 
pilgrimage traffic to the Red seaxix. Narmadā  
known as ‘Nommados according to Ptolemyxx,  
Narmadā or ‘Giver of pleasure’in sanskrit language 
is the fifth longest waterway and the longest west 
streaming stream in India. In sanskrit Narmada 

has been pronounced as nitya means one who 
lives forever. In chousath yogini temple 81 statues 
of yoginis are present, among these statues one 
idol is of Narmadā which is sitting on Magar or 
crocodile’s throne, this statue is known as 
Varshinixxi. It flows restlessly and noisly so called 
as Rewā but at the same time it gives the peace to 
mind and also soft so called as Narmadā. In 
purānas Narmadā has been described as 
Muktidātri, Pāpnashini, Pitritarini, Punyadāyini.   

In Mahabharata’s Van parva, Narmadā has 
been called the mother of Agnixxii. In ancient 
accounts some stories has been desribed, one of 
them is that Once Maharishi Mārkandeya was 
taking rest at the bank of river Narmadā where 
Yudhisthira came with Draupadi and asked him 
about the reason why he chose this river bank to 
take rest inspite of many holy places in India, 
Maharishi Mārkandeya recounted a tale about 
Narmadā, how Lord Siva instructed her descend to 
Earthxxiii. Another Narmadā legend relates to 
Maheshwar, which was once Mahishmati, capital 
of the thoudand armed king Sahastrarjun, this king 
once blocked the mighty river with his arms so his 
500 queens could play in the water. On seeing a 
dry riverbed, Rāvana  stopped his journey and 
built a sand sivalinga for his daily prayers. Once 
king’s wives had finished playing, Sahastrarjuna 
allowed the river to flow again, which swept away 
Rāvana’s sivalinga. Rāvana became very furious 
and challenged Sahastrajuna, who pinned him to 
the ground, imprisoned him and placed lamps on 
his heads and hand. Even today, the Sahastrarjuna 
temple at Maheshwar at the bank of Narmadā 
lights 11 lamps in the memory of this eventxxiv. 

Tapti river is originated from Multai of 
Baitul district of Madhya Pradesh. According to 
religious beliefs Tāpti is daughter of Sun and sister 
of Shani or Saturn, also known as Ādi Gangā, Tāpi 
or Tripti. It is second prominent river of Central 
India. During 1030 BC Tapti region had been ruled 
by Gond Kingdoms. In ancient times there were 53 
forts present here and Indian land was known as 
Gondwana land because of the Gond population,  
These Gond people is known as original people of 
Indiaxxv. Water of Tapti is amalgamation of myth, 
tales and history. This river is good for agriculture 
especially Sugarcanes. Jaggery industry is famous 
of this place. It is believed that Sun had created 
this river because he was unable to bear the heat 
of his own body . 
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Narmada and Tapti have been playing 
economic and religious role efficiently since the 
ancient times till the present. They are not only 
contributing in economic statistics but also 
maintain their sanctity for the people who have 
deep religious faith in them. Banks of these rivers 
have witnessed fusion of different culture 
identities with each other. Their waves provided 
ease to transpotation of various articles with 
traders to travel from one place to other, provide 
ways for humankind.  In India several numbers of 
ports were present in ancient times, Surat and 
Bharuch are one of them which is still providing 
prosperity to their land. During the later part of 
the medieval period Surat was described as very 
prosperous and one of the principal cities of India.  
The Tapti was crowded with merchant ships from 
all commercial nations of Europe and Asia, it was 
also the home of merchant communities due to its 
flourished economic condition, and it became the 
main port in Western India during post early 
medieval periodxxvi. Bharuch was the most 
important ports of Gujarat coast by the early 
medieval period and when Cambay began to 
decline, owing to a multitude of factors, surat rose 

in prominence around the medieval periodxxvii.  

9. CONCLUSION 
Hence since the earlier times Narmadā and 

Tāpti rivers are doing their job very proficiently. 
According to Vedās, the merit you acquire through 
taking dip in the Ganges is the same as having a 
glance at Narmadā and the merit gained by looking 
at the Narmadā is the same as just remembering 
the Tāpti. Same like these rivers, the ports of 
Bharuch and Surat gradually started strengthening 
their position from the ancient times to the early 
medieval period but after changing of central 
powers, situations of the ports were also changed 
and some new ports started taking significant 
place instead of the old ones but the rivers which 
are flowing from the very early phase of 
humankind still playing prime character in the life 
of human race. 
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