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PHOTOGRAPHS LEFT: 

LOADING UP;

ALL THE IDOLS BEFORE SEND OFF

GANGES OF
THE NORTH
The Gods take a dip as a wintry River Mersey 
stands in for the holy Ganges.

her husband, Lord Shiva. This has special signifi cance 

in Bengal’s biggest city, Calcutta, through which fl ows the 

Hooghly River, a wide and languorous branch of the Ganges.

The two weeks of the Durga puja culminate in families 

taking their idols to the Hooghly and setting off in boats 

complete with colourful paper lanterns and splendid 

picnic feasts. As a major social occasion, the

Goddess and her children are given a grand and emotional

send-off. Drums, gongs and bells play all along the 

riverbanks, dancers shimmy and sway, and one by one, the

idols are cast into the river and drift away, disintegrating 

into sticks and clay until there is nothing left but a few sparkly

sequins and a swirl of red vermilion on the water’s surface. 

 Back in Manchester however, it’s a bitterly cold 

autumn day and there’s damp in the air as the 

photographer, Don McPhee, and I emerge from the car 

and knock at the front door of a neat house on a quiet, 

orderly estate in Bramhall. If you didn’t know, this could 

be any Sunday on any estate you care to mention. But 

today, the glittering colours of the Indian subcontinent 

are about to explode into a grey English afternoon. 

“ In Calcutta, you know, 
it would be very grand, 
but here, the River Mersey 
will have to do.”

[CONTINUED OVER]

It’s not often that you get to see a Goddess being 

chucked into the River Mersey, not to mention 

then watching the watery end of her four sons and 

daughters who were thrown in after her. 

 But then, this was a unique event; the very fi rst 

time in the UK that the Hindu celebration of the Durga 

puja had culminated in a full ceremonial immersion 

of the Goddess Durga – though a fast-fl owing stretch 

of the Mersey in Manchester had to stand in for the 

mighty River Ganges.

 The Durga puja is enthusiastically celebrated 

all over India, where tens of thousands of idols of the 

Goddess and her children are made from wood and 

plaster every year. But it is in Bengal that the festival 

reaches its apogee. Every October, Bengalis in their 

homeland and throughout the world observe a fortnight’s 

celebrations that focus around social events bringing 

families and communities closer together. At the centre 

of the puja is the Goddess Durga, the Mother Goddess. 

Married to Lord Shiva, the God of destruction, she lives 

high in the Himalayan mountains, where the River Ganges, 

the holiest of India’s many holy rivers, gushes forth 

from a sacred glacier. Durga is said to come down 

to the lowlands once a year with her children, Laxmi, 

Saraswati, Kartick and the elephant-headed Ganesh, 

to visit her earthly family. 

 After her visit, she must return to the mountains. 

Fabulous painted idols of the warrior goddess and 

her children are therefore immersed in the Ganges, 

which is believed to originate from the matted hair of 
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We are calling on Mr Biswas of the Greater Manchester 

Bengali Hindu Cultural Association. He has secured 

permission from the Environment Agency to cast his 

organisation’s specially commissioned idols into the 

Mersey, and they are about to be loaded on a truck 

ready for transportation to the river. 

 As the removal van arrives at his house and 

the idols are brought out of the garage, Mr Biswas 

explains that these particular deities were made by 

skilled craftspeople in Calcutta and shipped over 

at great expense. 

 “The main mother goddess, Durga, she has ten 

arms, and she sits on the fi gure of the lion because 

she is so powerful. She slayed the green demon, called 

Mahishasura, and that is why her foot is upon it.” 

 The fi gure of the Goddess does indeed look 

ferocious. She has a spear grasped fi rmly in one of 

her ten hands, which you can well imagine her plunging 

into the body of the demon. Each of her other hands 

carries a weapon, and there is vermilion powder on 

her forehead, indicating that she is married. As she 

and the models of her sons and daughters are 

carried out, the ordinariness of the housing estate 

is suddenly eclipsed as the deep golds, blues, greens, 

pinks, yellows and reds of the idols glow out brilliantly 

from the pavement upon which they are being tenderly 

set down. 

The man whose van has been hired for the 

idols’ fi nal journey is looking somewhat 

bemused as he contemplates the day’s cargo. 

A couple of lads arrive to help load up and Mr 

Biswas hurries round to oversee the operation. 

 “It doesn’t matter if you damage it a bit 

because it’s going in the water anyway,” he 

says with admirable practicality. 

 And so, as the van doors clang shut, we 

set off towards Fletcher Moss park in Didsbury 

to watch the fi nal stages of the Durga puja 

with many of the local Bengali community, 

who arrive wearing sensible jumpers and big 

overcoats, furry boots and woolly hats. As Mr 

Biswas explains, in Calcutta everyone would be 

wearing party clothes, but here in Manchester, 

one has to adapt. I wonder to myself if it would 

be worth asking the Goddess to beg whichever 

is the appropriate God to hold off on the rain, 

as a large picnic table is already being set up 

by some of the women, and is 

soon groaning with bhajis, rice 

dishes and samosas ready for the 

post-immersion lunch. 

 Several elderly men are 

already standing together on the 

riverbank where the Mersey twists 

and curves around the park. They 

look excited and pleased that 

fi nally this long-awaited day has 

come. Sushil Mandal explains 

that although this is to be the fi rst 

immersion, the Durga puja has 

been organised as a community 

celebration in Manchester 

since 1993. 

 “We began in Wilbraham Road 

in Chorlton, at Gita Bhavan, a Hindu 

temple. Now we have moved to 

Ghandi Hav, in Withington,” he says. 

“For the Durga puja, we do eight 

days celebration every autumn; 

we gather and pray and do rituals 

that the priests perform. We offer 

fl owers. It is a big social event! You 

don’t see people for a year and 

then you come to the hall and there 

are maybe 400 people there, every 

night. We cook food, we do a 

sing-along. It is similar to Christmas, 

a big gathering.” 

 Families from the Hindu 

community are now collecting 

along the banks and suddenly the 

low sound of drums reverberates 

through the chilly air. There is ragged 

cheering and clapping as the idols 

are carried up towards the river, 

borne high on their shoulders by 

a group of young men. A couple 

of joggers glance curiously at the 

assembled throng and the exotically 

glittering deities as they pass, 

and a brown-spotted dalmatian 

sniffs inquisitively at the idols until, 

thankfully, he decides to wander off 

before putting himself in the Gods’ 

bad books for all eternity. Suddenly, it’s all 

systems go. The drums bang louder and faster, 

and the idols are swiftly manoeuvred down the 

steep banks towards the water. With a great 

deal of cheering now, each intricately made 

deity is thrown face down into the river, and 

is carried away by the current. It seems sad 

to see them go; indeed, earlier at Mr Biswas’s 

house, Dr Bharati Kar, general secretary of the 

association, had explained that everyone feels 

a pang as the Goddess leaves for another 

year, much as one feels when a member of the 

family goes home after a visit, not to be seen 

again for many months. 

Gazing down from the bridge, the deities disappear 

one by one around a meander in the river. One gets 

stuck in the weeds and is energetically and most 

unceremoniously pushed back into the current 

with a stick. 

 As the last idol vanishes into the distance, the 

crowd makes its way back along the riverbank to where 

the smell of samosas and curries has imbued the damp 

air with tantalising aromas. As we walk towards our 

lunch, Mr Biswas is clearly delighted that the UK’s fi rst 

ever immersion of the Goddess has gone so smoothly. 

He seems a little wistful though, as he remembers the 

night-time processions, decorations, dancing and 

vibrant colours of the celebrations in his homeland. 

 “In Calcutta, you know, it would be very grand, 

but here, the River Mersey will have to do.” 

 There’s no arguing that a grey autumn day can’t 

compete with the heat and vibrancy of the subcontinent, 

but who knows, next year the Goddess may choose to 

visit bringing an Indian summer with her. 

Louise Tickle is a freelance journalist based 
near Manchester who writes regularly for 
The Guardian, The Sunday Telegraph and 
The Times, with a particular interest in 
social justice, the environment and fair trade.

Gazing down from 
the bridge, the deities 
disappear one by one 
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One by one, the idols are cast 
into the river and drift away, 
until there is nothing left but 
a swirl of red vermilion on 
the water’s surface.
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THE IDOLS AFTER BEING 

CAST INTO THE RIVER

The man whose van has been hired for the idols’ 
fi nal journey is looking somwhat bemused as he 
contemplates the day’s cargo.


