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April is not the ideal time to go on a leisure trip in India. But what with job commitments and 

kid’s classes that is when we finally did go on that pilgrimage trip that we had long planned to South 
Karnataka. 

Now the question is why South Karnataka and why the specific places - Kollur Mookambika 
Temple and Sringeri Sarada Mutt - that we had on our agenda? Because both are places that were 
blessed by their intimate link with Adi Sankara Bhagavatpada, one of the greatest philosophers the 
world has ever seen. 

There are direct trains and buses from Thrissur in Kerala, my native place, to Udupi, which we 
had decided would be our hub and hence our first destination. But, unfortunately the Konkan route 
is very busy and we were not able to wrangle a berth in any of the trains that goes via Udupi to the 
lands of Chattrapathi Sivaji. And with family in tow a bus ride to Udupi seemed too long.  So 
ultimately we ended up booking tickets for Mangalore.  

We reached Mangalore early one fine morning. The sun was in fine form, so were the flora and 
fauna of the place. When we got down in the station and travelled to a hotel to do our morning 
ablutions, we felt right at home. Mangalore, its climate, beaches, trees and vegetation and so also its 
people seemed so similar to my native place. 

 

 
 
Now, in the olden times Kerala consisted of 64 Gramas, or villages, 32 of them south of the 

Chandragiri river -which flows by Kasargode - in Malanad and 32 north of it in Tulunad. So it is not 
surprising that architecture, arts, rituals, customs and traditions in places in South Karnataka have a 
close resemblance to that of Kerala. 

After a quick bath and late breakfast we took a private bus to Udupi. The NH was in not too 
good a shape and we had a fairly long halt in Suratkal, which boasts of a NIT which is popular among 
Kerala students. Still we reached Udupi in the late afternoon and checked in to an aged hotel. Udupi 
is a quaint temple town which still retains an old world charm and when we passed through some of 
the bylanes we felt that we had travelled 10-15 years backwards in a time capsule. 

 

 



After freshening up we walked down to the Udupi Sreekrishna Temple and realized that we 
were in for a treat. It was the time of the Rathotsav.  We spent quite a lot of time at the temple and 
after having the evening Prasada  decided to make an early night of it as we were feeling tired after 
the long journey and there were a couple of days travel in front of us. 

We got up early next morning and went to the bus stand to catch one to Kollur. As we waited, 
the aroma of fresh Dosas and coffee wafted through the air from one of the nearby tea stalls. We 
were tempted inside and had our breakfast at the ‘country’ hour of six thirty! The way the driver 
drove the private bus in which we travelled along the curved, narrow and broken roads and the 
cleaner and conductor shouted out place names and generally behaved made my kids ask me 
whether they had got their training from their counterparts in our hometown!  

We had, like the previous day, one major stop and this was in the small town of Kundapura. It is 
where people going to Kollur generally disembarked from the train and is a fairly bustling place. 
Once we reached Mookambika we went in straight away to have our Darshan. There was a 
serpentine queue but still we managed to finish our prayers, have an early lunch and be back in 
Udupi for the evening Darshan. 

 

 
 
Adi Sankara after crossing the Vindhyas had reached Gokarna and then travelled further south 

to Kollur. He stayed there for a fair amount of time praying to the Goddess Sarawathy, Mookambika 
Devi. It was here that he found a boy in the nearby village who seemed to be dumb and behaved like 
an idiot. But when Sankara met him he started not only speaking but discussing the highest 
philosophy. He told Sankara that he was enjoying Ultimate Bliss and that was why he did not want to 
speak to anyone. As the knowledge of Brahman was to him like an Amla fruit in the palm of one’s 
hand Sankara gave him the name of Hastamalakacharya.  

Kollur Mookambika Devi is the Goddess of Knowledge and Education and devotees flock here in 
huge numbers especially on Vijayadasami day. Artists perform here free for Devi’s blessings and 
small kids are initiated into the world of letters. The interesting part is that more Keralites visit this 
temple than people from any other state (other than Karnataka, of course).  

Kollur is on the Western Ghats and verdant green with vegetation. The Sowparnika river 
meanders along majestically besides the ancient temple. Unfortunately because of the season it was 
almost dry and the vegetation mostly yellow than green. There is the famous hike to the top of the 



mount Kutajadri as well as the trip to Dharmasthala which are usually there in the itinerary of most 
pilgrims but which we decided to skip due to logistical difficulties. The temple in Dharmasthala is 
famous for its charitable activities including the distribution of free food daily to all devotees who 
visit it. 

Early next morning - courtesy of a taxi organized by the hotel we set off in the direction of 
Sringeri. On the way we passed the university town of Manipal, which is almost like a twin town of 
Udupi. We stopped for a few minutes to enjoy the state-of-the-art grandeur of the International 
standard buildings. What a difference in style from Udupi which is hardly a few kilometers away. And 
a few kilometers further past Hiriadka, we were again back to small villages which gave way to the 
ghats and thick forest proper. As the road climbed upwards it began to get chilly and a faint mist and 
slight drizzle greeted us in the middle of summer! An hour or so later we were in Agumbe. 

 

   
 
Agumbe is the place with the highest rainfall in India after Chirapunji in Assam. There is an 

interesting story behind this. Adi Sankara travelled to Sringeri from Kollur. On the way he was 
confronted by an astounding sight. An extremely poisonous snake was sheltering a very pregnant 
frog from the hot sun. It was indeed a remarkable phenomenon – a reptile sheltering its prey! 
Sankara soon divined the reason for such strange behaviour. 

The Sage Rishyasrimgan had found this area of exceptional scenic beauty to his liking. There 
was peace and a quiet serenity here. He established the Malahanikareshwar temple in Sringeri and 
had meditated for centuries, in the solitude of the mountains. Rishyasrimgagiri became Srimgagiri 
and later Sringeri. No wonder such a place produced such strange behaviour. Also it is said that 
Rishyasrimgan was so pure that wherever he went there was a profusion of water, Nature provided 
its bounty in abundance and the area became prosperous. And hence the rainfall in Agumbe.  

From Agumbe we soon reached Sringeri. Adi Sankara had decided to establish a Mutt in each of 
the four corners of the country, one for the propagation of each Veda. He decided upon Sringeri for 
the South and Yajur Veda.  

It was while Sankara was in Sringeri that he divined by yogic sight that his mother was on her 
deathbed. Immediately by psychic power he reached Kaladi as he had promised his mother when he 
left home as a young Sannyasin. On her death he cremated his mother with fire made in his right 
hand. After cremating his mother Sankara started on his Digvijaya across the length and breadth of 
India culminating in the Sarvajnapeetha in Kashmir. 

Sankara had stayed for more than a decade at Sringeri where he drew a Srichakra on a rock 
which later became the position of the Sarada Devi temple.The Sarada Temple, The Vidyashankara 
Temple, The Pathashalas and the Administrative block of the Ashram are on one side of the River 
Tungabhadra and the Ashram with its beautiful gardens which radiates peace and serenity and 
where the Sankaracharyas stay on the other side. 

 Earlier you had to use a ferry to reach the Ashram when the river was full, but now there is a 
beautiful bridge spanning the river. The predecessor of the present Acharya had designed the bridge 
and supervised its construction. And the interesting part is that he had very little formal education - 
he had not even completed high school! 



 
 
The precincts of the Sarada Devi Temple was crowded. After performing our obeisance to the 

deity we moved to the Vidyashankara Temple nearby. The main temple hall features 12 pillars 
designated for the 12 signs of the zodiac. A fellow pilgrim explained to us that the doors along the 
temple walls are arranged in such a way that it allows the light at sunrise to fall on a particular pillar 
in each month. 

We then crossed the bridge into the calm and coolness of the Ashram gardens. After paying our 
respects to the previous Acharyas who have been laid to rest in a few beautifully built structures 
nearby we waited patiently in the spacious Auditorium for the present Acharya to make his 
appearance. He discoursed on different aspects of Hinduism for a few minutes before distributing 
Prasad of fruits to the devotees. 

By the time we crossed the bridge again it was noon and blistering hot. The granite under our 
foot was like burning coals and as per the tradition in temples we were all of us walking barefoot. To 
escape the heat we popped into the cool confines of one of the buildings and found that it was the 
dining hall. They were about to start the Prasada - lunch. All devotees who visit Sringeri can avail of 
the Prasada - a simple but tasty Karnataka meal.  The heat proved to be a blessing in disguise as we 
could have the Prasada of Sarada Devi. We had earlier planned to have our lunch in one of the 
restaurants in town.  



 
 

After lunch we travelled directly to Mangalore, via Karkala, today’s major stop for refreshments. 
We reached Mangalore by evening and took the overnight train to Thrissur. Early morning found us 
back in our beloved city with a handful of sweet memories and a sense of peace. 

 
     _____________________ 


