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City opens arms to world’s top hugger

by Malcolm Brown

Mata Amritanandamayi, otherwise known as Ammachi or Holy Mother and described as one of India’s greatest living saints, will not go back on the claims of her disciples that in her 44 years she has hugged some 12 million people.

This short, sticky woman from a small Indian village, who, as president of the Hindu faith, devotes her efforts to the poor and destitute, is in Sydney for three days to spread her message of love and compassion at Petersham Town Hall.

With her disciple, Swami Amritaswarupananda, interpreting, she gave me an interview (and a hug) after a 14 hour plane flight and a short sleep. She was about to speak to her supporters, sing songs and expound her philosophy.

Ammachi, referred to in conversation as Amma, does not do anything by halves. She has undertaken a huge project in India to build 25,000 for those in the most desperate need. The first 5000 are to be ready in February.

She has visited Europe and the United States and has been to Australia 11 times – she has a center in Melbourne and a group in Sydney. 

“Mother is doing on a small scale (in India) what she is planning to do on a big scale soon,” said the swami. Ammachi added that every month, she and her supporters were feeding 50,000 people inside and outside India.

In India, Ammachi has attracted crowds of 50,000 or 100,000 and insisted on meeting and hugging all of them, even if the process takes 15 or 20 hours.

“She has been hugging people for 25 years,” the swami said. “Sometimes she 25,000 people in an hour.”

Now what’s the arithmetic of that? Sixteen and a bit each minute.

“It depends on how many people come to see me,” Amma said. “Sometimes it’s 500………sometimes it is 1,500.

One of her supporters who has accompanied Ammachi is the former Ms. Gail Treadwell, of Brisbane, who has been her disciple for 18 years.

“I went overseas at the age of 19 to find peace and happiness and fulfillment,” said Ms. Treadwell, now called Swamini Amrita Prana. “I had not found it in Brisbane, or the Gold Coast, or Perth. In India, I felt intrigued by the mystical and spiritual side of life. My heart started feeling full.”

Ammachi will be at the Petersham Town Hall today from 9.30 am and 7 pm and on Saturday from 9.30 am and 6.30 pm. 
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