Guru Narak and Sikh Religion
Dr. H. Mc Leod    

Reviewed by Dr.Kirpal Singh (Sikh review February to March 1970).

Mr. W.H. McLeod’s book entitled Guru Nanak and Sikh Religion is divided into two portions – one dealing with the Janamsakhis viz. legends relating to the life of Guru Nanak and the other dealing with his teachings. The purpose of this short article is to discuss the author’s approach toward Janamsakhis.

Principal of research in History


“In every research into the general history of mankind,” writes John Malcolm, “it is of most essential importance to hear what a nation has to say of itself and the knowledge obtained from such sources has a value independent of its historical utility.”
McLeod’s Approach at Variance with this Principle

The Janamsakhi, this constitute the primary source for reconstructing the life of Guru Nanak. But Mr. McLeod has uprightly rejected the Janamsakhis as he wrote in his Preface at the very outset:” A cursory reading at once reveals the unreliable nature of those works as record of actual life of the Guru.”
One may not be able to find any matter of fact record of the life of any of the medieval saints. But there are a number of legends developed about their lives. “…however exaggerated or complicated a legend might be,” says Sir Alfred, “it is based on ‘kernel’ of truth.” Without finding that “kernel’, we are likely to arrive at a wrong conclusion. Some of the most glaring mistakes committed by McLeod are noted below: 

Dr. McLeod’s omissions and Commission
1) 1In the Puratan Janamsalht Sakhi No. 42, there is a mention of Dhanasri des. There is also a specific mention of a river and cannibal tribes. Dr. McLeod describes “Dhanasri” as an “unidentifiable and evidently non-existent place” (page 70 of his book).  But had he taken more pains, he would have definitely identified this palace as Dhanasri Valley in Assam surrounded by Cannibal Naga  gives the following descriptions of Dhanasri Valley:

 “Upper portion of Dhanasri Valley is a plain of considerable width shut between Nagas and Mukir Hills, covered with dense tree forests except in neighbourhood of Golaghat.

2) Again on page 80 he mentions “non-existent land of Asa:. Without carefully going through contents of the Saskhi, Mr. McLeod arrives at a conclusion that land of Asa” is non-existent. But in the Sakhi there is specific mention of Raja Samunder whom Mr. McLeod has read as Sham Sunder (see page 42). According to Encyclopaedia of Religion Ethics (New York 1958, Vol..I page 135) Samunder was a Raja of Assam. It has been stated there:
“In still earlier times when Ahoms entered the Brahmputra Valley; there were twelve subordinate rulers or chiefs who were known as Bara Bhuiya and these claimed to be the descendants of Samundra.” 

Hence the “land of Asa” is Assam. It may be pointed out that during the 16th century when Guru Nanak visited Assam. There existed two kingdoms. One was in Kamrup and other was in Assam. East of Assam was the Dhanasri Valley – all three have been distinctly mentioned by Puratan Janamsakhi.
Hieun-Tsang, however, has described the whole of Modern Assam Region as Damrup.

Ain-i-Akbar mentions Kamrup and Assam as two separate entities as there existed two independent kingdoms.

3.) Dr. McLeod writes that the well in Dacca which commemorates the visit of Guru Nanak was discovered by G.B. Singh in 1915A.D. (page 114). The well existed there long before 1915A.D. and it was visited by devote Sikhs. This well had a Gurmukhi inscription in it which bears testimony to its antiquity and historical importance. It has been particularly mentioned in Dacca Gazetteer edited by B.C. Allen and published in 1912 A.D. which states:
“The Sangat at Sangatolla close to Sutrapur is now the chief place of worship but pious Sighs still, visit the ruins at Jufarabad where there is a well whose waters are thought to have curative powers.”

Again Mr. McLeod says that the legend of well has disappeared after 1947 which is not correct. The well and legend still exist though the inscription was removed from the well near about 1957. This has been testified by S. Jaswant Singh vide his article in The Sikh Review, Callcutta, may 1966, He writes: 
“The second Gurdwara I visited was Guru Nanak’s well in Rare Bazaar where as per local belief the Guru dug a well for the benefit of the people of locality…This place is called Sikhair Mandir (Sikh Temple)”.
4.) Dr. McLeod has rejected Guru Nanak’s visit to Summer on the following ground. “First there is the mythical location which is given as the setting for discourse. Mount Sumeru exists only in legend not in fact.” In a foot note on the same page quoting Dr. A.L.Basham, he states “Mount Sumer is Mount Meru.” In the light of this observation, it is not a mythical mountain which does not exist.
The Deputy Commissioner Almora, Mr. Charles A. Cherring in his “Western Tibit and British Boarderland” (Published London in 1906) at page 3 quoting Waddell from his book “Buddhism in Tibet” writes: “And in the very centre is the King of mountains Mount Meru, Kailash, towering erect, like handle of off a mill stone while half way up its side is the great wishing tree, the prototype of our Christmas tree.”
This has been confirmed by several authors who have written on the history and geography of this region. Thus the mountain Summer is not a mythical mountain as alleged by Dr. McLeod. It is Kailash which has been visited by the Sadhus since the times in Monarchical. The various routes to Kailash followed by the pilgrims have been described by Charles N. Cherring in the book noted above.

5). Regarding Guru Nanak’s visit to Nanakmata, Dr. McLeod writes. “The connection with Nath Yogis explains the claim made in later Janamsakhi tradition that original name was Gorakhmata. This claim may well be true but it is most unlikely that original context was an incident involving Guru Nanak.”
Regarding Nanakmata, there is specific mention in Khulasatut-Twarikh compiled by Sujan Rai Bhandari, in 1697 A.D. It has been stated there that Guru Nanak visited Nanakmata and the very name of the place indicated his visit there. The revenue records preserved at the Gurdwara indicate that the place was hallowed by Guru Nanak. Mr. McLeod agrees that Guru Hargobind went to Nanakmata. The question is why the Sixth Guru went to Nanakmata. Actually Guru Hargobind visited the places hallowed by the Founder of Sikhism. He visited Nanakana Sahib, the birth place of Guru Nanak, Sutltanpur, Batala and several other places in a bid to preserve all these places.

Moreover, the local population, Tharus, worship this Gurdwara as a place of Guru Nanak and not of Guru Hargobind and they have been worshipping it for centuries. Hence the conclusion drawn by Dr. McLeod in this respect is erroneous.
It would thus appear that Dr. McLeod’s study and analysis of Janamsakhis does not appear to be deep enough. Every Sakhi has to be studied in proper historical perspective taking into account various historical and geographical factors in order to arrive at a right conclusion, which Dr, McLeod has failed to do.
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