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History at the University of Otago in New Zeaand, followed by a course in

Theology. New Zeadland was at that time one of the wealthiest countries in
the world and as an idealistic young man | looked for other places which | believed to
be in less happy circumstances where | could teach and impart something of the good
fortune of my own country. This was a wide-ranging search. | might have found a
place in Indonesia or the Philippines or some country in Africa. Asit happened | was
offered a teaching job in the Punjab and so it was to the Punjab | came, accompanied
by my wife and year-old son.

The job to which | had come was to teach English in a higher secondary
school in Kharar and although | had not been trained in English | set to the task with
high expectations. This appointment, together with language learning (Hindi followed
by Punjabi), lasted for five years. | soon discovered, however, that | was not redly
fitted for teaching English. My degree had been in History and it was history that
really interested me. But what sort of history interested me in Kharar? It was a choice
between the history of the Sikhs and the history of the Arya Samgj. Sikh history easily
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won, partly because the available literature dealing with the Sikhs in English was
gparse and partly because Sikh teachers at the Kharar school were particularly helpful
in my first attempts to grapple with the subject.

| continued to teach English, but all my time outside the school was spent on
learning Punjabi, reading books, and seeking to enlarge my understanding of Sikh
history. The first book | read was Khushwant Singh's The Skhs ', a work which |
found interesting though | found his opening words puzzling.

The chief reason for my writing an account of my people is the melancholy
thought that contemporary with my labours are being wrtten the last chapter of
the Story of the Sikhs. By the end of the century, the Sikhs themselves will
have passed into oblivion. "

Obvioudly that prediction was wrong but at least the remainder of the book proved to
be an interesting introduction to Sikh history. Cunningham's History of the Skhs was
easily obtained in a modern reprint" and from a second-hand dealer in Edinburgh |
was able to purchase a copy of Macauliffe's The Skh Religion in three volumes."
Although | remember being impressed by the coverage of the work | did not actually
enjoy it because the English which it used was dated and rather pious. The book
which most impressed me at this early stage was A Short History of the Skhs by Teja
Singh and Ganda Singh.” At this learning stage it seemed to answer the important
guestions and as aresult it was eagerly devoured.

McLeod.
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With this preliminary foundation laid the time had come for a visit to the
Golden Temple in Amritsar. This would have been in 1960. | travelled by bus up to
Amritsar and found my way to the Guide's office of Darbar Sahib. There | met Sardar
Parkash Singh and throughout my stay | was royally treated by him. Parkash Singh
permitted me to use his office for slegping that night and at his suggestion | arose at 3
am and found a convenient place within Harimandir Sahib. | listened to kirtan until 5
am at which time the Guru Granth Sahib was brought in joyful procession from Akal
Takhat and installed in Harimandir Sahib for the day. It al added up to a most
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interesting and enjoyable occasion and | have since made many other visits there,
always pausing to enjoy the singing of the sacred scripture.

It was of course only the music which | enjoyed at that stage. Until | embarked
on my study of the works of Guru Nanak for my London PhD | did not understand the
words which were being sung. My study of the various works of the first Guru were
truly enlightening and yet | could see that the meaning of these compositions would
cause difficulties for many Sikhs, particularly for young Sikhs who had been educated
in countries outside India. What did the bani mean? It was all very well telling them
that these were the words of their sacred scriptures but if those words were not
understood what point could there be in visiting gurdwaras and listening to hymns
which to them were meaningless? The situation was further complicated by the fact
that the Guru Granth Sahib was not in Punjabi. It certainly was in the Gurmukhi
script and this, together with the array of Punjabi words and usages, could easily
convince them that it was old Punjabi. This, however, was not the case. The language
of the Guru Granth Sahib is Sant Bhasha, the lingua franca of the Sants which
extended over North India while the Sikh scripture was being composed with only
marginal difference distinguishing each of the Gurus whose works were recorded in
it.w

This problem has produced a number of English trandations of the Guru
Granth Sahib, yet none of them is satisfactory. They can aid the understanding of the
determined seeker, particularly when the English is accompanied by the origina Sant
Bhasha,"' Even the latest trandlation by the distinguished Punjabi writer Kartar Singh
Duggal falls short of the perfection that the sacred scripture requires, particularly
when that sacred scripture is going to be sung. In this regard the translation of the
Bible into English has been singularly fortunate. The so-called Authorised Version
(the King James version) produced at the beginning of the seventeeth century was
trandated when the English language was at its very height. This after all was the
period which had produced Shakespeare. Subsequent translations which are designed
to overcome the obscurity of the Authorised Version do so at the expense of its superb
English.

To produce that perfect translation one needs the considerable skill of a poet
whose first language is English and whose knowledge of the Sant Bhasha of the Guru
Granth Sahib is extensive to the point of being perfect. This, however, is the wrong
approach to adopt for a scripture that is intended to be sung. No one can possibly
produce such a trandlation of the Guru Granth Sahib. It is beyond replicating and its
contents should continue to be sung in gurdwaras, in overseas countries as well asin
the Punjab. The solution requires a two-fold response. The first response is aready
available and this consists of the English translations which can be purchased and
which will aid in understanding the Braj Bhasha for those whose first language is
English. The second and much more important response should be a much higher
standard of competence from granthis. Specific katha from them is essential. An
explanation of the passages which are sung require a clear explanation, whether in
Punjabi or English or any other language.



Amritsar. 1963

Some granthis already possess the necessary qualifications but they appear to
be a small minority. The training imparted to granthis needs to be significantly
improved and their performance should earn for them a respect which at present they
commonly appear to lack. They should be well grounded in secular education,
preferably earning a university degree, and upon this foundation they need to build a
thorough understanding of what Sikhi entails. Thisis, | know, a counsel of perfection,
given the method by which they are appointed, yet it is an ideal which should be
maintained and every effort should be directed to realising it. That way the original
words of scripture can still be sung in every gurdwara and those who hear them sung
will have their meaning clearly explained.

The person who has produced the best of translations from the Guru Granth
Sahib into English is Khushwant Singh. In spite of my misgivings about that first
book which | read | have come to admire his thorough grasp both of English and Sant
Bhasha, and indeed of Urdu also. When | was teaching Punjab History to second-year
undergraduates in Baring College his two-volume A History of the Skhs was an
enormous help to me and | frequently gave fervent thanks for it."" However his
foreword to Perspectives on the Skh Tradition edited by Gurdev Singh came as an
unpleasant shock, for it devoted half of his introduction to a strongly-worded
condemnation of my work.” “It was evident,” he said in conclusion of that
condemnation, “that Dr Hew McLeod was on weak ground and some of his
conclusions erroneous.”” Amongst his criticisms prominence was given to my
treatment of the janam-sakhis which puzzled me as my book on the janam-sakhis,
Early Skh Tradition was to me the best book | had ever written. Khushwant Singh
was believed to be a free spirit, unbound by conservative ideals, and yet here he was
repeating the words which were used by those who disagreed most strongly with me.

This was, however, an isolated case. | have aways enjoyed the pithy. pointed,
and commonly humorous pieces which he has published in the news media, and of his
superb transating skills there can be no doubt. However, there is another caution
which needs to be entered. Khushwant Singh would doubtless protest, yet it seems to
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me to be clear that his interpretation of the Sikh past as revealed in his History of the
Skhs is that of the Singh Sabha. More precisaly it is the historiography of the Tat
Khalsa, the radical branch of the Singh Sabha. This is entirely natural, a feature of
other historians to whom | owe so much. Ganda Singh was even more open in his
acceptance of the Tat Khalsa model and so too was Harbans Singh, both of them men
to whom | owe considerable debts. Everything is presented in accordance with the
Tat Khalsaview. For many years | too adopted the model and | established thereby
the fact that | am avery slow learner.

Khushwant Singh and McLeod at the launch of Skhs of the Khalsa.
New Delhi. 2002

In Khushwant Singh's case this can be illustrated by his view of the
eighteenth-century rahit-namas,*"' works which he dismissed as of little value. These
early rahit-namas are certainly not unimportant and one's interpretation of Sikh
history receives a very different slant when they are given their due significance. A
Tat Khasa view of these rahit-namas did not allow them a central place in its
interpretation of eighteenth-century history and this serves to illustrate Tat Khalsa
historiography as opposed to other interpretations. This leads on to the three general
topics to which | have devoted my research career. The rahit-namas belong to the
second of these three and for that reason it musr wait until | have dealt with the first.

The first was a study of the janam-sakhis of Guru Nanak. This study
developed out of my doctora thesis, published as Guru Nanak and the Skh
Religion" This work was divided into two parts, one dealing with the life of Guru
Nanak and the other his works. The second part has evidently been largely accepted,
averdict which is understandable when one considers the depth and the beauty of the
first Guru's compositions. The only item which has been challenged is my stated
conviction that Guru Nanak was the finest representative of the Sant movement of
Northern India For many members of the Sikh Panth this was a wholly mistaken
verdict to draw. The words of Nanak came unmediated from above and the notion
that he could have used the language of other men, Sants or anyone else, was
altogether intolerable. Nothing that has been written persuades me that | was wrong.
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The bhagats were likewise Sants and the language of Guru Nanak differs from theirs
only with regard to its excellence. Kabir, Namdev, Ravidas, and the other bhagats are
honourably recorded in the Guru Granth Sahib. Nanak is likewise recorded in the
Guru Granth Sahib, the basic difference being that he surpasses them all as far as both
beauty and content are concerned. It is in the language of the Sants that Guru Nanak
speaks and the language of his work (and indeed of the whole of the Guru Granth
Sahib) is properly termed Sant Bhasha.

The criticism of many Sikhs against the notion that Guru Nanak shared in the
religious pattern of the Sant movement was, however, mild in comparison with that
levelled against the first part of Guru Nanak and the Skh Religion. For the life of
Guru Nanak we are ailmost completely dependent on the janam-sakhis with additions
by Bhai Gurdas, and | concluded my biographical study with less than a page of
material which | felt could be positively affirmed regarding his actua life. This,
needless to say, caused horror and raised a chorus of condemnation, a chorus which
has continued to this day and which shows little sign of decreasing. The usua method
of dealing with it is for Sikhs to smply ignore it. Lives of Guru Nanak continue to be
written based squarely on the udasis or preaching tours of the Puratan janam-sakhis.
The first discovery of a Puratan janam-sakhi was by Trumpp in 1872, the version
known as the Colebrooke janam-sakhi. Its chronology appealed to educated Sikhs
because although it certainly incorporated miracles and wonder-storiesit did so with a
greater restraint than the other janam-sakhis, particularly those of the Bala tradition.
To this could be added the relevant accounts reported by Bhai Gurdas.

In view of the outraged criticism which my treament of the life of Guru Nanak
had produced | dedicated the next few years to a careful analysis of the janam-sakhi
literature and from this produced Early Skh Tradition which | refer to above. This
work has three sections. In the first | define the term ‘janam-sakhi* and briefly describe
the principal janam-sakhis. This section gives particular prominence to the janam-
sakhis of the Bala traditon, those of the Puratan tradition, and those of the Miharban
tradition. In the lengthy second section | describe the constituents of the janam-
sakhis, the different forms which they show, the way in which particular sakhis
evolved, and the sources which were used by their various authors. The third section
considers the purpose, function, and value of the janam-sakhi literature.

Two examples demonstrate the form and the sources used to formulate
particular sakhis. The first one, Baba Nanak's visit to Multan, serves as a simple
example of an anecdote appropriated from earlier hagiography, in this case the source
being Sufi tradition. Bhai Gurdas relates the story in its simplest form. As Baba
Nanak approached Multan the pirs of the city sent out to him a cup filled to the brim
with milk. The message they were communicating was that Multan aready had all
the religious teachers it required and there was no longer room for another. Baba
Nanak laid the petal of a jasmine flower on the undisturbed milk and sent it back to
the pirs. The meaning of this gesture was that there was indeed room for another
teacher and that this one would be the crown ad glory of them all. The first example
of this anecdote concerned 'Abd al-Qadir Jilani, the twelfth-century founder of the
Qadiri order of Sufis. This earliest version of the anecdote was associated with
Baghdad. Later the anecdote moved to Multan where it was attached first to Baha' a-
Din Zakariya and then to Shams a-Din Tabrizi. Both Sufis lived in the thirteenth
century and both were supposed to have received a cup of milk. This means that the
anecdote concerning Baba Nanak was an exact copy of this Sufi tradition.



This simple sakhi can be contrasted with the involved variety illustrated by the
second example. This was the visit of Baba Naak to Mecca which is actually a
combination of three sakhis. Several different sources can be identified, including a
hypothetical janam-sakhi which | term Q2 as well as that most useful of janam-sakhis
which is the so-called B40 Janam-sakhi. Eventually the Mecca sakhi emerges from a
complicated pattern as the account of how Baba Nanak lay down with his feet
pointing towards the miharab which marks the direction of the Kabah. An irate gazi
who discovered him in this blasphemous position seized him by the feet and dragged
them away from the direction of the miharab. Immediately the miharab also moved in
the same direction, proving thereby that it was Baba Nanak who possessed divine
sanctity and not the Kabah. It is interesting to note that most modern accounts
terminate the anecdote with Nanak's invitation to the gazi to drag his feet in a
different direction. Aka Purakh resides in every direction and moving his feet makes
no difference to this. The notion of a revolving miharab is scarcely acceptable to a
modern understanding.

Although my treatment of the janam-sakhis has created a considerable stir
Early Skh Tradition seems to have been little read. This seems to be a correct
conclusion to draw, for no reviews have to my knowledge appeared and the book
never appears in discussions or in condemnation of my views. Thisis unfortunate and
| am still hoping that it may yet receive a measure of its due significance. In the
meantime accounts of the life of Guru Nanak follow the Puratan pattern and a blind
eye isturned to my analysis of the janam-sakhi literature.

The janam-sakhis were the first of the general topics to which | have devoted
research. The second of them concerned the Khalsa Rahit. To foreigners and to most
Indians 'Rahit' is a word which they seldom if ever hear and which they do not
understand. It designates the code of belief and behaviour which Khalsa Sikhs are
required to follow. This is much more than observing the Five Ks. The modern
manual, the rahit-nama called Skh Rahit Marayada, specifies a range of beliefs and
behaviour which athough it claims that these are incumbent on all Sikhsis strictly for
the Khalsa. Those who take amrit (the Amrit-dhari Sikhs) must swear to obey it when
they are initiated. Those who remain Kes-dhari Sikhs but do not take amrit are also
expected to observe it. Only the Sahgj-dhari Sikhs do not observe it Clearly the
Rahit is absolutely central to the Khalsa and to any understanding of the history and
present circumstances of the Panth.

This topic occupied me for more than thirty years. It al began during a visit
to the Sikh Reference Library at Darbar Sahib in 1972. There | discovered a
manuscript comprising the lengthy Chaupa Singh Rahit-nama followed by the brief
Sakhi Rahit ki attributed to Nand Lal. This manuscript was written in Jind and the
colophon gives as a concluding date the month of Chet, S.1821 (1765 AC). This
manuscript | copied and then having learnt that it had also been copied by Sardar
Kulwant Singh, a former director of the Sikh Reference Library, | compared my
transcription with his and found that our copies were virtually the same. Taking my
version back to New Zedand | copied the entire manuscript again, separating the
words because the original text (like al early manuscripts) recorded the work without
divison into words. | then set about the task of transating the entire work, no easy
task though assistance from Sardar Narinder Singh Duggal of Batala provided me
with valuable help. In 1987 the text, trandation, and introduction, al three with
extensive notes, were published as The Chaupa Sngh Rahit-nama by the University
of Otago Pressin Dunedin.



The Chaupa Singh Rahit-nama was a rea treasure trove. Written at much
greater length than almost all other rahit-namas the text was littered with all manner
of Khalsa beliefs, approved behavour, and actions which were banned. Meanwhile |
had aso set about translating the other rahit-namas such as the other two works
attributed to Nand Lal, the Prahilad Rai (or Singh) Rahit-nama, the Desa Singh Rahit-
nama, and the Daya Singh Rahit-nama. All these works can be dated to the eighteenth
century or early in the nineteenth century and all were much shorter than the one
attributed to Chaupa Singh. The trandation of Prem Sumarag was also begun. This
was the other rahit-nama which, like the Chaupa Singh Rahit-nama, was written at
length in arelaxed style.

When the Prem Sumarag was done it had to wait for publication. All the
other principa rahit-namas had now been translated and an analysis of their contents
was ready. A second work was published and this appeared as Skhs of the Khalsa: a
History of the Khalsa Rahit.* Besides containing translations and analyses of al the
shorter rahit-namas and other relevant works it sought to draw out the marked
difference between Sikh history as viewed from the eighteenth and early nineteenth
century and that of the Singh Sabha. More precisaly it illustrated the difference
between the earlier Sanatan approach and that of the radical Tat Khalsa segment of
the Singh Sabha movement. This work was then followed by Prem Sumarag: the
Testimony of a Sanatan Skh.* With its publication the second of my three general
topics cameto an end.

The third genera topic is one that presumably | will not have time to
complete. It concerns the Sikh community and caste. Here too it has become clear
that | am a slow learner. Essays which | wrote on Sikhs and caste appeared in a
number of places but it was only afew years ago that the truth finally dawned on me.
Our interpretation of caste, both mine and that of the Sikhs whose works appear in
English, are based on the English word 'caste’. This is thoroughly misleading, for the
unsatisfactory English word covers two quite different concepts. It is used for varan
(or baran), the notion that society is divided into hierarchica segments with the
Brahmans at the top and the Dalits at the very bottom. At the same time and most
misleadingly 'caste' is used for jati (or zat). It surely is a clear and simple matter
recognising that ‘caste’ is a confused and confusing term and yet it was something
which | did not appreciate for some years.

Although | do not expect to complete this study | have at least published an
essay which sums up the nature of caste and the Panth.*""' If by 'caste’ we mean varan
or baran the Sikh Gurus were certainly against it. Liberation of the spirit was open to
al and the notion that there could be anything resembling a hierarchy was completely
out of the question. If, however, it refers to jati or zat the Gurus accepted it. The
Gurus were al Khatris and they married or gave their children in marriage in
accordance with Khatri principles. Zat was the cement which held society together
and the Sikh Gurus were certainly not in the business of destroying a socia
convention which was so valuable. At the same time there should be no zat hierarchy.
All should be equal. Guru Nanak certainly abolished caste if caste is understood as
referring to varan or baran. He did not abolish it when it refers to jati or zat. This he
upheld.

In addition | have published a number of other books al intimately related to
the subject of Sikh Studies. One which has been of particular interest is a history of
Punjabis who emigrated to New Zealand. Another which has attracted much criticism
is The Evolution of the Skh Community.™" These various publications have produced
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agreat deal of criticism, much of it hostile. This hostile criticism seems to assume that
my intention was to subvert the Sikh religion, an intention which | strenuously deny. |
hold the Sikhs in great affection and athough I must always comment on their
religion as an outsider that commentary will always be most cordial and always
respectful.

[Punjabi version of the above by Amarjit Chandan was published in a Punjabi magazine
hun-7. 2007]
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