Sheetal Sehgal

Recording Identity: The Bahis Books of Haridwar


The bahis found in Haridwar are at the same time ancient and contemporary. Perhaps they are not as truly ancient as most archaeological artifacts, but their aura of ancientness is what gives them their contemporary significance. The bahis are record books of Hindu genealogies. They originated centuries ago as a tool for economic management but as the social landscape of the region shifted, so did their material importance to Indian society, both within and without the country. 

These bahis contain records going back about four centuries but the rituals they are associated with go back much further, as far back as the ‘origins’ of Hinduism. The bahis are kept by pandas or purohits, who perform religious rituals at different places along the Ganges River, an important figure (the Ganga) in Hindu mythology. Hindus for thousands of years have come to places like Haridwar (“the gate to God”) to bathe in the “purifying” waters of the Ganges. Every time an individual is born, dies or gets married, a dutiful Hindu is expected to make the trip to the Ganges.
 This concept is different from that of the hajj to Mecca in Islam because the journey to the Ganges is not expected to be excessively difficult. Historically, most of the families who have records in Haridwar originated from the northern states around the site.


Meeting the pilgrims at the river to perform the rituals were and are countless Brahmins, or members of the priestly caste, who are considered pure enough to serve as a conduit between the ordinary Hindu and the gods. A component of each ritual is the ‘donation’ (there isn’t a literal translation of this concept in English, it’s more expected than a donation but supposed to be given of in better will than a payment) made to the purohit performing the ceremonies.
 In an attempt to reduce competition among the Brahmins, the pilgrims were divided into regional groups that would each be assigned to a separate Brahmin, or panda. The divisions weren’t originally according to family group but overtime these local towns often became the family name.
 People who have the Sehgal last name, for example, are not necessarily related genetically but definitively have origins from the township of Sehgal in the northern state of Punjab, near Jaipur.
In order to keep a record of how many rituals were being performed, how much money was being taken in and given out, the pandas started to keep the bahis. Every time a pilgrim, or jajman, would come, he or she would update his or her family’s bahis as to who had gotten married, who had been born, who had passed away and all the rituals that had been performed. With the creation and keeping of the bahis, the panda-jajman relationship began to evolve. Generations of pandas would take care of the bahis of generations of jajman. Before hotels like the Marriot or Holiday Inn reached Haridwar, the jajman would stay in the home of the panda who would then feed him or her and protect his or her person and belongings. If something were to be stolen, the panda would lend the jajman however much money was needed for him or her to complete the pilgrimage and return to his or her home. The money lent would then be sent back to the panda in time.
 The keeping of the bahis created a close relationship between two sets of families, that of the panda and that of the jajman.
These bahis each contain about 600-800 pieces of two feet long paper making the books usually about six inches thick. One bahis will carry information from the past century although the panda may have multiple bahis stored somewhere more remote, but still accessible.
 While there are records that go back four centuries, most families’ bahis have about a century’s worth of information, usually dating back to the early 1900s. During the earlier centuries, most of the visits to Haridwar were made by wealthy royals who could afford the trip and the large donations they gave were noteworthy enough to be recorded. Often the only records of non-wealthy individuals from the 17th century were those of the servants who accompanied the wealthy on this journey.
 While those who frequented Haridwar tended to live nearby, in the Punjabi Hills, there are conflicting accounts as to how many of these families have more than a centuries worth of records. Most personal and scholarly accounts note that in the 1900s when travel to Haridwar became safer, the number of visitors swelled to millions, but were still often limited to those in the nearby northern states. Most of the current records are of families who have origins from the surrounding towns and cities. According to my father, who last made the trip to Haridwar in 1965 to immerse his father’s ashes in the Ganges, the Sehgal family’s bahis go back to the early 1900s.
As individuals became more mobile and family centers started to disperse, the bahis started to take on a new meaning. Instead of being a mere tool of accounting and ritual documentation, they started to serve as a source of individual identity traced through ancestry. Today most accounts of Haridwar, from scholarly sources to travel guides, place an emphasis on these books of paternal lineage kept by the pandas. As ties to the village/city of origin are broken and the family unit becomes more nuclear, the bahis serve as a way of keeping “our history and heritage alive.”
 Hindus in the South Asian Diaspora often make the trip back to places like Haridwar to see the bahis and get a sense of their contemporary selves in terms of an “ancient” past that the bahis allow them to claim as their own. As a member of the Diaspora, I have also felt the need to see the bahis, devoid of religious motivations but infused with the desire to see the writing of my great-great grandfather and grandmother and to read the advice or life reflections that were often left in the pages for posterity. There was awareness from the early 1900s, at the beginning of the massive increase in recordings, of the continuity of the bahis, of the continuity they protect and of the continuity they give.
The bahis have also become a source of authority in the secular world. Whatever is dictated in the bahis is considered to be the history of the individual. The bahis record the jajman’s residence, caste and “sectarian status” as well as the rituals performed and the size of the donation made. These records are seen as authoritative enough by the state to be used as evidence in legal cases concerning property rights and inheritance.

What’s even more interesting is the use of the bahis to create a sense of legitimacy for the Indian nation-state. Today, not only the jajmans are shown these bahis. Now even visitors to certain temples are shown the genealogies to give them “a glimpse of our nation’s illustrious sons and daughters: saints and seers, philosophers and theologians, the originators of our unique thought; gallant men and women who have sacrificed their lives for the nation.” The individual Hindu family histories are framed in the national context and are considered a credit to the nation to inspire “pride, faith and confidence in Bharat [India], and a resolve for dedication to the cause of our Motherland.”
 
As times have changed, the place of the Hindu bahis in Indian society has changed and this source of “ancient” genealogical roots has in turn changed the way Indian society views itself. As a member of a family with a bahis in Haridwar, I know the desire to see these books because in my mind they allow me to see where I’m coming from and, therefore, where I am. To read these bahis place me along a continuum that is more stable for me to construct my identity around than just my individual qualities. The current, widespread personal interests in these record books arise from the need to understand the self in terms of ones ancestry.
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