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The present day river Markanda flowing at Ambala is the Vedic Saraswati.

This fact becomes evident upon reading the relevant section of the Mahabharata. The scripture
clearly states that the mighty Rig-vedic river Saraswati was already much diminished during the
Mahabharata era, and was re-incarnated from Rishi Markandeya’s ashram. At the place where Sage
Markandeya had his abode, the Saraswati appeared in the form of a spring from the roots of the Palaksh
tree. This was situated in the area referred to as the Plaksh-Prasar Vana in the scriptures.

The Puranas clearly state that the Saraswati was almost disappearing during that era, which
corresponds to the writing of the Mahabharata. Much of the river flow had gone underground, with
only pools of water seen above the ground. The puranas also mention that the Saraswati was thereafter
present as seven streams and was thus fragmented. Over the course of succeeding centuries, the flow in
these streams further reduced considerably because of monsoon failure (1).The local populace was
also repeatedly displaced brutally by several invading armies, but still the intense racial memory
associated with the revered Saraswati survived and many small streams in the region( present day
Ambala-Yamunanagar ) were named after the River Goddess and continue to be identified as such
even today.

The re-appearance of the river at Rishi Markandeya’s ashram, as the Mahabharata and several Puranas
state, led to the mental association of this stream with the great rishi. The pre-eminence of Sage
Markandeya can be inferred from the fact that only a very few(or none) Puranas are named after a rishi.
The health-giving waters of the spring which gushed forth from the roots of the mighty Plaksh tree ,
were sanctified by the famous rishi Markandeya, and the local people naturally started calling the

* U, T, UH. forvafemmera |dier| srarar (gfamm) sra
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waters by the same name. The great sanctity accorded to the River Markanda is apparent from the
reverence it receives in present times; several temples are located along the course of the river, and
offerings are made every Sunday when local people descend upon these spots with great pomp and
celebration, accompanied with the beating of drums ( dho/ ). Even though the river has no water for
most months of the year, the offerings are still made worshipfully every Sunday.

This mostly dry river turns into an ocean of water during the monsoons, and the water expanse
stretches for miles. The ground water re-charge this provides to the region is tremendous, and even
today this area sustains large tree plantations . The soil is also replenished by the silt brought down from
the muddy hills which form the cachment of the Markandeya river.Crops in this area yield bountiful
harvests. Thus the river is a great benefactor even today.

There are several other monsoon rivers in the region, like the Amri, Omla,Begna and the Tangri
which also flood during the rains. But none of them is even vaguely worshipped. That does make one
think about the reason for the great reverence attached particularly to the Markanda.

Another significant statement in the scriptures is about one stream of the Saraswati being named
Sambramati. The latter is obviously river Sabarmati. It is also a fact that Gujarat is home to a large
number of Saraswat Brahmins. These lines are clearly shown in the Sanskrit slokas given below.These
slokas are given in the Skanda Purana, in the Nagar Khand. There is an event regarding the clash
between two spiritual giants of the Puranic era, Rishi Vishwamitra and Brahm- Rishi Vashisht. The
story goes as follows :

In the fury of his enemity for Vashisht, Vishwamitra asked the River Saraswati to get him Vashisht who had his ashram
upstream along the banks of the river. Saraswati refused to do this upon which Vishwamitra became furious and cursed the
waters of the river to become bloody. The curse manifested and soon the river’s banks became inhabited by Rakshasas who
reveled in drinking the blood-laced waters. Saraswati was heart-broken and approached Sage Vashisht to neutralize the

curse. The rishi agreed to redeem the divine river and did so after approaching the river as it emerged from the roots of the
Plaksh tree.
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Saraswati today — A brief description

Due to resurgence of interest in all things Indian in recent decades, many inquiries have been made
regarding the course of the Vedic Saraswati. Satellite images have indicated towards the existence of a
large river bed along the course of the Ghaggar in Rajasthan. The Haryana government has identified
and developed some sites associated with the river, primarily Pehowa in Kurukshetra district, Adh-
Badri and Mustafabad in Yamuna-nagar district, and the great water bodies of Brahm Sarovar and
Sannihit Sarovar near Thanesar. In fact, the river is believed to be now represented by a series of water
bodies, called ‘sar’(sar=sarovar=lake). Pehowa is definitely believed to be located on the banks of the
sacred Saraswati, and the ancestral rites are performed alongside the pond situated there.

Two more sites associated with the vedic Saraswati are : Bilaspur in Yamunanagar and Barara in
Ambala district. Bilaspur is supposed to be a distorted version of Vyas-pur, the place where the venerable
Ved Vyas assembled and codified the Vedas along the banks of the Holy Saraswati, Goddess of learning.
Even today , a stream runs there and the bridge over the stream is labeled as Saraswati bridge. Over a
hundred years back, this stream was located and marked as such by the famous gazetteer Lord
Cunningham.

Besides these , there is a short river Saraswati in the higher Himalayas which runs for a small
distance before disappearing into a gorge. Another river called Saraswati flows in Gujarat. This Gujarati
river corresponds to the description given in the Mahabharata, since the Saraswati is supposed to have
flowed westwards to meet the western seas. According to folk-lore, an eastern sub-terranean branch of
the river meets the Ganges at Triveni (prayag / Allahabad) — confluence of the Ganga, Yamuna and
Saraswati.
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On looking up the meaning of the Sanskrit word Plaksh in the Sanskrit — Hindi dictionary, the result
was astonishing ; there were two meanings, one was a Goolar tree and the second that it was the origin
of the river Saraswati. The Plaksh tree at Markandey Ashram is from the same family as Goolar tree
.The characteristic feature of these fig trees is that the small ball-like fruit grow in clusters on or close
to the tree trunk, termed cauliflory. The fig (Ficus) trees that grow in India include the white fig (Pakhar,
Pilkhan),Goolar, Banyan and the Peepal. In the Atharva Veda, the fig tree (Udumbara)is given prominence
as a means of acquiring prosperity and vanquishing foes(3).

The narrative in the puranas talks about the origin of Saraswati from two springs. In fact , at the
Markandey Ashram there is another spring arising from the roots of another fig tree, called the Simbal
tree. Similar phenomenon is seen at nearby Renuka jee, the lake named after the mother of Rishi
Parashuram. Here, springs are seen arising from the roots of huge Fig trees, thus establishing the
authenticity of the entire wooded area as Plaksh-prasar Vana. At this historical Renuka lake , there is a
confluence of three streams, one arising from the base of a fig tree, and is named Triveni, also known
as Ram-ghat. Since Triveni is classically associated with one stream of the Saraswati, this lends further
credence to the view that this spring at Renuka lake is also one branch of the Saraswati.

Recent radio-active dating studies carried out on the ancient water sources in Haryana and Rajasthan
have determined that around four thousand years ago, there was a prolonged period of drought in
North-west India due to failure of the South-west monsoon (1,2). It stands to reason that such a long
drought would have resulted in drying up of water souces like springs and baolis. For a spring fed river
like the Saraswati, this proved calamitous, and the perennial river became reduced to a seasonal one.

P — L E

The Huge Fig ( Plaksh) Tree At Markandey Ashram

Nomenclature of Rivers in India
Rivers in India have an assortment of names. A river may be named after a great personality, a God or
a geographical feature. Thus the Ganges is also called the Bhagirathi after the king who engineered its
descent from the Himalayas. The Yamuna is named after God Yama, whose sister it is supposed to be.
The Mandakini, originating from the Chitrakoot hills, is so called because of its gentle flow (mand=slow).
Usually, the origin of a river is considered from the point from where the length of the river becomes
longest. Any river usually has a large number of tributaries, so it is open to question which tributary is
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to be considered as its origin. If we take the Ganga, the major tributaries are the Alaknanda, Mandakini,
Jahnavi and the Bhagirathi. The origin is generally supposed to be from Gangotri/Gaumukh which is
the starting point of the Bhagirathi. Before their confluence at Dev-prayag the tributaries of the Ganga
are separately called by their respective names, and it is only at Dev-prayag where the Bhagirathi joins
the Alaknanda where the Ganga is finally formed and called as such.

The great significance of the engineering feat attributed to King Bhagirath,whereby he brought the
Ganga down to Earth, led to the Ganga being subsequently called Bhagirathi, so much so, that the two
names are almost synonymous. The river Vipasha after the great penances performed on its banks by
the Rishi Ved Vyas, subsequently came to be known as Vyas, or Byas. Thus we see that rivers in India
are called by various names, and public imagination plays a great role in this. The river known as
Vishwamitri flows in areas close to Vadodara, no doubt due to the intimate association of the river with
Rishi Vishwa-mitra. Yamuna is also known as Kalindi which is the name of the mountain near the
source of the river.

Logically extending the above arguments to the ancient river Saraswati, which had lost much of its
flow by the time of the great Mahabharata war ( Dwapar-yuga), the re-emergence of the river from
Rishi Markandeya’s ashram at the rishi’s behest would naturally have lead it to being named after the
great rishi. The story of the Saraswati re-appearing at Markandeya’s ashram is narrated in the Brihan
Naradiya Purana. Since the munificient rivulet appeared at Rishi Markandey’s ashram and the latter
was already a well renowned ascetic, it came to be known after the great rishi. Especially so, since the
Saraswati had earlier on,fragmented into numerous small streams, all flowing from the lower Shivaliks
towards the plains of Ambala and Kurukshetra.

The emergence of the Saraswati from the roots of the Plaksh tree is documented in several Puranas,
as also in the Mahabharata. This Palaksh or Pakhar (Indian fig) tree still stands today, and the very size
and form of the tree testifies to its age. Please note that the trees of the Fig family, like the Banyan,
never really perish since the branches give rise to new trees, by the process of vegetative reproduction.
All these references stating the re-appearance of the divine Saraswati have been presented here, alongwith
the associated stories. All readers are welcome to experience the authenticity of this Puranic narration
by visiting the spot near Kala Amb, on the road to Paonta Sahib.

Near to this location of Markandey Ashram, which is located in a long East-West valley, on the
southern side across the low hills to the south is the ancient temple of Adh-Badri. Next to this temple is
the spot marked by the Haryana Govt. as the origin of Saraswati. A few kilometers away is the village
of Bilaspur, in the plains,where still flows a small rivulet marked as Saraswati. It is at Bilaspur that
Mabharishi VedVyas is said to have penned the Puranas. A tank by the name of VyasKund still exists at
Bilaspur, and is associated with the spot where Duryodhana is supposed to have hidden towards the end
of the Mahabharata war — the lake known as Vyas-hrid in the epic.
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GEOGRAPHICAL SOURCE OF THE VEDIC RIVER SARASWATI AND AUTHENTICATION FROM THE SCRIPTURES
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References Given In The Puranas

In the Vamana Purana, there is the narrative about the great penance done by Rishi Markandeya, as a
result of which the Goddess Saraswati agrees to re-appear on Earth at his Ashram. She reincarnated in
a giant Fig tree (Plaksh tree), and the rishi fervently prayed to her,as narrated by rishi Lomharshana :

AT JaTE, A Qe TG | FEITIEEH TRy Feen: 113 11§91 SerdeanT
fer = Aol | afwT qeada 9 Sarid g 41 dEed - Jiaet § O a9 e Ta @egs
q (U §) THe g2 a0 ST A9 4 ff M & 79w FB e () B Al 21311 Té TE qea
Hedl (B9) wedt @ fdet @@ a2 ufed S arl adqad d gfase g3 OE g g 21K

T e Rerdl gegdr AvSdl R | UitTId daT el JeerEre gY@ 105 117 39 q9a RN
qHUeT F 39w (fees) gar # Red §eEdl & s 9EE d IO B K B 5 ||

“ud w1 qa a4l fqonfia qeEdl | gEgarE qeeE A%esd qerH | a9 & Awd [y a6 arer-
AT 113117 99 39 YR [T & 09 39 9 Qo] # Rgar T a3l a9l 5 "l e qehoed
F IR fear 2 fawl et gE W A d TenT gl § o F AN B OSSN 111311 (3R ey
AR FEIdE A ST SEm: 32 1)

In the Vamana Purana, there is another reference to the Divine Saraswati having appeared from the
Plaksh tree. The Devi is referred to as The Tongue of Lord Hari and the daughter of Lord Brahma :

‘T A FEty gl OrfeHieg | e gEen: Gl eRiE qvEdi 1113 11 g Sl g e
i | TR dE Elel S SHa=a: 1114 117 39 a7 § Y49 FH & AT g8l W gl Hl T
A Al A B H TR FE Sff & gE wet (TER) H I B drell gias JXEl adl H A |13 11
S e & AT B SEE aET| O NN ga fUa B ST dE G Al # | I9H ]
T EH FH T THA B A AT 1114 11 (3R Liamageer aiaees aifdar sed: 1122 1))

In the Skanda Purana, upon being beseeched by the Gods to descend upon Earth in order to carry the
devastating Badwa fires to the western seas, The Goddess Saraswati agrees. She parts company from
her friend Ganga and descends upon Earth, appearing at the Fig tree :

“TFASTET ATER GAHHATEEeSTq | Jal fged af a4l TR e qIE@l |40 |1 RHa i are e
FTVRTaT | SFaiion exT I8 Aeeeheaq el | K1 |17 310 OF & SIS enil g3 36 §Yel SR ® S T
feam | 3% o= 39 W Al F AN AR @ TR B T gROT FH G A Tbd W g B G2
Wl () H ST B3 11 40-4111 ( 3T W= WO g0 HO U™ . WO &0 HO 1) 33 § IreA0 FeEdaHq 1)

In the Narada Purana, is given the narrative about the intense endeavor undertaken by the great
Prince Kuru, whence he single-handedly ploughed the area around the lake called Ram-hrud(which
had been filled with blood of Haihya kshatriyas by Lord Parashuram as vengeance against the murder
of his father Jamdagni). This area later came to be known as Kurukshetra after the prince. Severe
penance done by Rishi Markandeya resulted in the appearance of Goddess Saraswati from the Plaksh
tree at his ashram, and after manifesting there she filled up the huge Sanihit lake and thence proceeded
westwards :

A T A A AT | "SR AW W T 107 1 35 T FEE W S a3,
1 q9 & d9 G @D 2| 93 Aed wre afved gftedr Rem ) gEen g ad: i aEes
ARG |17 qel W Aeed i F WF q9 R or )| g8l W W § IO B aml S A i Uwhe
T 3 aifE g & ) W (i) a7 i 9N @ gE B g died @ B @ (T W) 1
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In the Padma Purana, in the first Srishti khand in Nanda Prachi mahat-maye, the event of the descent
of the Goddess Saraswati is chronicled. Ganga tells Saraswati that she (the former) is holier and more
pure while flowing northwards(the Ganga normally flows south and east), while the latter is especially
bountiful and holier when flowing east-wards(as happens at Pehowa).The relevant verse about the
manifestation of Saraswati from the Plaksh tree is :

“ SHUEITIGETE A | 1 agH | AN HeTdN &al UeFdi qa (1189 |17 IH Piel § HerdN qRE!
el & I g A I 39 T H G H gE H QT UK gF B 99 & vwe g5 (3 o wreEgae
yeH ghteds =1 TEl AR STEsl SE: | )

It is amply clear from all these s/okas in so many different scriptures that the river Saraswati emerged
on earth from the base/roots of the Pilkhan tree at the ashram of Rishi Markandeya. The tree itself is
described here as a manifestation of Lord Vishnu. The Plaksh tree is also mentioned as being akin to the
four-headed Brahma. In fact, looking closely at the pictures, we can appreciate four trunks of the
massive tree.

It is further clear from the narrative in the Skanda Purana that the Pakhar tree from which the river
emerged was hollow, and acted like a hut for the goddess to rest before emerging.In reality today the
largest trunk is quite hollow , and small children while at play routinely enter from below and emerge
near the top.

“ITHAT HT T A1 STURIEGIEIA: | TehIeHel B TGS 122 |1 I ARFEe S
TEM | OR339 39W ga0 T8 |23 || TRl adl S e F 124117 39 98 & dHie]
(77 & @rgen @m) w9 A F g gC q 99 | T g fow e 08w deE fae & edt
A AR T 1 FE W Iaqel & e AEE TEM 9] 39 R § feiq S W 2R3 11 39 ' &
g 3l ufvEd fRem & q@ w3 Iol 13| (30 fiwm qerger ewefifiareE diant a8 aires
SIETea AR AU AT e A e giaac= M e aqad Sem: 1173 11)

The Mahabharata by Maharishi Ved Vyas records the course of the sacred river Saraswati and the
places located along her banks from the sea to the Himalayas in an interesting episode. As is well
known , Duryodhana was a favorite pupil of Lord Balarama, the elder brother of Lord Krishna. When
the inter-necine Kuru war became imminent and Krishna would not side with Duryodhana despite his
elder wanting so, Lord Balarama threw a fit and decided to undertake a pilgrimage, far from the events
of the war. He started his pilgrimage from the point where the River Saraswati meets the sea, and
proceeded upwards along its course .On reaching Kurukshetra and then Kapal mochan tirthas, Balarama
duly takes the ritual bath and then proceeds towards the Shivaliks. It is clearly mentioned that in the
hilly tract near the emergence of the Yamuna from the hills, Balarama visits the pilgrimage spot where
the Saraswati emerges from the roots of the Pakhar tree. Also nearby is mentioned a spot where the
divine waters emerge from an ant-hill, and are said to be especially beneficial for a spa.

“ARTeRas T qal TR AME: 14117 8 e 98l § A9 GRS a9 B A4 || “Ted gfgeed
HAUN: T | JALET ARl TEMEEH Ta6 116 || <Rnad gar qeT Aergear "y | asE Fard
FAHBTGI T 117117 I a9 § 5399 2 & §9 q9 § G & AA | & [T | 37 a9 F I |
3 #9 AR § Iaw T werdfad "EEdl 39 @H q TUEdl ¢ 98 W aed (ae) § e 9@ S
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The narrative continues describing the visit of Balarama to the region.

“gear FAOT FETHIGH T FTUH T | KU HAEY qIed RHAA ST 111117 CHear-FHraier aqier
Fecreee saaq | T dal Tar 99 qraedsl ol 1110 11 god diefay gar fed v T 99d 9
AT IO A |11 117 RO % g=7 H A a8 IF=Yq s 39 MFH H M| WA e
W AN () # EEE on) a8t ®E B AR (IOTH) #3 99 T @ 9es ddearq gad
W Fe | 98 A9 g B A JH Ee A dad W (FEd 9 SAfgy 7 S &gl 3X) aet § ufed A
e P AEHR WH e (TeeR) H OO gW | G S IR B I &M el H IwH qu HRYa
W JEEOT T Y g™ I gU | i d8f ugd M (3R A -HerRd qeaqdft TEuE. seadiee
HREAITEAN | e =Sl Ses:)

The actual position on the ground is exactly as has been described in the Mahabharata, regarding the
proximity of Plaksh-prasar vana to the Yamuna.The Plaksh tree described above at Markandey Ashram
is located very close to Paonta Sahib (about 15-16 kms), where the Yamuna enters the plains. The
pilgrimage spots mentioned in Lord Balaram’s yatra are existing even today. The topography of the
Shivalik piedmont is also peculiar in this region,with rain-fed streams flowing either towards the Yamuna
or into the Markanda(Saraswati), with a wide inter-communication between the two catchments, known
as the Bata. This feature strongly suggests the presence of large tributaries joining the Markanda in the
past.

In his well researched and wonderfully written book, Michel Danino has presented a strong case for
the existence of The Saraswati in Vedic times(4).He has also mentioned the possibility of the Markanda
being a more suitable candidate for the upper course of the Saraswati than either the marked origin at
Adh-Badri or the stream named as Sarsuti in the region. The monologue published by Sadhu Sewa
Munshi Ram Sood, Bahadurpur, Hoshiarpur under the title Shri Saraswati Mahanadi Nirnaya also
convincingly presents the case of the Markanda being the actual Saraswati. Shri O P Bharadwaj in his
book “ In search of Vedic Harappan Relationship”, identifies Plakshaprasaravana with a location in the
Nahan district of the Shivaliks.
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