~ SIR SUNDAR SINGH MAJITHIA

AND
HIS RELEVANCE IN SIKH POLITICS

I ? \ -"" /,"

{ W A .‘ | e % ‘
| ’ ) P AL xa‘q_._ ) /3
. Y "Fn.,, 4#5 ‘3? S, ¢ iﬁ ¥
b/

'GURNAM SINGH REKHI

A - mm r-
—n L -

Sri Satguru Jagjit Singh Ji eLibrary NamdhariElibrary@gmail.com



‘SIR SUNDAR SINGH MAJITHIA AND
HIS RELEVANCE IN SIKH POLITICS’
is not only a historical biography of one
of the most important but mis-
understood leaders who guided the
~ destiny of his community and the nation
during 50 years of its most crucial period
of history before the Partition, the work
also presents a study that shows a

~ significant contradiction between the
~ prevailing public perception and real

character and 1ntegr1ty of a great
personality. '

It 1s also an unbelievable but true

story of a leader who was gifted with

the clarity, sincerity and vision to

prioritise the tasks and challenges before
 his community and take the requisite
steps to ensure the desired results in the
field of education, employment,

~agriculture and religious reforms.

His moderate and rational approach
helped to check avoidable confrontation
with the Government of the day, to
the possible extent, without ever
compromising his loyalty to the nation

and his religious faith, which he strlctly i

observed as a devout Sikh.

- The ideals and policies pursued by
Sir Sundar Singh Majithia and his
assoclates are still relevant to make this
book an essential and serious study by
the community and its leadership.

The publication of Sir Sundar Singh
Majithia and his Relevance in Sikh Politics
is a thought-provoking study of the life
and contribution of one of the most
1llustrious leaders of the S5ikh
community during the 20th century.
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- Foreword

The ideals of social morality, if not anything else, require that each
generation should continue to remember all those persons, men
and women, who had during their life-times,"added to the richness
of human civilization, culture, polity and overall nobility of ideas
which make successive generations better than before. Statesmen,
scientists and sages all deserve our attention in this regard.
- Shri Gurnam Singh Rekhi has done that by writing the historical
biography of Sir Sundar Singh Majithia, a doyen amongst the Sikh
reformist leaders of the Punjab during the last decade of the 19th
century and first four decades of the present century. He put in his
best efforts to spread education, to speed up socio-religious reforms
among the Sikhs besides fighting, in his own way, the virus of
communalism and class - hatred in a very difficult and challenging
situation in which his community and nation were placed due to
various factors.

The most significant factor was the attitude of the British rulers
- who used to swear by the sublimity of the Christian rectitude
without understanding the basics of the Philosophy of the Vedas,
the Quran and Guru Granth Sahib. They succeeded in breaking the
cohesian among the Punjabis, Muslims, Hindus & Sikhs after the
death of Maharaja Ranjit Singh in 1839 with the help of European
Commanders, Mercenaries and some treacherous nobles and
employees of ‘Khalsa Sarkar’ leading to annexation of Punjab not
before the ferocious battles of Sabraon and Chillianwala which are
memorable heroic deeds of loyalists like Dewan Mul Raj, Nazim of
Multan, Sardar Mewa Singh and Surat Singh Majithia, General
Kahn Singh Mann, Sardar Chattar Singh and Sham Singh of
Attariwala, Sheikh Imam-ud-din, Governor of Kashmir, General
[lahi Baksh, Commander of Darbar’s Artillery, Bhai Maharaj Singh
& others. This is what a British Commander, who fought in the

battle of Chillianwala, writes about his experience of the battle
under the name of a British Subaltern:
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8 Sir Sundar Singh Majithia and his Relevance in Sikh Politics

“The Sikhs fought like devils... Such a mass of men I never
set an eye on and as brave as lion they ran right on the bayonets
of the 24th (British Regiment) and struck at their assailants when
they were transfixed”.

This resulted In general despondency and indifference among
the Sikh community to the (mutiny) of ‘Poorbia” Sepoys of the
British Indian armed forces in 1857 whereafter the British adopted
more subtle methods of seeking the help of Indian princes alongwith,
what they described as, constitutional reforms of 1907-1909, the
Montague-Chelmsford reforms introducing dyarchy in the British
ruled provinces and finally Provincial Autonomy introduced on
the recommendations made by the Simon Commission in 1927. The
system of franchise was on communal lines on the one hand and
urban vs rural, rich vs poor educated vs. uneducated, on the other
thereby sowing the seeds of India’s division into Muslim majority
vis-a-vis Hindu majority Republics.

All these facts have to be fully grasped to understand the
relevance of the policies suggested and pursued by leaders like Sir
Sundar Singh Majithia, Fazl-1-Hussain, Prof. Ruchi Ram Sahni, Lala
Lajpat Rai, Sir Gokul Chand Narang, Bhai Vir Singh and Harkishan
Lal Gauba. But since the British were determined to undo their
efforts, Punjabis had to undergo the “Agni Parkisha” again and
again, whether at Jallianwala Bagh, Guru Ka Bagh morcha and
other agitations related to. Gurudwara movement.

Under these circumstances, we see that sober and moderate
statesman like Sir Sundar Singh Majithia did his best to save the
situation during his entire life-time, as unfolded in this book. The
story, besides its historical significance, is worth recounting as the
same is still very relevant, as the most appropriate title of the book
suggests, even 58 years after his death.

M.L. AHLUWALIA
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Preface

When late Dr. Fauja Singh Bajwa, then professor & head of the
Department of History and Historical Studies, Punjabi University
Patiala suggested to me in 1973 to work on the biography of Sardar
Bahadur Sir Sundar Singh Majithia, the first natural reaction which
could be expected from a young research scholar having been
associated with the activities of Students union, was that of
contemptuous refusal to dig out the history of an ‘Aristocrat” who
had worked for the British Government in various capacities and
accordingly, I requested Dr. Fauja Singh to allot some other topic
related to the Freedom Movement or the Gurdwara Reform
movement for my dissertation. A gentle and affectionate person as
he was, whom I always held in high esteem, Dr. Fauja Singh
politely suggested to me to go through a small booklet which
S. Mehar Singh ‘Rawel’, a former editor of ‘Khalsa Advocate’ had
written on Sir Sundar Singh, before taking any final decision
whether the great Ma]1th1a Sardar really deserved to be the subject
of my research.

The study of the brief life- sketch was simply overwhelmmg
which brought me face-to-face, literally, with one of the tallest
leaders who, perhaps, wanted me to undo the injustice which the
students and scholars of history appeared to have done to him so
far. I could, thereafter, appreciate that among the leaders and
reformers who guided the destiny of their community in socio-
~economic-religious spheres at the most critical juncture of its
history during the beginning of the 20th century, Sardar Sundar
Singh appeared to be an outstanding personality though, at the
same time, the most misunderstood by his generation although his
work has been consistently constructive and his activities covered,
- amazingly, almost every sphere of life stretched over a period of
tifty years during which he initiated, guided, influenced and led so
many Iinstitutions and events. To my mind the reason for this
apathy on the part of his detractors was that he rationalized too
much, whereas most of the self-imposed leaders of the Sikh
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10 Sir Sundar Singh Majithia and his Relevance in Sikh Politics

Community believed in extreme postures either way in matters of
religion. In politics too, he preferred a balanced approach with a
- well entrenched foreign imperial power, which facilitated an era of
~ ‘fruitful cooperation” without ever compromising the interest of his
community or the Nation. He was, in fact neither a stooge of the
British, nor a fire-brand revolutionary. He comes out as a moderate
leader and practical statesman, by all standards.

The result was that after submission of my dissertation on the
life of Sir Sundar Singh Majithia in 1974, I became all the more
involved in understanding the personality and perceptions of the
most illustrious leader of the Sikhs-a great innovator and thinker-
who was not only respected by his own community but by other

- communities as well as the British. In fact, this rare synthesis of

qualities of Sardar Sundar Singh as a deeply religious person, an
able administrator, a down-to-earth politician, economic reformer
and a leader of the poor while simultaneously representing the
aristocrats and the privileged landlords, made him an interesting
and important subject for students of history, for his life raised and
answered several questions which are significant for study of
development of Sikh history in the pre-partition period besides its
relevance in the present context of the Sikh psyche.

Source Material : Among important sources of material for this
unattempted project were personal papers of Sir Sundar Singh
Majithia which his sons had donated to Nehru Memorial Museum
and Library, New Delhi, Legislative proceedings and other
contemporary records preserved at National Archieves of India,
New Delhi, Chief Khalsa Dewan records, Library of Khalsa College
Amritsar besides other primary and secondary sources along with
interviews of contemporaries of Sir Sundar Singh, some of whom
like Dr. Bhai Jodh Singh, S. Mehar Singh Rawel, S. Nahar Singh
Grewal, Dr. Sir Surendra Singh Majithia, S. Surjit Singh Majithia,
the two illustrious sons of the Majithia Sardar, whom the author
had the privilege to meet. _ .

Among those who encouraged me to work on this biography
of one of the great legends of Sikh History, have been late Dr. Fauja
Singh, late Prof. Rajindar Singh and Dr. Kirpal Singh, all from the
Deptt. of History and Historical Studies, Punjabi University, Patiala,
beside my consistent source of inspiration, i.e. Prof. M.L. Ahluwalia,
the eminent historian - archivist, whose dedication and contribution
of Sikh history is a history itself.
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11 Preface

[ also take this opportunity to thank Sardar Dalip Singh
Majithia son of late Sardar Kirpal Singh and Sardar Satyajit Singh
Majithia son of late Sardar Surjit Singh, who gladly provided the
required information, photographs etc.,, While the manuscript
about their grandfather was being finalised.

Dedicating the biography of Sir Sundar Singh Majithia to the
spirit of Khalsa, on the eve of tercentenary of its creation, I suggest
to the students of history in particular and members of the Sikh
Community in general, to go through the book dispassionately
without any pre-determined bias or opinion, to facilitate proper
appreciation of the role of an individual who provided leadership
and worked for preserving and protecting the identity of his
community during one of the most critical periods of its history.

While presenting my study on Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia at
a fime when the Sikhs find themselves once again, on the cross-
roads between the sublime philosophy of Religion as espounded by
the Gurus and contliciting postures adopted by its leadership, I also
have to submit, most humbly, my apprehension that for the
communities and the Nations which do not learn lessons from its
Chapters, History repeats itself, often with a vengeance.

Gurnam Singh Rekhi
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The Family and Heritage

While the entire majha region of Punjab could justly be proud of
some of the brave generals who confronted the invaders from
Alexander the Great to the British forces, the small village of
Majitha' (near Amritsar)—which the family of Sir Sundar Singh, of
- Shergill clan among the Jat Sikhs—had adopted as their surname,
could also be proud of its illustrious Sardars. With a view to
discard the caste—system, most of the misaldars and other sardars
took to distinguishing themsel‘ves by affixing names of their
respective Vlllages For instance, the first to organize the Sikh
‘dharvi derahs’ in well- orgamied ‘Misls’ or Chiefships in the pre-
Ranjit Singh perlod Sardar Kapur Singh is known by the name of
his Village, i.e., Falzalpur or Singhpur. Mahara]a Ranjit Singh'’s
family, also of Jats, adopted the surname of Sukarchakia from their
ancestral village of Sukarchak, near Gujranwala Town, now in
Pakistan. Under Maharaja Ranjit Singh, the two families of the
Sardars who became most prominent were the Attariwalas and the
Majithias. Though Majithias were first to rise to prominence from
the period of Sardar Charhat Singh, the grandfather of Maharaja
Ranjit Smgh yet the Attariwala family led by Sardar Sham Singh
and Chattar Singh of village ‘Attari’, also near Amritsar, became

equally important in the hierarchy of nobles in the court of the
Maharaja. ' ' '

- The Majithias

- The Majithias refer to their ancestors [zat Smgh & Sahaj Smgh who
had followed the fortunes of Sukarchakia Sardars. Izat Singh had

“The village of Majitha, situated ten miles to the North of the City of

Amritsar, has given its name to one of the most distinguished families of the

Punjab” - says Lepel H. Griffin in his book “Chiefs & Families of Note in the
Punjab. '
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16 Sir Sundar Singh Majithia and his Relevance in Sikh Politics

acquired a strip of the Dhani Country on his own account and held
it with much difficulty and by dint of constant fighting, till his
death in 1772. His sons, Fateh Singh and Jaimal Singh, were in their
teens at the time of his death. Therefore, his brother Sahaj Singh
took possession of the Estate. In 1781, Sahaj Singh died and Uttam
Singh, his eldest son, succeeded to the entire property without any
opposition from Fateh Singh and Jaimal Singh, who might have
been reasonably expected to have claimed their Father’s share.
When Ranjit Singh rose to power and in 1803 -4 took possession of
‘the Dhani Estate of the Majithia Sardars, then famous for its breed
of horses, he settled a Jagir for the family. Uttam Singh was made
Governor or Nazim of Rawalpindi. As Sardar Uttam Singh died
interstate in 1827, so the Maharaja resumed the family Jagir and
gave Sardar Attar Singh an estate of Rs. 28,000/- at Sayyadpur,
Khasra and Ganjo-Mahal areas. After sometime, he was allowed to
take management of his old family Ilaqa, though, he did not held
it in Jagir, was killed in Hazara in 1843 and his only son Surat

Singh succeeded him.

Raja Surat Smgh

Sardar Sundar Singh'’s father, Raja Surat Singh Was one of the brave
generals of the Sikh Kingdom. He was stationed at Peshawar and
during the first Punjab war in 1845-46, he was entrusted with
keeping order about Nowshera which was in a state of turmoil at
that time. Raja Surat Singh had successfully resisted the vioient
attitude of Misr Lal Singh who, on becoming a Minister, tried to
force Surat Singh to exchange his Jagir in Jhelum for the one in Bari
Doab. At the outbreak of rebellion in 1848, he joined it and took part
in it. Because of that Sir Lepel H. Griffin, who held the charge of
the Political Office of the English East India Company’s government
for the Chiefs and Rulers in Punjab, naturally criticised the conduct
of Ra]a Surat Singh during this critical period. He writes:

“It seems that as early as July, 1847, he had talked treason with
Sardar Chattar Singh and when he was summoned in July, 1848,
to join Raja Sher Singh with five hundred horses, he had another
meeting on the road with Chatar Singh and brought to Raja Sher
Singh his father’s injunctions to rebel. The defection of Raja Sher
Singh appears to have been in a great measurc owing to Surat
Singh’s influence. The evidence of Shaikh Imam-ud-din Khan is to
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the effect that at the meeting of Raja Sher Singh’s Officers at Multan
on the night of the 14th September, Raja Sher Singh tried to
persuade his men to remain faithful; but that Surat Singh harangued
the Soldiery, and by his arguments so inflamed their passions, that
“the Raja, could only receive his safety by adopting the popular side
“and going over to Mul Raj>. When Sher Singh left Multan, Surat
Singh was placed in command of one division of his army, two
‘thousand men and two guns. On thé march to Jabalpur, in the
Gujranwala district, this detachment committed many excesses”.

After the battle of Gujrat, the Jagirs of Surat Singh, worth Rs.
22,500/ - were confiscated, and he was removed to Benares where
he remained under surveillance on a pension of Rs. 720/- per
annum.

But when a few years later Sardar Surat Singh after release from
long captivity and perhaps more for the reason of concern for the
safeguard of personal jewellery of maharani Jindan, as a matter of
trust and loyalty to the much victimized widow of Maharaja Ranjit
Singh, the one time rebel against the British took a stand against the
mutineers of 1857-58 rebellion, the same Lepel H.Griffin showered
praises on“Sardar Surat Singh’s loyalty to the British. The entire
statement 1s worth quotmg to be fully understood in this context.
He writes, |

- “On the 4th ]une 1857, the 37th native 1nfantry was disbanded
~ at Benares and some suspicious movement being observed in a
- Corps of Ludhiana Sikhs present on the ground. The guns, which
were being served against the 37th, were turned against the Sikhs.
‘The whole affair seems to have been a miserable mistake’ and
there is no reason to believe that the corps were anything but loyal.
- But it was not prepared for so severe a test for its loyalty, and
accordingly charged the guns, but was repulsed with great loss and
driven from the field. It happened that the Benares treasury, which

‘After Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s death in 1839 followed by a period of
fratricide among the successors and nobles of the Khalsa Kingdom, the
British succeeded in their manouvers and practically occupied the sovereign
kingdom of Lahore by 1846 not before facing resistance from Khalsa Army
led by some brave generals, among whom Diwan Mul Raj of Multan with
a small but determined garrison “Kept General Whish at his wits’ end for
several months” (The Punjab’s Pioneer Freedom Fighters by Prof. M.L.
Ahluwalia and Dr. Kirpal Singh) -

¥Chiefs and families of Note in the Punjab” by Lepel H. Gritfin.
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contained several lakhs of rupees and jewels of Maharani Jindan,
valued at twenty lakhs, was guarded by a detachment of the Sikh
Regiment which had been cut up, hand by the treasury was The
Collectory’s Court, a strong masonary building on the roof of
which some twelve civilians had taken their stand to defend the
treasure and their own lives in the event of an outbreak. When the
Sikh guard heard the fate of their comrades, their agitation and rage
were extreme, and they would certainly have mutined, seized the
treasure and attacked the Europeans had not Sardar Surat Singh
gone in among them and, by his personal influence and
expostulations, kept them to a sense of their duty*”.

At Jaunpur, another detachment of Ludhiana Regiment was
stationed. They rose in rebellion, murdered the Commanding
Officer, looted the treasure and marched to Lucknow. However,
- the situation at Benares was different where Sardar Surat Singh
who, with his brave and tactful handling, did not allow the worse
to happen. Sir Lepel H. Griffin describes Sardar Surat Singh's role
in the following manner,

“Through that long June night, the Sardar, ably seconded by
Pandit Gokul Chand, argued and entreated till, towards morning,
the little party were escorted to the mint by the European force...
But for the gallantry and loyalty of Surat Singh, the same tragedy
might have taken place at Benares*.

On several subsequent occasions, he helped the British
Government, and with his conspicuous gallantry, earned a good
reputation. On 6th July, 1857, when engaged with a body of
Rajputs who attacked Benares, he was severely wounded on the
knees and was confined to bed for several months. Due to the effect
of this injury, he became lame. Sir Lepel H. Griffin gives the
following reason for Sardar Surat Singh’s valuable assistance to the
British Government at a critical juncture,

”Adver51ty had taught him wisdom; and he was now as
warm in his loyalty as he had been before active in rebellion®”.
However, this remark appears to be too sweeping and amounts

to perversity of judgement, in so far as, it totally ignores the

Ibid.
SIbid.

*Incident at Jaunpur.
- S&Ibid.
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20 - Sir Sundar Singh Majithia and his Relevance in Sikh Politics B

historical and psychological factors due to which the Sikhs had
generally dissociated themselves from the mutiny in 1857-58.
Sardar Surat Singh was, in fact, too great a general and a self-
respecting Gursikh to have acted against his conscience. It could
" not have been possible for a man, who had taken a prominent and
active part in the rebellian to safeguard the honour of the Sikh.
Kingdom a few years earlier, to have yielded to adversity, whatever
‘might have been the circumstances. Some historians, no doubt,
opined that the call of the Mutiny in 1857 did not arouse the
‘national feeling among the Sikhs who, still fresh with the bitter
memories of their kingdom being trampled under the feet of the
- Muslim Sepoys under the British Command, regarded this uprising
with the contemptuous indifference. But more than that, it was
‘Sardar Surat Singh’s emotional attachment and concern for the
protection of Maharani Jindan’s treasure which was the driving
force for his spontaneous action. An additional reason could be that
as a person of discerning mind, Sardar Surat Singh wished to win
~ the confidence of the British who had already, by then, turned the
tables on the Mutineer Sepoy Regiments, to be permitted to return
to the Punjab to live in his village Majitha which his family and the
Attariwala Sardars having been exiled, could not otherwise do.
Sardar Surat Singh was thus permitted to return to his native place
- where he came in 1867 under the general clemency granted by the
British, besides getting an additional Jagir at Dhumri in the present
district of Gorakhpur in Uttar Pradesh (then United Provinces)
alongwith a pension of Rs. 4800/- per annum. In 1875, he was
appointed an Honorary Magistrate, and was invested with judicial
powers which he exercised at Majitha where he constructed a big
court-house. In 1877, the title of Raja was conferred upon him on.
the occasion of Imperial Assembly at Delhi. In the same year, he
was awarded with Companionship of the Star of India. He lived at
Majitha till his death in 1881. He was survived by his two sons,
Umrao Singh and Sundar Singh, who were both minors at the time
of their father’s death. Their guardianship and management of
their estates was entrusted to Captain Sardar Gulab Singh Attariwala
under the supervision of “Court of Wards”. On the death of
Captain Gulab Singh in 1877, the charge was handed oyer to |
Gurmukh Rai, a Pleader of Amritsar. In November, 1882, the two
brothers were entered on the rolls of Government School, Amritsar
and later they both studied at Amritsar.
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, Sardar Umrao Smgh

Sardar Umrao Singh had succeeded Raja Surat Slngh as head of
the family and held his father’s seat in Provincial Darbars. In 1883,
he was married to the daughter of Captain Gulab Singh. He and |
his wife visited Europe on several occasions. Balram Singh, the
 eldest son of Sardar Umrao Singh, was married to a cousin of
the Maharaja of Patiala and was aide-de-camp to the ruler of
Kashmir. He died in 1922 survived by two sons and a daughter.

~ The two younger sons of Umrao Singh were educated at Aitchison

College, Lahore. Sardar Umrao Singh'’s first wife had died in 1907.
In 1911, he married a Hungarian Lady and had two daughters
from her—one of whom was the celebrated Amrita Shergill. In
1912, he went to Europe and had to stay there till 1920 because
of the First World War. In 1926, he went to Europe again and
stayed in France for seven years for completion of educatlon of
his two-daughters.

According to Bhai Jodh Singh, Sardar Umrao Singh was “Jagirdar
and he was a scholar of Sanskrit, Persian, Urdu and English. He
wrote beautiful English. I have got some of his letters. He stayed
at Lahore... I knew Amrita Shergill and her sister. Ultimately, he
settled at Shimla. He built two houses there and when I became a
M.L.C. and our meetings were held at Shimla, he asked me to stay
with him. So I used to stay with him and his youngest daughter
was incharge of the house because her mother had committed
suicide... As for his influence. I have told you, that he introduced
me to Leo Tolstoy, and through Leo Tolstoy I became an admirer
of Gandhi. Then he gave me his own books on Vedanta, Sankhya
and Yoga to study,... He was a great scholar. For me, he copied
Mandukiya Upnishads, I have got that in his own hand. You know
in Sanskrit, there is Sandhi. He just put these words separately, with
an English translation over them, and he gave it to me. So I have
got that with me as his souvenir?”, '

The fact that the visits of Sardar Umrao Singh abroad and
activities, including contacts with Raja Mahendra Partap a
revolutionary—were viewed with great suspicion by the British is
borne by the contents of D.O. letter dt. 9th July, 1919 from Sir E.O.
Maclagan to Sir William Vincent on the question of passage to

"Transcript of interview with Dr. Bhai Jodh Singh by Dr. Hari Dev Sharma
(Nehru Memorial Museum & Library, New Delhi) |
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- England for Sardar Umrao Singh and his family besides the iséue
of permission for remittances from his estates in India;

“I know the hero of this file quite well and speaking quite briefly,
[ look on him as guilty but harmless & have gone through these
papers and our own file—and I think it would be fair to let him
receive a sufficient remittance to keep him from starvation. I would
look on £40 per mensem as more than is necessary, but if you

suggest £20 I would agree®”.

Sardar Sundar Singh

Born on Feb. 17, 1872 at village Majitha, Sundar Singh grew in
Gursikh traditions of his family and loving father who died when
he was only 9 years old. He grew in the care of Captain Gulab Singh
and later Gurmukh Rai and had his schooling at Amritsar. Later he
joined and graduated from Aitchison College Lahore.

At the age of 15, Sardar Sundar Singh was married to the
daughter of Sardar Bishan Singh of Kandaula, maternal uncle of
Raja of Faridkot, but she died soon afterwards. His second wife was
a grand daughter of Sardar Attar Singh of Bhadaur. “The expenses
of the ceremony were kept within reasonable bounds in terms with
the new rules formulated by the bride’s grandfather, which aimed
at curtailment of marriage and betrothal expenses; this being the
first marriage among the highest gentry in the province in which
these rules were observed®”. Partly due to family traditions, he had
inherited and partly on account of the influence of Sardar Attar
Singh of Bhadaur, Sundar Singh'’s personality started showing the
signs of a great crusader whose perceptive mind helped him to
- analyze the challenges which his community and the nation were
facing at that moment of history. Accordingly, Sardar Sundar Singh
embarked upon a great mission of service at the young age of 20
years when he was attracted to promotion of education and the
movement of religious renaissance among the Sikhs through Singh
Sabha movement, which led to founding of Chief Khalsa Dewan in
1902. He became Secretary of Chief Khalsa Diwan and Khalsa
College, Amritsar in 1902 and by the time he was nominated to
Viceroy’s Legislative Council 1909, where he successfully piloted

SHome-Political Files (Oct. 1919-No. 5) National Archives of India, New
Delhi.

“Chiefs & Families of Note’—Lepel H. Griffin.
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the Anand Marriage Act, he had influenced setting up of many
important institutions like Central Khalsa Orphanage, Amritsar,
Khalsa Advocate Paper and Punjab & Sind Bank Ltd. alongwith
beginning of All-India Sikh Education Conference with the help
and assistance of illustrious friends like Bhai Vir Singh, Sardar
- Tirlochan Singh, Sardar Harbans Singh of Attari and others. The list

of his friends continued to grow with his age and expansion of
spheres of activities and Majitha House at Amritsar acquired its
status of centre-stage of many socio-political and religious activities
besides proverbial hospitality to guests from all walks of life.

However, while centre of his activities essentially remained in
Punjab, he did not neglect his ancestral Dumri estate with which
he had nostalgic attachment as reﬂected in his following notings in
his personal diaries: |

“April 8, 1933 (Saturday). Received through registered post from
S. Nihal Singh the title deed (in persian script) alongwith the list of
villages in respect of Dumri estate under the signatures of Lord
Canning and Khan Bahadur Mohammad Khan, er Munsh1 dated
Sept. 12, 1859,

He took time off from his intense pubhc life in Punjab and
devoted considerable attention and energy to develop his estate.
- He )succeeded in getting a Railway Station which was named
’Sardar Nagar’ besides setting up a sugar factory in 1909 which was
named ‘Saraya Sugar Mills’ thus making him one of the pioneers
of Sugar Industry in India. His concern for promotion of education,
as in Punjab, led him to patronize establishment of a university at
Garakhpur. His services for the development in the province won
him recognition by the Government as early as 1901, which
appointed him Honorary Munsif of the Gorakhpur district in the
United Provinces. The following letter dt. 12th July 1901 from
Sardar Sundar Singh Majitha to the Collector of Gorakhpur conveyed |
his acceptance of the assignment;

“I beg to acknowledge with thanks the receipt of a copy of the
Government order no. 517 dt. 14th June 1901, regarding my election
by the gracious Government as an Honorary Munsif of the

Gorakhpur District sent to me by the Tehsildar Gorakhpur to know
as to whether I would accept the office.

"“Personal papers of Sir Sundar Singh Ma]lthla—Nehru Memorial Museum
& Library, New Delhi.
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In reply I beg, humbly and heartily to thank the gracious
Government for this honour and will be glad to perform the
duties of the Honorary Munsif and will try my best to prove
worthy of the honour conferred on me by this appointment!'.”

However, he was destined to play a greater and constructive
role in the affairs of his community and the province to which
he belonged. He became a member of Punjab Legislative Council
and the Imperial Legislative Council after the Minto—Morley
Reforms. In 1920, the title of C.I.E. was conferred on him by the
British Government. He was knighted by the Government on his
retirement from Punjab Legislative Council. He was Secretary of
the Chief Khalsa Dewan since its inception in 1902 till he was
appointed Revenue Member in 1927 the post he held till 1926. He
remained president of the Chief Khalsa Dewan and presided
over three Sikh Education Conferences. The Punjab University,
in its Jubilee year in 1936, conferred the degree of Doctor of
Oriental Learning (D.O.L.), ‘honoris causa’ on Sardar Sundar
Singh. On 1st April," 1937, he became a member of the first
cabinet of the Punjab Government, after provincial autonomy
was granted to the States. He again held the port-folio of
Revenue Department and was also the leader of Khalsa National
Party in the Punjab Legislature party.
~ The study of the following Chapters reveal the unbelievable
but true success story of an individual whose life and contribution
to the Society deserved to be emulated by the leaders of the
community besides a better place in the history of the Nation.

"bid.
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Role of Sir Sundar Singh in Religious
Renaissance Among the Sikhs

Ever since Guru Nanak Dev, the founder of Sikh religion—which
was based on monotheism, universal brotherhood, tolerance, equality
and freedom, denounced socio-cultural divisions as artificial creation
of man—raised voice against exploitation of human-beings, the
Gurus and their Sikhs were engaged in a constant struggle against
the rulers and forces of oppression till Guru Gobind Singh, the
tenth Guru, had to come out in an open struggle against the
Mughals, as a matter of principle and difference of attitude towards
the State. .

While the period of persecutions after Guru Gobind Singh led this
peaceful and religious faith into a military confederation ruled by
Maharaja Ranjit Singh until 1849, when Punjab passed under the
rule of British India, the post-Ranjit Singh era saw the decline of the
Sikh faith facing the danger of extinction as pointed out by Dr. R.N.
Cust, “Since the Sikhs have remained peaceful sectaries: their
peculiarities have become very much softened by entire religious
toleration and friendly contact with their orthodox Hindu brethren...
With the Mohematans they are at peace, and it is quite possible that
the sect may die out or merge into some religious development as
many similar sects have done before."”” Dr. Ernest Trumpp, the
scholar Commissioner of Punjab while reviewing ‘The Adi Granth’
or the sacred Books of the Sikhs” had prophesied in 1877 that
“Sikhism i1s a waning religion that will soon belong to history.”

Deprived of their kingdom, devoid of any political objectives,
divided among themselves into various sects and schools of thought,
the Sikh community was, indeed, facing threats from within and

'R.N. Cust—Linguistic & Oriental Essays, Third Series, London: 1891
p.262. .
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outside at the end of the 19th century and beginning of the 20th
century when Sir Sundar Singh Majithia and his associates in Chief
Khalsa Dewan took upon themselves the task of providing
leadership to the community for about three decades to fill the
vacuum until in 1920, when SGPC came into existence to exercise
greater control over socio-political and religious affairs of the Sikhs.
However, before going into the role or contribution of Sir Sundar
Singh and his associates in Chief Khalsa Diwan about resolving
many volatile Sikh issues that suddenly confronted the community
in rapid succession of developments during the early thirties of the
20th Century, it is interesting and pertinent to review the prevailing
- Sikh situation as visualized by the British Authorities in their Secret
Report titled “The Sikh, 1, Question in The Punjab, 1919-1922”, which

reads as follows:

The Sikh Question in the Punjab, 1919-1922

“The Sikh population: The Sikhs as enumerated in the Census
represent a little less than 1 per cent of the population of India and
a little less than 10.5 .per cent of the population of the Punjab
Province. They are recruited from various castes, the Jat Sikhs
being most prominent in the country areas and the Khatri and
Arora Sikhs in the town: and a large number of them, more
especially the Jat Sikhs serve in the Army. Six of the Punjab States
are ruled by Sikhs and the Sikhs represent some 18 per cent of the
population in the Punjab States.

Its interests political and relzgz ous: The Sikhs speaking generally
are a brave people and constitute a sturdy peasantry, but they are
impulsive and prone to violence. These tendencies have shown

themselves in two directions which may be classed roughly as the
political and religious. '

| The political aspect: On the political side the agricultural Sikh

being usually a prosperous yeoman has no innate tendencies
towards change, but the urban Sikhs contain men who have the
radical leanings of the times, and there are a number of Sikhs who
have returned from work in the Colonies and these, more especially
those who have returned from the Pacific Slope, have been infected
- with revolutionary and even anarchic ideas. An attempt at revolution
by these latter was suppressed in 1915, but there are still a number
of these men at large and there are extremist Sikhs who look openly
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for a removal of the present Government and the restoration of a
Sikh Raj.
| The religions question: The religious aspect of the prés'ent Sikh

question has a long history behind it, but briefly speaking it may
be said that the Sikh religion as practised under the first 9 Gurus
underwent a marked change under the 10th and last Guru, which
differentiated it sharply from its Hindu origin. The new type of
religion has in the past tended to lapse into the older and more
Hinduized methods, and the bulk of the Sikh shrines have been in -
the hands of the older or so-called Sanatan class of Sikhs. A purer
type of the religion was maintained in Sikh regiments and was
fostered from about 30 years back by a body known as the
KHALSA DIWAN and the local associations known as Sikh Sabhas.
With the progress of education, the desire for reform became more
marked and a large number of Sikhs became filled with indignation
at the Hindu characternistics of the ceremonial at many of their

shrines and at the immorality and peculation practised by many of
the Mahants or intendants of these shrines.

- The co-existence of the political and religious questions: The
difficulties presented by the Sikh problem in late years have been
due to the synchronous advance and the frequent mingling* of
these two currents of Sikh feeling.”

It is also relevant here to understand the threat which Sikhism,
as a faith, was confronted with, both from within and outside, at
the end of 19th century before young Sundar Singh Majithia and
his associates took upon themselves the task of leading a movement
of religious renaissance.

The British Attitude

After annexation of the Punjab, Sikhism lost much of its old
popularity and its members, uncertain of the attitude of the British
Govt., refrained from bringing their sons to baptism.
- “The British adopted a very strict and rigid policy detrimental to
the growth of Slkhlsm/ After annexation, the Golden Temple
Amritsar, alongwith 6 ‘other Gurdwaras and the Gurdwara at
Taran-Taran were practically controlled by the British authorities
through a manager of these Gurdwaras appointed by the British
Government. The Waqf Act of 1861 gave the control and

*Personal papers of Sir Sundar Singh Majithia—Nehru Memorial Museum
& Library, New Delhi.
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Management of the holy places of the Hindus and Muslims to the
communities concerned, but in the case of Sikh Gurdwaras, the Act
was not applied on political grounds. The properties of the Sikh
places of worship were transferred and given over to the Udasi
“Mahants and others, throughout the Punjab*”.

The Hindu Attitude

The fundamental prmaples of Sikhism, the monotheism, the absence
of superstitution and denunciation of principle of caste; which is
the foundation on which the whole fabric of Brahminical
religion has been reared; had made orthodox Hindu leaders
sceptical if not hostile to the new faith.

“The activities of Hindus have, therefore, been constantly directed
to the undermining of Sikhism, both by preventing the children of
Sikh fathers from taking Pahul and by reducing professed Sikhs
from their allegiance to their faith. Hinduism has strangled Budhism,
once a formidable rival to it and it has already made serious
inroads on the domains of Sikhism?”.

- . Hinduism, owing to its wonderfully assimilative character,

reabsorbed a good part of Sikhism, as it has absorbed Budhism
before it, notwithstanding that much of these religions is opposed
to caste and the supremacy of the Brahmans. The militant Hindu
Sect, known as Arya Samaj, was not content, like orthodox Hindu,
‘to trust the slow process of time, but carried war into the Sikh
domains by reclaiming certain low classes who were socially
inferior to the rank and file of the Khalsa, but who were
unquestionably outcastes and untouchables according to the caste
classifications of the Hindu scriptures or Shastras”.

The Sikhs, being educationally backward, began to play in the
hands of Arya Samajis, who started criticising the Sikhs, their
religion, their culture, and their Gurus. Swami Daya Nand, the
founder of Arya Samaj, during his visit to Punjab in: 1877-78,
criticised the Sikh faith, its leaders and current practices. “For Daya
Nand, Sikhism was one of the innumerable cults of Hmdmsm to
be noted, refuted and forgotten*”.

‘Development in Sikh politics (1900-1911) by D. Petrie footnote p-7
(annotation by Nahar Singh). \

‘Ibid. p. 8.

*”Ham Hindu Nahin—The Aryan Sikh Relations 1877-1905” by Kenneth
W. Jonnes (Punjab past and present) Vol. XI, Part II, 1977, Punjabi Univ.
Patiala), p. 332.

Sri Satguru Jagjit Singh Ji eLibrary NamdhariElibrary@gmail.com



30 Sir Sundar Singh Majithia and his Relevance in Sikh Politics

The climax of Arya Samajists criticism of Sikhism took place at
the Lahore Anniversary Celebrations on Nov. 25, 1888, when
Pandit Guru Datta in a speech to the Assembly sharply criticised
Sikhism. “The lecturer (Lala Guru Datta) trampled under foot the
honour of the Khalsa community and in the course of his speech
he said that the fact is that Keshab Chander and Guru Gobind
Singh were not a hundreth part like our Maharishi Swami Dayanand
Saraswati and it is difficult to say whether the Sikhs have any
religion or not, but surely, they have no knowledge of any kind...>”.
The “Arya Samachar” of Meerut, the official organ of the Samaj, in
its criticism of the Sikh religion, published many derogatory
remarks and condemned Guru Nanak and his religion as mere
hypocrisy. It also attacked the sacred book of the Sikhs, the Granth
Sahib.

Internal Factors

Apart from the above external forces at work, the internal factors
were also responsible for decline in the popularity of the Sikhs and,
as a consequence, their number was considerably reduced by the
end of 19th Century. Contrary to the tenets of the Sikh Gurus, who
attacked the authority of the priesthood and caste distinctions;
there were Maharits, Sodhi and Bedi Sikhs who claimed special
privileges attached with their quasi-sacerdotal position; the
‘Mazhabis’, ‘Ramdasias’ who, inspite of their theoretical social
equality, were treated with the same contempt as Hindus had been
treating their out-castes. The Brahamans reigned supreme in the
social life of the Sikhs and they performed the rituals at important
occasions of birth, marriage and death. They also flocked to
Hardwar and other places of Hindu worship, though it was all
repungant to the teachings of their scriptures.

Sikhism also had an inherent challenge not only to its opiscopal
and sacredotal succession right from Guru Nanak, the first Guruy,
but a powerful claimant, in the form of udasi sect who, claimed
their exclusive right over the management of most of the historical
Gurdwaras and questioned the subsequent practices adopted and

~ %’Ham Hindu Nahin—The Aryan Sikh Relations 1877-1905” by Kenneth

W. Jonnes (Punjab past and present’” Vol. XI, Part II, 1977, Punjabi Univ.

Patiala), p. 336. |
°A History of the Khalsa College, Amritsar, p. 7
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enforced by Guru Gobind Singh. The philosophy and intentions of
the udasi sect and its threat of Sikh religion, its practices and
institutions is obvious from the following excerpts of the
Memorandum which “All India Udasi/Mahamandal” represented
by Mehant Harnarain Dass (First Talagdar Hazari Bagh, Lucknow)
President, Pandit Atam Swaroop Shastri (Guru Mandal Ashram,
Hardwar) Vice President, Mahant Seetal Dass (Shanter Serai—
Saharanpur) General Secretary and Mahant Basant Dass (Manak -
Lahore Distt.) Asstt. Secretary, submitted to Sir RUFUS DANIEL
I[SSACS Viceroy and Governor-General of India:

- “Most of the Gurdwaras and Dharamshalas, not only in the
Punjab but in every part of the country, came into existence by the
labour, and the efforts &f the Udasis who wielded a great spiritual
and moral influence over their followers. The entire management
of all such shrines ever remained with the Udasis and they did and
still manage them with unequalled proficiency”.

“That as a matter of fact between the Udasis—who are an ascetic
order of monks and who revere, and still revere Adi Granth, and the
older school of Sikhs there was much in common. The Udasis, for the
matter of that Dr. Trump says (vide his translation of Adi Granth
Introduction XVII) imitate more closely the simple form of worship
of Baba Nanak than any of its later developments. As Mr. Rose says
in his census report for the Punjab 1901 Part I, page 126, Guru Nanak
stood within the pale of Hinduism, and it is consistent with his tenets
that followers of many Hindu sects should call themselves sikhs”.
“The Udasis have clung to the ancient rites and usages, which had
received the sanction of the previous gurus, and also of Guru Gobind
Singh himself previous to the said Anandpur Mela, they are now
poles assunder from an Akali in his rites, beliefs and religious
ceremonies. Briefly the fundamental differences are:

(i) The right of charanpahul (drinking water touched by the feet
of the Guru) is an essential adjunct of initiation among the Udasis;
this was discontinued by Guru Gobind Singh Jee and Khanda-Ka-
Amrit was substituted in its place;

(11) The man who is thus initiated is called a Singh and all his
previous castes are considered erased and thus there is no bar to
interdining or even intermarriage among all the Singh’s—inter-se,

Udasis do neither follow nor allow these rites to be performed in
their shrines.
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(iii) The Karaha Parshad (offering made to the Guru prepared
~ by the Singh) is sanctified by crossing it with a k1rpan the Udasis
do not follow this practice at all. '

(iv) The Udasis venerate Baba Sri Chand Jee, and closely follow
the rites introduced by him, while the Singhs follow the innovations
made by the tenth Guru to the entire exclusion of the rites and
usages of old. Indeed the divergence between the two is vital and
fundamental and is marked by no less distinction that exists
between Shias, and Sunnis, among Mohammadans or Catholics
and Protestants among Christians, or Sanatam Dharmis and Arya

Samajists among Hindus””.
- The rituals at the Golden Temple were con51derably tmged with
idolatrous practices, again contrary to the teachings of the Sikh
Gurus. This state of affairs encouraged the aggressive Arya Samajisit
to attract the Sikhs into its fold. “Young educated Sikhs reached to
the Samaj with sympathy, interest, and for a few, enthusiastic
commitment. Bhai Jawahir Singh worked closely with Swami
Dayanand during his tour of the Punjab, serving as Secretary of the
Lahore Arya Samaj from its inception, and as Secretary of the
- Dayanand Anglo-Vedic fund collection committeé”. Jawahir
Singh’s leadership in the Samaj brought other Sikhs into the
movement including Bhai Ditt Singh Gyani and Mayya Singh.
Among others prominent Sikhs who joined it was Lakshman
~ Singh. Arya Samijisit and ‘reformist’ Sikhs stressed the similarities

~ of ‘true’ Sikhism and Arya Hinduism. Bhai Basant Singh, in a

lecture delivered before a Sikh audience in Gujranwala on Sept 4,
1881, stated that ... the mission of Guru Nanak was simply to revive
the vedic religion of the ancient Rishis of Arya Varta (the land of
~ Aryas), that this religion consisted of the worship of one’s incarnate,
invisible and omnipresent God, that it had become degenerated
‘and spoilt by ages of ignorance and oppression and that the evils
which befell India were the natural consequences of Indians
forsaking the true faith in the ancestors.’ '
- There wasno organisation to carry on the preachings of the Khalsa
Faith, which had altogether stopped, as a result of which, the younger
generation began to find the restrictions imposed by their religion

’"Home Poll. Deptt. F. No. 179/111/1922-National Archieves of India.

*Ham Hindu Nahin—The Arya Sikh Relations” 1877-1905 by Keneth W.
Jonnes - Punjab Past and Present Vol. XI Part II, 1977 (Punjabi Univ. Patiala)
p-333.

’Ibid. p. 333.
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irksome without realizing the pernicious effects which this relapse
into Hinduism and re-adoption of its superstitious and vicious social
customs had on their life. Mr. D.Petris while describing this effect
writes,...” it is notorious that the Sikh loses much of his martial
instincts and greatly deteriorates as a fighting soldier™”. _
Macaulifle also writes about the effect of the upbringing of Sikh
youths in a Hindu atmosphere, “Such youths are ignorant of the
Sikh religion and contract exclusive social customs and prejudices.
It will thus be seen that the policy pursued in the Indian Army has
been directly, and rightly directed to the maintenance of the Sikh
faith in its pristine purity, for the reason that any falling off from
orthodoxy detracts from the fighting value of the Sikh soldiers™”.
However, a spirit of renaissance overwhelmed the Sikhs, who
realized imperilling forces out to Destroy Sikhism, and started
establishing institutions with a view to maintain their separate
national individuality. Thus began “the struggle of the Sikhs since
“the third quarter of the 19th Century to maintain and to strengthen

their position as a separate and fully independent religious
community'?”.

The Singh Sabha

As explained, there were various dangers facing Sikhism and the
Sikh population was dwindling. Apart from being reabsorbed into
Hinduism, a number of people among the high and low caste Sikhs
had been converted into Islam and Christianity through government
patronage and missionary activities. Maharaja Duleep Singh, the
last Sikh Sovereign of the Punjab, who had come under the British
tutelage at the tender age of eight, had renounced the faith of his
forefathers and embraced christianity.” This conversion took place
at the instance of Lord Dalhousie.

However, there were three forces which worked for the revival
of Sikh renaissance. They were, the Nirankari movement, the
Namdhari movement and the Singh Sabha movement. Of these,

“Development in Sikh politics (1900-11) by D. Petrie, p. 11.

"lbid. p. 11

'2"The British and the Admlmstratlon of the Golden Temple 1n 1859” by
[an. ]. Kerr “The Punjab Past and President”, Vol. X Part. II, Oct. 1976, p. 306.

"“Harbans Singh, Heritage of Sikhs (New York, 1964 Op. at pp. 138-139)

Maharaja Duleep Singh later made amends for his apostasy and re-entered the
fold of Khalsa.
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first two, because of their restricted scope and because of the
schismatic character they acquired, failed to wholly absorb the
Sikh people. But the Singh Sabha which followed them had a
deeper influence. It penetrated the entire community and reoriented
the outlook and spirit. Assuming its big role at the close of the
19th Century, it gave a new leaf to the Sikh history. The stimulus
it provided has shaped their attitude and aspirations over the past
several decades. The objects of the Singh Sabha were:

(i) to restore Sikhism to its pristine purity;

(i) To edit and publish historical and religious books;

(iii) to propagate current knowledge, using Punjabi as the
medium, and to start magazines and newspapers in Punjabi;

~ (iv) to reform and bring into the Sikh fold those who had
~diverged from the rlght path through heresy anti-social actwlty or
political bias;

(v) and to interest the highly placed Englishmen in, and ensure
their association with the educational programme of the Singh
Sabha. ' ' |

The first Slngh Sabha was established at Amrltsar in 1873. Due
to its President and Secretary, having tried to secure absolute
- control of the society, the more disinterested members broke away
and established another Singh Sabha at Lahore.

- However, the Singh Sabha gained the quick support of the
literate sections of the community and many Sikh Scholars and
- preachers were drawn to its orbit. The founders of the Singh Sabha

‘at Amritsar included such names as Bhai Harsa Singh, Dhupia,
Bhai Bur Singh, Bhat Agya Singh Hakim, Gyani Hazara Singh, S.
- Thakar Singh Sandhanwaha Glam Gian Singh and Baba Slr Khem
- Singh Bedi. -

- ,Sardar Sundar Smgh’ Role

" Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia, started his long career to the service
- of the community at the young age of 22. Youthful and sincere
‘worker as he was, he became Secretary of Singh Sabha, Amritsar in
- 1894. He took a keen interest in the work of the Singh Sabha and
- devoted time and energy for its progress. In the meetings of the
-'Smgh Sabha, education through the Gurmukhi Script among the
- children was emphasized. = - .
- "By its (Singh Sabha Amrltsar) 1mpact the Orrental College
of Lahore yielded to the demand of including the teaching of
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Punjabi in the curriculum of its activities. This was a signal

success...'t”,
The Singh Sabhas at Amritsar and Lahore had their respective

Diwans which soon indulged in quarrel over gaining superiority.
The Lahore party was headed by Bhai Gurmukh Singh and had
the support of the great majority of the Singh Sabhas of the
Province, as well as comprising among the its members, the
younger, better educated and more progressive members of the
Sikh Community. The Amritsar party was headed by the Raja of
Faridkot and Baba Khem Singh supported by the Amritsar,
Faridkot and Rawalpindi Sabhas. The Lahore Diwan could be
thus, regarded as the real controlling body of the Sikhs and as
such it presented several addresses to various Viceroys and high
officials on behalf of the whole Sikh community. “Its leading
spirits were Bhai Gurmukh Singh and Bhai Jawahir Singh of the
North Western Railway Manager’s office and the energy of these
two men seems to have made the Lahore Diwan the dominating
factor in contemporary political and religious movements among
the Sikhs™”.

However, with the death of Bhai Gurmukh Smgh Bhai Jawahir
Singh could retain neither the supremacy of the Lahore Diwan nor
his position as Secretary of the Executive Committee of Khalsa
College Council. Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia rose to the occasion
and he not only took over as Secretary of the Executive Committee
of Khalsa College Council, but also established the supremacy of
the Amritsar Diwan and also gained the favour of Raja Hira Singh
of Nabha and Sir Attar Singh of Bhadaur, both of whom had
previously supported Lahore Diwan. The Sikhs, in general, were
also becoming aware that communal interests of their community
were but little advanced by dissension and disunion. -

Inspite of the fact that the Amritsar party had gamed
considerably, in influence and importance, Sardar Sundar Singh
Majithia made persistent efforts for the unity of Lahore and
Amritsar Diwans and a happy result of these efforts and
circumstances created by the death of prominent leaders of the

Lahore Diwan, was that the internal gulf was narrowed down
and the way was cleared for unity.

- “A history of Khalsa College Amritsar (Amritsar, 1949) p. 2.
“Development in Sikh Politics (1900 1911) by D. Petrle p 14.
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Chief Khalsa Dewan and Gurdwara Reform Movement

A special meeting of the Amritsar Singh Sabha, held in November,
1901 with the efforts of Sardar Sundar Singh Maijithia, was attended
by influential Sikhs from all over the Punjab and it was decided
there “Amritsar branch was in future to be considered the ruling
one in the Society and the leading Sikhs from Amritsar and
‘elsewhere be invited to join; it was further decided to consult with
the Lahore Branch and make known the results in the following
February'*”. -

The result of this meeting was the Chief Khalsa Diwan which
was founded at Amritsar in 1902, and of which Sir Sundar Singh
Majithia was the first secretary and Bhai Arjan Singh of Bagrian,
Ludhiana, the first President.

The Chief Khalsa Diwan became a sort of central controlling
Agency for the management of the numerous Singh Sabhas which
existed all over the country wherever there was a large body of
Sikhs. It came to assume, at a critical period of the Sikh History at
the beginning of the reform movement, a representative character
of providing leadership and guidance to the community besides
safeguarding its interests through appropriate liaison with the
Govt. of the day. There have been conflicting views about the stand
taken by the Chief Khalsa Diwan over various issues concerning
the community but there is no difference of opinion about the
commendable achievements and influence it commanded vis-a-vis
Socio-religious problems of the Sikhs. D. Petrie writes “The ostensible
objects of the Diwan are religious and improvement of the Sikh
community and the representation of its needs to Government'”.

It was thus not only the self-constituted leader and spokesman
of the Sikhs in all social and political matters, particularly till the
formation of S.G.P.C. in 1920, but also it was able, through its
organisation of preachers, to continue to wield great degree of
influence in spiritual matters. Besides the community in general, its
influence was considerable in all regiments of the Indian Army
which enlisted sikhs and such regiments were visited from time to
time by the Diwan’s Updeshaks (preachers). The impact was
significant and far-reaching. “The supporters of the Chief Khalsa
Diwan form essentially what is dubbed by the Hindus the

**D. Petrie—Development in Sikh Politics (1900- 1911) pubhshLd by Chief

Khalsa Diwan, Amritsar, p. 14.
YIbid.
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“separatist” party among the Sikhs; that is, they dissociate Sikhs
from Hindus, discourage the employment of Brahmans at Sikh
social and religious ceremonies, and generally endeavour to keep
their religion pure from the thialdom and grossness of Hinduism
and is priesthood™”.

Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia, alongwith S. Harbans Singh
Attari, S. Tirlochan Singh, M.A., LL.B. Bhai Vir Singh and other
selfless workers, was associated with services which Chief Khalsa
Diwan rendered for the amelioration of the Sikh Community. He
was Secretary of the Chief Khalsa Diwan from 1902 to 1920 and
again from 1934 to 1937. He was elected its President in 1932. He
was closely associated with the efforts of the Diwan for social,
religious and economic upliftment of the community. Following
are some of the significant contributions of the Diwan and its role
in important issues concerning the Sikhs.

Central Khalsa Orphanage and Blind Ashram

Establishment of the Khalsa Orphanage Amritsar was one of the
most commendable and humane acts of the Chief Khalsa Diwan.
This Institute was set up to look after the orphans and helpless
- children having lost their parents. It was established on April 1,
1904 and since then thousands of orphans and needy children
have been brought up by it. The orphanage has a beautiful building
on G.T.Road Amritsar. “The construction of this building was
started with the efforts of Sir Sundar Singh Majithia in 1941 when
he donated about thousand rupees which had been received from
the Faridkot Darbar. Ashram for the blind was started in 1935 with
the special effort of Dr. Bhai Vir Singh with arrangements for them
to learn Hindi, Punjabi, English and to receive training in musical
and religious arts. They were also taught to prepare certain
handicrafts to earn their living"”.

“Sundar Singh Majithia, with this wide human sympathies, took
keen interest in the institution and worked for its efficient
functioning and progress. He was its member Incharge from 1910
to 1920 and again from 1930 to 1937%”. ' '

Apart from his personal contributions, he was responsible for
- collecting large funds for the orphanage, using his influence with

¥Tbi1d.

“Report (April 1968- 1970) Central Khalsa Orphanage, Amrltsar p. 4.
“Tbid, p. 4.
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the Sikh rulers and general Sikh Public. He begged for charlty
donations for this noble cause, which evoked good response from
the ccmmunity.

In an appeal on July 16, 1932 for funds for construction of the
building, he said,

“As you know, the Chief Khalsa Diwan is running central
- Khalsa orphange at Amritsar for bringing up orphans and needy
children of the Panth and this service is being rendered with the
help of Panth-Lovers like you... For helping the children in the
orphanage to learn the great and holy teachings of the Satgurus and
to make their life rehglously high, it is necessary to have a big
Gurudwara in the orphanage‘ . it will be a great and memorable
service to the community#”. _

The orphanage has produced men who were not only able to
earn their livelihood, but some of whom also won fame and rose
to high offices, e.g. S. Tara Siﬁgh,Conservator of Forests (Retd.).
Major Kartar Singh; Principal S.S. Amol; and 5. Mehar Singh Rawel
‘who was Editor of Khalsa Advocates for about forty years. Besides,
it has produced a large number of Ragis who performed ‘Kirtan’
and served the community for many years. Among them Bhai
Santa Singh, Bhai Surjan Singh and Bhai Gopal Singh are
remembered for their melodious voices and unique styles in

renderlng ‘Gurbani’.

_ \.
- Religious Preaching and Depressed Classes Movement

The activities of the Chief Khalsa Diwan were not confined to
the Punjab only. It has been devoting its energies to other
- provinces as well in the matter of establishing Singh Sabhas and
getting Sahajdhari Sikhs baptised as Singhs. Consequently, Singh

Sabhas were established, for the first time, at places like Larkana,
Shikarpur and Karachi (all in Sind) Poona, Sasaram (Bengal)
Calcutta, Rangoon and several other important places. Preachers
visited these outlying parts and delivered speeches on Sikh
history and religion. They also collected money for educational
and other causes of the community Parties of updeshaks and
others were sent by the Chief Khalsa Diwan to Sind every year.
Sundar Singh Majithia accompanied such teams on several
occasions. It was during one of his visits to Karachi, in the winter
of 1907 that the idea of establishing a Sikh Educational Conference
came In the mind of Sundar Singh. His magnetic personality

21Khalsa Advocate Amritsar ]uly 16, 1932, p. 5.
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