- L]
A o B o' wm Tl [ .

~ SIR SUNDAR SINGH MAJITHIA

AND
HIS RELEVANCE IN SIKH POLITICS

L™ i

- -..- 1-‘; [ ]
IRt | ¢
:ll-i-ﬁ" LA > (L :
I 'ffl:‘f':‘. :-:f"-"f'r;n.'yi’/’::'
...‘_. :".l-f'l. . ,r_:":'_ J:
"‘I-l' .*f r aa %"
by T e ‘:

Rt e ﬁl}‘%‘ f
I.lI h ]
. o iy ‘1‘_‘."1-{:- F] A
; -
[ 9

L]

\
. ?ﬁ@"
LV,

A ‘t W ‘j‘.l ‘j-.-f'. i r
A ‘l' 4: ._ l‘ "’-IE/ iy A /
e = ;gfj”y J . of ’;-'/’

- ;
Y -

E
’r

Y i 5 | r=
—n L -

Digitized by Panjab Digital Library | www.panjabdigilib.org



‘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
associates 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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.1 I
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 psycholog'ical 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 1861 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) |

Digitized by Panjab Digital Library | www.panjabdigilib.org



- 22 Sir Sundar Singh Majithia and his Relevance in Sikh Politics
- 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.

Digitized by Panjab Digital Library | www.panjabdigilib.org



The Family and Heritage 23

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.
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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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made the stoutest hearts bend for him and his handshakes and
embraces with the highest of the high and the lowest of the low,
~won their hearts. Moreover, he 1mpressed the Sindhis with his
sincerity and spirit of service®.

Chief Khalsa Diwan used to publish thousands of booklets and
pamphlets containing ‘messages of truth’ as expanded by the Sikh
Gurus and Guru Granth Sahib. The leaders of the Diwan carried on
the propagation of their religion and the cause of Gurdwara reform
through the distribution of these tracts at various social gatherings.
- On the eve of celebrations from Jan. 1 to 6th at Delhi in connection
with Coronation of the King of England in the year 1903, camps had
been put by various states, Chiefs and Communities. These
ceremonies coincided with the celebrations of birthday of Guru
Gobind Singh and the leaders of the Diwan led by Sardar Sundar
Singh Majithia and Sardar Trilochan Singh, made optimum utilization
of the opportunity and distributed a lot of literature on behalf of the
- chief Khalsa Diwan and made considerable impact on the Sikh Chiefs
and Sardars with their impassionate pleas.**

Sundar Singh also played a significant role in what is called
depressed classes movement. Sikhs, inspite of the teachings of the
Great Gurus, were not free from caste prejudices and the existence
of Mazhabis, Ramadasias, Rehtias, Rangrettas and other classes of
the Sikhs with whom the general body of the Khalsa neither
interdined nor intermarried showed that cast distinctions existed
amongst them as well. The Arya Samaj, theoretically at least,
admitted all religions and all classes on terms of social equality and
its attractions for low caste Hindus and Sikhs were strong.

“In consequence, many so-called low class Sikhs were ‘reclaimed’

?According to S. Surjit Singh Majithia, Sardar Sundar Singh instilled a
spirit of service in others by his practical example. On one occasion, the
Sindhis were surprised and impressed by Sir Sundar Singh's selflessness
when they found him squatting on the gate of the Conference and polishing
the shoes of the ‘Sangat’. The influence was amazing and 1nstant (As told to
the author during one of the meetings)

**Personal Diary (for the year 1903) of Sir Sundar Smgh Ma]ltlua -Nehru
Memorial Museum Library, New Delhi. He has recorded his impressions
about the coronation ceremony and various camps. Everyday the tracts and
books were distributed on behalf of the Chief Khalsa Diwan and they
- persuaded all Sikh Chiefs and Sardars to participate in the birthday celebrations
at Gurdwara Sis Ganj, which they did, with all the grandeur and splendour,
a grand colourful procession to Gurdwara Sis Ganj and Lord Curzon and
other officials also witnessed this procession qulte enthus1ast1cally
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{

by the Samaj and even shaved in public. Some of them pubhaty
abjured the visible symbols of their faith®”.
- During 1907, there was formed in Amritsar a Society, known as
the ‘Khalsa Biradari” which had as its object, “the levelling up of
class distinctions in the way of interdining and intermarrying and
which advocates the reception into the Sikh Brotherhood of all
persons of whatever class who were previously, included in
Sikhism*”. . _

The Biradari soon attracted a large following. The actual promoters
of this association were Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia and S. Mehar
Singh Chawla of Lahore. The Majithia Sardar was always a source
of inspiration for the ‘Biradari’” whose prominent leader was S.
Mehtab Singh ‘Bir”*, and it became the avowed policy of the Chief
Khalsa Diwan to help these so-called low classes, and to accept
them as their social equals. Accordingly, when it was announced
that an Arya Samaj meeting was to be held at Jullunder in August,
1909 for the reclamation of Ramadasias and other low classes Sikhs,
the Chief Khalsa Diwan issued a vigorous appeal asking its
supporters to rally strong at Jullunder to save their brethern from
the clutches of the Samaj. The most active man behind this move
was Sardar Sundar Singh. “Arya and Sikh meetings were held the
same day, the Chief Khalsa Diwan party outbidding the Aryas by
receiving their low-caste brethern into the fold of Sikhism and
eating food at their hands®.

Resolutions were passed advocating more liberal admission of
low-castes and asking Lambardars and Zaildars to interest
themselves in the question. Among the persons were Sardar
Sundar Singh Majithia, Kanwar Daljit Singh of Jullundur, Bhai
Sahib Takht Singh of Ferozepur, Rai Bahadur Sadhu Singh a
pensioned forest official of Amritsar, and Parduman Singh, a
pleader of Jullundur. The leaders of Chief Khalsa Diwan had, thus,
not only actively assisted in the reclamation of the low caste Sikhs
on this specific occasion but had deliberately adopted it as their
policy for the future.

#D. Petrie—Developments in Slkh politics, (1900 1911), p. 23.

“lbid, p. 24.

*According to Dr. Bhai Jodh Smgh Mehtab Singh "Blr was son of Sant
Lakhbir Singh, who converted from Islam to Sikhism but was subjected to
prejudices by the Pujaris despite baptism (Transcript of Interview with Mr.

Sharma—Nehru Memorial Museum and Library, New Delhi.)
#Ibid, p. 24.
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Gurdwara IReform Movement

“Though probably originally aiming at nothing more than social
and religious improvement, the depressed classes movement came
to have at least as great political significance as it has social and
religious significance®.

The reform turned into a regular movement for reforms in the
Gurdwaras resulting in the freeing of all the major Sikh shrines
from the clutches of the Priests who had been exploiting their
control over them. The credit to initiate the struggle goes to the
Khalsa Biradari, already mentioned, which used to hold annual
Diwans. On October 11 and 12, 1920 it held its annual Diwan at
Jallianwala Bagh, Amritsar?.

Thereafter, the newly baptised S5Sikhs, went In procession
alongwith the students and preachers of the Khalsa College, to
offer Karah Parshad at the Golden Tample. The Priests there
refused to offer prayers for them. The Sikhs insisted on the right of
every Sikh to get his prayer and sacred food at the temple.

The Holy Book was opened and by a miraculous chance the
following words of Guru Amar Dassji wereread out by the ‘Garanthi’
who himself was among those who had raised the objections:-

K Sorath Mahla III’

“Brother, He sends grace even to those who have no merit, and take
from them the true Guru’s service, which is most noble, as it turns
out hearts to the love of God. He Himself forgives and brings us -
into Union with Himself. Brother, how worthless even, we, and yet -
the perfect and the true Enlightener took us into His followship. My

*Ibid.

“According to S. Mehar Singh ‘Rawel’, Editor Khalsa Advocates, the
Khalsa Biradari Workers under Mehtab Singh ‘Bir’ who had organised the
Diwan, were greatly discouraged since the priests of Akal Takhat and Golden
Temple had called upon the people of Amritsar to boycott it and consequently,
the attendance was very thin. S. Mehtab Singh sent a message expressing their
distress to Sir Sundar Singh, who had always supported and helped them. Sir
Sundar Singh, thereUpon asked the students and teachers of the Khalsa
College to march in processiOn to the Jallianwala Bagh and, as a result, the
Diwan came out to be a great success and the workers of the Biradri were |
greatly encouraged. This march of the students and teachers was something
new and surprising for the citizens of Amritsar who began to think that they
were going to take over control of the Golden Temple. It was a pointer

towards shape of things to come subsequently, direction to a revolution
(Interview with the author).
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dear, what a lot of sinners He had forgiven by reason of His True
word. How many He had ferried across the world-ocean in the
Guru’s safety-bark. By the touch of the Philosopher’s stone, that is
the Guru, the base metal has become gold. Selfishness has departed
and the Name has come to live in the heart. Out light has b]ended
with His Light, and we have become one with Him*”.

These words had a wonderful effect.

Hundreds of men in the audience were visibly moved. The
priests too were convinced and they agreed to offer the prayer and
accept the sacred food from the hands of the newly converted
Sikhs. This being done, the whole party proceeded to the Akal
Takhat, the seat of the temporal power of the Sikhs just opposite the
Darbar Sahib. Hearing of what had happened, the priests of Akal
Takhat had fled from their posts, and those who remained refused

to offer prayers or to accept their offerings, and then they too left
the Takhat. '

Founding of S.G.P.C.

It was for the first time in the hlstory that the Akal Takht was
deserted by the priests. The place being sacred memory of Guru
Hargobind, the 6th Guru, was considered to be the highest temporal
seat of the Sikhs and contained some of the weapons used by him
and Guru Gobind Singh Ji and other Sikh Martyrs. It could not be,
therefore, left vacant. “Assembly led by S. Kartar Singh of Jhabhar,
called for 25 volunteers to sit and watch these temporarily without
touching the money or the property?”. '

A ‘Hukamnama’ was issued from the Akal Takhat summoning a
general assembly of the Sikhs” meet on November 15, 1920, in front
of the Takhat for the purpose of electing a representative body of the
Panth to control the affalrs of the Golden temple and other sikh
Shrines. _ '

The inaugural meeting of the big committee, called the Shiromani
Gurdwara Prabandhak Committee, came off at the Akal Takhat on
Dec. 12, 1920 and the following office-bearers were elected:-

1. Sardar Bahadur Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia-President

A History of Khalsa College Amritsar, p. 91.

“Ibid, p. 92.

Bhai Mahendra Singh, ibrarian of the Khalsa College, was placed on duty
for religious services. Next day, on Oct. 13, the Deputy Commissioner of Amritsar
formed a committee of nine Sikhs all reformers with the Official custodian,
Sardar Sundar Singh Ramgarhia at its head to manage the affairs of the Darbar
Sahib (Golden Temple) until a permanent one was formed (Ibid, p. 93).
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2. Sardar Harbans Singh Attariwala - Vice President
3 Sardar Sundar Singh Ramgarhla - Secretary™®.

*The Gurdwara Reform Movement and the Sikh Awakening by TE]A
SINGH, p. 115, 116 (published by SGPC Amritsar).

“When all had assembled, the Assistant Secretary read out the names of
“the members elected, who were taken to the upper part of the Akal Takht and
subjected to a strict scrutiny as prescribed before. The Five piaras G.e., () S.
Teja Singh, M.A., LLB, AM., Hav., Principal Akal College, Mastuana, (11) Bhai
Jodh Smgh Pr1nc1pal G.N. College Gujranwala, (111) Bawa Harkishan Singh,
M.A. Professor Khalsa College, (iv) Bhai Teja Singh of the Central Majha
Diwan and (v) Sardar Balwant Singh Reis of Kulla) who had been elected in
the last meeting to conduct the scrutiny, asked each member as he came up,
as to how far he fell short of standard prescribed. The scrutiny over, all the
members headed by the 5 piaras, clad in black carrying their Kirpans on their
shoulders, came down singing shabads and presented themselves betore the
sangat, which had been anxiously waiting for them.

- The scene was most impressive when Bawa Harkishan Singh, the Asstt.
Secretary, read out names of those who were declared duly inaugurated
specifying the respective confessions of those who were found short in any
respect. The attention became most rapt when the name of Sardar Bahadur
Sardar Sundar Singh Majithla was announced. The Assistant Secretary
explained in detail the position of the Honourable Sardar. He said that in view
of the fact that certain members of the Panth were displeased with the Sardar
Bahadur, he had been asked to say in the presence of the Guru, before His
very throne, whether or not he had been prompted in all he had done, as
secretary of the Chief Khalsa Diwan or as representative of the Panth by
motives which in any way aimed not at the unalloyed welfare of his
community. With perfect humility, calm and dignified serenity, Sardar
Sundar Singh said that in the presence of the Guru he solemnly affirmed that
whatever he did he did so to the best of his ability and understanding in the
best interests of his community and was not all actuated by any selhsh or
unworthy motives that were attributed to him. Still, however, he said, he
implored the indulgence of the forgiving panth in the words of the musician
(Bhat) Kirat, whose verses are incorporated in the Holy Granth:

“] am full of defects and possess no merit. Forsaking nectar I drink the
poison of evil, Led by false attachment and deluded by Superstition & fear,
[ have been engrossed in the worldly love of the wife and son, But I have heard
of a noble panth and the Guru’s sangat, By whose contact the fear of Death
vanishes, I, Bard Klrat have to offer one prayer only: May Guru Ram Dass
be my refuge.” .

On this, the five plaras had signified their satlstactlon When this was
announced in the meeting below, the whole audience was moved to tears. This was the
highest constitution of the spirit of democracy among the Sikhs. The very men,

who had been loudest in crying him down in the past, proposed and supported
his election to the presidentship of the Shiromani Committee. Sardar Harbans

Singh of Attari was elected vice-president and Sardar Sundar singh Ramgarhia

- secretary. A sub-committee including the office - bearers was tormed for
drafting a new constitution and Dasturd-al-Amal of the Darbar Sahib.

~ The Shiromani Gurdwara Prabandhak Committee was registered on 30th
Apri], 192] 4
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While the Chief Khalsa Diwan did commendable job in socio-
political life of the Sikhs and prepared the ground for an active
movement, it was Shiromani Gurudwara Prabandhak Committee
which took, upon itself the uphill task of religious reform beginning
with seizure of various Gurdwaras from the clutches of Mahants
followed by appointment of supervisory bodies to manage their
atfairs 1in accordance with Sikh tenets. The movement, which saw
unprecedented enthusiasm on the part of Sikhs, provided the much
needed impetus to Akali Movement and also saw violence,
bloodshed and sacrifices by the Sikhs starting with the massacre at
Nankana Sahib on 20th Feb. 1921. “The immediate effect of the
massacre of Nankana Sahib was to accentuate the prejudices of the
reforming party against the incumbent of Gurdwaras, with the
result that numerous Sikh Shrines were seized in rapid succession’'”.

The movement aroused passions of the Sikh community and
leadership of the S.G.P.C. passed on to the hands of firebrand
Akalis who found themselves confronted by British oppression,
Hindu opposition and moderate criticism. Although the British
Govt. had doubts about their motives, they were, however, able to
establish supremacy of the S.G.P.C. with regard to religious affairs
of the Sikhs and management of Gurdwaras.

The British Govt. summed up this transaction thus:

“Hitherto the Gurdwara Reform Movement had proceeded on
constitutional lines and the moderate element was sufficiently
strong to discourag’e hasty action. With the New Year, however, the
situation changed. A few desperate Akalis, the most notorious
leaders of Reformist Akalis whom were Teja Singh of Chuharkhana
and Kartar Singh of Jhabhar, renewed the campaign for the forcible
seizure of Gurdwaras. At the same time politico-religious |
propaganda was started in rural areas and Sikh religious enthusiasm
was assiduously nursed. Gurdwara reform became the dominant
issue, and the committee of Sikhs originally appointed at Amnitsar
to deliberate on the management of the Golden temple was moved
by its enthusiasm for the Sikh cause to enter a new and more
comprehensive sphere of activity. [t eventually emerged under the
name of Shiromani Gurdwara Prabandhak Commuittee (the sacred
shrine Management Committee), the professed objects of which
were to obtain control over all sikh Gurdwaras and religious

*"Home Poll Deptt tile no. 459/11/1922, p. 13. (National, Archives of India,
New Delhi).
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institutions and to provide for their management on the lines
acceptable to the Sikh Nation. Its moderate members exercised little
influence or authority and the Committee was in practice controlled
by a class of extremists to whom the cause of religious reform
differed from the extreme rationalism?®”.

Parting of Ways

Although this alliance also provided strength to the Gurdwara
Reform Movement, as admitted by the British Government “the
difficulty of ascertaining the value of the claim that this Prabandhak
Commuittee accurately represented Sikh aspiration was accentuated
by the acuteness of the general political situation. Under normal
conditions, it is more than probable that the extreme demands of
the gurdwara reformers would have aroused considerable
opposition from the Hindu community, which had hitherto opposed
the neo-sikh separatist policy. In the altered political conditions,
however, the mere fact that these demands embarrassed the
administration was sufficient to secure for them freedom from
criticism. The opposition which the gurdwara reform movement
encountered in its early stages soon spent itself and was not
renewed. Conservative Sikhs were silent; they were either secretly
supporting the movement or awaiting developments®”. But it led
to the parting of the ways between the Akalis and Chief Khalsa
Diwan which had, until formation of S.G.P.C. commendably
performed its role as representative body of the Sikhs in matters
relating to social, religious, political and educational spheres with
historical achievements. The new developments changed the
situation and weakened its position vis-a-vis Sikhs affairs.

“The Chief Khalsa Diwan, formerly the official advisors on
matters affecting the Sikh community, had been unable to maintain
its position in the face of neo-Sikh onslaught, and was moribund.
The Sikh League, itself an advanced: political body, was
comparatively inactive, but its most forceful members provided the
driving power in the Gurdwara Prabandhak Committee... The
political activities of the committee inspire less confidence among
the conservative Sikhs, particularly the land-owning classes to

- 2pid, ~
“Home poll. Deptt File No. 459/11/1922 (Nat10na1 Archives of Indla

New Delhi).
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whom loyalty to the crown has always been an article of faith. Even
in the ranks of the committee itself there are many who are opposed
to the introduction of politics into an agitation which is essentially
religious, and there are some md1cat1ons that this moderate attitude
will develop®”. : '

Sundar Singh Ma]lthla and hlS associates in the Chief Khalsa
Diwan steadfastly and scrupulously adhered to this moderate
attitude of selective and constructive cooperation with the British
Government to the extent of safeguarding Sikh interests and
securing their rights endeavouring to avert avoidable conflicts and
bloodshed, wherever possible, while continuing their service to the
community in various fields and capacities.

“The Chief Khalsa Diwan Amritsar is a religio-political association
of the Sikhs established in 1902. Its leaders, headed by Sardar
Sundar Singh Majithia, believed in the policy of political compromise
with the government. This policy alone, they felt, could help the
backward and predominantly rural community of the Sikhs to
~ catch up in the social and educational fields with the rich and
advanced Hindus and Government favoured Musalmans®”.

Despite criticism from various quarters due to political
developments in the coming years, including the formation of
Unionist Party, Sundar Singh Majithia continued to enjoy
overwhelming influence and respect among his friends and critics
for his sincerity and dedication as a devoted Sikh, differences in
approach notwithstanding. Like his colleagues in the unionist
party, he was strongly opposed to alliance of the Akalis with Indian
National Congress, as evident from political developments in
subsequent chapters. This, sometimes, created an impression of
Chief Khalsa Diwan being an anti-national body in so far as its
leaders always attached first priority to Sikhs as a ‘Nation’. In this
context, Bhai Jodh Singh, another prominent worker of Chief
Khalsa Diwan and Legislator in pre-independence era has replied
to this insinuation about its leadership being pro-British and anti-
nationalist “they were not anti-Nationalist... They wanted simply
that the Sikhs should have their own rights. When the first reform
came and the communal representation came they said, we are also

MIbid., p.- 115.
%Some confidential papers on the Akah movement edited by Dr. Ganda

Singh (SGPC Amritsar), Introduction.
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a community’. They were helped by Hindus because they wanted
to use them against the muslims in the Punjab... they do not oppose
the national movement under Gandhiji’s leadership but did not
actually joint it. They found themselves attracted to the activity of
education™®”. .

In the evenful and turbulent years of riots and violence that
broke out in Punjab since 1919, Chief Khalsa Diwan, led by
“moderate leaders like Sundar Singh Majithia continued their
relentless efforts to defuse the situation on various sensitive issues
by contradicting false rumors, whenever necessary, which had a
great restraining effect on the community besides serving the
cammunity in their own independent character. Some of the events
deserve special attention. '

Rowalt Act and Chief Khalsa Diwan

Immediately after Jallianwala Bagh Massacre which was
consequence of anti-Rowalt Act Agitation in Punjab, rumours of
bombing of Golden Temple, Amritsar shook the Sikh community
and soldiers resulting in uprising and revolt at several places which
perturbed the British Government. With a view to save the situation
from taking an ugly turn, Sir Sundar Singh Majithia contradicted
the false rumours in a telegram dated 25th April, 1919 to Indian
News Agency, Simla. -

- “Rumour about bombing or firing any shots at the Golden
Temple premises at Amritsar is absolutely baseless. Has already
been contradicted. Chief Khalsa Diwan enjoins brethren in the
country and abroad not to give any credence to it3”.

A manifesto signed by followmg ofﬁce bearers of Chref Khalsa
Diwan was also issued-

‘Rai Bahadur Baghail Smgh—Razs kulza — Presrdent

Raghbir Singh Sandhawalia OBE—-—V1ce President - -

‘Sardar Bahadur: Sundar Singh Majithia—(Member Imperlal
Legrslatwe Council)—Hony. Secretary—it stated-
- “The passing of Rowalt Act has been made the occasion for
starting agitation in the Country under the name of passive

“’Excerpts from interview wrth Bha1 ]odh Smgh by Dr Harl Dev Sharma
- on Dec. 21, 1974 (Nehru Mem0r1a1 Museum and Library, Oral Hrstory
Section).

YHome Poll Deptt - Frle No 184 B (Natlonal Archlves of Indra New
Delhi). |
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Resistance. When the movement of Satyagraha was started by Mr.
Gandhi, the representatives of the Punjab in the Imperial Legislative
Council joined with their Honourable Colleagues Messers Banerji,
Shastri and Dr. Sapru and others, in opposing this movement. They
feared that this passive Resistance might turn into active opposition
of law and order which was the duty and earnest wish of every one
“to maintain in the country. Unfortunately for us this is what
happened and atrocities have been committed which have given a
bad name to the province. Even Mr. Gandhi from whom the idea
of Satyagraha (passive Resistance) originated, has found that the
peaceful movement which he started and which he intended it to
be, has taken a form which probably he never dreamt of and has
publicity declared that no hartal or demonstration is to be resorted
to and himself has further declared to be ready to obey all orders
of the Government.

The loyalty and services of the Khalsa in the past have shed
lustre and added to the good name of the community and the
country and in the gigantic war (world war I), our community has
rendered meritorious services to the Empire. So it is the bounded
duty of the sons of Satgurus to abstain from any such demonstrations
and to keep themselves aloof from any movement against law and
~ order®.

That the British Government were more concerned with pacifying
the Sikh community and soldiers by contradicting false rumours
about the bombing of Golden Temple than the effects of massacre
at Jallianwala Bagh, is obvious from the following telegram dated
25th April 1919 which the Secretary to the Govt. of India, Home
Deptt. sent to the Chief Secretary to the Government of Punjab:

“Tt is stated by the Army Department that rumours are current
all over the Punjab and are spreading elsewhere about the bombing
of the Golden Temple at Amritsar. Could you obtain from the Chief
Khalsa Diwan an authoritative public denial which might be
communicated to Troops in India and Egypt if this has not already
done”? |

Besides the above manifesto of the Chief Khalsa Diwan which
was widely circulated, following notice was also issued under the
signatures of the office bearers of the Golden Temple:

*#Ibid.
Ibid.
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“False rumours have been spread about the Durbar Sahib by

mischievious persons. It has been said:
1. That an aeroplane touched the Durbar Sahib.

2. That a machine gun was planted in the Durbar Sahib and

3. That bombs were dropped in the Durbar Sahib.

Therefore, we the Managers, Granthis and Pujaris of the Durbar
Sahib solemnly state that all these tales are false. No insult of any
kind has been offered to the Durbar Sahib. On the contrary, civil
and military officers of the Sirkar have taken every precaution to

keep our holy place intact from pollution.
Sd/-S.B.S. Amar Singh C.LE. Manager of Golden Temple and

other shrines.

Sd /- Bhai Makhan Singh

Sd /- Bhai Karam Singh

Sd /- Bhai Sundar Singh

Sd/-Bhai Buta Singh

Sd /-Bhai Gurbachan Singh

Sd /- Bhai Partap Singh and

Sd /- Bhai Fateh Singh*®”. . 1

These repudiations of false rumours saved the situation taking
a violent turn and the British Govt. felt great relief. Accordingly, Sir
Wilham Vincent, K.C.S.]. the Governor General of India thanked

Sir Sundar Singh Majithia vide his D.O. letter 6th May, 1919:

- “Many thanks for your letter dated 28th April, 1919 regarding
contradiction of the false rumours about bombing of the Golden
Temple at Amritsar. I have seen with great satisfaction that the
Sikhs have kept practically entirely aloof from the recent disturbances
and I am confident that you and all other Sikh leaders will
recognize the importance of maintaining at the present juncture, as

in the past, the traditional loyalty to the Government of the Sikh
falth‘“”

Police Entry in the Akal Takht

However, the Sikh community soon found itself engulfed in the

violent repercussions of repressive measures adopted in the province
starting with application of prevention of seditious meetings Act,
1911 to declaration of Marital Law, with the Sikh leadership

. 9hid.
- alhid.
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particularly 5.G.P.C. taking active part in the anti-Government
campaign. Accordingly, when a regular meeting of the S.G.P.C.
executive was taking place at Akal Takht on 7th January, 1924 the
police officials entered it for the first time, to arrest them. There was
widespread indignation and Sardar Udham Singh, the Jathedar
- Akal Takht issued a telegraphic notice:

- “Indignantly condemn unprecedented desecrration perpetrated
yesterday 7th January by Police officials with strong force in
uniform who penetrated to shrine Akal Takht the highest seat of
Sikh religious authority and attempted to mount the sacred steps.
All this was done ostensibly to go and arrest members of Shiromani
Committee who had already explicitly offered themselves to
surrender whenever wanted. Sikh community holds government
responsible for consequences of such wanton sacrilege*?”.

Mr. F.R. Puckle, the District Police Chief of Amritsar sent
following detailed report to Mr. H. D. Craik, Esq. C.S.R., .C.S. Chief
Secretary to the Government of Punjab, Lahore on 8th ]anuary 1924
whose excerpts are reproduced below: -

“] have already infoTined you by the telephone of the main facts
of yesterday. The following is the full report -

We were informed that the meeting would begin at about 1.30
p.m. At 2.15 Jafterys aft_er posting detachments at the Clock Tower
and the Bazar entrances of the Golden Temple entered by the Thara
Sahib entrance, about 100 yards from the Akal Takht with about 100
constables of whom 20 had muskets and the rest lathis. While this
force was removing shoes the way was barred by 8 or 10 Akalis.
These were brushed aside and the police reached the arched
entrance to the Akal Takht at the bottom of the second flights by
which entrance to the precincts is effected. ]affreys entered the
archway and was forcibly expelled. A scuffle ensued and in the
meanwhile a column of Akalis appeared from the farside of the
Akal Takht and attempted to expel the police. A struggle went on
for about quarter of an hour. No blows were struck but short of that
every violence was used and Jaffreys and the police were roughly
handled. They were engulfed in the sea of Akalis. It was obviously
impossible to effect the direct arrest of the committee without
bloodshed. S. Nirmal Singh and Bhai Fateh Singh, members of the
- comimittee came out and succeeded in pac1fy1ng the crowd and

““Home Poll Deptt. File No. 1/11/1924 (Natlonal Archlvet; of India, New
Delhi.) .
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asked ]affreys to withdraw altogether. This he refused to do and
formed up his force at the bottom of the steps, about 30 yards from
the Akal Takht. ,

This was also the p081t10n when cocks and [ arrived at about 3
p.m. We were in possession of the narrow approach to the Akal
Takht round about and in front of the Akal Takht was a crowd of
2000 to 3000 of whom perhaps 600 were Akalis. It was impossible,
I considered to effect any arrests without use of military force. I got
hold of S. Jodh Singh M.L.C. and sent him upto committee, which
was meeting at the upper storey of the Akal Takht with the message
that I had come to arrest all members present, if they did not
surrender themselves. I should withdraw the police and report to
Government that an open defiance of the law existed. They
considered this message for sometime and then S. Jodh Singh
returned and said that they were ready to give themselves once
they know whom I wanted. Eventually I sent him with a complete
list of the members of S.G.P.C. and he called the names from the
list and those who were there answered their names. There was of
course a lot of delay and palavering but by 5.15 p.m. as it was
getting dark and I did not wish to keep the police in the temple after
dark, I withdrew, leaving a Magistrate and a guard at the clock
tower about 6.30 p.m. 61 members of the S.G.P.C. after having been
garlanded and having visited Darbar Sahib, came out and gave
themselves upto the Asstt. Distt. Magistrate. Jaffreys is sending a
list of them to cocks. They are all member of the old committee and
include some active members. Unfortunately we have not secured
the men who have been directing affairs here, Amar Singh Chhabhal,
‘Ranjit Singh Tajwar, Khazan Singh EAC, Waryam Singh, Secretary
Local Committee and Arjan Singh, S. Mehtab Singh’s nephew.
T'hese were either absent or slipped away at once.

Our first object to make arrests ourselves failed. Jaffreys and
I miscalculated here. We only anticipated formal opposition as
a protest, coupled perhaps with the attempts to involve the police
In a charge of sacrilege by putting sacred objects in their way.
We also underestimated the importance (this is probably a better
word than sanctity) attached to the Akal Takht... I am told that

It is said that never before has a force of Police gone upto the
Akal Takht*”,
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Thus the Chief Khalsa Diwan, the founder of the reform
movement and the new S.G.P.C. leadership adopted divergent and
contradictory stands over sensitive issues concerning the Sikhs
with the latter having overwhelming influence over the community.
However, Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia and his colleagues
continued to serve the community in their own way, regardless of
the criticism and opposition they encountered even to their sincere
and wise efforts to secure interests of their community and prevent
avoidable violence and bloodshed. In a handwritten letter dated
19.9.1932 from Majithia House, Simla E. Sardar Sundar Singh
Majithia expressed these feelings to Sardar Shivdev Singh, about
Akalis’ attitude towards constitutional reforms and communal
representation:

“In view of the fact that the council of action people do not wish
to cooperate with us and use us for their own purpose the best
course for us is not to be led by them but to carry on our own
programme and let the community accept it or reject it. We would
have done our duty to warn them against their hasty actions....
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Sir Sundar Si_ngh and Promotion of
Education Among the Community

- “The total worth of the person, or the total good he did to his
community can be best judged by the results of his actions and
achievements consequent on his efforts and toil in various spheres
of nation-building'”.

Judged from the services which Sundar Singh Majithia rendered
to his community throughout his long public career spreading
over five decades, we can say that his contributions touch almost
every aspect of the Sikh community’s life. His services were so
zealous, so consistent and so sincere that one can assume that
he had come to the world for no other purpose than to work
and endeavour for the upliftment of his brotherhood, the Sikhs.
Perhaps the greatest of his services to the Sikh community, is the
part he played in the founding and developing the Sikh Educational
Conference which, later on, became the fountain-head of education
resulting in a great awareness among the Sikhs. The Sikhs,
hitherto, had never paid adequate attention towards this essential
aspect of life, for they had always been busy in fighting against
tyranny and oppression. Education and knowledge are a necessary
part of a nation. About knowledge, Napolean once remarked,
“they must possess knowledge who wish to guide the destiny
of the others”. - .

The education during the Misl period and later under Ranpt
Singh was confined to religious priests who knew Gurbani and the
udasi saints who kept the pathshalas actively working and imparted
éeducation. With the advent of British rule in 1849, education
entered a new period. The initial efforts for the spread of Western
education were, however, made by Christian missionaries, who

'‘By Nahar Sirigh, M.A., Khalsa Advocate, ‘Amritsar, October 9, 1943.
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were, verily, “The pioneers of education in the PPunjab?”. They
started schools with a two-fold purpose, viz, for instructing anglo-
Indian and Christian children and for preaching Christianity.
“Thus the missionaries used education not as an end in itself but
as a means to evangelization®”. As a result the conquest of the Sikh
dominions was followed by several conversions to Christianity.
One Daud Singh is recorded to be the first convert to Christianity
in the Punjab. This conversion took place in 1853%.
The Sikhs gradually began to realize the nece551ty of evolvmg
" means to impart education to their children in order to maintain
their separate identity. The first man among the Sikhs who started
educating the Sikh masses was His Holiness, Baba Khem Singh
Bedi of village Kallar, District Rawalpindi who devoted most of his -
attention towards female education. The unique example of Babaji
created interest among the Sikhs which was accelerated with the
advent of Singh Sabha Movement in the Punjab in the year 1873
and a number of Sikh Schools were opened. Khalsa High School,
Gujranwala was opened in the year 1889 and Khalsa Middle School
Sukho was opened in 1894. Khalsa Middle School, Amritsar was
raised to a High School in the year 1896 and to a college, in the year

1899.

Formation of All-India Sikh Education Conference

Sundar Singh Majithia who had been taking keen interest in the
Khalsa College Movement, was mainly responsible for and
instrumental in dissolving the disputes between the Lahore and
Amritsar Diwans and the founding of the Chief Khalsa Diwan in
1902. He was, thus, one of those responsible and philanthropic
members of the Sikh community who had organized a new forum
where the Sikhs might assemble and sort out their common
problems. Soon this forum, Chief Khalsa Diwan, became the main
representative body of the Sikhs with many Singh Sabhas affiliated
to it.

As mentioned earlier, one important socio-religious activity of
the Chief Khalsa Diwan was to send preaching groups to various

‘Mehta, H.R., A History of Growth and Development of Western

' Education in the Pun)ab Monograph No. 5, p. 15.
‘Mukerji, 5.N. History of Education in India (Baroda, 1955, p. 138).
‘Harbans Singh, Heritage of the Sikhs (Newyork, 1964), p. 139.
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prbvinces, particularly Sind where one such group used to go every
year during X'mas holidays. During one such occasions in December
19Q7, the Muslims were holding their Educational Conference at Karachi.
 Sundar Singh Majithia, a member of the preaching group for that
year, went to see the Muslim Educational Conference. At once, this
fired the zeal of Sundar Singh’s genius to have a similar organization
for the Sikh community as well. Sundar Singh and his companions
pledged that they would themselves do the needful with the least
delay. _

Soon after returning from Sind, Sundar Singh Majithia invited 21
selected workers to a meeting at his house on January 9, 1908 at 4.30
p.m. Thirteen gentlemen belonging to Lahore, Gujranwala and
Amritsar attended the meeting. S. Tirlochan Singh presided over
the meeting and Bhai Jodh Singh was appointed Secretary at that
meeting. Sundar Singh Majithia -explained to the audience the
purpose of the meeting and expressed a desire to organise an All-
India Sikh Educational Conference with a view to promoting
education and literacy among the Sikh masses. The desire of the
great Sardar was greatly appreciated by all those present there. It
was decided that another similar meeting be called in which the
matter might be further discussed and for which invitations be sent
to more people. A notice to that effect was circulated under the
signatures of the following five persons:- ‘

1. Sodhi Sujan Singh, B.A., Patiala,

2. Bhai Sahib Bhai Arjan Singh Bagrian,
- 3. Bhai Dan Singh, B.A. Lahore

4. Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia

5. Babu Gulab Singh Gujranwala .

And the proposed meeting came off on ]anuary 19, 1908, at the
house of Sundar Singh Majithia. In the meeting it was passed that
the proposal of Sundar Singh be accepted and given a practical
~ shape at the earliest possible opportunity and the organisation
called the Sikh Educational Conference be formed.

‘A sub-committee to frame the rules of the constltutlon of the
conference was constituted consisting the followmg persons —

1. Sardar Gurcharan Singh, Bar-at-Law,

2. Sardar Kharak Singh, pleader, Lahore,

3. Bhai Dan Singh, B.A. Lahore,

4. Bhai Jodh Singh, M.A,,

5. Babu Gulab Singh, Gujranwala.

Digitized by Panjab Digital Library | www.panjabdigilib.org



56 Sir Sundar Singh Majithia and his Relevance in Sikh Politics

The draft constitution prepared by the above committee was sent
to the Chief Khalsa Diwan for approval. After it was approved, it
became the fundamental law of the Sikh Educational Conference.
The following were the broad features of the constitution:- -

Politics was to be excluded from the programme of the conference
and from the Education Committee®. The conference was to hold
its annual sessions regularly. For this, dates were to be determined
by the Educational Committee three months before the session. If
no dates were so determined, the session was to be held during the
Easter holidays.

The most important committee of the conference was the
Educational Committee. This committee consisted of 13 members
to be appointed in the manner detailed below:- '

(a) To be nominated by the Chief Khalsa Diwan | 7
(b) To be elected by the various Diwans and Singh Sabhas1
(c) To be elected by registered Sikh Graduates 2
(d) To be elected by various educational institutions =~ 2

(e) To be elected by the Reception Committee of the
place inviting the next conference -1

Total 13 %

Aims before the Conference'

- Realizing the economic backwardness, moral laxity and lamentable
ignorance of sense of social responsibility among the Sikhs, the
intelligentsia of the community envisaged the scheme of setting up
the Sikh Educational Conference for spiritual elevation, social
regeneration and material improvement of the Sikh community.
The conception of education was to “produce citizens who should

“be able to raise the level of our people, who will convert this poor
country into a prosperous one’”.

The conference had a high ideal before it to achieve. It was to
make a synthesis of the best of Western Education and the best of
India Education alongwith religious flavour mixed with it. _

Hundreds of Sikh youths after matriculating had to give—up
their further studies pertorce on account of poverty. The organisers

*The Report of the proceedings of the First Educatlonal Conference
(Appendix-D), p. 167.
*Proceedings of the Chief Khalsa Diwan, Amritsar Vol. I (1901- 10)
_ Meeting dated April 5, 1908, Item No. 1, p. 213. '
. ’Chagla, M.C. Education and the Nation (New Delhi, 1966), p. 19.
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of the conference felt, unless we do something to bring about their
“glory, we shall be missing on the discharge of one of our duties®”.
Poverty was, therefore, another challenge to the conference.

Other items on the programme of the conference were:

(i) to start new educational institutions;

(i) to help in getting the running schools recognized, to get state
aid for them and also to sanction grants from its own funds to help

these schools; _

(iii) to establish cordial relations between the management and
the staff of the schools;
~ (iv) To help-in the admission of Sikh students in Governments
schools and institutions;

(v) To call for remission of tuition fees

(vi) To organise National Fund to assist primary and mass
education;

The ob]ectlves of the conference under religious education
were:-

(1) To undertake rellglous schemes under which religious books
should be published. |

(ii) To spread religious education in schools and other institutions.

(iii) To make arrangements for religious diwans alongwﬂh the
conference and singing of Gurbani;

(iv) To encourage private institutions to start panthic schools.

Another grave problem before the Sikhs was how to make the
message of the Sikh scriptures read, understood, appreciated and
its inner meaning imbided in thought, word and deed. The
knowledge of the Gurmukhi Script was fast dwindling. Out of
21,30,987 Sikhs only 88,558 were put down as knowing Gurmukhi®.

As regards Female Education, the conference aimed at starting
girls schools alongwith boy schools and to grant concessions to
Sikh women seeking admission 'in training institutes. The
conferences was expected to make efforts to abolish the evil of early
marriage which was a great hurdle in the way of women'’s
education and to establish boarding houses for them. It was to start
widow ashrams where they could be given training to take up jobs

*The Report of the proceedings of the First Sikh Educational Conference
held at Gujranwala, April 1908, p. 80.

"The Sikh Educational Conference held at GU)ranwala on 18th & 19th
April, 1908, p. 110.

!
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of teachers, or they could be given nursing educatlon to enable
them to work in hospitals. |

 The aims before the conference were numerous, the task was
‘gigantic fraught with all possible difficulties ahead. But the
- exponents of this great work like Sundar Singh Majithia, who had
founded this conference, were equally spirited and ready to face all
these difficulties. In fact, they had created a awareness among the
Sikhs who had, by now, realized the urgency of the matter and they
cooperated together for the educational amelioration of their
community. “That the Sikhs are backward in education and that
advancement is urgently needed are accepted as axiomatic truth by
Sikhs of all shades of opinions who have, therefore, regarded the
conference as a cause in respect of which all sectarian differences
may be sunk in furtherance of the common goal; they have given
not only moral support but also financial assistance'®”.

Working _
When the conference is desired to be held somewhere, some
respectable and responsible Sikhs of the place have to make a
request to the Educational Committee and those whose request is
granted appear in the open session with the request. The same is
- then granted in the open session with the shouts of Sat Sri Akal.
This fixes the place for the next session of the conference.
- Those responsible for taking the next session to their place hold
a gathering of the important people of their district and form a
Reception Committee with a Chairman, a Secretary and a Joint
Secretary. To cope with the huge task of the session, the Reception
Committee forms a number of sub-committees each with a convener.
The conference, extending over three days, included presidential
procession, Kirtan Darbar, Dharmic Diwans, presidential address,
- some lectures, adoption of resolutions and ‘kavi darbar’.
The regular annual sessions of the educational conference offered
~ the Sikhs repeated opportunities to show their zeal of service, unity
and keen interest in the problems of the community. The first
session held at Gujranwala in 1908 was landmark in the educational

history of the Sikhs and it turned out to be a great success. The
conference, since then, has been holding its annual sessions.

“D. Petrie, Developments in Sikh Politics (1900-1911—A report) Chief
Khalsa Diwan. -
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If the sessions were marked by a high sense of maturity and
discipline, it was in no small way due to the great W1sdom and
amazing capacity of Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia.

He laboured hard throughout his life for the success of the
conference. He was associated with the educational committee
from its very inception and he continued to work for its success till
his death. Even about three months before his passing away in
1941, he attended the daily ‘Dak’ at his place, Estate Saraya, where
he had been advised to proceed by the doctors for a change of
climate. The Sikh Educational Conference in that year was to be
- held at Burewala, District Multan. Although Doctors had advised
~ him complete rest yet he could not forget the conference and on a
single day signed about 300 letters to different persons requesting
- them to join the conference and to make it a success, dictated many
more and also gave instructions to be forwarded to the office of the
committee'’. | . "

“Without any discredit to his illustrious colleagues and co-
workers in the field of the education like Bhai Vir Singh, Sardar
Tirlochan Singh, Sardar Harbans Singh of Attari Sardar Shivdev
Singh Uberoi, Sardar Sadhu Singh Dhupia, Sardar Gulab Singh
Gujranwala, Baba Puran Singh of Dehradun, Bhai Sahib Bhai Jodh
Singh, Rai Bahadur Wasakha Singh, and Sardar Shivdev Singh of
Daska and others and also the Sikh princes, it may be safely

asserted, that Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia, was the Chief pilot of
the Sikh Educational Committee and he was ever ready to promote .
the cause of fighting against the demon of illiteracy and darkness
among the Sikhs'#”. _

Sundar Singh worked hard for the success of the first session of
- the conference which was held at Gujranwala on April 17, 18 and

19, 1908 under the Presidentship of S. Baghel Singh Rais of Kulha
(Lahore)

At its third session held at Amritsar on April 10th, 11th and 12th,

1910, Sundar Singh worked as the Secretary of the Reception
Committee. The President was Kanwar Sir Daljit Singh K.C.S.1. of

Jullundur and Chairman of the Reception Committee was S.
Raghbir Singh Rais of Rajasansi.

| ''S. Nahar Singh, M.A., Sir Sundar Singh and his Achievements, Khalsa
Advocate, Oct. 9, 1943.

“Ibid.
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At its fourth session at Rawalpindi in April 1911, Sundar Singh
acted as President of the conference. The Chairman of the Reception
Committee was Baba Ujaggar Singh Bedi of Rawalpindi. An appeal
for the National Fund was made for the first time and Rs. 6730/ -
in cash and Rs. 45,000/- in promises were subscribed. _

Sundar Singh Majithia again presided over the 15th session held
at Patiala in April 1924. The Chairman of the Reception Committee
on this occasion was Gen. Gurdit Singh of Patiala. The most notable
event of the session was that the Maharaja of Patiala himself
attended the conference and donated one lakh rupees for it and Rs.
14,000/~ for various schools.

For the third time, Sardar Sundar Singh Ma]1th1a presided over
the twenty- fifth session, the Silver Jubilee Sikh Educational
Conference held at Gujranwala on April 19, 20, and 21, 1935 and
it proved to be a landmark in the Educational development of the
Sikh community. The news of holding the Silver Jubilee celebration
at Gujranwala created an unprecedented wave of ardent zeal, love
and service to the community. 101 ‘Akhand Paths’ were completed
before the opening of the conference in which much importance
was attached to divine thoughts, devotional songs and Akhand
Paths. Another innovation in the usual programme of the conference
was the hoisting of a flag by five Sikhs, which was an indication of
the victory of literacy over illiteracy. -

Sardar Mangal Singh who was the chairman of the Reception
Committee explained the role played by the people of Gujranwala
to make this conference a success like the first session which was
also held at Gujranwala.

In his presidential address Sundar Singh Majithia, drew the
attention of the people towards the step motherly treatment of
the Education Department towards Sikh community. He quoted
statistical data showing that the concessions granted elsewhere
to important minorities were quite generous, whereas the Sikhs
‘were not given share to which they were entitled by their
numerical strength.

- The figures which he gave showed that the Sikh representation
in the Education Department came only to 11.8 per cent, whereas
according to their numerical strength they were entitled to about 14
per cent. “Under such circumstances the Majithia Sardar added, “I
have to urge the Ministry of EdUC{tIOH to extend to us the same
treatment as is given to the minority communities and we should
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be given the same rights and concessions as the minority
communities enjoy in other provinces'”.- '

He further drew the attention of the audience to the deteriorating
condition of the Sikhs who were blindly following the Western civilization.
He said, “Both boys and girls are going away from Gurbani. Doing
‘Nitname’ is being regarded as a waste of time. Still they wonder why
miracles do not happen for them. It is the same thing which has been so
beautifully described by the Guru in the words, that the farmer sows the
acacia tree and hopes to eat delicious grapes therefrom,; he is using rough
wools and wants to wear soft silk™”,

He also invited the attention of the Panth to the necessity of
maintaining the existing schools in preference to the opening of
new ones®. “So all our energies should now be devoted to
consolidate what exists already, so that we have accomplished with
our own efforts should rest on firm foundations and becomes
permanent and all our labour of the last twenty five years goes not
in vain™”.

The President also said, “Though there is a long way before the
Sikhs to traverse amidst huge difficulties, yet the results they have
gained after the establishment of the Sikh Educational Conference
in 1908, are in no way a mean achievement. It is equally encouraging
to note that the number of educational institutions has risen to 427
- while it was only seven in 1908"".

In brief, the Sikh Educational Conference during the life period
of Sundar Singh Majithia, had been what he had made it or
intended to make it. -

With his death in 1941, the conference lost a stalwart who was
not only its founder but had always remained a force behind it for

“Presidential speech of S.B. Sir Sundar Singh Majithia, Kt. C.LLE., D.O.L.
delivered on the occassion of silver jubilee celebrations of Sikh Educational
Conference (Chief Khalsa Diwan), pp. 19 20.

“Ibid., p. 26.

"Golden Jubilee Book, (Educational Committee, Chief Khalsa Dlwan
Amritsar, p. 119.

*Presidential speech of 5.B. Sir Sundar Singh Majithia, Kt. C.ILE., D.O.L.,.

delivered on the occasion of the Silver Jubilee session of Sikh Educanonal
Conference (Chief Khalsa Diwan).
17Ibid., p. 8.
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its success. After his death, his son, S. Kirpal Singh Majithia, presided
over the 30th session held at Faridkot in 1943. After the sad demise of
S. Kirpal Singh Majithia on February 25, 1944, S. Surjit Singh Majithia,
the youngest son of Sardar Sundar Singh Majithia, came to serve the
cause of the conference with the same sense of devotion as his father.

Achievements of the Conference

Sikh Educational Conference has done yeoman'’s service to the cause
of education and its history is an admirable record of achievements of
which Sikhs should be justly proud. It was through the constructive
vision of its founders and the generosity of the Sikh people in those
days when private funds were rarely devoted to education, that this
conference started its network of educat1onal 1nst1tut10ns for eradicating
illiteracy amongst the masses. o

About the development of education among the Sikh commumty
the Government Educational Report of 1916-17 writes, “The activities
of the Sikh community in the cause of education deserve special
mention. No community shows such a percentage of increase in all
branches of general education. About other commendable features of
this activity was the founding of secondary schools in rural areas
nither-to beyond the reach of anglo-vernacular education. Nor did the
community neglect primary or female education’”. |

The following data of as early as 1944, shows the rapid progress
made by the conference. Before the conference came into existence in
1908, there were only 1 college, 4 middle schools and 1 primary school
for boys and 1 primary school for the girls. But after a period of only 35
years, there were 6 colleges (4 for boys and for girls) 65 high schools (60 for
boys and 5 for girls), 60 middle schools (34 for boys and 26 for glrls) and
300 primary- schools and pathshalas®.

“The Educational Conference upto this tlme (1944) has donated Rs. -
5,08,068 in the shape of grants-in-aid to the Sikh Institutions and Res.
70,564/- have been given to deserving students as. scholarship for
pursuing their studies. Rs. 34,000/- have been spent on elementary
education and under this scheme 42 schools have been opened®”.
“According to the last census of 1911, the population of the Sikhs
" in the Punjab, excluding the states is 14. 91 per cent but the Sll(hs are

‘aEducahonal Committee, ’Chlef Khalsa Dlwan Di Dasw Varshak
Report’ for the year 1917-18 (Amritsar), pp. S.H. '
YIbid.
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ahead in literacy in comparison with the other sister communities.
The following table reveals the fact clearly:-

Community  Total percentage of Male percentage Female percentage

~ Literac Literac Literac
Muslims 6.97 5.52 1.45
Hindus 16.35 11.89 4.46
Christians 7.76 | 4.69 3.07
Gikhs 17.03 12.13 49 *el

Writing for the “Royal Asiatic Society” in 1917, Mr. Altred Melvyn
Davies, of Bishop’s Straford College, in a prize winning essay “the
~ Sikhs and their history” published in London, aptly remarked,
“Alongside Government and other Educational Institutions in the
Punjab, the Sikhs, with the approval and support of the Executive
had developed an extensive system although they constituted but
a minority of the population. They have a national residential
college at Amritsar which is affiliated to the Punjab University.
With a college in each Sikh state and over a 100 High Schools the
number of which is continuously increasing, special attention is
paid to female education and there are about 25 Sikh Girls Schools
existing in the province. In the attention which they give to the
education of women and girls the Sikhs rank highest amongst the
people of India. Their schools which are managed and staffed by -
the Sikhs are under the control of a ‘Sikh Educational Conference’
which meets annually. The aims and ideals of this conference as
evidenced by certain speeches and papers given at it are remarkably
fine and lofty, giving a clear proof that at any rate the religion of
Guru Nanak still holds sway in the hearts of a large and influential
portion of the people®*”. _

The conference also paid adequate attention to agricultural and
technical education. It also successfully worked for the introduction
of Punjabi in Educational and government departments.

To sum up, we may say that the conference laboured hard to
achieve success in every aspect of education. It started as a
movement and the present state of education and the existence of
various institutions particularly Guru Nanak Dev University

Amritsar and Punjabi University Patiala, owe their foundation to
- Abid., p. 20.
“By. S. Nanak Singh (Khalsa Advocate, Amritsar). March 31 1024 ~ 2
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the zeal fired by the conference amongst the Sikhs. But for the Sikh
Educational Conference, the Sikhs would have lagged behind the
sister communities in the hectic race of education. The Sikh
community owes a great debt of gratitude to the great Sardar
Sundar Singh Majithia and his friends for his hard work in the field

of education.

Digitized by Panjab Digital Library | www.panjabdigilib.org



4
Sir Sundar Singh Majithia and
Khalsa College, Amritsar

Khalsa College, Amritsar, is the biggest and oldest Sikh institution
founded as early as 1892. In fact the movement to open Khalsa
College could be traced back to 1873 when Singh Sabha Movement
came into existence. Sundar Singh Majithia, barring the first few
years of his life till he came to the public scene, was associated
intimately with the college affairs till death snatched him away
from the community in 1941. The keen interest he took in the
college affairs, the role he played for its development, the pains
which he took, for its progress, the difficulties which he faced for
this sacred institution of the panth, bears testimony to the spirit
with which he was working for the upliftment of his community.
In serving the college, he also had the aim of establishing a Sikh
University, an ambition which however remained unrealized during
his life period. '

'—__ﬁ
-_-_.--

—_—

Founding of Khalsa College

As described in earlier chapters, a renaissance had occurred amongst
the Sikhs who had awakened, as if from a deep slumber, and
realized that their religion was imperilled by various internal and
external forces. In this period of awakening, they had realized the
importance of intellectual advancement of their community. In the
absence of their own institutions, the Sikh boys had to go either to
the Christian schools and colleges or to the newly established High
Schools and Colleges of Arya Samaj which appeared to have
launched an open and direct offensive against the Sikhs. “If the
coming generation of educated Sikhs had then to be saved from
~absorption into the old fold, and if the religion of the Gurus had
to be rescued from dissolution into the old heterogeneous mass of
Hinduism, it could only be done through Sikh schools and colleges
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which could provide for their alumni all the amenities of modern
education and satisfy their daily increasing thirst for knowledge,
and, at the same time, educate them in the principles and practices
of Sikhism and inspire them with the glorious tradition of their
illustrious fore-fathers'”

The Khalsa College movement received a temporary set-back in
1886 when as a result of some difference of opinion in the Khalsa
Diwan, Amritsar Bhai Gurmukh Singh established a new Khalsa
Diwan at Lahore. Happily for the Khalsa Colleg