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The Panjab Rivers. — " Panjab " is a Persian compound

word, meaning " five waters," and strictly speaking

the word denotes the country between the valley of

the Jhelam and that of the Sutlej. The intermediate

rivers from west to east are the Chenab, the Ravi, and

the Bias. Their combined waters at last flow into the

Panjnad or " five rivers " at the south-west corner of

the Multan district, and the volume of water which

44 miles lower down the Panjnad carries into the Indus

is equal to the discharge of the latter. The first Aryan

settlers knew this part of India as the land of the seven

rivers (sapta sindhavas), adding to the five mentioned

above the Indus and the Sarasvati. The old Vedic

name is more appropriate than Panjab if we substitute

the Jamna for the Sarasvati or Sarusti, which is now

a petty stream.

Sir James Douie, The Panjab, North-West Frontier Province And Kashmir. Cambridge : The University Press. 19 1 6

Michael Pearson has argued that thinking about water has been dominated by a conceptual framework evolved in relation to land and called for an aquatic sensibility that pervade the islander consciousness.  Sarah Nutall, while proposing islandness as a new conceptual framework in understanding waterborne cultures, has highlighted the relation between water and cities, including hinterlands.  In view of the displacement of oceanic journeys through aerial travels, the oceanic can no longer be divorced from the terrestrial or the aerial forms of thinking.   Unlike the lascars  and coastal traders who have been central in the movements in the Indian Ocean, the movement of Sikhs from Punjab, a land locked region divided between India and Pakistan between 1849 to 2009 have not figured in  Indian Ocean dialogues though the Sikh Guru Guru Nanak is believed to have undertaken religious travels, or udasis, in the fifteenth century beginning a saga of Sikh mobility that continues till today. While Guru Nanak is believed to have travelled to Java according to the janamsakhi literature, the subsequent travels of Sikhs have not been documented. This paper will trace the journey from Sikhs/Punjabis from the Punjabi hinterland to Southeast Asia to uncover a narrative of movement emerging from imperial mapping of colonized land and the introduction of the system of private property that forced small farmers to migrate overseas as well as led to families encouraging younger sons to travel overseas to reduce pressure on the family land.  These journeys connect the establishment of canal colonies in Punjab at the end of the nineteenth century with the flows of the five rivers of Punjab and the oceanic flows connecting remote villages in Punjab with the port of Kolkata and islands in Southeast Asia corroborating Pearson’s relation between the land, rivers and oceans. 

Graham Chapman’s emphasis on the conceptualization of the passes of the North West as a frontier  to be defended against all incursions in the formation of the first Empire, that is the Aryan,  locates Punjab strategically as a frontier region through which the boundaries of subsequent empires continued to be demarcated.(2003 17) The unique cultural history and geographical identity of Punjab makes it  the preferred site for the making of territorial claims, national boundaries and transnational identities.  Its etymological origins(Persian panj or five and aab waters),  literally map Punjab’s geography on  the topography of its five rivers.  Mythologically, however, Punjab was known as Sapta Sindhu, the land of the seven rivers, namely Sindhu(Indus), Vitasta(Jhelum), Asuhi(Chenab), Purshin(Ravi), Vipasa(Beas), Satadru(Sutlej) and Saruri(Saraswati).
  Once dry desert land between the Khyber Pass and the Ganga basin beyond the constricted passage between the Delhi ridge and Himalayan foothills inhabited by semi-nomadic warriors who defended the region from invaders from the north-west, Punjab’s cultural geography was continually interrupted and altered permanently after the annexation of Punjab in 1849.  From becoming the 20th satrapy of the Persian empire after Darius’s conquest of North Punjab in 516 BC and its falling to Alexander’s imperial ambitions in 326 BC, Punjab’s rivers – Indus that Alexander crossed 16 miles North of Attock and Jhelum at which he met resistance from the Aryan king Pauravas or Porus  - have played a significant role, along with passes and deserts, in its contentious history of territorial expansion and imperial conquest.  

 “A whole history remains to be written of spaces __which would at the same time be the history of powers(both of these terms in the plural)”; Foucault announced in “The Eye of Power”, a project that has been taken forward by postmodern geographers and postcolonial theorists.(1980 149) In 1994, Jonathan Crush announced the aims of colonial geography as  “the unveiling of colonial complicity in colonial domination over space; the character of geographical representation in colonial discourse, the de-linking of local geographical enterprise from metropolitan theory and its totalizing systems of representation; and the recovery of those hidden spaces occupied and invested with their own meaning, by the colonial underclass”(1994 336-37).  Like postmodern geographers, post-colonial theorists have engaged with the dislocation of the colonized through the colonial conceptualization of space, maps, and geography that overwrote the places of the colonized.  The colonial administrator, drawing on the new discipline of geography to establish the topography of the region by employing the tools of newly invented cartography, imposes a monocular view on the surrounding space of the colonized:

Below Kalabagh the Indus is a typical lowland river of great size, with many sandy islands in the bed and a wide valley subject to its inundations. Opposite Dera Ismail Khan the valley is seventeen miles across. As a plains river the Indus runs at first through the Mianwali district of the Panjab, then divides Mianwali from Dera Ismail Khan, and lastly parts Muzaffargarh and the Bahawalpur State from the Panjab frontier district of Dera Ghazi Khan.(Douie 1916) 

The recollections of Sir Herbert Edwardes provide a classic example of colonialism’s elision of its pre-colonial history through his representation of Bannu, a district in Punjab he conquered in 1848 as a young lieutenant, as terra incognita.  

Now, though most of us possess an atlas and a geography, yet not ten educated men in a hundred could state off-hand where New Granada, Trinidad, Manilla, and Yemen are, and to whom they belong. I shall therefore take it for granted that not one in five hundred, whether resident in India or England, knows anything about such an insignificant little place as Bannu, its environs, and its inhabitants; and I shall proceed to describe both, beginning of course "from earliest times," which will not take long, as neither country nor people has any ascertained ancient history to speak of.[italics mine](Herbert Edwardes. 1848-49)
More than twenty five years later, when another British official, S. S. Thorburn, wrote his anthropological account Bannu: or Our Afghan Frontier(1876) that includes excerpts from Edwardes’ memoir, the boundaries of Punjab still extended to Bannu. 

The Punjab is divided into thirty-two districts, amongst which, with reference to size, Bannu stands tenth on the list. Its superficial area is 3786 square miles, which is greater than that of any English county except Yorkshire, and a little more than half the size of Wales. (Thorburn 1876)

Thorburn’s observation on the overlapping linguistic boundaries of Isakhel with its Pathans speaking ‘the broken Punjabi dialect of the hardy Jat cultivators’ was confirmed by a Punjabi partition scholar recently when Dilip Kumar alias Yusuf Khan, the thespian of Hindi cinema of Pathan origin celebrated for his flawless Urdu diction and delivery, insisted on sharing his memories of his native Peshawar with him in Hindco, the Punjabi dialect that Thorburn mentions:

When entering it from the Marwat side, you feel that you are descending into a new country, for the general level of Isakhel is considerably below that of Marwat. Although, too, the dominant class of its inhabitants are Pathans, and nearly related to the Marwats, they have long since discarded their mother Pashto, which they speak like foreigners, for the broken Punjabi dialect of the hardy Jat cultivators of the soil. An amphitheatre of hills known as the Salt Range to the east, and its Khatak- Niazai branch on the west, of an average elevation of two thousand feet above the plain, in closes this valley on all sides but the south, to which it is open. 

Beginning with an account of his duties as the Settlement Officer of Bannu district in 1872, Thorburn’s book provides a rare record of the conscious overwriting of colonized places by the colonial project of mapping and measuring space, which were then used as instruments of colonial control.  Locating Bannu and its boundaries through the “monocular” view of space in the West, Thorburn proceeds to describe the Indus, the river that has witnessed the rise and fall of one of the oldest world civilizations. 

The reader can easily conceive what a capricious tyrant this mighty stream is, and how anxiously tens, nay hundreds of thousands, who acknowledge it as the dispenser to them of life and death, watch its annual rise and fall. From the point of its final debouchure from the hills to Karrachi, near which it discharges its waters from many mouths into the Indian Ocean, the Indus travels about six hundred miles, and has an average width during the flood season of from six to twelve miles. The number of villages on its banks, or in its bed, which are subject to its influence, cannot be under two thousand five hundred, and the average population in each is certainly over two hundred. We have thus, at the lowest computation, no fewer than half a million of human beings whose subsistence depends on this river's vagaries. (Thorburn 1876)

The colonial administrator’s meticulous measurement of the area under his control and understanding of its specific features, he maintains, supremely qualifies him for the job assigned to him as compared to his blissfully ignorant countrymen in Britain.  The rationale behind the colonial project – to rescue the two thousand five hundred villages from the “vagaries” of the “capricious tyrant this mighty river” - repositions settlement from a strategy of colonial control to a civilizing burden. (Thorburn  1876)

Historians such as Ian Talbot and others have systematically unpacked the colonial production of Punjab as the agricultural province of India through the establishment of canal colonies by harnessing the waters of the five rivers.(2007)  The justification of British rule in terms of its transformative effects on outmoded social and cultural practices, patterns of landholding and so on examined by Talbot foregrounds the honest intentions of colonial administration in bringing benefits to the region, albeit through acts of ‘epistemic violence’, as Thorburn would himself grant a little later:

Within the last twenty years it [Indus]has ruined many of the once thriving villages of Isakhel and Mianwali, by converting their lands into sand wastes or engulfing them altogether; whilst others it has enriched with a fertilizing deposit, and raised their inhabitants from the position of wretched cattle graziers, struggling for existence, to that of prosperous peasant proprietors. Its last freak in this district was to shift its chief channel eight miles eastwards, a feat it accomplished between 1856 and 1864. In doing so it submerged between seventy and eighty square miles of cultivated land and seventeen villages. From this we may judge how it may have fared within the same period with the hundreds of villages within its influence farther south. (Thorburn 1876)

Talbot considers the transformation of 6 million acres of desert into one of the richest agricultural regions in Asia as a “stupendous engineering feat” that was seen as the colonial state’s greatest achievement but was also an attempt to remake both the national environment and its people.(2007) By calling attention to the commercialization of agriculture and the replacement of arid subsistence production with commercial production of huge amounts of wheat, cotton and sugar, he links the establishment of canal colonies to the introduction of capitalist production in Punjab through British imperial policies.  Pervaiz Vandal corroborates his argument by citing an item in The Illustrated London News of 28th March, 1846, which exposes the economic gains of the annexation of Punjab with a specific reference to the irrigation potential:

…if the Punjaub (sic) were placed under the immediate dominion of the British Crown… it might become a most valuable acquisition. It possess great mineral wealth; its agricultural produce might be almost indefinitely multiplied [emphasis added] by a judicious system of irrigation…’
(Vandal  1846 )

Vandal argues that the twin objectives of the settlement process were “to change as little as possible the existing social relations, structures and hierarchies” and “to make clear to all that the British rulers were the true Mai-Baap who could make or break jagirdars and sardars”.(1846)  It sealed the establishment of colonial control over the independent feudal lords under the Sikh kingdom of Ranjit Singh while guaranteeing the loyalty of Punjabis to the British through the complex system of rewards and punishments.  Bannu returns in Vandal’s anecdote illustrating the plenipotentiary powers accorded to young officers who, in turn, created the image of the incorruptible gora sahib. 

Like John Nicholson, the Deputy Commissioner of Jammu from 1852-61 mentioned by Vandal, who tied himself to a tree to get Alladad Khan, a wealthy Bannuchi villager, to confess to his crime,  his successor,  Thorburn,  turns to his job with a truly civilizing zeal.  But Thorburn is also a collector of strange customs as well as an assiduous student of history who provides a comprehensive overview of Bannu under native rule and the old revenue system before outlining the new settlement system.  The glimpse he provides into the revenue collection system followed by successive Hindu and Muslim dynasties for centuries with the state as “the supreme landlord of the country” taking a share of every crop according to “its enlightenment and capacity for enforcement” and generally abstaining from “interfering with any agricultural community” so long as it demands were punctually satisfied.(Thorburn 1876)   With the proprietary rights in land vested in the state, the informal development of tenures or soil-relationships according to local traditions and custom by various cultivating communities and a customary convention of revenue collection was seen to be in sharp contrast to the capitalist economy introduced by the British.  Turning to Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s system specifically, Thorburn concedes that the simple Sikh revenue system as one fourth of the harvest based on standing crops was good in principle but villainous in its administration as corrupt collectors appointed by the Sikhs extorted unreasonable sums from cultivators.  This was the system that was replaced by the British after the annexation of Punjab in 1848 the first four years of which, by Thorburn’s own admission, were the era of misrule until the ‘incorruptible’ Nicholson was summoned to introduce Summary Settlement in 1852-53.  With Summary Settlement, the imposition of a lump sum based on a rough measurement of the cultivatable settlement leaving the villagers to split it between themselves, an intermediary system of joint proprietorship entered Punjab that Thorburn regards as a “great advance on the Sikh practice” despite the old system being superior to the new in theory. (1876) The dispassionate British officer grants that the Sikhs could take one fourth of the produce without “impoverishing the landlords” as “the demand fluctuated with the yield”.(1876)  In a rare admission of the failure of the colonial system, Thorburn accepts that the fixed annual demand of the British calculated on the basis of the previous four years average simply “meant ruin to the cultivators, who sooner or later fell into the toils of the money-lender” but is more concerned about the loss of revenue for the British state than for the hardships to cultivators.(1876) Differentiating the second Summary Settlement of 1858-59 and Regular Settlement as one of increasing taxes, Thornburn gives himself a larger role by stressing the importance of “the preparation of a record of rights, a judicial and statistical process of a very laborious nature”.(1876)  It is in this laborious process of measuring, knowing, and assessing the land that the “imperial cunning” of Western reason may be seen at work that legimitizes the dispossession of the colonized of their place.  Thorburn displays a true sense of British fair play by engaging sincerely with survey, mapping and measuring of land as a prelude to determining the revenue to be paid that implicates him in the colonial superscription of colonized places through the disciplinary tools of geography.   

By following the Pashto proverb in its spirit, "Take up a clod for a Hindkai, but quietly coax a Pathan," village boundaries were demarcated, and boundary and field maps with indices were prepared. The ordinary scale to which the maps were drawn was one hundred and ten yards to the inch; but in tracts where the sub-division of land was very minute, fifty-five yards to the inch; and in the indices every conceivable detail about every rood of land, marsh, and water in the District was recorded.(Thorburn 1876)

The relationship between colonial knowledge and power is evident in the way objective mapping of territory, measurement of space, marking of boundaries, and recording of genealogies destroyed the colonized relationship to spaces and places. Colonialism’s assumption of scientific objectivity that conceals its hegemonizing intentions is displayed in the verification of facts by comparison of data collected and the collision of divergent state apparatuses in imposing the colonial agenda.

Whilst this was going on, a scientific survey with the theodolite and chain, on a fixed scale of four inches to the mile, was being separately carried on by Officers of the Survey Department, by which my measurements were put to a final test.(Thorburn 1876) 

It is quite clear that Thorburn views himself as the “incorruptible gora sahib” attempting to bring order into a state of confusion having prevailed over centuries due to absence of records and unfamiliarlity with the notion of private property among a feudal people bound in relations of obligation. He displays acute awareness of the fact that a concept of “right or obligation, the distinction between which and a privilege enjoyed, or service rendered of grace and terminable at any moment, was, and is, to many incomprehensible”.(1876) Even as the colonial official congratulates himself for accomplishing the task in record time with amazing efficiency, the collector of native customs displays painful recognition of “without, by any direct action of my own, extinguishing a custom endeared to the people by many generations of observance, and which, notwithstanding the general objections to any tenure which does not secure permanency of occupancy to each landholder, has, nevertheless, many special recommendations not to be found under any other system”.[italics mine](1976) He illustrates this by conceding that customary law such as khula vesh could be scientifically verified. Finally, in his ascription of the rise in mortgage to “the inflexibility  of our revenue system, long series of bad years, and in some cases over-assessment” is a telling admission of colonial responsibility for the events that followed.(1876) The Chapter ends with a statement that comes as a surprise from one in charge of destruction of the old system. “Indian agriculturists at large is that, considering the disadvantages under which they labour, poverty, climate, heavy taxation, and ignorance, their systems of tillage deserve our admiration rather than condemnation…”.(1876) 

In “The Punjab Under Colonialism: Order and Transformation in British India”, Ian Talbot has summed up “the contradictions between order and transformation that lay at the heart of the imperialist enterprise in Punjab with respect firstly to ownership and transfer of land, secondly to agricultural development and social engineering, and thirdly to customary law”.(2007)  He unpacks the role of the “hidden hand” of market forces that imperiled order brought by British administrators such as Thorburn.  He also calls attention to the socio-economic transformation arising from the commercialization of the region’s agriculture that ironically threatened rural order though its being accompanied by indebtedness. The threat to the revolution in holdings through urban moneylenders’ use of the British legal system to foreclose debts of mortgaged lands had earlier led Thorburn, then posted to Dera Ghazi Khan, to sound a note of warning in Musalmans and Moneylenders of Punjab on the possibilities of unrest as land passed into the hands of absentee moneylenders.(1974) The twin faces of British as nightwatchmen and interventionists in Punjab examined by Talbot are unmasked in the series of reforms concluding in the paternalist support they gave to the ancestral landlord and substantial yeoman against the rapacious moneylender.(2007) The grand rhetoric of the reports notwithstanding, duty, through securing  the contentment of the masses, is directly connected to safety of the rulers, the keywords in Ibbetson’s 1895 enquiry being “the safe foundation” upon which British rule can rest through “the loyalty and contentment of the sturdy yeomanry from whose ranks we draw our native soldiers”.(1895)  According to Talbot, the Land Alienation Act of 1900, projected as the grand revolutionary step that prevented the urban commercial castes from permanently acquiring land held by “the statutory agriculturist tribes”, “structured political developments in the province for the reminder of the colonial era”.(2007) But one must turn to Talbot’s section on Punjab’s social engineering to understand how the strong attachment to land in Punjab, or ‘landedness’ as I would like to call it, stems from its “agrarian development at the expense of industrial growth” whose ‘legacy’ continued to impact the region for more than a century. (2007) The harnessing of the waters of the rivers in an ambitious irrigation project that fructified in the canal colonies of West Punjab with the neatly laid out squares not only epitomized the ideals of the modern rational state but also created a new kind of model ‘cultivator’, a “manly peasantry capable of self support and of loyal and law abiding disposition”.(2007) The introduction of The Colonies Act of 1912 by Dwyer that reinstated the landed gentry to provide natural leadership to marginalize the influence of urban agitators like Laja Lajpat Rai witnessed in the 1907 disturbances in the Canal colonies leads Talbot to conclude that “British policies of encouraging capitalist farming thus uneasily coexisted with the desire to retain a feudal presence in the colonies”.(2007) He reveals the Janus face of the legal system whose public face endorsed modern transactions and private reinforced primordial ‘traditional’ status by pointing out that from the 1872 Punjab Laws Act onwards, personal law was not rooted in Hindu or Muslim religious framework but in traditional customary law, which was an important element in “the paternalist system of imperial rule in Punjab”. As “progress and paternalism marched hand in hand”, Talbot concludes, “both tradition and transformation served the purpose of the colonial state by justifying the exercise of colonial power”.(2007) 

By addressing one of the questions related to the first wave of Sikh migration overseas in his essay “Rural Roots of the Sikh Diaspora”, Darshan Singh Tatla shows the direction to further investigations, which  may draw upon the rationale provided by Tatla.(2004)  Tatla expresses his surprise that the largely rural character of early migration from Punjab, largely of the cultivator caste of Jats, joined by a smaller group of Ramgarhias and Chamars hailing from a cluster of villages in Central Punjab, is a disjuncture in the diasporas of trade such as those of Gujaratis and Bohra Muslims or of skilled diasporas of the present. While chain migration from a cluster of migrant, sending villages might explain the strong Punjabi presence overseas, Tatla argues, it fails to account for its initiating impulses.(2004) He proposes that the cultural norms of the population of these villages may be used to understand “whether these especially predisposed the inhabitants to the unsettling process of overseas migration”.(2004 46-47). Tatla’s essay is particularly interesting for its connecting of the oceanic circulations to land reforms instituted by the British after the annexation of Punjab in 1848 through which the Punjabi village was integrated into a New World economy as a producer of wheat, rice and cotton.  His pointing to the connections between the two imperial constructions of Punjab as India’s granary and Sikhs as ‘sturdy cultivators’ and ‘the martial race’ leading to the alteration of the rural peasantry’s social outlook and to the Sikh migration within and outside India is equally significant.(2004 47) His account of the land granted to Sikh cultivators and retired soldiers from Amritsar, Jullundur, Hoshiarpur, Gurdaspur, and Ludhiana in the Canal Colonies of Lahore, Lyallpur, Multan, Montgomery, Jhang and Shahpur  throws light on the links between flows from the rivers and canals to oceanic flows.  Tatla argues that the responsiveness of Punjabi villagers to opportunities lying in far lying countries ’Tel-a’(Australia), ‘Mirkin’(America) and later ‘vilayat’(England) was “facilitated by rural Punjab economy’s integration into the international economy” as the increased productivity of canal colonies enabled families to raise the fare for passage from Kolkata to Hongkong and beyond.(2004 47) 

Arunajeet Kaur’s  comprehensive Master’s thesis on “The Role of Sikhs in the Policing of British Malaya and the Straits Settlements(1874-1957)” relates the Sikh migration to British Malaya and the Straits Settlements as Sepoys to their construction as ‘the martial races’ after the ‘Mutiny’ of 1857.  Kaur points out that the promixity of Malaya and Singapore, the tropical climate, and the positive tales by returning Sikhs made Cheen(including Malaya, Singapore and Hongkong) favoured destinations as compared to vilayat or Britain.  Her location of the militarization of Sikhs to imperial economic imperatives in the Malayan Peninsula corroborates the integration of both Punjabi soldiers and cultivators in the international economy mentioned by Tatla.  Her point about the recruitment of loyal strangers to contain indigenous factions in Malaya conflicting with British economic interests provides a telling example of the British integration of the colonial economy through an effective management of different kind of colonials into the world system.

Tatla’s thesis about the intergration of rural Punjabi economy’s is corroborated by an aborted plan about the construction of a transnational trade network through the resignification of Aroras and Khatris as petty shopkeepers.(2004) Both the construction of Sikhs as ‘the martial race’ and khatri and arora Hindus as shopkeepers revealed by Tatla and others are a classic illustration of Wallerstein’s world system theory about the emergence of global capitalism in the fourteenth century in which the labour of the periphery was put in the service of the creation of core capital with the semi-peripheries serving as conduits.
 Other than Some Historical Notes by Lopo-Dhalliwal,  Early Sikh Pioneers of Singapore by Sewa Singh Gandharb and From Village to City, Arunajeet Kaur’s unpublished thesis offers a valuable resource for constructing the narrative of the migration and settlement of Sikhs in Malaya and the Straits Settlements as policemen. (Lopo-Dhalliwal  1971 ) 

The different waves of Sikh movement to Southeast Asia problematize their inclusion either in the indentured diasporas of Rajesh Rai and Vijay Devadas, the convict diasporas of Claire Anderson or the police diasporas mentioned by Kaur.(Anderson, Rai Devadas in Lal   2006 )  Due to the confusion of Sikhs with Bengalis in Malaysia through the use of the term Bengalis used to describe all non-Tamil Hindu and Muslim migrants to Malacca at the end of the nineteenth century and the adoption of the ascription by Sikhs in their description in the 1911 census, it is difficult to estimate the exact number of Sikh migrants to Malaysia. But the 1921 census mentions 11,113 Punjabis and 1,845 Bengalis who might have included Sikhs.
 Malay language dictionaries still refer to them as ’orang Bengali’.  

Some Historical Notes(1971), a slim volume compiled by Malkiat Singh Lopo-Dhalliwal, celebrating a century of Sikh presence in Malaya and Singapore, gifted to the Sikh community contains valuable information about the Sikh presence prior to 1857 that is either undocumented or is relegated to a footnote in more authoritative sources.
 It begins by invoking janam sakhi references to Guru Nanak’s udasis or travels to “Suvarna Pur”(Suwarna Bhumi) and to Pasai in Sumatra to speculate that the Guru might have visited Malaca in the 16th century.  Speculating that the Sikh travels to Malaysia might have preceded those of Sikh workers who traveled to Australia with John Mackay in 1837, Lopo-Dhalliwal  relies on Khushwant Singh’s authority to date the arrival of Sikhs from Malwa to Malaysia as early as 1819 before turning to documentary evidence by Isabella Bird and Charles Burton Buckley to confirm the presence of Sikh - misspelt as ‘Sheikhs’ - detainees in Malaysia and Singapore including political prisoners such as Bhai Maharaj Singh(who died in 1856) and those like Kurrock Singh whose detention was part of the preventive measures taken by the British after the ‘Mutiny’ of 1857.(1971) The anecdotal evidence reproduced by Lopo-Dhalliwal by drawing on reports of colonial officers, diaries of women travellers and newspaper reports testifies to the presence of political prisoners prior to the period covered by Kaur’s thesis, the most celebrated being Nihal Singh or Bhai Maharaj Singh who was exiled to solitary punishment in Singapore following his capture in 1849 for his role in the Prema conspiracy involving Henry Lawrence and his subsequent blindness and death in 1856.  The report in the Singapore Free Press in September 1863 about the outbreak of one hundred “generally powerful, daring” Sikhs brought from the Alipore jail in India and the reported anecdote about an aborted plot to shoot the superintendent of the Singapore jail following a dispute between “Rawdasee” and “Majabee” Sikhs confirms the early Sikh presence in Malaysia and Singapore.(Lopo-Dhalliwal 1971)  The exile of Sikhs who opposed British rule to Malacca and to Sarawak following their insurrection in 1857 confirms the first wave of Sikh settlement in the Straits, which is lost partially due to the Sikhs marrying local Malay and Chinese women whose children include pioneers such as Sardar Mohan Singh, Sardar Jaswant Singh and Sardar Samund Singh of Malacca and whose grandchildren acquired non-Sikh names such as Babu despite being raised in Indian traditions. 

Lopo-Dhalliwal’s commemorative volume expresses a disagreement on details based on oral and undocumented Sikh sources. For example, he corrects the commonly held view of Speedy’s arrival in 1874 by predating it by a year on the authority of a Sikh chronicler. His advancing the Sikh arrival by nearly half a century based on Khushwant Singh’s dating of Sikh migration to Southeast Asia to 1819 complicates the narrative of the migration of policemen through movements of a different nature.  While his suggestion about Sikhs aboard Mackay’s ship to Australia in 1837 and settling down in Malaya is uncorroborated by concrete evidence, the celebrated case of Bhai Maharaj Singh and the Sikh insurrections in the Singapore jail in 1868 and the settlement of Sikhs released before 1873 in Perak and other states is substantiated by oral evidence of the intermarriage of these Sikhs with local women and mention of names of specific individuals born of these unions.(1971)  

Kaur’s thesis about the Sikh presence in these states to their construction as a martial race after 1857, however, must skip several pages of the Sikh travelogue that does not conform to her thesis.  Though she mentions the Anglo-Sikh wars (1836-49), she uses it to buttress her argument about British admiration of Sikh military process failing to explore the link between these insurrections, the loyalty of 13420 men of the Punjab Irregulars from the Punjab Frontier force during the 1857 revolt and the formation of the military force of Sikh and Punjabi Muslims between May and December 1857.  Relying on Abdul Karim Bagoo’s academic exercise The Origin and Growth of the Malayan States to trace the history of the colonial police force in the state of Perak to Speedy’s men in 1874, the Resident’s Guard and Larut Police from 1874-1876, the Perak Armed Police from 1877-1884, and the First Battalion Perak Sikhs from 1884-1896, Kaur corroborates the presence of Sikhs on the peninsular Malaya in Perak under the employment of Ngah Ibrahim, the Mentri of Larut on September 1873 under Captain Speedy mentioned by Lopo-Dhalliwal.(Bagoo 1954) While the symmetry of Kaur’s narrative is disrupted by the unruly presence of exiled details, she bypasses the earlier wave to substantiate her “martial race” argument. Her first phase whereby the British were trying to assert imperial authority during 1874-1896 and the second phase which entailed the British government reorganizing colonial policing to focus on civilian needs and crime control that coincides with the formation of the Malay States in Malaya in 1896 upto the Second World War and the third phase characterized by a mounting breakdown  from 1948-60 excludes the prehistory of Sikh migration to Singapore for which one must turn to the less academic  Some Historical Notes.(1971) The exile of political prisoners to Singapore jails after the Anglo-Sikh wars and the Mutiny of 1857 and the recruitment of Sikhs after 1857 through their construction as a martial race are not really contradictory because they are both based on the representation of Sikhs as warriors in pre-colonial and colonial narratives.  

The movement of Sikhs in the Indian ocean is revealed to emerge from the colonial construction of ‘native’ populations as industrious or martial partially drawing on the self-identifications of castes and ethnicities but also reaffirming those stereotypes of particular ethnic groups through their colonial ascriptions as self-descriptions.
 As Kaur points out, the preferential treatment given to Sikhs in recruitment to the army or the police through their construction as ’the martial races’  and the unsuitability of Malays and Chinese to be suitable for the policing of Malaya led to the large scale recruitment of Sikhs in the police force from 1873 to 1947.  The convergence of physiognomy, the construction of the martial race and recruitment in the Police Force resulted in the preferential recruitment of Punjabis or Sikhs in the police force as a height of 5.10 and 34 ¾ chest measurement was stipulated as the eligibility for being considered for recruitment. The return of Speedy and Walker, who had the experience of leading Sikhs during the 1857 Mutiny, to Punjab in search of pure Sikhs accounts for the large Sikh presence in Malaya until they faced competition from the Indian army in 1895. In fact, the isolation of the Khalsa over the multilayered and eclectic history of Sikhism in Sikh identarian narratives could be appropriated in colonialist constructions of the martial races.  The deep conviction of the British about “the martial prowess of the Sikhs” flowing out of “their religious observances or beliefs”, as Harjot Oberoi has pointed out(1994 361), illustrates how pseudo-scientific theories of race could be superscribed on caste hierarchies and ritual formations, such as Khalsa Sikh conventions, to serve colonial economic imperatives.
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� Saraswati now flows in traces with seasonal streams that flow near Pehowa in Haryana.�


� Quoted in Officers of the Punjab Commission compiled and edited by Ch. Mohammad Ashraf, NEDA


Publishers, Lahore, 1995, p16.





� For this reason, Rajvinder Singh’s unpublished undergraduate thesis “Migrants to Merchants: Dynamics of Sikh Entrepreneurship in Singapore” submitted to the Department of Sociology National University of Singapore is interesting in its framing Tatla’s argument about the rural roots of the Sikh Diaspora into journeys of eight Singapore Sikh entrepreneurs from Punjab to Singapore before and after the Indian partition of 1947.   


�“The generic name given by Malays to Indians other than Tamils is 'Bengali' and under his head come the Dogra, Sikh, Pathan, Panjabi Mussulman, Kashmiri, Waziri, Rajput, Afghan, Behari, and all other breeds of men from India who are either 'Kling Hindu' or 'Kling Islam'. (Malkiat Singh Lopo-Dhalliwal. Malaysia Lopo Ghar 1971 1-2)


� The marginalization of Sikhs in the sections on Southeast Asia by Rai and Devadas in The Encyclopedia on The Indian Diaspora edited by Brij Lal dealing with indenturement must be attributed to their failure to account for the Sikh migration which was one of freeworkers.  


�  McLeod’s idea of the Sikh’s evolution into a martial consciousness by the sixth Guru to accommodate the jats who were of a militant tradition has a bearing here.
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