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INTRODUCTION

European historiography has a history of its own, almost as varied
as the past it studies. Many of 1ts principles were laid down
by ancient Greeks. Unlike preceding narrations which were
overmixed with fables, the first page of Thucydides was the
commencement of real history. Thucydies had made disciplined
effort to dissect the past scientifically, that is to say. critically.

Unfortunately the example set by the greal Greek  historian,
Thucydies, was not followed up by the °C hristian’ historians.
For more than a thousand years, beginning in the f ourth century
with Eusebius of Caesarea, they wrote works that might loosely
be called historical ; they _compiled accounts of the growth of
their Church, narratives of the Crusades, or chronicles of the
reigns of Christian Kings. Yet even at their best, their histories
were a regression from the peaks of tough-minded realism rea-
ched by Thucydides. For the most part they were morc fable
than history. Their conception of the moving forces of history-
of causes-was parochial and unscientific. They explained the
victories of Christians, or their prosperity, as the miraculous
rewards dealt out by God, and their defeats or miseries as divine
punishment. History, for the medieval Christians, was a record of
an imperfect earthly existence that, they hoped and prayed,
would soon end with the Second Coming of Christ.

Compared with such attitudes, the Greek views of history
appear modern. Still, when we consider the craft as it is practi-
sed to-day, the feats of antique historiography seem far remo-
ved. “In the sense in which Gibbon and Mommson WeTE histo-
rians”’, R.G. Collingwood wrote “there was no such thing as
an historian before the 18th century.”” That is, however, 100
harsh a judgement. It seriously underestimates the contribu-
tions made to the modern discipline by its Greek predecessors.
History, as the modern European historical writing knows it, 1S
a synthesis of principles and practices that reached independent
status and a kind of perfection in the 19th century with Leopold
Von Ranke and Jakob Burckhardt. The Greeks brought to his-
tory a point of view about the world that we might call realism
_-a critical distance from myths and fables that enabled them
to discriminate between historical accounts and offer naturalistic

| _’-"39'90“5 for events. They however applied their realism to a small
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canvas. Their relevance to the present-day point of view of Euro-
pean historical writing is indirect rather than direct. Their direct
relevance begins only with their revival by the Renaissance
Humanists.

Ironically the ancestor of modern history in Europe was not
a historian but a poet, Petrarch. He discovered distance and
thus set for the recovery of classical realism. If an age of dark-
ness had intervened between classical Rome and Petrarch’s time,
ancient Rome was truly dead and could become the subject of
detached historical inquiry. Petrarch’s redefinition of ‘““dark ages™
was the pre-requisite for the age of historical realism that was.
to follow. In the hands of the Renaissance historians, glorifica-
tion of Rome was worth doing but equally so they emphasised
political history that utilised the bitter, disenchanted insights of
ancient historians like Tacitus to understand the political reali-
ties of their own day. Three great Florentines—Leonardo Bruni,
early in the 15th century, Machievelli and Guicciardini early in
the 16th century—produced historical works designed to have
some bearing on contemporary affairs. They were realists but
were more than partisans or ideo]ggists : they were realists in _
the comprehensive sense of being secularists. For them the pro- |
per study of mankind’s past was man’s past actions, not provi-
dential intervention. This was the distinct contribution of the
Renaissance and the essential first step towards the writing of’
modern history in Europe.

The historians of the Renaissance were scholars and profes-
sional sceptics. Qut of this combination was born the historical
scholarship of Europe in the form it still has to-day. Methods
of research were systematically explored, new techniques of
reading documents were introduced and old techniques perfe-
cted. What the historians in their pride like to call “auxiliary
sciences”” were invented one after another. The contributions of
the inventors of these sciences are essential to modern scholar-
ship. These sciences helped the 17th century European historians.
collect documents, and make some rational order out of almost
indescribable chaos. The seventeenth century scholars established
reliable scientific criteria for discriminating among documents.
and other historical artifacts.

History is an evolving discipline ; the achievements of one age
are usually taken over by the next. But all is not gain. As the
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age of scholarship turned into an age of criticism, much was
retained. but something was also lost. In applying the realism
of the Renaissance with exhilcrating self-confidence to all histori-
cal events whatever, the philosophes (the politician intellect-
uals of the 18th century) found themselves impatient with the
laborious compilation of the erudite historians ot the 17th
century. Perhaps because their interest was wider, the 18th
century philosophes studied their devout precursors, used them
freely. and despised them.

The loss entailed by such self-confidence wis great. The Luro-
pean historians of the age of criticism did nothing to advance
the historical discipline in 1ts technical aspects. They invented no
new intellectual instruments, and they left the deciphering of
manuscripts or digging up of coins to others. Yect this loss 1n
momentum was more than made up for by the breadth of vision
that the philosophes brought to and. with their fine historical
works, imposed on the profession.

Each of the three masters, Voltaire. Hume and Gibbon, was
more than a historian. Each brought to history the experience
of literary men, an abiding love for philosophy, and a love of
culture. And, not, surprisingly, they took out of history what
they brought to it.

Historiography of the European period of Enlightenmci.t 1S
modern in its tone, but itis not the final word. “Before any
further progress could be made in historical thought,” Colhng-
wood observes,”” two things were necessary. First the horizon of
history had to be widened through a morte sympathetic investiga-
tion of those past ages which the Enlightenment had treated as
unenlightered, or barbaric and left in obscurity : and secondly,
the conception of human nature as something uniform and unch-
anging had to be attacked.” |

These two attacks were made—with all the vehemence, e€xag-
geration and ingratitude one may expect of a younger generation
assailing an older one by two related, sometimes cooperating
and sometimes hostile, movements of thought that became promi-
nent i1 Burope at the end of the 18th century—romanticism and
historicism. The German romantics 1n particular did the historical
profession a signal service. They called attention to what had been
neglected, and they praised what had been despised by the men
of the Enlightenment, the Middle Ages. Ard by doing so, by
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reversing the value system of  the philosophers, they did preci-
sely what Collingwood rightly insisted needed doing ; they

widened the horizon of history.

The historicists did a signal service to history. They taught
that the human nature changes and evolves and that individuals
(whether men or nations) are unique. This doctrine rapidly be-
came a philosophy of life : men and nations do not have a nature ;
they only have histories. In the eyes of the historicists the historian
is the master scientist. The historian is the student of change;
the central reality of the world is change—what is more impor-
tant, then, in the scheme of things than the historian ?

The historicists treatéd human nature more flexibly than their
predecessors had been able to do ; their capacity for capturing
the variety and the irrationality of human activities was consi-
derably expanded. They could genuinely appreciate customs and
institutions that to the philosophes had been foolish or incom-
prehensible.

But this gain was matched by a loss : Ranke, the first full-
fledged historian to benefit from the historicist mentality, said
gravely that “‘every epoch 1 equally dlose to God”. This came
to mean, in Ranke himself and in his pupils, a passive accep-
tance of military expansion, of cruelty and war—since life, his-
tory, was like that. And so the age of nostalgia and historicism
liberated the profession of history but left it with an ambiguous
legacy in the twentieth century Europe.

Fortunately for the craft of history, however, Ranke’s God
revealed himself in detail, and Ranke was realistic in his concep-
tion of cause as the Humanists, as diligent in his reading of
archival material as the scholars of the 17th century, as fascina-
ted by the totality of cultural life as the philosophes, as much in
love with the past as the romanticists, and as reluctant to judge
historical figures as the historicists.

His genius lay in combining intuition with exactitude, the hum-
ble consciousness of performing a religious service with pride in
his craft. He turned history into a profession. With his fully pro-
fessionalising European history, the age of the amateur, the intel-
ligent literary man trying his hand at history, was over. More and
more universities in Europe established chairs of history and his-
torical associations sprang up everywhere on the continent, and
with them the mark of the organised profession, the journal.
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It was also in the course of Ranke's lifetime that most of the
present-day techniques of European historical  scholarshup
and most current professional debates first appeared. The debate
on what is history is one of the most 1mportant of such
debates.

The question has always been interesting -~ it s still anterest-
ing today. In 1961 the prominent English histoian B Curr
gave some widely read lectures with precisely this title What
is history ?—but the 19th century. with the claims of Hegel and
Marx that history provided a philosophy of the world, and the
claims of positivists like Fustel de Coulanges and H.T. Buckle
that history had scientific status, the question became acute.

In 1902 the famous English historian of the ancient world.
J.B. Bury proudly announced that history 1s “simply a science,
no less and no more.” Meanwhile, a group of German histo-
rians trained in the philosophy of Kant took the opposite side
and argued that while the sciences strive for untversal laws,
history seeks to understand the unigue event. The argument
is not yet settled and is not likely to be for a long time.

Similarly, the age of Ranke had to deal with the related
question, what is the domain of history ? In his great History of
England Macaulay included a famous chapter that analysed the
social scene of England in 1685 by using the evidence of news-
papers, handbills, signs on shops, journals, scientific treatises.
wage rates, and so forth. Modern'social history, foreshadowed 1n
the histories of Enlightenment, was born officially in this chapter
of Macaulay’s History.

A few years later, in 1860, Burckhardt-published his Civiliza-
tion of the Renaissance in Italy. The book 1s as alive today as
it was then. It expanded the range of historians even beyond
what had been thought possible before. Burckhardt was trying
—and in a large measure he succeeded—1o0 portray a whole
culture through its political ideas, 1its festivals, its religion, 1ts
attitudes towards marriage and commerce and heroism, IS
reading, writing and painting. 1.ike Macaulay, Burckhardt left
'§ucceeding generations with a thesis to criticise and a model to
Jmitate.

In the twentieth century these arguments OVel history conti-
nued. C.H. Wedgewood wrote her graceful narrative about the
17th century England in the midst of debates over narrative

. I
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versus analytical history. Arnold J. Toynbee continued to
insist till his death last year that comparative history on the:
orandest possible scale can and must be written ; but while he
had completed his vast Study of History which elaborated the
laws of growth and decay that according to Toynbee all civili-
zations follow, professional historians from all sides had been
attagking his generalisations, challenging his facts and doubting
the very feasibility of his enterprise.

In England Geoffrey Barraclough has proclaimed the birth of’
world history and has asked European historians to abandon
their parochial concentration on the West. There is much acti-
vity in France as well : a group of social historians inspired by
the memory of two great historians, Marc Block and Lucien
Febvre, are attempting to rewrite the history of Europe by pay-
ing close attention to the history of nutrition, the evolution
of concepts of childhood, and other long-neglected aspects of
cultural geography.

The historical profession, as practised in the West, is very
much alive. New interpretations, new techniques of research
dizzy the European reader—but thy also hearten him. The
prevalence of debate rightly appears to him as a sign of life, of
vital strength, a guarantee that historiography of Europe will
go on. |

The account of Western historiography given above is rather
longish but its justification lies in the help which it may render,
by way of contrast, to understand the correspo nding tradition
of historical writing in India. The dearth of historical literature
in the ancient period of Indian history has led to the common
belief that there was no sense of history as such in that age.
Modern researchers have tried to prove that this sense was not.
totally absent. Even if this is granted, the fact remains that
with the exception of Rajatarangini and Mahavamsa of Ceylon
there is hardly any writing of a truly historical character coming
from the ancient period. The Puranas to some extent do contain
historical element but this too is submerged in a sea of myths
and legends. Why it was so, has often been explained by the:
predominance of a metaphysical outlook in every sector of
peoples’ lives. The dominant philosophy of life at that time was
based on “the orthodox Brahmanical view that the world 1s.
immensely old and in decline, that things are impermanent,
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that superhuman forces have the largest influen.ce in shaping man
and that man’s proper course is to accept and to encourage the
sentiment of resignation.” The Turks. the Pathans and later the
Mughals who ruled in India for nearly seven centuries, unhke
the ancient Hindus. possessed a keen  scnse of history. In this
connection Dr. Philips writes “Muslim historians of the Sulta-
nate period in India, like their brethren clsewhere, wrote
the conviction that true religion Is to be found in the authort-
tative guidance of the divinely revealed Quran. They assumed. o
to speak, that an ideal history of the Muslims was latd up 1n
heaven and that their primary task wasto illustrate this his-
torv. treating their source materials as authoritics to be cited
rather than questioned or interpreted. They concieved of his-
torv not as a process but rather as a scquence of cvents, often
isolated, and without obvious relationship, to which meaning
was given by God. With their gaze firmly fixed on Muhammad
a5 the founder of their religion, their historical perspective was
fnite and linear, radically different therefore from that of the
Hindus. and their sense of chronology, like that of early Chri-
stian writers, correspondingly more precise’’. The Mughals who
destroyed the Sultanate to establish their own empire in 1526
broadly followed the line of their predecessors though in the
Mughal historians a gradual drift towards a growing interest
in biographical works 1s discernible.

In the eighteenth century the Mushms gradually gave way to
the British who expanded and consolidated their power in the
nineteenth century. Then many Europeans camc forth to write
on India and porduced a large amount of historical literature.
Among them James Mill and Mountstuart Elphinstone in parti-
cular belonged to influential British schools of historical thought,
the utilitarian and the romantic respectively. Most of the other
writers, however, were hardened administrators who wcre
chiefly motivated by the desire to write with the object of infl-
uescing official policies. It is remarkable that though in ! urope
historiography was making great advances, practically all of
these writers show ‘so little awareness of the main, contempo-
rary, currents of western thought and of the changing character
of western historical scholars p”. Nevertheless, 1mper-
ceptibly they introduced into this country the historical metho-
dology of Europe, which was radically different from what had

|
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hitherto prevailed here. Their writings, howsoever biased and
politically motivated, were marked by elements of analysis, discu-
ssion and interpretation-features which had been conspicuous by
their absence in the writings of Indian scholars. In more recent
times. with increased contact between India and the west, these
new trends have struck deeper roots so that Indian writers also
by now have come fully under their influence.

It is against this background that the foreign and indigenous
historiographers of the Sikhs need to be seen. The existence of
the Sikhs was first noticed by the British when the Sikhs having
established their political supremacy in Punjab were threatening
‘o become masters of Delhi and the Ganga-Jamuna Doab. im-
pelled by great curiosity to Know about them, British officials
like Browne, Polier, Forster and Malcolm collected information
of a preliminary nature and put it into brief notes, €55ays OT
monographs. When in the opening decades of the nineteenth
century Ranjit Singh established a mighty Sikh empire in the
north-west of India, the British felt the need for more than pre-
liminary information and endeavoured to understand the Sikh
community closely by familiarising Themselves with their cus-
toms, usuages and institutions. This ,purpose was well served
by the writings of Prinsep, Murray, Smyth, Steinback, Gardener
and Honigberger. The works of M’Gregor and Cunningham,
besides being helpful in aiding the above process of understan-
ding, also reflected the controversies thrown up by the outbreak
of hostilities between the Sikhs and the British. After the. anne-
xation of Punjab in 1849, the Sikhs began to be viewed by the
British from a new angle. Because of their great martial quali-
ties they were now much sought after for recruitment in British
armed forces. Thus, Griffin. Macauliffe, Gordon, Bingley and
Payne laboured hard and produced works to placate the Sikhs.
“When Ernest Trumpp, a German missionary, injured their sentl-
ments by his comments on the Sikh scriptures. hurried steps
were taken to undo the damage caused. It needs to be noted
that as soon as the Sikhs began to show sympathy for the
notionalist struggle against the British Rule, practically all British
interest in them was lost so that from the standpoint of British
writings on the Sikhs the last three decades of British Rule 1n
India was almost a barren pe'l'-"lod.

As the knowledge of western historiography advanced in
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India, English-educated Indian scholars too tried their hards at
+  In the sphere of Punjab history the pionecer wils Svad
Muhammad Latif whose writings include Hisrory of the Punjab,
History of Multan and History of Lohore.  Though his general
approach was pro-British and pro-Muslim yet dealing  with
the Sikh portion of Punjab history he was able to display o
measure of fair assessment of men and events carlier unknown
in any writer on the Sikhs from that community. Latit was
followed by four writers from the Hindu community, namely
Indubhusan Banerjee, Sita  Ram Kohli., Gokat Chand Narang
and N.K. Sinha. All of them had received regular  training n
the disciplinc of history and threc of them, Banerjee, Kohli and
Sinha. were also practising historians.  The works of all these
writers show a clear impact of the modern historical methodology
which is obviously the gift of the West to India. But if therr
methodology is from outside, their point of view is Indian and
not foreign. The strong wave of Indian nationalism was
sweeping the country at the time of their writing und this has
left a deep mark on their way of thinking. Narang was most
pronounced 1n projecting Sikh history as a national struggle.
Banerjee, Sinha and Kohli were more balanced and also more
keenly aware of the historical forces that have been operating
; through the centuries to shape the community. But they too
were not entirely free from the nationalist bias.
-’ So much about the historians and historiographers who
have been included in the preseat work. However, there 15 no
doubt that much has happened since they produced their
writings. Historical scholarship in our country and elsewhere
has taken long strides. New tools of research have been
evolved and new points of view adopted. As in other arcas of
historical research, research in the field of Sikh history too has
registered big advances. Empbhasis is fast shifting from the old
- narrative and descriptive type of historical writing to critical and
interpretative exposition of historical phenomena. Similarly.
" social and economic aspects of history are now recewving mote
and more attention. All this has been possible because in recent
years the problems of Punjab, particularly Sikh, history have
attracted the notice of a large number of scholars, both Indian
and foreign. It is indeed heartening to note that their labours
have already produced valuable results and thereby they have

1
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made notable contributions in the field of Sikh historiography.
‘But though well aware of the high merit of their works, we have
not been able to include the n or any of them, in this present
.survey for the reason that its scope has been restricted -only to
those of our writers who are no longer with us.

The present work Historians and Historiography of the Sikhs
1s the first book of its kind on the subject. It is also the first
in the series of a projected three-volume work on it. This one
is exclusively concerned with writers who have adopted the
medium of English language for their writings. The two subse-
quent volumes will be vespectively concerned with writings 1n
Persian and Urdu, Punjabi and Hindi. Buf being the first 1n |
the series is not the only merit of the work. Among its other
distinguishing marks are its extensive range and high scholar-
ship. The range has been widened so as to include practically
a]l writers, foreign as well as Indian (living scholars excluded),
who have made any significant contribution on the subject. The
authors of the essays incorporated herein are all eminent scho-
lars with well-established positions im their respective fields.

As will be seen, the book 1s the outcome of sustained
cooperative efforts on the part of many scholars. I take the
opportunity of offering to them my most grateful thanks for
their unstinted cooperation and their valuable contribution in its
production. 1 am particularly thankful to Professor S.S. Bal
who besides writing two chapters for it has also helped me to
prepare the Introduction to the book. My colleagues in the
Department of History and in the Directorate of Punjab Histori-
cal Studies have rendered great assistance in the preparation of
the Press Copy as well as the Index. I thankfully acknowledge
their help and cooperation. In this respect my thanks are
particularly due to Ajit Singh, Parambakhshish Singh and
R K. Ghai. I shall be failing in my duty if I do not appreciate
the great interest and speed “with which my publishers have
brought out the book. |

Special thanks are due to the Punjabi University for the
grant of a subsidy of Rs. 3000 out of a U.G.C. fund earmarked
for this purpose. I also thank the U.G.C. for its approval of
the subsidy granted by the University.
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CHAPTER 1

EARLY EUROPEAN WRITERS
BROWNE, POLIER, FORSTBR AND MALCOLM

The first signs of Europcan interest in the Sikh community
date back to the period of Warren Hastings, first British
Governor General in India. By that time the British had
triumphed over their European rivals, the French and the
Dutch, and had got a firm and securc foot-hold in the Pre-
sidency of Bengal, Bihar and Orissa. They had also acquired
a position of influence in the state of Oudh through a special
treaty arrangement with the Nawab. This was the time
around which the Sikhs were also actively engaged on
establishing themselves as a political power in the north-
western parts of the country. By about the year 1750 they

had successfully met the mighty challenge of the Mughals.
The Afghan challenge following that of the Mughals, posed
by repeated Indian invasions of Ahmad Shah Durrant of
Kabul, was no less formidable. But they dealt such severe
blows against the invaders that the latter had to quit within a
decade or so leaving the field wholly clear to the Sikhs,
though in the process of this titanic struggle the Sikhs them-
selves had to undergo a heavy ordeal of suffering. The total
failure of Ahmad Shah, the vanquisher of the Marathas in
1761 and at that time a great terror for Indian Princes, to
suppress the Sikhs greatly raised the latter’s reputation in
the whole of the country. The result was that there arose
an immense curiosity all around to know about them, to
understand the secret of thier strength. This curiosity soon
became a matter of necessity for the British when the Sikhs,
not contented with their possessions in the Panjab, threatened
Delhi and the Doab and even knocked at the doors of Oudh.
Not long after, Zaman Shah of Kabul following in the foot-

 steps of his grandfather, Ahmad Shah Durrani, set out on a

'_
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2 HISTORIANS AND HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE SIKHS

career of conquest of India. Once again, there were nightmares
in Indian capitals. But all his expeditions were set at naught
by the Sikhs and this in due course paved the way for the

cise of a powerful Sikh state under the able leadership of
Ranjit Singh.

The first European to take a literary notice of the Sikhs
was Major James Browne. His work History of the Origin
and Progress of the Sicks is the earliest known historical
writing on the Sikhs.

James Browne was born about the year 1744 and joined the
English East India ‘Company in 1765 as a Cadet. He was
commissioned as Ensign towards the end of the same year. He
got rapid promotions in his military career. In 1767 he was
promoted Lieutenant and four years later he was given the
Captain’s rank. In 1772 he attracted the notice of Warren
Hastings who appointed him his aide-de-camp. By his good
work he soon won the full confidence of his master and he
was appointed collector of the yungle Terai districts in 1774.
He held this position till 1780. “On January 19, 1781 he was
promoted to the rank of Major. In August 1782 he was sent

to the imperial Court at Delhi as Agent or Envoy of the
Governor General.

The affairs at Delhi were then in a critical state. With
the death of Najjaf Khan in April 1782, the Imperial Court
was once again plunged into a chain of intrigues and
counter-intrigues. There was 2 tussle for power among
Mirza Shafi Khan, Afrasiab Khan, Najjaf Quli Khan and
Mohammed Beg Hamdani. The Emperor Shah Alam II
was too weak to have a firm grip on the situation with the
result that the Marathas and the Sikhs were greatly
encouraged in their raids into the Imperial territories. n
deputing Major Browne as his Envoy to the Emperor’s Court
at Delhi Warren Hastings had before him the objective
“simply to assure the King of the attachment of the
Compnay...to his person and interest...and to afford him
such substantial proofs of it as the state of our affairs will
admit”. (Hastings to Browne, August 20,1782 : Browne
Correspondence, No. 1, pp. 1-5). The zeal of Browne
however, led him astray and deeply involved him in the court
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BROWNB, POLIER, FORSTER AND MALCOLM 3

politics though he had been instructed to keep himsecIf aloof
from it, First, he became an active supporter of Shafi
Khan. In 1783 he changed sides and began to support the
cause of Shaft Khan'’s rival, Afrasiab. With the murder of
Afrasiab in November 1784 the ground was clcared for the
Maratha leader Mahadaji Sindhia acquiring supreme influ-
ence at the Mughal Court, and he was appointed Vakil-i-
Mutlag in December 1784. Thercupon, Browne's position at
Delhi became untenable. He had been opposing the Maratha
Chief all along and therefore he could serve no useful
purpose by continuing to stay at Delhi. Moreover, his patron
Warren Hastings handed over the charge of his office and
left India in February 1785. His successor John Macpherson
recalled Browne from Delhi soon after assuming ihe charge.
Major Browne while at Delhi utilized his stay of two years
L and a few months to collect as much information as he could
3 about the Marathas and Sikhs whose ceaseless raids then were
posing a serious threat to the Imperial possessions. All his
correspondence with Warren Hastings, which is replete with
such information, is now available in a published form.
2 It was edited by K.D. Bhargava and published by the
National Archives of India, New Delhi in 1960. Besides, two
tracts were written by him. One dealt with the Jungle Terai
arcas and 1s entitled Description of the Jungle Terry Districts.
This dates prior to his mission to Delhi. The other tract with
which we are here primarily concerned is regarding the Sikhs
and bears the title, as hinted earlier, of History of the Origin
and Progress of the Sicks. This latter work belongs to the
period of the author’s stay at Delhi. Both of these tracts were
submitted by the author to Mr. John Motteux, Chairman of
the Honourable Court of Directors in 1787. They were
published in London in 1788 under the common title of
India Tracts.
| The forwarding letter (dated September 17, 1787) accom-
panying the tract on the Sikhs submitted by Browne to Mr.

Motteux explains the purpose of preparing the work as well
as gives a brief idea of its contents. Tt says :
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“Conformably to the wish you were pleased to express, that I should
furnhisq-yuu with an account of the rise and present State of the tribe
.
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4 HISTORIANS AND HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE SIKHS

of the people called Sicks, 1 now beg leave to submit to your perusal,
the following translation which I have made of a Persian manuscript,
written by my desire while I resided at the Court of Dehly, to which
{ have added all the information which I have by other channels
acquired, respecting that people and 1 have accompanied the whole
with a map, specifying the extent of their territories, the names of

their chiefs, together with the places of their respective residence,
and the number of their forces’.

The above extract from the letter makes it sufficiently clear
that Browne attempted his work on the Sikhs at the instance
of the Court of Directors which was rather anxious to obtain
authentic information about them in view of their fast grow-
ing political importance. Obviously, this desire of the Court
would have been conveyed to him by the then Governor
General Warren Hastings. But Warren Hastings had left
hefore the work was ready for submission and with Macpher-
son who succeeded him temporarily, Browne picked up a
quarrel and even had a personal duel’ on his return to
England. And therefore instead »f submitting his work to
the British Government in India, he preferred to present
it personally to the Chairman of the Court of England.

As the author himself has suggested, his account has two
aspects pertaining to :

(i) “rise” of the Sikhs,

(i) “present state” of the Sikhs.

The portion concerning the first aspect was an English
rendering of a Persian manuscript prepared by Budh Singh
Arora of Lahore and Ajaib Singh Sura] of Malerkotla.
Browne happened to meet both of these men at Delhi and on
learning that they had in their possession 2 manuscript 10
Devnagri giving an account of the rise and Pprogress of the
Sikh people, he ““persuaded them to let me have a translation
of one of them in the Persian language, abridging it as much
as they could do, without injuring the essential purpose of
information” (Introduction). The Persian version that they

1. Browne nursed a grievance against Macpherson for the aspersions
that his government had cast upon him. On Macpherson’s arrival back
in England, he called upon him to apologise in public. When Macpherson
refused to do so, Browne challenged him to a duel which was fought at

the Hyde Park, London, in September 1787, Both escaped unhurt.

— e ——————eccsecesnsniticell

Martat.com



BROWNE, POLIER, FORSTER AND MALCOLM 5

jointly produced at Browne’s special request is known as
Risala Dar Ahwal-i-Nanak Shah Darwesh, or simply Risala-i-
Nanak Shak. Browne being a good scholar of Persian himself
translated it into English.

As 1t is, the account of the decvelopment of the Sikh
community as found in this English translation suffers from
many serious errors of omission and commission. Apart
from its being “extremely defective in a regular continuation
of dates’’—a flaw pointed out by Browne himself, it has a
large number of factual inaccuracies even with regard to the
names of the ten Sikh Gurus. Dr. Ganda Singh has com-
mented on these shortcomings exhaustively in his edited work
Early European Accounts of the Sikhs. Obviously, most of
these defects were present in the Persian manuscript itself and

‘Browne having no ready means of checking ond removing

them, could hardly do anything to eliminate them. Even so,
many of these defects are of the faulty English translation. In
this respect Browne alone is not to blame. Other European
scholars, too, in spite of their best efforts, have been guilty of
committing blunders in translating Persian texts. Their usual
tendency to paraphrase complicated linguistic constructions
has very often been responstble for gross errors. In the case
of Browne, it is all more the regrettable because his work
was used as a historical source by subsequent writers on
the subject.

The second portion is Browne’s original contribution. It
consists of the Introduction and the additional account at the
end covering the period from 1764 to 1785. This is far more
valuable than the translation portion of the tract and contains
all that body of information which with great pains he
collected during his stay at Delhi through diverse channels.
Some important contents of this collection are a list of the
Sikh chiefs of the period along with their respective military
resources and places of residence, a map showing the extent
of their territorial possessions and a brief description
of Sikh institutions, customs and manners. Among these
institutions, customs etc. are mentioned particularly the
grand Diet of the Sarbat Khalsa, by him mistakenly called

]
|
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6 HISTORIANS ANRD HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE SIKHS

Goormatta’ (Gurmatta), ‘Dull Khalsa Gee® (now spelt as Dal
Khalsa), Amrit ceremony, Rakhi system, camp life, dress,
weapons, horses, food habits and coins. The account of
Browne, though brief, offers a fairly good picture of the Sikh
polity and Sikh soclety of those days. This 1s probably the
first notice taken by a European of these eighteenth-century
gikh institutions and practices. The point particularly to be |
noted here is his appreciative attitude throughout towards
the Sikh people and the manner in which they conducted

hemselves. The brave demeanour of the few Sikhs he
happened to meet and speak to during his tenure of
office at Delhi and what he Jearnt about them from other
sources seem to have created upon his mind a most favour-
able impression about ihem. He writes : “1 have conversed
with several Sikhs who were sent to me by different chiefs on
complimentary messages - and 1 perceived a manly boldness
‘n their manner and conversation, very unlike the other
‘nhabitants of Hindustan, owing no doubt to the freedom of
their government’”’ (Introduction)» Browne also admires the
way the principalities under the Sikh chiefs were adminis-
tered. I shall only observe that the country Is said to be
in a state of high cultivation which, I believe, is because they
carry into it all the cattle fit for tillage, which come into
their possession by plunder, collect a very moderate rent and
that mostly in kind and during any intestine disputes, their
soldiery never molest the husbandman™ (Introduction). He
4lso refers to the fine manufactures of the Sikh-ruled
territorizs, such as fine cloth and arms—‘‘the best arms in
Hindustan.” |

The peqple who had fought with the Mughals and
ofter them the Afghans of Kabul, and won the struggle for
supremacy in Punjab were mostly of the Jat tribe. Secondly,
the Sikhs had at the time the most cordial relations with the
Hindus. They had helped them greatly in their hour of
difficulty and when the danger was OVer, they prided them-
selves on the triumph won by the gikhs. Both of these
elements are traceable in Browne’s account of the Sikhs. He
identifies them with the Jat tribe and describes Sikhism as a

. 2
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BROWNE, POLIER, FORSTER AND MALCOLM 7

form of reformed Hindusim. He writes that Sikhism
“appears to bear that kind of rclation to (he Hindoo religion,
which the Protestant does to the Romish** (Introduction).

Apart from impiricism, the ferment of human rights
marking the European scene in the latter half of the cighteenth
century seems to have influenced his mode of thinking,  The
American Revolution of 1776 had been fought on the demo-
cratic principle of no ravation Without representation. The
French Revolution with its Declaration of Rights of Miun was
just round the corner. The atmosphere was surcharged with
new i1deas. Browne who was a ltnguist and a good scholar
seems to be well aware of the new consciousness Arising in
Europe. This becomes manifest from his manner of explaining
the rise and progress of the Sikhs. “At first the sect was merely
speculative, quiet, inoffensive and unarmed , they were first
persecuted by the barbarous bigotry of Aurangzeb ; and per-
secution, as will ever be the case, gave strength to that which
it meant to destroy ; the Sikhs from necessity confederated
together, and finding that their peaceable deportment did not
secure them from oppression, they took up arms to defend
themselves against a tyrannical government, and as will
always happen where the common rights of humanity are
violated, a hero arose whose courage and ability directed the
efforts of his injured followers, to a just though severe
revenge”’ (Introduction).

To conclude, Browne attached very great importance to
the study of the Sikhs and the argument advanced by him in
this respect was that ““‘the rapid progress of this sect will
hereafter render a knowledge of them, their strength and
government very important to the administration of Bengal’.
Clarifying his view-point he stated that “a sect which con-
tained in its original principles so much internal vigour as
sustained it against the bloody persecution of a great govern-
ment determined and interested to suppress 1it, raised it up

again with fresh strength on every opportunity which occurred,
and at length enabled it so far to subdue all opposition as to
acquire an entire and undisturbed dominion over some of

the finest provinces of the empire, from whence it makes
- incursions into - others, holding out protection to all who

¥
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join and destruction to all who 0ppose it ; a sect which
makes religion and politics unite in 1ts aggrandisement and

renders the entrance into it so easy to all who desire tO
become mMembers of it, cannot fail to extend itself very far

and in the end to be exceedingly formijdable to all its
neighbours’’ (Introduction). |

Unhike Browne, Colonel Polier-his rull name was Antoine
Louis Henn Polier-had no instructien from the British govern-
ment to write on the Sikhs. His work, The Siques, was 3an
independent attempt of his own. Just a brief paper consis-
ting of a few pages only, it would have been passed over but
for two reasons - (i) divergence of approach, (ii) corroboration
of some of Browne’s observations. But before taking up these
points, it is necessary 10 know who he was.

He was a Swiss engineer, nephew of Paul Phillip Polier,
the Commandant of Fort St. George (Madras). He entered
the service of East India Company 1n 1757 and arrived 1n
ndia in 1758. For some years he served in Madras and
Bihar and then was appointed Assistant Engineer at Calcutta
with the rank of Captain in the army. Being a non-English-
man, he experienced great difficulty in the way of further
promotion. Therefore, he gladly accepted the offer when he
was sounded whether he would be willing to be deputed to
Oudh. There also he faced many difficulties and ultimately
had to resign his job 1n 1775. Seven Ye€ars later financial
compulsions forced him to seck re-employment with East
India Company. He was now promoted Lt. Colonel and was
again stationed at Lucknow. In 1789 he retired from SEIVICe
.nd returned to Europe. e settled down near Avignon in
France, where he was murdered on February 9, 17951

While at Lucknow or moving about in the neighbourhood
of Delhi and Agra, Col. Polier collected a number of Sans-
k:it, Persian and Arabic manuscripts. Some of these manu-
scripts along with a complete set of the Vedas were presented

1. For more- details about his life see Dr. Ganda Singh’s Early
European Accounts of the Sikhs, Hodson’s Officers of the Bengal Army
(Part 111, L-R) and Buckland’s Dictionary of Indian Biography.
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BROWNE, POLIER, FORSTER AND MALCOLM 9

by him later to the British Museum, London. A good number
of his manuscripts are also prescrved in the Bibliotheque
Nationale of Paris.

Polier became an elected member of the Asiatic Socicty of
Bengal in 1784 and from then onward always took keen
interest in the affairs of the Socicty. Hc presented a number
of research papers at 11s various meetings. Of them the first
to be thus presented was his papcr on the Sikhs, called The
Siques or History of the Secks.

The paper, The Siques, hears no date of writing but from
several internal references it appears to have been written in
or around the year 1780. That way, it dates c¢ven carlier
than Major Browne’s History of the Origin and Progress of the
Sicks. But though of earlier origin, it was read at a mecting
of the Asiatic Society several years later on Fcbruary 9,
1787, only seven months before Brownc presented his work
to the Chairman of the Courl of Directors in England.

Unlike Browne, Polier is very critical of the Sikhs. Where-
as Browne attributes their rise and progress to the ““internal
vigour”” of their “original principles”, the justice of their
cause, their persistent resistance against the persecutory
policy of a tyrannical government and the republican spirit
of their institutions, Polier holds that it was not SO much
due to “their bravery, conduct or military knowledge as to
the anarchy and confusion that has desolated the empirc,
one may say, for these 60 or 70 years past, that 1s ever since
the death of that Great Aurangzeb but more particularly
from the weak government during the reigns of Mahomed
Shah, Ahmed Shah and Allumguir Sany, the last of which

may be cited as an example of the weakest and most wretched
that ever was.”

The key to the understanding of Polier’s attitude towards
the Sikhs lies in his prolonged stay at Lucknow. He had been
there for several years before he resigned his job in 1775. In
1782 he rejoined the Company’s SErvice and retuined to Oudh
where he continued to stay until he retired from service 1n
1789. This long period of his stay in the State of Oudh went
a long way, it seems, in determining his attitude towards the

1
1
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10 HISTORIANS AND HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE SIKHS

established Muslim authorities as well as towards the Sikhs.
Between the Sikhs and the Nawab of Oudh, bis sympathies
lay with the Nawab. The Sikhs who were conducting ceaseless

raids into the Doab areas, thus posing a serious danger to
the integrity and independence of Oudh, were looked upon by
him as disturbers of peace, freebooters, people ““noted for
being of an unquict and turbulent disposition.”” This firmly
tooted bias of his mind against the Sikhs also coloured his
view about the struggle which the Sikhs had previously
conducted against the Mughals and the Afghans. He speaks
of “that Great Aurangzeb”, “the Gallant Mir Mannou’® who
by the popular Sikh gradition was the greatest oppressor of the
Sikhs, and of “Adina Big Khan, a brave and valiant officer™’.
He recalls with ill-concealed regret several occasions when the
Mughals could have completely destroyed the Sikhs but their
internal weaknesses always came in the way. Similarly,
Ahmad Shah Abdali who supplanted the Mughal power in
Punjab, had the capacity to destroy them totally, but here
too the Sikhs proved lucky because the Afghan leader could
not afford to stay for long in this area. In thejr struggle
against the Afghans, the Sikhs, says Polier, committed several
communal outrages against Muslim religious places and if

subsequently Ahmad Shah Abdali damaged the holy shrines
of the Sikhs, he did so in retaliation.

The Sikhs’ guerilla mode of fighting had thoroughly
non-plussed both the Mughals and the Afghans, and had been
largely responsible for the Sikhs’ ultimate triumph. But even
this has failed to elicit any word of appreciation from Polier.
Rather on the other hand he deprecates it. ““In their military
capacity the Siques are far from being so formidable as they
are generally represented, or as they might be...... when it is
considered in what disorderly manner they fight, that they
know not what it is to be in close order, or to charge sword
in hand, and that they never could yet be brought to face
the Duranies though 3 or 4 to 1, it must be acknowledged that
at best they are but the Croates of India ”?

llllll

Viewing the Sikhs as he did as a menace to the consti-
tuted authority and to peace, he advocated immediate
adoption of strong measures to curb their power. They were
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BROWNE, POLIER, FORSTER AND MALCOLM 11

spreading disaffection among other rural folk, which, if not
checked in time, might assume dangerous proportions. He
has observed : *‘Such are the Siques, the terror and plague of
this part of India, a nation and power well-calculated for
mischief and encouraging rebellion in the Zemidars or
cultivators, who often follow steps at first with a view of

saving themselves and afterwards from the pleasure of indc-
pendence, and ~deed it is that makes them so troublesome.

for they begin to have connections in almost all the party
they visit on their €XCUrsLons, and if they arc not attacked
soon in their own proper provinces, it is much to be
feared that their tenets and manners will be adopted by all
the Zemindars of the Soubah of Delhi and part of Agra
Having placed his finger on the danger-spot, he felt
encouraged to think that Najjaff Khan would soon be 1n a
position ‘‘to turn all his forces towards the Siques and  at
least to drive them from this side of Sirhind which he may,
I think, easily do, though perhaps it would not be safe for
him to go farther, except Timur Shah, son of Ahmad Shah
Abdali, and at that time King of Afghanistan, should on his
side attack them also across ihe Attek, then indeed and by
remaining a few years 1In tlye centre of their country they
might effectually reduced’’.

Browne during his mission at Delhi also advocated a
strong anti-Sikh alliance with the support of Marathas 1f
possible. But in his case, the proposal was born of diplomatic

grounds and not of his personal hatred of the Sikhs as we
find in the case of Polier.

However, even the strong anti-Sikh prejudices of Poiler
could not prevent from his view some of the remarkable
features of the Sikh society and Sikh polity. The moslt
important of them were the Sikh General Council which
discussed all important issues facing the community and
passed Gurmatas, the democratic elements in Sikh soclety,
their government which was a mixture of democracy
and aristocracy, their army organisation and malitary
resources and their concern for the welfare of the people

aunder their rule as well as under their protection (rakht).
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12 HISTORIANS AND MISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE SIKHS

Equally remarkable are Polier’s references to the simpli-
city, toughness and sturdiness of the Sikhs. For instance, he
writes : “The Siques are in general strong and well-made,
accustomed from their infancy to the most laborioas life and
the hardest fare ; they make marches and undergo fatigues
that will appear really astonishing. 1In their excursion they
carry no tents or beggage with them, except perhaps a small
tent for the principal chief ; the rest shelter themselves under
a blanket which serves them also in the cold weather, to wrap
themselves in and which in their march covers their saddles.”

To illustrate his views on these matters, he has given a
brief description of their horses, their food and their dress.
All this information provided by Polier is valuable as it
corroborates Browne’s account noticed earlier.

But Polier differs from Browne in his views about the
Sikh religion. While both of them agree that Sikhism has
several elements of Hinduism in it, their attitudes towards
Sikhism differ. Browne holds it to be a form of reformed
Hinduism but on the other hand Polier does not seem to
think very highly of it whieh ™ his mind was but slightly
distinguishable from the common creed of the Hindus.
Unlike Browne, Polier has no awareness of Khande di Pahul
ceremony Initiated by Guru Gobind Singh and instead des-
cribes the ceremony of Charanamrit and calls ““letting the hair
of the head and beard grow™ a “filthy beastly ceremony’—
a result partly of his ignorance and partly of his prejudice.

Unlike Browne who was primarily motivated to collect
information regarding the Sikhs for the benefit of his govern-
ment, Polier’s chief desire seems to be not so much to
collect information as to make out a case for strong and
immediate military intervention against the Sikhs. All the
same, the information provided by him, imperfect and scanty
though it was, was useful from the British point of view,
anxjous as they were to acquire as much knowledge about the
Sikhs as possible.

The concluding sentence of Polier’s The Sigues refers to a
Sikh prophecy, “delivered down by some of their Gorou,”’
that “the Siques after remaining some time the terror of
India would at last be finally destroyed by white men coming
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BROWNE, POLIER, FORSTER AND MALCOLM 13

from the westward’’. A prophcey of this nature is no doubt
some times attributed to Guru Tegh Bahadur but that is not
exactly in the same form. Nevertheless, the functioning of
Polier’s mind becomes very clear from this. By bringing 1In
this prophecy at the end, he probably wants to suggest and
holds out the hope that the destruction of the Sikh mcnace
which he thinks so essential, would be ultimately achicved by
the British.

George Forster’s account of the Sikhs was written three
years after Polier produced his paper In 1780. YForster was 4
civil servant on the Madras establishment of the East India
Company. He was a man of adventure and a scholar of
considerable merit. He left Calcutta on May 23,1782 on his
iong and arduous overland journcy to England. Hc was @
een observer of men and things and he recordcd all the new
information he collected in thc course of his travels along
with his impressions in a series of letters which were later
published in two volumes in London in 1798 under the title,
A Journey from Bengal to England.

The main letter bearing on the Sikhs was writien by
Forster to Mr.  Gregory at Lucknow from Kashmir in 1783.
This was mostly but not entirely based on what he had per-
sonally observed about the Sikhs and their country during his
journey through the hilly areas of Punjab 1n the months of
February, March and April, 1783. Stray references to the
Sikhs are also found in a few other letters written by him on
other occasions. That he had some written sources ds well
with him at fhe time of writing his letter is borne out by the
writer himself when he says that he was “under great
obligations to Colonel Polier of the Honourable Company’s

service (1757-75, 1782-89) for having furnished me with large |

historical tracts of the Siques™.

There is a clear hint in the letter showing that it was
written at the express wish of the addressec, Mr. Gregory.
This fact carries a two-fold significance. First, it indicates
the great hunger at this time among Europeans for authentic
information about the Sikhs in view of their great political
achievements. Secondly, it shows that the chief motive of
Forster in this® writing was 1o furnish first-hand information

y
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14 HISTORIANS AND HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE SIKHS

concerning the Sikhs. In discharging this function he tried to
be as objective as possible. To this he testifies when he
writes : “Thus, Sir, to the utmost of my abilities and with a
scrupulous adherence to the Spirit of the Facts which have
presented themselves, and which I have carefully avoided to
discolour or warp by my prejudice or political bias, have I
discussed the subject which you were pleascd to interest to
my investigation”. This objective and truthful approach brings
him closer to Major Browne than to Polier who had looked
upon the Sikhs with a jaundiced eye.

On account of paucity of material, Forster was as mach
handicapped about the origin and earlier history of the Sikhs
as his contemporaries, Browne and Polier, were. The brief
sketch he has given of the earlier period, thus, suffers from
serious shortcomings. He has dealt with it in three broad
phases : (i) Guru Nanak, (ii) the invasion of Nadir Shah and
the Sikh fight against the Mughals after that, (iii) Sikh struggle
against the Afghans. Being extgemely sketchy and replete
with factual errors, this part of the writing is hardly of any
value but perhaps it was considered sufficient at the time for
Europeans who knew next to nothing about the Sikhs.

The really valuable part of Forster’s writing is that
which relates to the contemporary period. Here Forster
touches upon several important aspects of Sikh society and
Sikh polity, such as their “aristocratical’’ government, their
armed forces, their guerilla mode of fighting, their concern
for the welfare of the people under their rule, and their
religion. It i1s remarkable that on most of these matters
Forster’s account agrees with that of Major Browne though
they often differ in details and sometimes even in the sub-
jects discussed. On the whole, Forster’s account is of greater
dependability, being based on personal observations rather
than on hearsay.

Forster’s overall opinion about the Sikhs was quite
favourable, like that of Browne and unlike that of Polier.
Addressing Mr. Gregory he writes : ‘In this Account, which
may I be allowed to say has a reasonable claim to authenti-
city, you will see that the Seicks are a very respectable
people, and when united in common cause must be powerful
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and formidable.,”” Speaking about the sccret of their success,
he says: “‘The success and conquests of the Sikhs have
principally arisen from their unparallcled activity and the
endurance of an almost incredible Fatiguc™. But if that was
the secret of their success, internal divisions were the cause
- of their weakness. Forster was well awarc of this fact n
1 view he made a prophecy which literally came out truc  with
9 the rise of Ranjit Singh. He said @ “In the defence and
32 recovery of their country, the Sicques displayed a courage of
2 the most obstinate kind and manifested a perseverance, undcr
| the pressure of calamities, when the common danger rouscd
them to action, and gave but onc impulse to their spint.
5‘ Should any future causc cail forth the combined ctforts of
| the Sicques to maintain the existence of empire and religion,
we may see¢ some ambitious chief led on by his genius and
success, and absorbing the power of his associates, dis-
play from the runts of their commonwealth, the standard of
monarchy. The page of history 1is filled with like cfiects,
springing from like causes. Under such a form of govcrnment
I have little hesitation in saying that the Sicques would be
soon advanced to the first rank amorg the native powers of
Hindustan ; and would become a terror 1o the surrounding

areas’’.

g This last quotation from Forster’s letter reveals that the
* writer was no mere observer and collector of information
' but also was a thinker well conversant with the operative
forces of history, and his appreciation of the Sikhs was based
on his realization that they possessed some of those qualities
which go to make a powerful nation. |

John Malcolm’s Sketch of the Sikhs is a better quality of
work than the earlier works we have noticed so far. Mal-
colm’s own obser vation brings out the difference clearly and
aptly. He says: “Though this subject had been treated by
several English writers, none of them had possessed oppor-
tunities of obtaining more than very general information
regarding this extraordinary race ; and their narratives, there-
fore, though meriting regard, have served more to excite than
to gratify curiosity”. The superior merit of Malcolm’s

~ work lies in the richness of its information, better organi-
|
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zation of its material, scholarly treatment of the issues
involved and employment of historical methodology such as
references of sources and footnotes. 3
Malcolm thought of writing on the Sikhs when in 18035 he ?
accompanied Lord Lake into the Punjab in pursuit of Mara-
tha chief, Jaswant Rao Holkar and collected necessary source-
materials for this purpose. This slender stock of materials
was subsequently much enriched by his friend Dr. Leyden
who favoured him “with a translation of several tracts
written by Sikh authors in the Punjabi and Duggar dialects,
treating of their history and religion which, though full of
that warm imagery which marks all oriental works and
particularly those whose authors enter on the boundless field
of Hindu mythology, contain the most valuable verifications
of the different religious institutions of the Sikh nation”. He
wanted at first to confine himself to collection of written
sources and to wait for a more leisurely period to write a
detailed history of the Sikhs but the active nature of his
public duties made it impossibl@ for him to carry his plan
into early execution. So changing his mind he started writing
a brief treatise with whatever material he had with him and
the result was his work under reference, Sketch of the Sikhs.
The motivation behind this work was not different from
the motivation that underlay the accounts of Browne, Polier
and Forster : the desire to gratify the curiosity of the
European mind about the rising Sikh community. Malcolm
points to this fact in no uncertain terms when he mentions :
“ ..for although the information I may convey In such a
sketch may be very defective, it will be useful at a moment
when every information regarding the Sikhs is of importance...

Malcolm is regarded as an illustrious member of that
gallaxy of scholar-statesmen who even when they were deeply
involved in the discharging of their arduous public duties,
were able to snatch time from their busy schedules for writing
books of considerable information and merit. He occupied,
at one time or another, important diplomatic, political,
military and administrative positions and by dint of merit
finally attained the prize post of the Governor of Bombay
Presidency. But his heavy official responsibilities could not
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_ curb his urge to be a writer. Among his literary products the

most notable may be counted as his History of India, his
Memoirs, his report on the Central Provinces and his English
translation of Bakhat Mal’s Khalsa Nama.

Both as a writer and an administrator he belonged to the
Romantic School to which Elphinstonec and Munro also had
the hoaour to belong. As such, he had great sympathy :1ind
regard for the history, customs and religions of the natrve
people of India. This attitude was in sharp contrast 1o that
of utilitarians like James Mill who saw nothing good in Indian
society. It is this mode of thinking which seems to have
shaped the general approach of Malcolm 1n the writing of
Sketch of the Sikhs. Confronted with the difficulty of contra-
dictory sources on the Sikhs, he decided to give prefcrence to
the sources of the Sikhs themselves though he fully kqew
their serious shortcomings and his argument in justification
of this decision makes his basic line of approach abundantly
clear. The argument runs: *...many considerations have
induced me to give a preference, on almost all occasions,
to the original Sikh writers. In every rescarch in_tca
the general history ot mankind, it is of the most essential
importance to hear what a nation has to say of 1itself,
and the knowledge obtained from such sources has a
value, independent of its historical utility. It aids the pro-
motion of social intercourse and leads to the establishment
of friendship between nations”. It may be remembered In
this connection that a friendly treaty was concluded between
the British and the Sikh chiefs, Ranjit Singh and Fateh Singh
Ahluwalia, in 1806. The concluding part of this argument
shows that his Romanticism was not a mere matter of pious
sentiment but was also a politically sound doctrine. Sub-
sequent history of our country proved well enough the validity
of this view, the abandonment of which was visited by
a massive revolt against the British in 1857.

- Though not a professional historian, his treatment of the
subject is logical, balanced, nearly free from bias and well-
authenticated. Among the written sources used by him
particular mention may be made of Janamsakhi Bhai Bala,

Vars of Bhai Gurdas, wrongly called Gyana Ratnavali, Adi
1

- ! |
DR
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Granth, Dasam Padhshah ka Granth, Vachitar Natak,' Seirul-
Mutakhrin, and Forster’s Travels. He has not said so, but

may also have used Bakhat Mal’s account of the Sikhs, called
Khalsa Nama because he had a copy of it in his possession
and subsequenty rendered it into English. But there Is
~easonable evidence to indicate that he did not entirely
depend upon these written sources and supplemented his
knowledge derived from literary sources with his close per-
conal observations gained in the course of his Punjab tour
and intimate dis.ussion with other knowledgeable persons like
Dr. Leyden. y

Sketch of the Sikhs 'has three sections, namely : (i)
religious institutions, usages, manncrs and character ; (i) Sikh
countries and government ; (iii) religion of the Sikhs. Inall
the three sections glaring inaccuracies are found at several
places but they are not unnatural to the situation of a
foreigner writing about the Sikhs at that early period. What
in this little work strikes us most is not so much the factual
errors or funny spellings of *names of persons and places as
the considerable body of correct information which the
Europeans had been able to acquire about the Sikhs and their
society, particularly when it is remembered that only twenty
years or so earlier they were SO poorly informed about them.
Despite all its shortcomings, a great many of the things
said by the author of this work as early asthe first decade
of the 19th century will not be challenged even today. |

Not only is Malcolm more claborate in detail than his
predecessor European writers ;: he also goes deeper into
things and thereby considerably advances Europeans’ under-
standing of the Sikhs. For ‘nstance, on the subject of origin
of Sikhism alone he has shown a degree of profoundness
unthinkable earlier and naturally absent in the writings of
Browne, Polier and Forster. While echoing the opinion of
Browne that Sikhism was a eformed Hinduism or that of
Polier and Forster that several Hindu elements were present
in the contemporary Sikh society, he registered a major
step forward by caying that in the course of its. development
it had acquired a dynamism of its own which gave it a
distinct identity, particularly under the distinguished leader-
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ship of the last Sikh prophet, Guru Gobind Singh, whom
he calls ““a bold and enthusiastic innovator.” Hc writes :
‘Though Guru Govind mixes, ¢ven more than Nanak. the
mythology of the Hindus with his own tencts......... yet it
is impossible to reconcile the religion and usuages which
Govind has established with the belief of the Hindus. It
does not, like that of Nanak, question some favourite dogmas
of the disciples of Brahma and attack that worship of
idols, which few of them defend, being symbolical represen-
tations of the attributes of an all-powerful divinity; but it
proceeds, at once, to subvert the foundation of the whole
system. Wherever the religion of Guru Govind prevails,
the institutions or Brahma must fall. The admission of
proselytes, the abolition of the distinctions of caste, the
ecating of all kinds ot flesh, except that of cows, the form
of religious worship and the general devotion of all Singhs
to arms, are ordinances altogether irreconcilable with Hindu
mythology and have rendered the religion of the Sikhs as
obnoxious to the Brahmans, and higher tribes of the Hindus,
as it is popular with thc lower orders of that numecrous class

of mankind.”

A similar depth marks Malcolm’s treatment of the Sikhs’
struggle against the Mughals and Afghans. After tracing
this contest through its various distinct phases, he sums
up the various factors which led to the Sikhs' triumph over
all their adversaries and cites as among the foremost of
these causes, the ardour of their spirit.  He says : ““The Sikh
nation, who have, throughout their early history, always
appeared, like a suppressed flame, to rise into higher splend-
our from every attempt to crush them, had become, while
they were suppressed, as formidable for their union, as for
their determined courage and unconquerable spirit of resis-
tance...... . However, he is not carried away by this one
factor, whatever its importance, but taking a balanced view
of the situation, gives due significance to the key role of

disruption of the Mughal empire as a helpful factor.

On the whole, this Skefch of the Sikhs, its shortcomings not-
withstanding, presented to the West a much more comprehensive

picture of the Sikhs and their society than was hitherto
},
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available and thereby prepared a secure basis of Sikh studies

on which subsequent European writers such as Cunningham
could build up their accounts more elaborately. That this
was also the expressed wish of Malcolm is clear for his
statement at the outset of his work that ...it may perhaps
stimulate and aid some Pperson who has more leisure and
better opportunities to accomplish that task which I once
contemplated’’—that is to say, the task of producing a detailed
and comprehensive work on the Sikhs.

¥
— Q —

Martat. com“ '



T AT

CHAPTER 11

PRINSEP, MURRAY AND SMYTH

I wonder 1f it would bc irrelevant to quote one of the
most pungent remarks of C. H. Philips that “British his-
torians of India have tended to produce a divided, schizoph-
renic kind of history”! to the extent that most of then
(with the notable exceptions of Alfred Lyall, Henry Maine
and William Hunter) did not attempt to correlate the history
of Britain to the process of events in India or 10 place the
Indo-British relationships within a broad concept of historical

development. This may be true of Indian history as well
as Punjab history.

Its geo-political and socio-economic situation being
different from the rest of the country (in a limited sense),
the Punjab attracted attention of the British as a part of the
vital central Asian drama. Having firmly established the
Company’s rule in India, the British came face to face with
the Sikhs who had by then set up a mighty state in the North-
West of India. The ruler of the Sikhs then was Ranjit
Singh who had under his command an army considered second
best in the whole of Asia. The region, however, had great
attraction for the British both commercially and strategically.
Its importance mounted further when Russian advance in
central Asia posed a serious danger to the British Empire in
India. As long as the British were busy with the Marathas
and other Indian powers, they looked upon Ranjit Singh as
a friend or an ally and generally humoured him to keep him
attached to their interests. But with their attainment of

~supreme position in the country, their attitude towards him

1. C.H. Philips (ed), Historians of India, Pakistan and Ceylon
(London), Rep. 1962, Introduction, p. 8.
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22 HISTORIANS AND HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE SIKHS

underwent a radical change. Whereas outwardly they con-
tinued to profess friendship towards him in view of the
Russian danger from central Asia looming large on the
horizon, in their heart of hearts they began 1O regard the
gikh power with feelings of suspicion and jealousy. The
<ame feelings determined the approach of Europeans in
general in their writings on the Punjab and the Sikhs. Gone
were the days when formation was sought after to gratify
their curiosity about the Sikhs. If they were still interested
in collecting information on the subject, it was primarily with
the desire of assessing the military potential of the Sikh State,
or in a secondary way, 10 find ncw avenues for the expansion
of their trade and commeree. Otherwise, by and large the
emphasis in their writings shifted from appreciation of Sikh
character and Sikh polity 1o finding of flaws in the Sikh
system and character assassination, particularly dissemination
of scandals about Ranjit Singh. Of course depending
upon the social background and mental make-up of the
writers, motivations varied in sharpness Wwith individual
writers. After the death of Ran}it Singh, the European writers
became bolder and openly pleaded for putting an end to the
Punjab kingdom. But not everyone of them toed this line.
Some of them were not iIn favour of outright annexation,

though they too were not opposed to the extension of British
control in this region.

A perusal of historical writings and, in the process, estab-
lishment of a correlation at the two levels, viz., between
. historian and the prevailing situation and between a his-
torian and his successor historians would reveal a deep-seated
relevance in the process of understanding of regional history
~nd also the commitment or bias and purpose of historical
writings. In the attempi of the Europeans to explore
Punjab history, if viewed in relation to their attitudes, we
witness two elements-one, trying 10 understand things
for a political purpose and the other, desire for reconstruction.

The latter element became predominant after the annexation
of the Punjab.

Before the Governor-Generalship of Lord Wellesley,
the Punjab was quite obscure to the British. It was In

136 656
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the wake of an imperialistic policy in the course of the
British struggle against the Marathas that Lict-Col.  Lake
of the Company’s forces touched the Land of Five Rivers
while making a hot pursuit of the fleeing Jaswant  Rao
Holkar. Outside the frontiers ol India, the country had
assumed significance since Napolcon Bonaparte had shown

to the world that British power after the independence of

American colonies primarily hinged upon their empire in
India. Having conquered a vast cxpanse of territory in
India, the British East India Company found 1t necessary to
have a breather. During this period, they witnessed another
great man Ranjit Singh carving a niche for a Sikh Empire
in the North-West India. A strange people with small
principalitics under the coutrol of petty chieflains were

growing into 1 strong kingdom under the leadership of

Ranjit Singh. Forced by circumstances and out of curiosity,
the British East India Company dcsired to establish a hving
contact with the Punjab. Thus began the chapter to under-
stand the inhabitants of this region who had lived through
many vicissitudes and foreign invasions. But in due course,
as said before, a radical change occurred in their outlook
on this vital problem of relationship with the Punjab.
Before the political contact came into being, therc were
some Europeans who wrote about thc Punjab, particularly
the Sikhs, as for instance Polier, Browne and Forster and
Malcolm.

Polier wrote his paper The Siques in 1780. Browne wrote
his History of the Origin and Progress of the Sicks during his
stay at the Mughal Court at Delhi from 1782 to 1785. It
was mostly an English rendering of a Persian manuscript and
only slightly original. Forster wrote his account of the Sikhs
in the form of a letter which he addressed to one Gregory of

Lucknow and which was published later in his travelogue
called 4 Journey from Bengal to England.
Brief references to the Sikhs are also found in the writings
of Father Xavier, Sarman, Wilkins, Griffiths and Franklin.
But the first really worthwhile account of the Sikhs came
from Malcolm in the early years of the 19th century. Like
the earlier works, Malcolm’s Sketch of the Sikhs was under-

'i
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taken to gratify his countrymen’s curiosity about the Sikhs.

But additionally it was intended to promote ‘‘social inter-

course’’ with the avowed object of establishing friendly rela-

tions between nations.! Placed as the English East India

Company was in a complex political situation in India and

.hroad, demanding peace and friendship with a frontier state,

Malcolm took every care not {0 offend the Sikhs in any way.

His eagerness to establish friendly relations with Ranjit Singh
is reflected in his treatment of the Sikh history. Elaborating
his stand-point, he wrote, ““The most savage states arc those
who have most prejudices and who are consequently most
easily conciliated " and offended. They are always pleased
and flattered when they find that those whom they cannot
but admit to possess superior intelligence are acquainted
with their history and respect their beliefs and usages™.?
Deliberate avoidance of controversy, however, minimised the
historical significance of his writing though 1t remains an
important contribution if viewed in its historical context.

With the sole exception of yalcelm, all these European
writers’ accounts of the Sikhs were scanty due to lack of
information with them. And fopthe same reason and also
due to large-scale adoption of Hindu customs and supersti-
tions by the Sikhs during the eighteenth century, these
writers identified the Sikhs as one of the sects of the Hindus.
As most of the early Europeans had no positive political
mission to carry out, they stuck to this tradition even at the
cost of a scientific analysis. At the most it may be argued
that the early European scholars based their assessments Oxn
the contemporary social milieu of harmony among various
religio-social communities.

For several years after Malcolm, no serious attempt was
made until Henry Prinsep and Captain Murray published
their writings on Punjab-history. Born on 15th July 17933
at Thoby Priory in England, Henry Prinsep was the fourth
son of John Prinsep. The latter had served as a military
cadet in India for a short time around 1770. After resigning

1. Malcolm, Sketch of the Sikhs, p. 3.
2. Ibid., p. 6.
3. Died on 11 February, 1878,
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from that post he started business in indigo. At the age of
sixteen, on 20th December 1808, Henry Prinscp joined the
East India Company as writer at Calcutta. During his stay
in India till 1843 he served ‘n various capacities. In duc
course he rose to be the Persian Sccrelary to the Government
and later member of the Governor-General's Council.  Con-
servative to the backbone. he regarded lord Wilham
Bentinck, the Governor General of India, as an addict to
the theory of change for the sake of change. Hc pulled on
better with Lord Aucklund but hc disapproved of his Afghan
policy of supporting Shah Shuja for he regarded the latter
as infirm and weakminded. On his return 1o ngland he was
elected member of Parhament. For his cxperience and
knowledge of Indian affairs, he became an clected member
of the Court of Directors in 1850. After the transfer of
power in 1858, he was onc of the few people whosc merit was
recognised and he was offered membership of India Council,
which he held till 1874. Frank, forthright and fresh in his
views, he wrote many dissenting notes.!

Although Prinsep’s official life was vcry busy, he found
time to write. When he was Persian Secrctary, he wrote
the book entitled The Origin of the Sikh Power in the
Punjab and the Political Life of Maharaja Ranjit Singh with
an Account of the Religion, Laws and Customs of the Sikhs.
His account starts from 1742 when after the invasion of
Nadir Shah in 1739 rapid dissolution of the Mughal Empire
started and ends with the year 1833. Prinsep largely depended
on Captain Murray “who has the merit of being the first to
collect and put together in a consistant narrative, the loose
fragments and materials that exist, in respect 1o the events
in the Punjab at this period’’.?

1. For details see Dictionary of National Biographies, Vol. XVI,

(Oxford, reprint 1959-60), pp. 392-5.
2. Henry Prinsep, Origin of the Sikh Power in the Punjab and

Political Life of Maharaja Ranjit Singh (second impression, Patiala,
1970), P. 1. His other works are ==
(i) A History of the Political and Military Transactions in India
during the Administration of Marquis of Hastings (1813-1823).
(ii) The Historical Facts deducible from recent Discoveries in

Afghanistan (1844).
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For the origin of Ranjit Singh’s family, he depended on
Captain Wade’s report on the Punjab which struck him as
very authentic.? But in the choice of his facts and events, the
author used his own discretion.?2 It is generally believed that
Prinsep also used Khushwaqt Rai’s Tarikh-i-Sikhan, a monu-
mental work in Persian, which gives an account of the Sikhs
up to 1811. This Persian manuscript was completed in
November 1839 whereas Prinsep’s account was published in
1834. From this we may draw the inference that Khushwaqt
Rai either showed his manuscript to Prinsep part by part, or
had a close contact with him.

Since the purpose of Prinsep’s work was to furnish infor-
mation about the Sikh kingdom and Sikh community, the
book goes into detail regarding the origin? of he Sikh power
on the ruins of the Mughal Empire. Besides the political
cataclysm perpetrated by the Afghan invaders, the author
believes, “The distractions of the Mughal empire, and the
intrigues and imbecilities of the viceregal court at Lahore,
gave encouragement to the system pursued, not only by the
neglect to punish, but by the occagional availment of the
services of individual chiefs, so that many of them assumed
an organised martial appearance.” "

While dealing with the period, Prinsep makes a prophetic
statement which shows his insight into the Sikh institutions.
Writing five years before the death of Ranjit Singh, Prinsep
in his comments on the Treaty of Amritsar (1809), said that
it was based however on no better foundation than the
personal character of Ranjit Singh and his personal conviction
that the British government desires to see him prosperous
and powerful, and would regard the extinction of his rule,

(iii) Social and Political Conditions of Tibet, Tartary and M angolia
(1852).

(iv) A Pamphlet on India Question.

(v) He brought out Ram Dasa’s ‘Registrar of Bengal Civil Servants’
besides writing commentaries and translations of classical

works.
1. Ibid., p- 117.
2. Ibid., pp. 31-32,
3., Ibid., p. 3.
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and the confusion and convulsions which must follow, as a

serious evil or mischicvous influence 1o itself,”"!

Prinsep was more concerned with the immediate than
with the past. He was (rying to reconstruct the history
of the Sikh power with a view to cstablishing intimate rela-
tions w<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>