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Si khs recruited by Rajah Brooke to quell uprising

Sar ban Si ngh

SI KHS have had the dubi ous honour of being the nost m sunderstood
community in Malaysia. After over a century in this country, they are
still erroneously referred to as mungali kwai by sone Chinese, wangali by
t he Sout hern | ndi ans and benggali by the Ml ays.

As if this is not enough, several friends born in the 1960s and early
1970s have the m sfortune of having their religion stated as benggali Sikh
in their birth certificates.

For the record, Benggalis, with the najority being Hi ndus, originated
fromEastern India with fam |y names such as Bi swas, Sen, CGupta, Roy,
Choudry, Tagore, etc.

The doughty and gritty Sikhs, popularly known as Sardarji when they
first arrived on Mal ayan shores, originated from Punjab, |ndia.

There have been different interpretations as to when the Sikhs arrived
in Mal aya but nost historians concur that they were brought in by the
British in early 1870s.

Soci al anthropologist Sarjit Singh GIIl says the first Sikhs were
recruited by Sarawak Rajah Sir Janes
Brooke from Singapore in 1857 to quell Chinese uprising in his territory.
The Sikhs were then British political prisoners in Mal acca and Singapore.

Some historians claimthat the first two Si khs brought to Singapore in
| ate 1840s were N hal Singh (a.k.a Bhai Maharaj Singh) and Kharak Singh
They had opposed British rule in India. Sarjit says Captain Tristram
Speedy, who was Acting British Resident for Perak was responsible for
bringing in the first batch of 110 Sikhs to Mal aya in 1873.

There were al so a few Pat hans, H ndus and Punjabi Mislinms in the group

Brig Gen Rajban Singh in his work, The Participation of Indian Nationals
in Mlitary Organi sations Before 1919, says Speedy was conmi ssi oned by
Orang Kaya Menteri of Lurmut, Ngah Ibrahimto enlist "a force of fighting
men" to help himsave his tin mnes fromthe depredati ons of the Chi nese
i nsurgents.

Several historians conclude that the British recruited Sikhs because
they did not support the Indian Mitiny of 1857 ainmed at over-throw ng the
British Raj.

Due to this, the mutiny was contained to the upper Ganges vall ey.

Speedy's Si khs were roped into the Perak Arned Police (1877) which was
| ater known as the First Battalion Perak Sikhs (1884).

In 1919, the battalion was eventually known as the Malay State Quides
(M5@, headquartered in Taiping. The M5G had a strength of eight conpanies
(six infantry and two artillery).

Sarjit says when the M5SG was fornmed, the Malay rul ers of Perak
Sel angor, Negri Senbil an and Pahang signed the Federation Treaty in 1895,
whi ch anong others said that when the Persekutuan Tanah Melayu is fornmed
the follow ng year, Indian soldiers will be brought in to maintain peace.

In 1874, the Sikhs conprised the majority in the Negeri Senbilan and
Sungei U ong Police. This was followed by the formati on of the Sel angor
Police in 1874 and the Pahang Police 1888. Sikhs were chosen by the
British because of their excellent record of service in the Sikh reginments
in India.

Mal ki at Si ngh Lopo in his book Sikhs in Ml aysia says nmany Sikhs
perished in the line of duty serving the British. Isser Singh was probably
the first Sikh to die in such a manner, killed in 1875 during the



assassi nation of the Perak Resident J.WW Birch, Malkiat says.

Soci al scientist Dr Nadzan Haron in his work Sikhs in Arned
Establ i shments of British Mal aya, says the British admiration for the
Si khs was best described by Governor Sir Frederick Weld who after
i nspecting the Perak force in August 1880 wrote:

"I was especially pleased with the Sikh mlitary police, their skirm shing
was magnificent, and the westling after the parade gave ne an opportunity
to observe their fine physique and renarkable |itheness.™

Excerpts fromthe Australian War Diary "M dni ght Messi ah-Johore"
syndi cated in the Mel bourne Sunday Herald Sun says the early Sikhs were
nodest fellows who never drank or snoked

"In the early norning they were |ike wonmen before the dressingtable.
They did up their hair and stuck a conb and a tiny dagger in it.

"But they were fierce fighting men and the smartest parade-ground troops
| have ever seen,” it says.

The imm gration of Sikhs into Malaya increased after the First Wrld \Var
due to the unfavourable conditions in the Punjab due to politica
upheaval s.

The portrayal of Malaya as the |land of new opportunities was also a
contributing factor.

O her reasons for comng to Mal aya included pressure on |and and job
shortage back hone.

It fitted nicely with the | abour shortage and an econom ¢ boom el sewhere
after the Second World Var.

Upon com ng to Mal aya, sonme Si khs becane ni ght watchnen. A charpoy (rope
bed) placed in front of the nmain door was the trademark that a Sikh was in
charge of security for the particul ar establishment.

The British, who only admtted Sikhs who strictly observed the basic
tenets of Sikhisminto their police force, allowed themto build gurdwara
(Si kh place of worship) wthin police conmpounds.

These becane neeting points for Sikhs fromlndia. An exanple is the

Brickiln Road Gurdwara in Penang which still has roons specially prepared
for the newconers.

These institutions still exist at the Police Training Centre or Pul apol
Jal an Parlinen and Jal an Bandar (all in Kuala Lunpur), Penang and | poh

Indian Settlenents, Kg Beggali or Kg Singh were soon set up in nmany
states, especially along the west coast.

By the 1930s and 40s, the first generation of Ml ayan Sikhs who were
nore educated and conmtted to Malaya as their hone were beginning to
gr ow up.

A nunber went into the professions, especially | aw and nedi ci ne.

Several organisations were forned to undertake activities like building
new gurdwaras and Punjabi schools, as well as to start newspapers.

This began with the establishnent of the Khal sa Diwan Mal aya in Tai pi ng
in 1902, says Azharuddin Mohamed Dali in a paper The Invol venent of the
Si kh Conmunity in the Political Movenent in Malaya During the First Wrld
War .

Friction anong the Sikhs, who cane fromthree different arreas of Malwa,
Mahj a and Doaba in the Punjab led to the foundi ng of another association
in March 1920 known as the Guru Kal gi Dhar Di wan Ml aya.

Anot her society set up by the Sikhs then was the Sikh M ssionary Tract
Soci ety Mal aya (1940). The society which was aimed at spreadi ng Si khi sm
and propagation of Gurbani (Sikh scriptures) also provided opportunities
for Sikh children to | earn Punjabi

Si khs also closely followed political devel opments in India culmnating
in the formation of Ml aysian Sikh Union in 1947.

Punj abi newspapers |ike the Ml aya Samachar, Pardesi Khal sa Sewak and



Nawan Sansar were enjoying good sales. Although the initial politica
affiliations were with parties and novenents in India, they soon becane
| ocal i sed.

Budh Singh, a Sikh community | eader, was the cofounder and second
presi dent of the Malaysian |Indian Congress.

Hi storian Professor Eneritus Datuk Dr Khoo Kay Kimin his work Sikhs in
Mal aysi a: Then, Now and the Future says the social changes anmpong the Sikh
conmmunity was a concern anong the ol der generation as they were
suscepti bl e to changes brought about by the western as well as |oca
cul tures.

"This dilemma is faced by all present generations in Asia, Africa and
South Anerica," he says.

Sarjit says there is a need to set up mnority studies departnents in
all local public universities. There is very little research being done on
the history of these communities such as the Orang Asli, Baba-Nyonya,
Chettiars, Penang |ndian-Mislins, Portuguese as well as the Sikh Peranakan
i n Kel antan and Sabah, he says.

"Such centres nust be set up to enable researchers docunent the
hi storci al aspects of these minority conmunities,” he says.

In his work The Inportance of the Punjabi Language and its Challenges in
Mal aysia, retired school principal A mer Singh says with social
i nteraction and rapid devel opment, Punj abi - speaki ng Si khs are fast
becom ng a di m ni shing group

"Those who speak the |anguage often cannot read it and are thus deprived
of Qurbani and Punjabi literature. Religious scriptures cannot be read
wi t hout know edge of Punjabi," he says.

Aj mer says al though gurdwaras continue to teach Punjabi, the nunber of
students have dw ndl ed. Al though there were a few Punjabi school s which
recei ved Governnent aid, nost closed down due to poor response.

The | ast, he says, was the Tatt Khal sa Gurdware School in Jalan Raja
Al ang, Kual a Lunpur, which closed in 1998.

Aj mer says despite the decline in the use and teachi ng of Punjabi over
the years, there are sone positive signs for the future.

"OF late, there has been sone renewed interest on the part of Punjab
parents in getting their children to know the Punjabi |anguage,” he says.

Sarjit says the biggest challenge faced by the community was to retain
their identity. Among these, he says are m xed marriages and sone schoo
rul es which make it difficult for Sikh children to observe their religious
requi renents.

Si khs were also fine sportsnen. The M5G won the Warren Shield Shooting
conpetition in 1896, 1889, 1903 and 1905.

In 1906, they went to England to comepete in the Kol apore and Macki nnon
Cups but were beaten. In 1908, they won the Robert Cup Conmpetition in
Engl and.

This tradition was | ater conti nued by Santokh Singh and Serbegeth Singh
who capt ai ned the Ml aysian football teamat one tinme or another as well
as Sarjit Singh, who helnmed the national hockey team and becane one of the
wor |l d' s best players.

The loyalty of the Sikhs to the country is unquestionabl e.

During the height of the Indonesian confrontation all nenbers of the
Si kh conmunity hel d an energency neeting and passed a resol ution pledging
their full support to Tengku Abdul Rahman and his Governnent.

Then again in 1999, 18 Sikh bodies in the country pledged their support
for Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mhamad and his Government which
was then faced by a nyriad of problens including the regional economc
crisis.

Dr Mahathir in his Vesakhi nmessage perhaps sumred it best.



"Despite being a mnority in Malaysia, the achievenents of the Sikhs in
various professional fields is the pride of the country.™

Thi s has been corroborated by Khoo who says that proportionately, Sikhs
have the | argest nunmber of professionals conpared to any other group in
Mal aysi a.
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