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ORIGIN OF THE SIKHS.
OF all the many peoples of India none possesses for us

greater or more varied historical interest than the Sikhs, a
people who four hundred years ago as a reformed religious
sect sprang from the ranks of the Jats, a numerous as well
as the most important agricultural tribe in the Punjab,
descended from the ancient Scythian Getæ. They stand out
prominently as men of action, who have preserved inherited
racial characteristics foreign to Orientals, and evolved
themselves by the strength of their own arms into one of
the finest military types to be found anywhere. Their story
furnishes a stirring and romantic chapter in the world's
history, carrying the imagination back in full flight over the
lapse of centuries.

Taking their rise among the disciples of the peaceful
Nanak, a Jat Hindu religious reformer, they ultimately, under
the pressure of persecution, became a community of
warriors, who by the genius of a young Sikh chief, Ranjit
Singh, were welded into a nation at the dawn of the
nineteenth century. After they lost his strong guiding hand
they struggled desperately with us for supremacy in several
pitched battles on the Sutlej in 1845–46, when we found
them indeed foemen worthy of our steel. Though then
disastrously defeated, they doggedly clung to the idea that,
after all, they were a match for the British, and rose a
second time three years later. Again they fought with all
their vigorous might, but being completely vanquished in



the open field, they then, like brave men as they are,
submitted to the decree of war, and in 1849 were absorbed
with the Punjab into the British Indian Empire. They rose a
third time in 1857, but then it was shoulder to shoulder with
us to aid in beating down the revolt of our native army in
Hindostan, when they flocked in thousands to the standards
of their late conquerors at the summons of Sir John
Lawrence, the great Pro-Consul of the Punjab, whose good
government had converted them in a few years into loyal
subjects of the British Crown. None have fought more
stoutly and stubbornly against us, none more loyally and
gallantly for us, than the Sikhs. They have taken part with
us in many a "far-flung battle-line" in Asia and Africa, and
become the symbol to India of all that is loyal and
courageous. Wherever there has been hard fighting to be
done, there they have been found in the forefront,
maintaining their high reputation for steadfast fidelity,
dogged tenacity, and dauntless courage,—the undying
heritage of the Sikhs. As they fought for their Gurus and for
their Maharaja, so they have fought for Britain. Loyalty is in
their blood.

The Punjab—the land of the five rivers, as the name
signifies—is the home-land of the Sikhs. Through it passes
the great highway from Central Asia, along which from the
remotest antiquity invading hosts have marched bent on the
plunder and conquest of India. In prehistoric times hordes of
Aryans and Scythians surged through its northern mountain
gateways. There Alexander and his Greeks fought and
conquered, annexing it as a province of Macedon, while
from the eleventh to the eighteenth century Afghan, Tartar,



and Persian armies made it the scene of incessant war.
There the battles were fought for the rich prize of Hindostan.
Bred in a locality which has had to bear the brunt of every
invasion, and imbued with the traditions of these long
centuries of tumult, the peasantry were as proficient with
the sword as with the plough, passing to and from the 
pursuits of war and peace according to the times.

The origin of the Jat tribe has been the subject of much
discussion among distinguished oriental writers, but the
weight of authority is all in favour of it being a relic of the
Scythians, who at various times before and after the
Christian era, swarming off from their camping-grounds in
High Asia, pushed their way into the Punjab and established
their dynasties there with the northern form of Budhism.
The Indo-Aryans, who had occupied India many centuries
before, vainly attempted to stem the torrent of these fresh
invaders from the north, and waged constant war with them
until, according to ancient legendary history, they gained a
great victory in the middle of the sixth century A.D. and
"freed India from the Huns," by which name these Scythians
were also known. After this Budhism gradually gave way to
the ascendancy of the Brahmans, under whose influence
Hinduism had lost all resemblance to the simple old religion
taught in the Vedas—the worship of one Supreme and only
God.

We have but a dim outline of these early times from
ancient Indian literature, Greek and Chinese writers,
traditions, temple inscriptions, and coins. A portion of the
Scythian invaders, descendants of the Massa-Getas of old
Asia, were called Getes, from whom the modern Jats are



said to have sprung, the name having been so transposed in
progress of time. Arrian, the Greek historian of Alexander's
campaign in Asia, mentions that the Getes, the Indo-Scythes
as he terms them, who served as allies of Darius, formed
the élite of his army in the great battle of Arbela on the
Tigris, 331 B.C., when the Persian Empire, which then
extended into the Punjab, was overthrown by Alexander. He
dwells with pleasure on Indo-Scythic valour. Colonel Tod, the
most scholarly of Indian writers on the old races, in his
classical 'Annals of Rajasthan,' compiled eighty years ago, 
identifies the Jats of his day with the ancient Scythian Getæ
of Central Asia mentioned by Arrian, tracing their
descendants under the names of Gete, Yothi, Yuti, Jote, to Jit
and Jat, the last two being those by which the tribe was then
known in Rajputana and the Punjab. He also describes an
existing old temple inscription which shows that the Jits
were in power in the Punjab in the fifth century A.D.,—the
memorial of a Jit prince of Lalpura dated 409,—and
observes, "These Jit princes of Lalpura in the Punjab were
the leaders of that very colony of the Yuti from the Jaxartes
who, as recorded by De Guignes, crossed the Indus in the
fifth century and possessed themselves of the Punjab."
Apparently these Jits were one of the most important of the
Scythic tribes, and entered the Punjab in large numbers at
the same time as their congeners the Goths were invading
Italy. This was their last irruption in force into India. Small
bodies of emigrants are said to have continued to follow up
to the eleventh century, when the Getic Empire on the Oxus
was overwhelmed in the tide of Islamism, many fugitives
then fleeing to join their kind in the Indus valley, where they



formed a powerful community, as is shown in the interesting
records of the first invasion of India by Mahmud of Ghuzni,
in the eleventh century, which led to the occupation of
Lahore, and the establishment of the Mahomedan Empire in
India after a struggle on the frontier lasting for two
centuries.

The Jats now emerged from the nebulous region of their
history, and henceforward they were never lost to sight. At
every step taken by the Mahomedan invaders from the
north they encountered the Jats, who showed themselves a
power to be reckoned with. They so vigorously opposed
Mahmud's army in the passage of the Indus, and harassed
his line of march, that he had in person to lead his troops
against them in 1027. The famous Tamerlane in the
fourteenth century, at the head of his mighty Tartar host,
felt their weight, and waged a war of extermination against
them; while the Emperor Baber in his Memoirs writes in
1525 that in all his expeditions into India he was assailed by
multitudes of Jits. These Afghan and Moghul invaders knew
them by the name of Jits, but they were then known in the
Punjab as Jats. Their early settlements were along the whole
valley of the Indus from the north down to Sindh. Pliny and
Ptolemy in their writings mention the Jatii of these regions.
By the sixteenth century they had spread over the Punjab to
the deserts of Rajputana and south to the banks of the
Jumna as the results of wars and tumults following the
Moslem invasions, when they were brushed aside for the
time. To-day they are found in all these localities rooted to
the soil. Among them the tradition is still strong of the
Central Asian region being the cradle of their race. As the



latest comers from the bracing north, recruited for several
centuries by fresh blood, and established in a climate less
liable to lead to deterioration than that of the plains of
Hindostan, the Jats have maintained their hardy northern
strain, and with it physical superiority and force of
character.

The Indo-Aryans, who had settled in India many centuries
earlier, about 1500 B.C., looked on these Scythian invaders
with scorn as inferiors, and termed them "excluded
heretics." In the estimation of the orthodox Hindus the Jats
hold an inferior social position below that of their leading
castes. Their customs, habits, and indulgences, prohibited
by the ordinances which govern the ordinary Hindus, go to
confirm the tradition of their Getic origin; for though there
may be nothing of the Scythian in their language, there is
undoubtedly much in their customs, which have survived
long after the old tongue has disappeared through changes
in dynasties and religion. There is, therefore, the strongest
ground for assuming that this warlike Jat tribe of to-day, to
which the Sikhs belong, are the descendants of the Getæ,
the most conspicuous of the races of ancient Asia, whose
bravery in fighting the Greeks hand to hand elicited the
warm admiration of the Macedonian generals, as related by
Arrian. Wars and anarchy failed to destroy them. They have
braved the storms of centuries and preserved continuity
with the past, emerging at last from barbarism into light,
civilisation, and good government under the British Crown
as an industrious, bold, and loyal people who have never
broken with their traditions for tenacious energy and
military virtues, and who to-day furnish us with thousands of



splendid soldiers fit to go anywhere and stand in line
against any enemy.

The rise and progress of the Sikhs present one of those
strange repetitions which have occurred in the life of
nations; for though in a precise sense they were at first but
a religious sect, later on, bound together by the additional
tie of military and political organisation, they, as a united
people, recruited from the most important race in the
Punjab, were, under the master hand of their Maharaja,
Ranjit Singh, converted into an individual nation when the
decay of the Moghul Empire gave this Jat Sikh chief the
opportunity to establish a territorial dominion over the
regions colonised and ruled in former times by his
ancestors, the ancient Jits.
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NANAK THE REFORMER, FOUNDER OF THE SIKH SECT.
THE Sikh religion originated with the teaching of Nanak,

who from being a wandering Hindu devotee settled down
about the year 1500 as a missionary preacher to his
countrymen, proclaiming a deistic doctrine, embracing what
was best in the two ancient faiths of Hindu and Budhist—the
personal God of the one and the spiritual equality of the
other. He was born in 1469 in a village near Lahore in the
Punjab, the son of a Jat farmer and small trader. As a boy he
was thoughtful, reserved, and inclined to devotion. He early
showed the bent of his mind by puzzling his teacher with
questions as to the existence of God. At the age of nine he
shocked the family Brahman priest by refusing to be
invested with the sacred thread at the Hindu ceremony of
initiation, contending that it was a useless form. As a youth,
to the distress of his father, he was antagonistic to the ways
of the world, despising money-making. Later on marriage
failed to divert his mind from the religious turn. He then at
the age of thirty-two became a public preacher, and, garbed
as a fakir, left his home to attain religious wisdom by travel
and intercourse with others in foreign lands, accompanied
by four companions as disciples, one of them being the
family bard. His sayings and the verses he composed in
praise of God were sung by this minstrel to the sound of the
rabab, or Eastern lute, as he said the "skill of the strings"
was necessary to attract listeners. His family now looked on
him as mad. In his ardent desire to find a resting-place
among the conflicting creeds of men he wandered over all



India, and visited Ceylon, Mecca, Persia, and Kabul. The
story is told of him that while at Mecca the Kazi observed
him asleep with his feet towards the holy Kaaba, the object
of Mahomedan devotion. He was angrily roused, abused as
an infidel, and asked how he dared to dishonour God's
house by turning his feet towards it. "Turn then, if you can,
in a direction where God's house is not," was his reply.

On returning to his home after his wanderings he threw
aside the garb and habits of the fakir, saying that the
numerous religions and castes which he had seen in the
world were the devices of men; that he had read
Mahomedan Korans and Hindu Purans, but God was
nowhere found in them. All was error. He now taught his
followers that abandonment of the world after the manner
of ascetics was quite unnecessary; that true religion was
interwoven in the daily affairs and occupations of life; that
God treated all men with equal favour; and that between
the hermit in his cell and the king in his palace no difference
was made in respect of the kingdom to come. "God will not
ask man of what caste or race he is. He will ask him what he
has done." As a man sows, that shall he reap. He contended
against the furious bigotry of the Mahomedans and the
deep-rooted superstition and caste thraldom of the Hindus,
and aimed at reforming and reconciling the two creeds. He
proclaimed the unity of God and the equality of all men
before God; condemned idolatry and inculcated a righteous
religious life with brotherly love to one another. He said he
was but a man among men, mortal and sinful as they were;
that God was all in all, and that belief in the Creator, self-
existent, omnipresent and omnipotent, without beginning



and everlasting, was the only way to salvation—the one
thing needful being firm reliance on God, who was to be
worshipped in spirit and in truth; to have abiding 
companionship with Him, to let His name be continually in
their hearts and on their lips, and to pray without ceasing.
"The just shall live by faith." This was the keystone of his
doctrine.

He now no longer avoided society, but lived as the head
of his family and as a patriarch, preaching openly at all the
country fairs in his neighbourhood. He met with violent
opposition from the Hindu zealots, who reproached him for
laying aside the habits of a fakir. "A holy teacher has no
defence but the purity of his doctrine. The world may
change, but the Creator is unchangeable," was his reply. No
Brahman of any note now acknowledged him. The Jat
peasantry formed the mass of his disciples. They resorted
from all parts, attracted by his preaching, and he soon
exercised great influence over vast numbers, who looked on
him as their "Guru" or spiritual guide. With their offerings he
established almshouses where crowds of the poor and
helpless were fed. He died at his home in 1538, at the age
of seventy-one.

He was a contemporary of Luther, and, like the German
Reformer, he preached no new faith, but contended that
religion had become obscured and transformed during the
course of centuries. One of the stories told of him in his
crusade against the superstitious ceremonies and forms of
the priesthood is that on one occasion seeing some
Brahmans at their morning devotions by a stream baling out
water with their hands facing the east, going through the


