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Martyrs without parallel*



It is 300 years since the four Sahibzadas and their grandmother, Mata Gujri became martyrs to the cause of the Panth, the humanity and the fundamental human right to choose and practise one’s religion. While a grateful nation observes this solemn occasion with the reverence it deserves, the thought of the unique sacrifice sets into one’s mind a train of reflections.

The circumstances under which Guru Gobind Singh vacated Anandpur are too well known and need not be reproduced here. After the encounter with the chasing Mughal forces at the Sirsa river, the Guru’s family separated in the darkness and the confusion that prevailed. The two elder Sahibzadas, Ajit Singh (17 years) and Jujhar Singh (15 years), reached Chamkaur Sahib with their Guru father, where they confronted the enemy in an improvised garhi and courted martyrdom in a daring hand-to-hand fight with the Mughal army, vastly superior in numbers and armaments, before the very eyes of the Guru. The younger Sahibzadas, Zorawar Singh (9 years) and Fateh Singh (7 years) along with their grandmother, Mata Gujri, were taken by Gangu to his village, and treacherously handed over to the hostile Mughal establishment at Sirhind. The Governor, Wazir Khan wanted to convert them to his own religion, Islam. When persuasion failed, he took recourse to torture to break their resistance and hurled all kinds of threats to instil fear in them. That too did not work, since, in the Guru’s house, they had been brought up to be fearless, and even at that tender age their commitment to Sikhi was incredible. Mata Gujri, their grandmother, played her part and ensured that the infants stood firm. The result was that the Sahibzadas were bricked alive and executed to be ‘the youngest martyrs’ in world history.

The importance of this unique event has not been, and perhaps can never be adequately assessed. There have been thousands of martyrs in the world. But invariably they were grown-up men or women committed to some ideals after mature thought. But here is a case where the maturity of thought and commitment to ideal came at such a tender age. Obviously, this was acquired from the sacred and divine atmosphere that prevailed in the Guru’s house.

The great sacrifice did not go in vain. In fact, the wall in which the two infant martyrs were sought to be bricked alive, proved to be the foundation of the Sikh rule. The news of the martyrdom filled the Guru’s followers with rage, so that only a few years later, when Banda Singh Bahadur, commissioned by Guru Gobind Singh, arrived, the masses flocked around him, anxious to strike with whatever weapons they could lay their hands on. And soon, what appeared incredible, the seemingly invincible Mughal rule crumbled before the onslaught of the mass uprising; Sirhind, the citadel of tyranny was razed to the ground, and Wazir Khan as well as those who had been partners to the heinous crimes leading to the Sahibzadas’ martyrdom, punished and liquidated. Khalsa rule under Banda Singh Bahadur was established in a large part of the Punjab, ending centuries of slavery. This was the direct result of the sacrifice of the Sahibzadas.

The contribution of Mata Gujri has not received due recognition. Some writers have thoughtlessly stated that she died of shock when she heard the news of the Sahibzadas’ death. This is unfair to the great lady who was the wife of Guru Tegh Bahadur, the unique martyr who challenged the Mughal Empire and laid down his life in the cause of freedom of faith, for a religion he did not subscribe to; she was the mother who gave birth to, and brought up Guru Gobind Singh. Apparently, she looked after her grandchildren also, and was in charge of them, when they fell into the hands of the Mughal enemy. Any other woman in her place would have succumbed to the pressure, threats and torture, and tried to save the children and accepted their conversion to Islam. It is her greatness that she not only stood firm herself, but also saw that the children, too, valued their faith more than their life. She suffered the torture along with her grandsons, which led to her martyrdom. In this way, she is ‘the first woman martyr’ in Sikh history.

Martyrdom, in the cause of the faith and righteousness, is the most visible feature of the religion launched by Guru Nanak. In fact, history of Sikhs is a series of accounts of martyrs who sacrificed their lives at the altar of their faith. Sikhs have always valued their faith or commitment to the Gurus more than their lives. Eighteenth century history of Sikhs offers an endless list of Sikh martyrs. Bhai Taru Singh was only one of the countless others who would have their scalp removed, rather than let their hair be cut. Like Bhai Mani Singh, a Sikh would prefer being cut to pieces limb-by-limb, but never desert the Guru or his faith. For decades, they stayed in jungles leaving their hearths and homes, and set up a record of endurance, continuing their struggle undaunted, with unshakeable faith in the ultimate victory of truth promised by the Guru. And that is what they achieved in the end.

While we remember the Sahibzadas and Mata Gujri ji on the occasion of the tricentennial of their martyrdom along with other martyrs we recall in our daily ardas, we must look carefully at the present state of affairs. Apostasy is rampant. Laxity in morals and religious discipline, internal as well as external, is only too glaring. We must pause to think and ask ourselves if a clean(?) shaven Sikh(?) can be a worthy successor to the martyrs referred to above, much less a son of the Guru, we are expected to be.

We must remember that it was only the practise of the Guru’s rahit maryada and commitment to the Guru’s word that enabled us to tide over all kinds of crises in our history, and led to ultimate victory and glory. Indifference will only lead to degeneration and dishonour.

Let us plan programmes to propagate the values of Sikhism and the way of life prescribed by the Gurus. Let the youth wake up. Let the Sahibzadas be their role model. Let Mata Gujri ji be the role model of our sisters to bring up fearless children and committed Sikhs. Let the Guru be the role model for all of us.

Let the leaders do some thinking. They have a responsibility. They control the resources of the Panth, which should be used constructively. The Gurus gave us the message of a whole-life religion of brotherhood of mankind and fatherhood of One Loving God. Let us understand the message ourselves, teach it to our children and youth, and share it with the rest of the world in the interest of global peace and prosperity. We all share this responsibility, individually as well collectively. Let us not leave the job to leaders alone. Every Sikh should act as a missionary with the divine message. We can no longer afford to sit back and merely criticise the leaders. Unless we take some positive steps, all the long marches, processions, huge gatherings, seminars, dhadi and kirtan darbars, etc., we organised so enthusiastically, will have gone in vain.
