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T
he word Deccani, though used deroga-
torily by some sections of Sikh socie-
ty, is simply the identification of Sikhs
living in the region known as Deccan.
The word Deccan means the direction
South in the Urdu language. In the un-

divided Indian sub-continent, there were two Hy-
derabad cities.  One was in the western Sind
province and the second one was in the southern
Hyderabad province. The nomenclature used then
was Hyderabad Sind and Hyderabad Deccan.  The
city of Hyderabad was the capital city of the erst-
while Nizam's dominion of Hyderabad.  

There was absolutely no obligation on the part
of a Sikh ruler to send his Sikh army to help a Mus-
lim ruler to maintain his internal security, thou-
sands of kilometres away, endangering the lives of
the army men and making them leave behind their
families and completely alienating themselves from
their homeland. Means of conveyance and com-
munications were virtually non-existent.  

The Sikh Army of Maharaja Ranjit Singh com-
ing to Deccan Hyderabad at the call of the Nizam
was the precursor of the modern-day Peace Keep-
ing Force.  They were the peace corps of the 19th
century.  

Sikhs in the Deccan
Sikhs are residents of Hyderabad even much

before the historic landmark of Charminar, which
was constructed in 1591.  Around the year 1512, dur-
ing one of his Udasis-world journeys, Guru Nanak
Sahib, while coming from Nanded and Bidar stayed
in the walled city of Golconda, even before the city
of Hyderabad was founded. He journeyed through
modern-day Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Ramesh-
waram and from there he travelled to Sri Lanka. 

Those who were mesmerised and deeply influ-
enced by the Guru's teachings continued their
search for salvation.  One such glorious example
is that of Bhai Saheb Singh from Bidar -now in
present-day Karnataka, about 150 kilometres from
Hyderabad city.  He was one of the first Five
Beloveds (Punj Piyaras) of the Sikh nation who
were administered Amrit (the Sikh baptism) by
Guru Gobind Singh Ji in 1699.

The Tenth Master, Guru Gobind Singh stayed
for a long time at Nanded, about 280 Kms from Hy-
derabad and breathed his last there in the year 1708.
During this period a large number of the local pop-
ulace embraced Sikhism by taking Amrit; and set-
tled in Nanded and its vicinity. Most Sikhs who had
come with Guru Padshah were sent back to Pun-
jab with Baba Banda Singh Bahadur to strength-
en the Sikh force. 

Call to the Sikh Army
Nawab Sikander Jah, the third

Nizam of Hyderabad was the ruler of
Hyderabad from 1803 to 1829.  There
were 16 districts in his kingdom in-
cluding the areas of Sikh holy places
of Nanded -now in Maharashtra and
Bidar -now in Karnataka.  In the ad-
ministrative system of the Nizam, rev-
enue collection was through Jagir-
dars, Desmukhs and Samasthans.
These were influential people of com-
munities who were allotted a large
piece of land in lieu of their work of
collection and remission of revenues
to the King's treasury.  They were en-
titled to keep certain portion of rev-
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This year, during the
course of the Gurta
Gaddi celebrations of
Guru Granth Sahib, let
us acknowledge and
admire the role of the
Sikhs from the Deccan
region.   
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This is perhaps the
first authenticated
account of who are
Deccani Sikhs, where
they came from and
what is the historicity
of some of their social
and religious customs.  

enues to meet the expenditure of their
forts and army.  

Around 1830, the exact period not
being still known, most of these rev-
enue collectors became unaccount-
able, avoided depositing the revenues
to the exchequer and rebelled against
the Nizam.  Arabs from Arabian coun-
tries, Siddis from Africa, Rajputs, Ro-
hellas and Pathans were recruited
from north India, but they all failed
to deliver results. 

Durbar-i-Lahore 
At the instance of Maharaja Chan-

du Lal, who was the Nizam's Prime
Minister and a devotee of Gurughar
-the Sikh fold, sometime during 1822-
1843, the support of Maharaja Ranjit
Singh was sought. A request letter
and presents were sent to the Lahore
Durbar.

In the fourteenth chapter of his
book, on page 267, "Maharaha Ranjit
Singh" published in 1933 by the Hin-
dustani Academy of Uttar Pradesh
at Alllahabad, Prof. Sitaram Kohli of
Government College, Lahore, writes
"In the year 1826 one Dervesh Mohi-
uddin an ambassador of the Nizam

of Hyderabad, came to the Durbar-i-
Lahore and on behalf of the Nizam
presented four high-pedigree expen-
sive horses, one unmatched marvel-
lous Canopy, one double-edged sword,
one canon and several rifles. Apart
from this, valuable presents were
brought for Prince Khadag Singh".

This grandiose canopy -a histori-
cal testimony of Sikh-Muslim rela-
tions was preserved by the Sikhs and
displayed on all important occasions
till the Indian Armed forces reduced
it to ashes when they stormed and at-
tacked the holiest of holies Darbar

Sahib, aka Golden Temple, in June
1984.         

Sikh Army in the Deccan
From 1829 to 1857, Hyderabad was

under the regime of the fourth Nizam,
Nawab Nasir Uddoula. In 1932, after
completing a four months arduous
journey, a 1,400-strong Sikh army ar-
rived from Lahore in Hyderabad. The
army consisted of fourteen Risalas -
army units -each comprising of a 100
personnel and each Risala headed by
a Risaldar. The chief and other sub-
ordinate rank officers were on horse-
back and the soldiers were on foot.
They were first stationed outside the
walled city of Hyderabad near the
Mir Alam Tank, which place till to-
day is famously known as the Sikh
Chawani -the Sikh Cantonment. Ad-
jacent to this is another area which
is even today called, the Sikh village,
though very few Sikhs live there to-
day. 

During the course of their revenue
arrears procurement operations from
the rebellious and oppressive Jagir-
dars, many lost their life and limb.
They, however, successfully complet-
ed the mission for which they were
sent from far-off lands.  While doing
so, they ably maintained their social
and religious attitudes and behaviour.

In gratitude of their sacrifice and
in appreciation of their services, all
Risaldars were honoured as courtiers
with chairs in the court of the Nizam.
They were also offered vast lands in
Nirmal town of Adilabad district of
present day Andhra Pradesh as Ja-
gir, which they refused, as they want-
ed to return back to their homeland.   

Social Life of the Deccan Sikhs 
Devoid of any practical option, the

Sikh army personnel and their lead-
ership decided to stay put after the
fall of Maharaja Ranjit Singh's king-
dom. The decision made, they decid-

ed to marry locally as they were far
away from their ancestral lands.
Without exception, all were staunch
believers and practitioners of
Sikhism.  Local women were hesi-
tant to partake of Amrit. A practi-
cal compromise was reached with-
out compromising the core values
of Sikhism, which they guard to this
day.  

There is custom of Chouke
Chadhna -first cooking activity in
the kitchen of the household an Am-
ritdhari lady marries into.  This is
repeated even after every child birth.
In this case, Amrit is prepared by an
Amritdhari Sikh by reciting Jap Ji
Sahib, stirring water and sugar puffs
(patashe) with Kirpan in a bowl,
Kadah Pershad is prepared and af-
ter the Ardas (supplicatory prayer),
the lady enters the kitchen.  After
marrying the local women, Sikh
army personnel resorted to similar
procedure before consummating
their conjugal rights. This precon-
dition is still strictly adhered to and
no Anand Karaj is performed with-
out the Amrit ceremony, irrespec-
tive whether the marriage is inter-
caste or intra-caste.   

Religious Life of the Deccan Sikhs
With every Risala -the Sikh army

unit, there used to be a Gurdwara,
the Risaldar used to be in charge of
its administration and it was part
of his official duty along with oth-
er governmental
duties. A soldier
used to be deputed
as the priest -
Granthi, who not
only performed
service -Sewa in
the Gurdwara
Sahib but also
taught Gurbani in
Gurmukhi script
enabling the learn-
er to complete the
full paath of Guru
Granth Sahib and
Dasam Granth
Sahib. This reli-
gious education
was compulsory
for every child and
that is the back-
ground for the flu-
ency to read Gur-
bani in Gurmukhi
script of every
Deccani Sikh.  

Generally, language belongs to
the land not to a religion.  As the at-
mosphere and opportunities for
speaking the Punjabi language were
inadequate, they lost touch with it
and became conversant with the lo-
cal language, particularly Urdu,
which was the official language of
the Deccan.

Even today, the males wear all the
mandatory Five Ks.  Their women
folk continue to wear local dresses
and speak the local languages. All
the Deccani Sikhs strictly follow
their religious values and are Am-
ritdhari, Keshadhari and Kirpand-
hari, commanding respect for their
religiosity amongst other commu-
nities. The Sikh Rehat Maryada is
strictly adhered to.  

Interestingly, however, there are
many practices which Punjab has
forsaken but are sincerely followed
by Deccan Sikhs. As required by Re-
hat Maryada and as was the tradi-
tion followed for centuries, Deccan
Sikhs do not suffix their names with
their gotra or castes. They do not
discriminate an Amritdhari Sikh on
the basis of his or her caste as was
prior to baptism.  For marriage pur-
poses, it is the overall status of the
individual and the family which is
taken into consideration and not the
caste lineage.  

When the Sikh army had arrived
in this region, all the Risalas had
brought with them the volumes of
Guru Granth Sahib and Dasam
Granth Sahib. As a practice they
used to carry these volumes during
all their military expeditions.  The

Deccani Sikhs have both these vol-
umes side by side in every Gurdwara.
They read and take the Order of the
Day -Mukhwak of Guru Granth
Sahib and of Dasam Granth Sahib
in ever congregation, but they nev-
er bow their head in obeisance be-
fore Dasam Granth Sahib.  They bow
their head only before Guru Granth
Sahib as their Guru and none else.
To criticize this is nothing but igno-
rance of a traditional practice and
custom. 

Bhai Kahan Singh Nabha's visit to
Nanded

History records that noted schol-
ar, Bhai Kahan Singh Nabha visited
Nanded in 1884. In the year 1929, he
was sent by Chief Khalsa Diwan to
depose before a judicial enquiry by
British Judge Mr. A. H. Cuming,
loaned by the Government of India
in a land dispute of Gurdwara Maal
Tekdi Sahib at Nanded which had
taken a communal colour between
Deccani Sikhs and Muslims.  The de-
cision finally went in favour of the
Sikhs. Apart from this reference one
does not find any more contribution
by Bhai Sahib Kahan Singh about
his interaction with Sikhs in the Dec-
can.  

Mr. Hankin and his last wish
Mr. Hankin was the Director Gen-

eral of Police and Prisons for many
years in the state of Hyderabad.  In

his official capacity, he
was the Chief Con-
troller of the affairs of
the Sachkand Gurd-
wara.  In the Gurd-
wara Maal Tekdi case,
9 years after his leav-
ing Hyderabad, evi-
dence was taken on
Commission in U.K.  

In this last days,
when Mr. Hankins
was bedridden and dy-
ing, he sent a message
that an Akhand Path
be held on his behalf
at Takht Hazur Sahib
with a prayer for par-
don for any mistakes
he may have commit-
ted during the course
of his service of Guru
Sahib. 

He loved, honoured
and trusted the Sikhs.

During his tenure as head of the Po-
lice and Prisons department, a Ja-
maiyat-I-Sikhkhan (irregular army
of the Sikh Force) was formed and
placed under the command of the de-
partment.  This force was disbanded
after the Hyderabad state was an-
nexed to the Indian Union in the year
1951. Thus the Deccan Sikhs and their
families who were part of the force
lost all their honour and privileges.

True custodians of Sikh values
Sikhs living in the Deccan region

are willingly and gladly living there,
maintaining high standards of Sikhi.
Despite unfavourable circumstances,
the Deccan Sikhs are proud custodi-
ans of Sikh values and traditions. 

The story of the Sikhs from the
Deccan does not end here.  It actual-
ly begins. The story needs to be re-
told in all its glory. This monograph
should serve as a first step for much
more that needs to be done in this
area of Sikh studies.
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Remnants of the hamlet called Sikh village. This village was one of the many residential pockets
of the Sikh soldiers and their families.

Despite unfavourable
circumstances, the
Deccan Sikhs are
proud custodians of
Sikhi in its totality for
the last century and
a half and serve as an
example for other
Sikhs to emulate. The
story of the Sikhs
from the Deccan
does not end here.  It
actually begins. The
story needs to be
retold in all its glory.
This monograph
should serve as a
first step for much
more that needs to
be done in this area
of Sikh studies.

Nanak Singh Nishter in
front of the Osmania

University founded by the
seventh and last Nizam,

Mir Osman Ali Khan.  The
University is the only

Urdu language 
University teaching

besides Urdu, medicine,
law and engineering.

Sikhs living in the
Deccan region
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there,
maintaining high
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of Sikh values
and traditions.


