
Bhai Maharaj Singh: A Saint-Soldier’s Life in Punjab and Singapore  

Background  

After the demise of Maharaja Ranjit Singh on 27th June 1839, conspiracies to succession ensued between 

Dhian Singh Dogra (Prime Minister of the Sikh Kingdom/ Lahore Darbar), Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s 

descendants, and leaders of the Sikh Kingdom. Consequently, the disputes over succession also led to the 

assassination of the conspiratorial Dhian Singh Dogra.  

 

After Dhian Singh Dogra’s assassination, his son Hira Singh Dogra became the Prime Minister of the Lahore 

Darbar. Following the footsteps of his father, he decided to eliminate a few of the other descendants of 

Maharaja Ranjit Singh. Consequently, Prince Kashmira Singh, Prince Pashaura Singh1 and S. Attar Singh 

Sandhawalia2 took shelter in the Dera of Baba Bir Singh3 at Naurangabad to escape from the clutches of 

the scheming Prime Minister. Baba Bir Singh approached the Lahore Darbar / Hira Singh Dogra to settle 

the political affairs of the kingdom amicably. However, his remarkable effort was not only ignored by the 

Prime Minister, but in 1844 the Dera of Naurangabad was also attacked. The attack saw Baba Bir Singh, 

Prince Kashmira Singh, and other prominent Sikh leaders losing their lives.  

 

Bhai Maharaj Singh becomes the head of the Dera of Baba Bir Singh  

After Baba Bir Singh’s demise, his disciple, Bhai Maharaj Singh, became the head of the Dera. During his 

tenure, the first Anglo-Sikh War broke out. To save the Sikh Kingdom, Bhai Maharaj Singh stepped into 

the battlefield. He inspired the Khalsa Army to maintain high morale and supplied them logistical and other 

support during the war. However, after defeating the Lahore Darbar Army, the British established a Council 

of Regency, supposedly to last for only a year, to control the Lahore Darbar.  

 

When the British extended the tenure of the Council on 18 December 1846 arbitrarily (before the 

completion of a year), the malicious British ploy of eliminating the Lahore Darbar became clear to Maharani 

Jinda, the widow of Maharaja Ranjit Singh. Furthermore, the British conspired to take away her political 

power. This led to, Prema, plotting the assassination of Henry Lawrence, the British resident in Lahore.4 

 

Henry Lawrence, the resident of Lahore wrote a letter on June 1, 1847, to the Governor-General of India 

that he had arrested the assassin, Prema, who had admitted that Maharani Jinda had requested Bhai 

Maharaj Singh to help assassinate the British Resident and some other officials of the Lahore Darbar. 

However, the British had uncovered the plot and Bhai Maharaj Singh’s role in it. As a result, the British 

confiscated his property and declared him an outlaw. The British Governor-General, Lord Dalhousie, also 

put a bounty of Rs.10,000 (which was a princely sum in those days) on Bhai Maharaj Singh’s head. Bhai 

Maharaj Singh, along with 600 Sikhs, thus became the leader of the resistance movement against the 

British.  

 

Bhai Maharaj Singh played a vital role in the second Anglo-Sikh War as the leader of the Sikh resistance 

against the British onslaught. In 1849, however, treachery and infighting in the Lahore Darbar once again 

ensured that the Sikh army was defeated, despite some earlier successes. This led to the eventual 

annexation of Punjab into the British Indian Empire. Sardar Sher Singh Attari and Sardar Chattar Singh, 

 
1 Prince Kashmira Singh & Prince Pashaura Singh - sons of Maharaja Ranjit Singh 
2 Attar Singh Sandhawalia - a relative of Maharaja Ranjit Singh and dominant figure in the Lahore Darbaar 
3 Baba Bir Singh - a soldier in Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s army who eventually resigned to preach Sikhism and established a dera in 

Naurangabad (near Tarn Taran). He was a well-wisher of Maharaja Ranjit Singh’s dynasty and was deeply grieved at the 

succession disaster which had overtaken it after the Maharaja’s death. During that critical period, Sikh soldiers and peasantry 

began to turn to him for guidance. Eventually, Baba Bir Singh's camp became the centre of a Sikh revolt against the Dogra 

dominance over the Punjab. (http://www.sikhiwiki.org/index.php/Baba_Bir_Singh) 
4 Prema plot - conspiracy allegedly engineered by Maharani Jind Kaur with the help of some Sikh sardars to assassinate Sir 

Henry Lawrence, the first British Resident at Lahore, and the Sikh commander in chief, Tej Singh, and to topple the British control 

of the Punjab. (https://www.thesikhencyclopedia.com/the-sikh-empire-1799-1839/prema-plot) 



together with the Khalsa army decided to surrender to the British at Rawalpindi on 10th March 1849. 

However, Bhai Maharaj Singh refused to bow down before the British. Instead, he appealed to the Khalsa 

Army not to surrender. He proclaimed:  

 

“You own large estates which you want to save now by surrendering to the British. But let 

me tell you, even by accepting all the conditions of the British you may not be able to 

save your estates because you will be at the mercy of the conquerors and will have to 

accept whatever crumbs they throw at you. It would be better for you to fight and attain 

martyrdom rather than live a wretched life of slaves.”  

 

Bhai Maharaj Singh continued to lead the secessionist movement against the British and made several 

appeals to the Sikhs and planned excellent strategies to liberate Punjab from the British. However, a traitor 

leaked his plans and Bhai Sahib along with his supporters were eventually captured by the British near 

Adampur, Jalandhar on 28 December 1849.  

 

Bhai Maharaj Singh’s Exile to Singapore  

Realising that the presence of Bhai Maharaj Singh in Punjab would continue to threaten their hold on 

Punjab, the British exiled him to Singapore as a political prisoner in order to remove his influence among 

the Sikhs in Punjab. He and his attendant Kharag Singh arrived in Singapore on 9th July 1850. Lord 

Dalhousie, the Governor-General of India, had specially instructed the Singapore British authorities that 

Bhai Sahib should not be treated with unnecessary harshness and rigour, and should be imprisoned in a 

clean but secure environment. Bhai Sahib and his companion were imprisoned in the newly constructed 

jail at Outram Park. It appears, however, that a cell on the first floor was converted into a dungeon for Bhai 

Maharaj Singh and his companion by the Singapore British authorities. The aged Bhai Sahib’s health 

deteriorated in the unhealthy atmosphere of the cell. Bhai Sahib suffered rheumatic pain in his feet and 

ankles. His neck and tongue were swollen, and he found it difficult to eat. Eventually he became blind and 

severely malnourished during the imprisonment. Finally, in his cell on 5th July 1856, his divine soul merged 

with the Supreme Soul. His cremation ceremony was performed by his companion, Kharag Singh near the 

Outram prison.  

 

Historically, Bhai Maharaj Singh was the first Saint-Soldier of Sikh legacy who regularly recited the divine 

hymns of Gurbani on the island of Singapore. Although his last phase of life passed with great hardship, 

his high morale was not affected by the worldly challenges and deprivations he faced. Although the British 

records/sources regarding Bhai Sahib’s life in Singapore focused on issues such as his health, illness, and 

bodily weakness, they fail to record the spiritually divine drive of Bhai Maharaj Singh and the spirit of 

“Chardi Kala” which inspired him to live life as emphasised in Gurbani: 

  

ਜੇ ਸੁਖੁ ਦੇਹਿ ਤ ਤੁਝਹਿ ਅਰਾਧੀ ਦਹੁਖ ਭੀ ਤੁਝੈ ਹਧਆਈ ॥੨॥ ਜੇ ਭੁਖ ਦੇਹਿ ਤ ਇਤ ਿੀ ਰਾਜਾ ਦਖੁ ਹਿਹਿ ਸੂਖ ਮਨਾਈ ॥੩॥  

If You will bless me with happiness, then I will worship and adore You. Even in pain, I will meditate on 

(worship and adore) You. ||2| Even if You give me hunger, I will still feel satisfied; I am joyful, even in the 

midst of sorrow. ||3|| M.4, SGGS 757 

 


