
SAKA – SRI NANKANA SAHIB  

SAKA:-  The word "Saka" can be defined as a brave act which holds a special place in history and the 

community due to the sacrifices and courage it required. As an illustration, Guru Gobind Singh Ji referred to 

the martyrdom of Guru Tegh Bahadur Ji as 'Dharam Het Saka'.   

Saka Nankana Sahib constituted a core part of the Gurdwara Reform Movement in the early twentieth century. 

The Gurdwara Reform Movement was spearheaded by Sikhs in the 1920s to take control of historical 

Gurdwaras from Udasi Mahants and misguided granthis/pujaris who had made the Gurdwaras sort of 

personal fiefdoms in which they had allowed corrupt and other non-Sikh practices to prevail. With the aim of 

wresting control of the Gurdwaras from the Mahants, the Shiromani Gurdwara Parbandak Committee (SGPC) 

was established in November 1920. The objective of the SGPC was clearly stated: to establish control and 

management over all Sikh historical Gurdwaras in Punjab.  

Historical Context:  

a. The Udasi Mahants 

The Udasi order was established by the elder son of Guru Nanak Sahib, Baba Sri Chand (1494-1629) who 

survived till the Guruship of Guru Hargobind Sahib. In the 18th century, the Mahants (heads of the Udasi) were 

put in charge of gurdwaras as caretakers when Sikhs were violently persecuted and driven from their homes 

by the Moghul rulers of Punjab and Afghan raiders. The Udasi Mahants looked after the Sikh centres and 

maintained the sanctity of Sikh shrines. During the period of the Misls and Maharaja Ranjit Singh, Udasi 

Mahants flourished under their patronage in recognition of their sacrifices as the guardians of the Gurdwaras 

during turbulent times in Sikh history. 

 

b. Nankana Sahib 

Nankana Sahib is the place where Guru Nanak Sahib Ji was born in 1469. Nankana Sahib is combination of 

two words – ‘Nanak’ + ‘Aana’ which means Nanak’s house or the place of Nanak’s arrival.  

It was Guru Hargobind Ji, who in 1611, built a memorial gurdwara to commemorate the birth of Guru Nanak 

Sahib which is now known as Gurdwara Nankana Sahib. Guru Hargobind Ji entrusted Baba Almast Ji, the head 

of the Udasi sect, as caretaker of the Gurdwara. From that point, the Mahants served the Gurdwara. 

After winning Multan in 1818, Maharaja Ranjit Singh endowed 700 acres of land to Gurdwara Nankana Sahib 

which also thereafter came under the control of its Udasi Mahant.  

Decadence and corruption of the Mahants 

Initially, the Mahants served the Sikh community well and used the Gurdwaras’ assets and income for the 

welfare of the community. As time passed however, decadence and complacency set in, and most of the 

Udasi Mahants started enjoying extravagant lives by misusing religious income, endowment funds and the 

Gurdwara assets. When the British arrived on the scene, British land laws made the Mahants proprietors of all 

Gurdwara lands, although the Mahants were merely meant to be caretakers of the Gurdwara property. With 

this, decadence and corruption crept in with greater intensity due to their newly found wealth and power, 

and many of the Mahants began indulging in many anti-Sikh activities and vices.  

 

In the case of Nankana Sahib, Mahant Narayan Das started performing dastardly acts such drinking alcohol, 

and molesting and assaulting women in the Gurudwara premises. When these activities came to light among 

the Sikhs, they decided to wrest control of the Gurudwara. In an attempt to peacefully effect this change, the 

newly formed Shiromani Prabandak Committee (SGPC) invited the Mahant for talks but all such opportunities 

were ignored by him. Eventually, the Sikhs decided to proceed peacefully in jathas (groups/batches) to 



Nankana Sahib to gain control of the Gurdwara under the charge of Bhai Laxman Singh (Jathedar). Before 

starting his journey from Dharowal, Bhai Laxman Singh did his Ardas and heard the following Hukamnama:  

ਤਨੁ ਮਨੁ ਕਾਟਿ ਕਾਟਿ ਸਭੁ ਅਰਪੀ ਟਿਟਿ ਅਗਨੀ ਆਪੁ ਜਲਾਈ ॥੪॥ 

Tan man kat kat sabh arpi vich agni ap jalai. ||4|| 

I would cut my mind and body apart into pieces and offer them all to You; I would burn myself in fire. ||4|| 

(SGGS JI, Ang 757) 

 

The Hukamnama portended events that would subsequently come to pass. 

 

Saka – Sri Nankana Sahib 

Jathedar Laxman Singh Dharowali led his jatha of about 150 Sikhs and entered Gurdwara Nankana Sahib 

peacefully in the early morning of 20 February 1921. They proceeded to commence the Parkash of Sri Guru 

Granth Sahib in the Darbar Hall and thereafter started praying. Mahant Narayan Das saw these activities of 

the jatha as an affront to his authority. He ordered his 400 thugs and prominent gangsters to attack the Sikhs 

in the Gurdwara premises. In the attack lasting about an hour, the thugs used swords, guns and fire to 

massacre the Sikhs including Jathedar Laxman Singh Dharowali. Following the massacre, Mahant Narayan 

Das ordered the bodies of the Akali Sikhs to be burnt so as to eliminate any evidence of the atrocity. 

 

Sardar Uttam Singh, who had a factory near the Gurdwara and witnessed what had transpired, quickly sent 

word about the massacre to the SGPC and other Sikh institutions in Amritsar. The news of the Nankana Sahib 

massacre spread like wildfire in the community prompting a march by the Sikhs/Akalis to Nankana Sahib. 

Under the leadership of Jathedar Kartar Singh Jhabar, 2200 members of the Sikh community gathered at 

Nankana Sahib. Jathedar Kartar Singh Jhabar then drew a line on the ground and made an appeal to the 

gathered Sikhs - those who were ready to sacrifice their lives should cross the line while the rest could return 

to their homes. None of the Sikhs present turned back and happily chose to march towards Nankana Sahib. 

Jathedar Jhabar organised the Sikhs into 11 Jathas of 200 Sikhs each and marched towards Gurdwara Nankana 

Sahib.  

In the meanwhile, the Deputy Commissioner of Lahore had taken over the keys of Gurdwara Nankana Sahib 

and deployed the police to surround the Gurdwara and its immediate environs. As the Jathas of Sikhs reached 

the environs of Nankana Sahib, their paths were blocked by the police. After a long and hard negotiation, the 

Deputy Commissioner of Lahore finally handed over the keys of the Gurdwara to the Sikhs and a committee 

was established to manage the affairs of the Gurdwara. 

The government subsequently prosecuted Mahant Narayan Das and his associates for their atrocities.  

Eventually, the mahant was exiled to the remote Andaman Islands as punishment (Kala Pani).   

Aftermath of the Saka Nankana Sahib 

Following Saka Nankana Sahib, the movement calling for the SGPC to take over the control of all the 

Gurdwaras in Punjab intensified. Initially, the British government was inclined to preserve the status quo and 

did not want to cede control of the Gurdwaras to the SGPC. They saw the maintenance of the status quo in 

line with their practice of keeping Indian communities divided in order to facilitate British control. Despite 

this, between 1920-1925, the Sikh community persisted and kept up the struggle to free the gurdwaras until 

the British eventually conceded to the demand and passed the Sikh Gurdwara Act 1925.  This Act provided 

for the passing of control of most of the historical Gurdwaras in Punjab to the SGPC. 

 

Saka Nankana and other sakas in Punjab also inspired SGPC to establish institutions to help prepare Sikhs run 

and manage Gurdwaras by themselves. For example, the SGPC established a Sikh missionary college in Oct 

1927 in memory of those martyred at Saka Nankana - Shaheed Sikh Missionary College. Here, raagis, granthis 



and Sikh scholars trained to take their duties at Gurdwaras. One of the greatest Sikh scholars of all time, 

Ganga Singh Ji, became the first principal of the college. Thereafter, many learned men like Professor Sahib 

Singh (who wrote an interpretation of the entire Guru Granth Sahib Ji), Harbhajan Singh Ji, etc have been 

principals at this college. It also welcomed a lady principal - Manjit Kaur Ji. Many great raagis like Padam Sri 

Bhai Nirmal Singh, Bhai Harjinder Singh Sri Nagar, Bhai Ravinder Singh Ji and even Giani Zail Singh (Ex- 

President of India) studied in this college. Run with the offerings of the Sangat, the SGPC does not charge 

students of the institute tuition fees, and accommodation and meals are fully provided for.  

 

Saka Nankana Sahib and the other sakas that occurred in the early 20th century clearly demonstrate that it 

behoves upon us to be able to run our own institutions with respect, and for the welfare and benefit of the 

community in mind. In this way, we can maintain the esteem and dedication with which our predecessors 

toiled and sacrificed to build the Sikh institutions. 


