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INTRODUCTION
The idea of collecting the material for this book originated in 1972, the
birth centenary year of Bhai Vir Singh, when the friends and admirers of his
younger brother, Dr. Balbir Singh, thought of presenting him with an Abhinandan
Granth. The initiative was mostly taken by Dr. G. S. Anand, Senior Research
Scholar of the Punjabi University, then working at Dehra Dun with Dr. Balbir
Singh on the Nirukta Project. Like his brother, Dr. Balbir Singh never sought any
publicity or renown. The idea of an Abhinandan Granth was thus repugnant
to him. But when the material started pouring in from all sides, he was
persuaded with some difficulty to have a look at it. His acceptance of the
proposal was mainly due to two considerations. Firstly, there was a need for a
correct version of the main events of his life on which he alone could advise.
Besides, it was necessary to avoid invidious distinctions or comparisons between
the achievements of the two brothers. The second consideration was that unlike
other Abhinandan Granths, which usually contain a lot of laudatory messages
from prominent people, this compilation would eschew all such encomiums and
would be confined to a critical appreciation of the work and personality of Dr.
Balbir Singh and the contribution he has madeto the advancement of learning and
letters, notably to the Punjabi literature. As such it would by itself be a valuable
addition in this field.
While the material was being received, edited and classified, fate
played its dismal part. After a sudden heart seizure, Dr. Balbir Singh passed
away on the evening of 1st October 1974. His sudden demise disrupted the work
on the Abhinandan Granth until, with a mist in their eyes, the editors thought
of converting it into a commemoration volume. But before this could be done,
the University staff working with Dr. Balbir Singh was transferred to Patiala.
The task of revising and re-editing the Smriti Granth thus fell to the lot of
"Dr. Balbir Singh Sahitya Kendra", a charitable institution whose constitution,
aims and objectives were drafted by Dr. Balbir Singh himself in the last month
of his life. Perhaps under some divine guidance, Dr. Balbir Singh had a
premonition of his approaching end. His main anxiety was that the vast
library, studded with rare and invaluable manuscripts, collected by four
generations of his family at great pains, cost and time and stocked at Panchbati,
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his retreat at Dehra Dun, may not be allowed to go waste and thus be lost to
posterity. He wanted the Kendra to become a renowned centre of creative research
in literary, philosophical and religious studies, particularly in Gurbani, Sikh
theology and history.
From a humble start, the Kendra, registered as a society on 4th October
1974, four days after the demise of Dr. Balbir Singh, has slowly started gathering
strength. Shrimati MohinderKaur, the chief legatee of Dr. Balbir Singh has already
transferred Panchbati to the Kendra. The Kendra is endeavouring to maintain
Panchbati and its surroundings in exactly the same form as they were during
the lifetime of the two brothers, as a lasting memorial to them. The Kendra
also aims at attracting scholars from all over the country and outside for
creative writing with the assistance of the material available at Panchbati.
It is hoped that in this endeavour the Kendra would receive the support of
the great institutions, universities and like-minded organisations and individuals
for promoting its aims and objectives.
The Editors have taken the liberty of revising and modifying the material
received with a view, mainly, to correct the factual details as well as to avoid
comments or criticisms which might give rise to unsavoury controversies. In
dealing with the life and achievments of a single individual the authors are apt to
repeat themselves. An attempt has, however, been made, where possible, to
omit such repetitions, but where the omissions are likely to break the
continuity of the narration, the passages have been retained unaltered.
As observed earlier, the main objective has been to present the
material in a form which may serve as an abiding piece of literature, affording a
critical appraisal of the achievements of Dr. Balbir Singh and the background
in which his great and varied genius had been nourished and later blossomed
into its full glory. While extensive quotations have been given from the Punjabi
writings of Dr. Balbir Singh, the volume also includes in its Appendix, two of
his articles in English on Guru Gobind Singh and Prof. Puran Singh. Tliese
provide an illustration of his unusual intuitive ability to draw a portrait in English,
in his inimitable style, of the personalities that had impressed him.
*

(Inderjit Singh)

Dehra Dun
10th December 1976

President
Dr. Balbir Singh Sahitya Kendra,

CONTRI BUTORS
English Section.
1. Justice Pritam Singh Safeer, Judge, High Court, Delhi. Well-known poet and former Member
of Punjabi University Senate.
2. Dr. R. L. Ahuja, Ph. D.; Eminent educationalist and man of letters.
3. Sardar M. P. Singh Bali. Deputy Commercial Manager, Northern Railway, Delhi.
4. S, Balwant Singh Anand, M. A, (Cantab). Retired Director, All India Radio. Former Principal
Khalsa College, Amritsar.
5. Dr. S. C. Bartarya. Former Principal, D. A. V. (P. G.) College, Dehra Dun.
6. S. Bishan Singh Samundri, Vice-Chancellor, Guru Nanak University, Amritsar.
7. Dr. Chander Mohan. Reader in Mathematics, Roorkee University.
8. Late Shri J. M. Chatterjee. Bar-at-law. Intimate friend of Prof. Puran Singh, Dr. Khuda Dad
and Dr. Balbir Singh.
9. Shri Nirmal Chandra Chatterjee, Former Professor, Visva Bharti, Shantiniketan.
10. Mr. R. M. Chet Singh. Formerly Principal, Baring

Union Christian College, Batala. An

internationally known protagonist of adult education. Recipient of 1973 Nehru Literary Award.
11. Dr. Darshan Singh Maini, Professor and Head of English Department. Punjabi University, Patiala.
12. Dr. Som N. Dhingra, M. Sc, Ph. D., Managing Director, Miniature Bulb Industries, Dehra
Dun. A well-known Rotarian and eminent social, religious and cultural worker.
13. Rev. C. Downes, A well known christian missionary of Dehra Dun.
14. Dr. Gopal Singh, High Commissioner of India, Guyana. An eminent scholar, poet and writer.
15. Lt. Col, J. S. Guleria (Retd.) — A well-known Punjabi poet, journalist and author.
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16. Dr. Gurbachan Singh Talib. Former Professor of Comparative Religions, Punjabi University,
Patiala.
17. Dr, Harbhajan Singh, F. R. C. S. (Edin.,) D. O. M. S. (London), President, Bhai Vir Singh
Study Circle, New Delhi.
18. S. Hardit Singh Malik, I. C. S. (Retd.), Formerly Indian Ambassador in France.
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19. Dr. Hari Singh Maini. A leading physician of Dehra Dun.
20. Shri Vishwanath Hoon, Retired Commissiner of Income Tax.
21. S. Indarjit Singh, I. A, A. S. (Retd.). Former Chairman, I. D. P. L.
22. Mahant Sri Inderesh Charan Dass, Durbar Sri Guru Ram Rae, Dehra Dun.
23. Shri Krishna Narain Kathpalia, Former Pro Vice-Chancellor, Roorkee University.
24. S. Kirpal Singh Narang, Former Vice-Chancellor, Punjabi University, Patiala.
25. Dr. Mohinder Pal Kohli, Lecturer, Punjabi University, Patiala.
26. Prof. Surinder Singh Kohli, Head of Department of Punjabi, Punjab University, Chandigarh.
27. Mr. J. A. K. Martyn. Former Principal, Doon School, Dehra Dun.
28. Mrs. Mady Martyn. An eminent writer and social worker of Dehra Dun.
29. S. Mubarak Singh. Former Member. Punjab Public Service Commission. Editor, Art of Living
Amritsar.
30. Dr. P. N. Mukherjee. Head of Department of History, D. A. V. College (Post-Graduate),
Dehra Dun,
31. Dr. Mulk Raj Anand. A renowned author and critic of internetional fame.
32. Col. Narendar Pal Singh, A well known author and journalist.
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33. Mr. G. L. Obhrai. Formerly Director, Information Services, United Nations, New York.
34. Smt. Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit. Former Ambassador of India to the U. S. S. R. and U. S. A.
and High Commissioner to U. K., and President, United Nations General Assembly.
35. Dr. M. S. Randhawa, I, C. S. (Retd.), Vice-Chancellor, Agricultural University, Ludhiana.
36. Swami Ranganathananda. A widely respected Sanyasi of the Ramakrishna Mission.
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37. Smt. Savitri Sahni, wife of late Professor Birbal Sahni. Eminent social worker.

Member,

Governing Body of Birbal Sahni Institute of Palaeobotany, Lucknow.
38. S. Sant Singh, Honorary Secretary, Chief Khalsa Dewan, Amritsar.
39. Rev. David C. Scott, Leonard Theological College, Jubbulpore (Madhya Pradesh).
40. S. Shamsher Singh, A prominent industrialist of Kanpur and member, Sri Hem Kunt Trust.
41. S. Shiv Naubh Singh, I. A. A. S. (Retd.)

Formerly, Financial Adviser, United Nations,

New York.
42. Prof. R. R. Sudarshan. Retired professor, D. A. V. College, Dehra Dun. Secretary, Tagore
Cultural Society.
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43. S. Surjit Singh Majithia.

Former Deputy Minister of the Government of India. An eminent

industrialist and President, Bhai Vir Singh Sahitya Sadan.
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44. Dr. Trilochan Singh. An eminent author and litterateur.
45. S. Ujjal Singh. Former Governor, Tamil Nadu. Vice-President, Bhai Vir Singh Sahitya Sadan.
46. Dr. Bhagwat Saran Upadhyaya. Retired Dean of Faculty of Social Sciences, Ujjain University.
An archaeologist and historian of international fame.

Punjabi Section
1. Sardar S. S. Amol.

A well-known Punjabi author, journalist and lecturer.

2. S. Inderjit Singh, Chairman,

Punjab and Sind Bank Ltd., and President of Dr, Balbir Singh

Sahitya Kendra, Dehra Dun.
3. S. Mohinder Singh Sarna.

A senior officer of

the Indian Audit and Accounts Service.

A M'ell-known Punjabi author.
4. Dr. Harcharan Singh. Department of Punjabi, Punjabi

University, Patiala,

A well-known

Punjabi playwright.
5. Late Bibi Harnam Kaur. A poetess of repute whose poems are very popular in Punjabi
literary circles.
6. S. Harbans Singh.
Gurdwara Board,

Hony.

Secretary,

Bhai

Vir Singh

Sahitya Sadan

and Secretary,

Delhi.

7. Dr. Harbhjan Singh, Ph. D. Porfessor of Delhi University. A prominent author.
8. Sant Kartar

Singh of Kamalia, now at Patiala. A much respected spiritual guide and

religious leader.
9. S. Gurcharan Singh, P. E. S. (Refd.).

Former Registrar, Punjabi University.

10. S. Gnrbakhsh Singh. A well-known Punjabi author and journalist. Editor of Preet Lari.
11. Sant Gurmukh Singh, Dera Baba Jassa Singh, Patiala.
12. Dr. Ganda Singh,

Editor,

A prominent historian

Punjab.

"Past and Present/' Punjabi

University,

Patiala.

and research scholar.

13. S. Jit Singh 'Seetal'. Former Director of Languages, Department of Punjabi, Punjabi University,
Patiala,
14. Dr. Bhai Jodh Singh. Former Vice-Chancellor, Punjabi University, Patiala and Principal.
Khalsa College, Amritsar. An eminent author, litterateur and

educationalist.

15. Giani Zail Singh, Chief Minister of the Punjab.
16. Dr. Taran Singh, Head of Sri Guru

Granth Department

Patiala.
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of the Punjabi

University,

17. S. Dilbir Singh.

Associated with many educational and

cultural associations

in Punjab,

notably, Chief Khalsa Dewan, Amritsar...
18. S. Kartar Singh Duggal.

Former Director,

Book Trust, Recipient of Sahitya

All

India t Radio and

Director, National

Academy Award, 1965.

19. S. Piara Singh Padam. Reader, Punjabi University Patiala.
20. Dr. Piar

Singh, Head, Department of Punjabi Language, Literature and Culture,

Guru

Nanak University, Amritsar.
21. S. Bakhshish Singh, M. A. Founder Director, Correspondence Courses, Punjabi University,
Patiala.
22. S. Avtar Singh Bagga, General Manager, Punjab and Sind Bank Ltd., New Delhi.
23. Dr. Gurcharan

Singh Mehta,

Ph. D,

An author, writer and critic of repute.

24. S. Manmohan Singh, Vice-President, Bhai Vir Singh Sahitya

Sadan.

25. S. Amar Singh Malik, a renowned educationalist and former Principal, Khalsa College, Banga.
26. Late Diwan Singh Maftoon. A well-known Urdu journalist and former Editor 'Riyasat'.
27. Sardarni

Mohinder Kaur.

Daughter of Dr.

Balbir

Singh and co-author, Nirukat Sri

Guru Granth Sahib.
28. Gyani Mahan Singh. Former Editor and now Manager of

'Khalsa Samachar', Amritsar.

29. Dr. Man Singh Nirankari. A well-known eye surgeon of Amritsar. Punjabi author and literary
critic of repute.
30. Late Giani Gurumukh Singh
writer.

Musafir.

Member,

Parliament. An

eminent politician and

One time Chief Minister, Punjab.

31. Prof. Mohan Singh, Department of Languages and Culture, Agricultural University, Ludhiana,
32. Sri Rajnish Kumar, Director,
33. Gyani Lai Singh.
Vibhag, Punjab.

Bhasha Vibhag,

Punjab

Former Chairman, Public Service

Government.
Commission and Director, Bhasha

A well-known Punjabi orator and literary authority.

34. Sant Niranjan Singh, a well-known Sikh Theologian and divine of Patiala.

Hindi Section
1. Shri Dev Dutt Bali, Assistant

Secretary,

Arya

Samaj,

Dehra Dun.,

A

prominent

religious, social and cultural worker.
2. Shri Gauri Shankar Bhatt, Chairman, Department of Sociology, D. A. V.
College, Dehra Dun.
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(PosfGraduate)

3. S.

Dalbir Singh, Assistant General Manager, The Punjab and

Sind Bank Ltd.,

New

Delhi.
4. Dr. Devinder Singh Vidyarthi, Professor, Guru Nanak University, Amritsar.
5. Sri S. L. Joshi. Lecturer, Hindi Department, D. A. V. (Post-Graduate) College, Dehra Dun.
6. Dr. Manmohan Sehgal. Head, Department of Hindi, Punjabi University, Patiala.
7. Dr. Mahmood

Khan,

Department

of Botany,

K.

N.

Institute

of Science and

Technology, Sul tanpur.
8. Sri Satyaketu Vidyalankar. Retired Vice-Chancellor, Gurukul Kangri University. Hardwar.
9. Dr. J. P. Sharma, well-known Sanskrit and Hindi scholar of Dehra Dun and Kanpur.
10. Sri P. L. Sharma. Head of Hindi Department, D. A. V. (Post-Graduate) College, Dehra Dun.
11. Sri Dharmendranath Shastri, Head of Department of Sanskrit, D. A. V* (Post-Graduate)
College, Dehra Dun,
12. Dr. Shashi Prabha Shastri, Head of Department of Hindi, M. K. P.
13. Sri Gaya Prasad Shukla.

Retired Head of Department

of

College, Dehra Dun.

Hindi,

D.

A.

V. (Post-

Graduate) College, Dehra Dun.
14. Sri Vishwa Nath Shukla, Principal, B. S. M. (Post-Graduate) College, Roorkee.
15. Dr. Yogendra Nath Sharma "Arun," Reader and Head of Department of Hindi, B. S. M.
(Post.Graduate) College, Roorkee.
16. Dr. Jagdish Bajpai,

Head of

Department

of

Hindi, S. D,

(Post-Graduate) College,

Muzaffarnagar.
17. Sri Ratan Singh Jaunsari, Radio and Television Artiste and poet, 27, Inder Road, Dehra Dun.

In Memorium
Justice Pritam Singh Safeer

The Sun is set,
Its light shines back
Through streaks of memory:
The voice is gone,
Its vibrations
Come from far off planets.
In this wintry night
There is a warm song in my limbs.
How So they speak
Who part with us ?
They are mixed up with our shadows,
Their voices become a part of our existence
A multitude walks along into the Unseen.
We must continue to sweat and swing,
Our feet are on the Path.

On Dr. Balbir Singh's death
Shiv Naubh Singh

Oh veil of Death,
Do let me know
What lies beyond.
Where the spirits soar ?
Is it the ivory towers,
That shine and glisten,
Wrapped in sunshine,
In eternal sky ?
Where the souls fly,
Pursuing their joyous paths,
Unbound by earthly ties,
Merging into eternity ?
Where Time stands still,
Echoing not of passing hours,
As the clock rolls by
For you and L
But for those rare and few,
Charged with a mission,
To lift, inspire and renew
The common lot,
With their noble thought,
Words of wisdom,
Or Messianic touch,
Vision or sublimity.
Until they depart,
Leaving an aura around
Of their sweet presence
On the haloed ground.
As they rise, explore
Their celestial abodes,
To merge and mingle
In the melody of heavens.
Where the mind is in tune,
With the infinite beyond,
Losing its identity, becoming
A part of eternity.
2

The Light of Science in the Realm of Punjabi Literature
Dr. R. L. Ahuja

R. Balbir Singh was a scion of the Indian Renaissance. Like Bhai Vir
Singh, Prof. Puran Singh, Novelist Nanak Singh, Dhani Ram Chatrik and
Mohan Singh, in the Punjab, he has been a legacy of the nineteenth
century, the Age of Enlightenment, to the twentieth century, the age of
Revolt.
The Punjab has been the last out-post of Mediaevalism to surrender, as it has
been the last out-post of the British Empire to come into its own. The Renaissance
came to the Punjab carrying Union Jack in one hand and the Cross in the other. It was
pioneered by European traveller-spies, proclaimed by the East India Company, planned
out by its Directors, and initiated by teachers and missionaries. It took almost half a
century to acclimatize itself to this soil, manured as it had been with orthodoxy, bigotry
and persecution. But when Science and Reason undertook the process of watering and
desalinization, the results were astonishing.
New knowledge, new science, new language, new literature and new culture filled
the Punjabi mind with a sense of wonder, and lifted his imagination to new skies. The
opportunity of a new status held out by a new opening, through a new education, created
an enthusiasm that surpassed all historical precedents, if any. The incubus of religions
was raised and people began to breathe freely. The whiteman's Christianity was there, but
only a lure, not a Sultan's (Damocles') sword. It was tempting, not threatening, illusive
but not oppressive, seductive but not destructive.
A very large measure of freedom unenjoyed ever before, a sense of equality before
the law, felt among the common people at the disappearance of invidious theocracy, a
flood tide of enthusiasm created by new opportunity—all these quickened a new rhythm
of life which no detractors or cynics could deny or repudiate. The new administrators on
the other hand discovered, like explorers, new veins of gold in the Indian soil which they
could not but appreciate, like its wheat and cotton. Just imagine Edwin Arnold, the first
Director of Public Instruction in the Punjab, listening to "Buddha Charita" by Ashvaghosh of the ancient Punjab and then writing, 'The Light of Asia' and later studying the
Bhagwat Gita and then composing The Celestial Song'. And imagine again our fore3

fathers in the Punjab studying Shakespeare and acting the scenes dominated by Portia
{The Merchant of Venice), or Rosalind {As you Like it), or Mark Antony {Julius
Caesar). The Renaissance was, thus a movement of literary discoveries, and Dr. Balbir
Singh was a scion of the movement.
His elder brother, Bhai Vir Singh, was 24 years older than Dr. Balbir Singh.
There was evidently a generation's gap between the two brothers. Bhai Vir Singh and his
contemporaries were charmed by the beauty of English literature; Shakespeare's dramas,
Wordsworth
short stories, Sir Walter Scott's
romances, and novels of Dickens, Thackeray, Stevenson and Hardy. But Dr. Balbir
Singh was fascinated by the light of Science, just as great Punjabis like Ruchi Ram Sahni
and Shanti Sarup Bhatnagar had been, while the great Hardyal was a unique scholar our
province produced. So was Dr. Balbir Singh, a star of the Renaissance Galaxy. Even
while a Post-graduate student at Government College, Lahore in 1921, he was selected for
research work in chemistry at the London University. He got his Ph. D. in two years.
To this he added D.I.C. from the Imperial College of Science and Technology. Before he
returned, he attended an advanced course in commercial law. During the years of principalship of the Cambridge Preparatory School, Dehradun, he studied Sanskrit, Persian
and Prakrit; for he had found, while editing Tika Faridkot during the years 1923-25, on
his return from England, that knowledge of Punjabi alone was not enough in the study
and interpretation of the Adi Granth. This equipped him excellently for the scientific
study of the scriptures. Again, strangely enough, while he was critically examining the
text, he was also distilling oils like turpentine, by the then modern methods.
Dr. Balbir Singh was essentially a scientist who applied his scientific bent of mind
to the linguistic and semantic problems of the holy text. His magnum opus is Santhia
Sri Guru Granth Sahib, in seven volumes. His last work was the Nirukta Sri Guru
Granth Sahib, the first volume of which was published in 1972 and the second is under
print. He took upon himself, this monumental work as a labour of love. The Punjabi
University, Patiala, had provided him with a cell to work at his own residence,
Panchbati, in Dehradun, to assist him. This selfless honorary mission he carried
till the last hour of his life with devotion and dedication. He passed away full of
laurels and honours. Five years back, the Punjab Govt, had honoured him as the best
Litterateur of year 1967. Four years later, the Punjabi University held a special convocation in the sylvan settings of Panchbati, Dehradun, to confer upon him the degree of
Doctor of Literature, (honoris causa), as a token of appreciation of his invaluable services
to Punjabi literature.
Dr. Balbir Singh is a symbol of a new synthesis between the East and the West,
between the ancient culture and the modern civilization, between science and literature,
and lastly between cultural renaissance and religious revival.
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Renaissance means a new birth, when two different influences meet agreeably and
yield a new product. It could not, however, be produced by a clash or collision of forces
when the Turks came. Revival means restoring to life what is nearly dead. Renaissance is
always secular, while revival is often religious. Renaissance is humanistic while revival
is sectarian. Renaissance is liberal while revival is orthodox. Renaissance is progressive
but revival is conservative. The western culture came in an agreeable contact with the
Indian, through education and arts. The Christian propagandists, through East India
Company's patronage, began an aggressive proselytising campaign, by hitting hard at
the weak points of the Indian religions and communities through the length and the
breadth of India, in general, and the Punjab, in particular. This alarmed the followers of
Hinduism, Sikhism and Islam. They set about reforming their communities and reinterpreting their scriptures in the light of Christian attacks, and infights, like mutual onslaughts on one another, as a chain reaction. Thus came about Revival of religions along
with the Renaissance of literature and other arts, in two different spheres. The renaissance
brought people together as a centripetal force, while revival sent them flying away in three
different orthodoxical directions, like a centrifugal force. Bhai Vir Singh stood for revival
though he could not but yield to the healing charm of Wordsworth's poetry. Dr. Balbir
Singh was a scion of renaissance who sublimated his spirit of inquiry in the domain of
scriptural semantics.
Dr. Balbir Singh was a great man, not of the kind that public applauds
and journalists give an obituary notice to. He was a kind, unassuming soul that
felt embarrassed at a word of praise. His scholarship and achievements sat lightly
on his mind. He was neither competitive, nor emulative. He was confident of his
role and pursued his aims without fuss or fan-fare of publicity. He was not a self-exhibitionist, nor did he depend upon others to beat the drums for him. Scholars are often fond
of praise and turn cynics when full meed of praise is not forthcoming to their satisfaction.
But Dr. Balbir Singh had drunk deep at the Pierian spring, and needed no extra doses of
"unction unto his soul". I met him for the first and last time 28 years ago in 1946, when
he examined me on my monograph on Taxila University. It was a big surprise of my life
to find a Director of the Punjab and Sind Bank, putting searching questions on ancient
education on which I felt myself to be the only Punjabi specialist. Yet he was kind, sympathetic and appreciative. I still retain in my mind, the impression of a deep, confident,
unassuming, well balanced personality, who watched the world as a philosopher, who
observed people as characters on the stage, and who used words with rich undertones
which only the like-minded could comprehend.
Fame would seek Emersons out in their cottages in the old world, left behind;
but in our world, she sits deified in Universities and Editorial Offices, wherein pilgrims
burn incense to Vaishnodevis transformed into Menakas; rosaries have been
replaced by garlands; while hermitages and ashramas have been converted into airconditioned bungalows. Who will, then, live in Woodlands and Panchbatis ?
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Dr. Balbir Singh—As I knew him
MP. Singh Bali

f ^ ^ S ^ ' HE immediate impact of the news of Dr. Balbir Singh's death was pro%^^^j^^
found. It had happened so suddenly. This effect lasted for quite a few
^ ^ ^ 3 ^ ^ p days till, later in that week, I came across the writing of H.W. Beecher.
f l
^ ^ ^ ^ * ^ About death, he says :—•
"Living is death ; dying is life—on this side of the grave we are exiles, on that,
citizens ; on this, captives, on that, free men ; on this side, disguised, unknown ;
on that, disclosed and proclaimed as the sons of God".
Then I read Dr. Balbir Singh's appraisal of Bhai Vir Singh in Bhai Vir Singh's
"Shatabadi Granth", in which he narrates the dream of Bhai Sahib. With this, Dr.
Balbir Singh came back alive to me and I realised what a splendid personality he was.
My mind went back to the stage when I met him and heard him talk to those who
came to him for solace, advice and comfort.
I met Dr. Balbir Singh for the first time—and subsequently over the years—
mostly at Hanuman Road, New Delhi. Of course, I had heard eloquent accounts of
him from all the relations, who looked to him after the death of Bhai Vir Singh (affectionately called Pitajee in the family), as the torch bearer of tradition set by Pitajee.
In this first meeting, there was very little impact created by the encounter. I was
rather left wondering, seeing a group of his admirers, sitting silently around in the drawing room, with rapt attention to listen to whatever he said—and said so sparingly. To
me, this sort of atmosphere seemed rather comic. But others around him seemed
strangely in a state of complete peace and tranquility. After moments of silence, he
spoke once again—the subject was 'Surata' in Pitajee's works. Several days later, once
again, at Hanuman Road, I chanced to be amongst a few elderly admirers of the
family, who, I know, were lettered only in Gurmukhi, talking about Dr. Balbir Singh's
article in the Khalsa Samachar. Feeling once again curious, I asked for the paper and
read through the article. It contained a discourse on 'Surata' tracing out its fundamentals as understood and evolved in Hegelian and Kantian dialectics. In my understanding of Dr. Balbir Singh, here was the turning point. He had elucidated the subject, which I consider, as a most complex one so beautifully and lucidly that even for
the type of readership that these admirers were, the term and the context in which it
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was discussed became easy and intelligible. He was understood by those who sought
him. Here was a revelation and I decided to try and know something more about him.
The fact of my relationship was not adequate to claim a degree of nearness except that
it gave me always an occasion to be with him, for a short duration, whenever he came
to Delhi. In these meetings, I saw more of him. I observed the way he spoke, the
people to whom he spoke, the subject about which he spoke. And in this way I discovered many facets of his life.
To me, his all-absorbing commitment was what was dear to his elder brother
Bhai Vir Singh, whether it was human relations, world of letters or the institutions
founded by Pitajee. This would explain atonce his single-minded devotion in the completion of a commentary on Guru Granth Sahib—a project initiated by Pitajee. Dr.
Balbir Singh's association with Khalsa Samachar and Punjab & Sind Bank were also
intense and intimate because these institutions were founded and nourished by Bhai Vir
Singh. On a personal plane, Dr. Balbir Singh, not only continued but also bestowed
all affection and understanding on such of the contacts as claimed to have originated,
directly or indirectly, with Bhai Vir Singh. The likes and dislikes of Dr. Balbir Singh
were very strong. He was highly intolerant of criticism not well-founded, about
persons, things, institutions or views that were dear to him. His likes were as matters
of faith, and hence there could be no argument about them. And what he disliked was inconsequential for him ; even a remote reference to such matters was
repugnant. For him, for criticism to be valid, it must offer well-thought out and
viable alternatives.
With his educational background of science, with a doctorate in Chemistry, he
had a very keen and empirical mind. It is this background that impelled him to go to
the very source and fundamentals of subjects, be it literature, scriptures, politics, social
problems or business. His contribution to Sikh scriptures, culminating in the compilation of 'Nirukta' has made him immortal.
He was an artist par-excellence. His medium of painting was not colour, paint
or such other material. He gave shape to his objects in words. He guided those
artists who came to him to evolve forms and patterns of a high order. His way of life
in Panchbati, amply testified to this trait.
He was a master story-teller. He would put across a message by weaving it
into a beautiful story told in such an enigmatic way that the audience would remain
spell-bound. My wife told me a beautiful anecdote. Once while in Delhi, children
asked him to tell them a story. And sure, the story began. Soon it was time for him
to leave for Simla. But the children must listen to the story to the end ; though perhaps not all of them together. May be, one or two who could get hold of the phone.
And there was ringing on the phone late in the evening. The call came from Simla to
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complete the story. The story went on
When the story had ended after half-anhour or so, the operator called "Three minutes are over please'. That was the spell that
the master-story teller cast on his listeners.
He was a man of spontaneous wit and subtle humour. One evening during
some light talk, I chanced to repeat the proverb Tools make houses for wise men to
live in'. To this he added :—
"Fools make castles in the air, psychologists live in them and psychiatrists
collect the rent".
It was a treat to listen to his discourses which were always interspersed with lively and
subtle humour.
In the literary field, he served as the invaluable agent of a thought process initiated, nurtured and developed but not completed entirely by Bhai Vir Singh. In this
task—(and in choosing him as the person to serve as a bridge between past and present),
one has again to marvel at the foresight of that sage, Bhai Vir Singh. The heights of
the intellectual attainments to which Dr. Balbir Singh rose, is nothing less than phenomenal. In him seemed to have converged all the intellect of preceding generations to
make him a philosopher, artist, poet, story-writer and a humanist. His library can be
the envy of any man of letters.
In his passing away, I feel, the bridge linking the past traditions to a noble
person has been lost. The only true and sincere homage to his personality will be not
only to complete the works that he initiated but also to continue this trend in his
tradition.

Beauty that does not age has a papery make-up. Time alone
confers the mellow bloom that age cannot take away.
(Dr. Balbir Singh in a letter dated 24th April 1964).
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Dr. Balbir Singh—The Essayist
Balwant Singh Anand

R. Balbir Singh's personality was the result of an unusual mixture of
ancient Indian culture and modern, analytical scientific thought. He
belonged to a family known for its scholarship, erudition, deep study of
^5v£? Sikh scriptures and a profound mystical approach towards life. His
grand father Baba Kahan Singh was an ascetic ; he donned the ochre
robes and spent many years as a Sadhu. He was a well known Sanskrit scholar and wrote
poetry in Braj. Dr. Balbir Singh's father, Dr. Charan Singh gave us the first translation of
Kalidasa's "Shakuntala", in Punjabi and composed verses in both Punjabi and Braj.
The elder brother Bhai Vir Singh was not only the most outstanding poet and novelist of
his age but also a saint, scholar and mystic of an unusual calibre. It is therefore, not
surprising that Dr. Balbir Singh was deeply influenced by the religious-cum-mystical
traditions of the family and in his writings there is a visible impact of the study of Sikh
scriptures and an under-current of the quest for the Eternal and the Absolute.
Unlike other members of his family, Dr. Balbir Singh went to England and
earned his doctorate in chemistry, at the London University. The scientific training
gave a critical and analytical twist to his mind and, with the background of scholarship
and learning, made him one of the leading essayist of the Punjabi language. But he
also had a profound knowledge of Indian philosophical and metaphysical heritage.
What
rote was embelished with incidents and anecdotes from the oriental history and mythology. As time passed, he became more of a literary scholar than a
scientist devoting most of his writings towards the exposition of the Sikh faith and its
scriptures but with an unusually analytical and scientific bent of mind. In his writings
he usually adopted the technique of story-telling which had the advantage of securing
the attention of the reader right from the beginning. The stories were always gripping
and thought-provoking and their relationship to the subject under study, deep and enduring. While writing about the music and magic of Guru Nanak's verses and the
powerful impact they made on all those who had the good fortune to listen to him
Dr. Balbir Singh starts the essay entitled 'Rabab' with the story of Abunasar of Bokhara
whose music could make people laugh, cry and finally put them to sleep. And when
Nanak ent to Baghdad, his music had similar impact on a muslim saint Dastgir,
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who, notwithstanding the Prophet's denunciation of music, recognised it as the voice of
God. Similarly he starts his essay entitled 'The Miracle of the Pen' with a description
of the court of Bahadur Shah when Guru Gobind Singh paid him a visit. He captivates
the reader by recounting the different answers Guru Gobind Singh gave when asked to
expound his concept of miracles. The King's authority is described as miraculous, the
power of money is capable of performing miracles and finally the sword of the Guru is
the great miracle performer. But all this finally leads us on to the miraculous change
that Guru Gobind Singh's letter to Aurangzeb, known as 'Zafarnama', wrought in
the mind of the Emperor, when it made him look inward and realise the futility
of his actions against the indomitable spirit of the Guru, who willingly made immense
sacrifices to uphold his righteous cause. All this is portrayed eloquently in the
last letter Aurangzeb wrote to his son Kam Baksh. There is another poignant
story at the beginning of his essay, 'Enduring Grace of God' which narrates the story of
a prostitute, Maha Nanda, who agrees to marry a merchant-prince and become his
true and faithful wife for three days only. The husband dies on the first day of their
married life and, to keep her promise, she sacrifices her life by burning herself on the
pyre of her husband. He used all manner of stories e.g., the story of Hercules fighting
with the Hydra headed sea monster and the story of Bury St. Edmund who was made a
target of archery by his enemies and was declared a saint after his death. His essay
'Pain and Pleasure' begins with the narrative of Rabia, the first Sufi woman mystic,
whose passionate love of God so absorbed her that neither love nor hate of any other
remained in her heart. But the best story that appealed to me was that of God, when
He is pursued by the Demon and He can find no place to hide Himself. He, then, adopts
a stratagem and hides Himself in the heart of the Demon. The Demon is not an inward-looking creature and can, therefore, never find God. And strangely enough, man,
too, wanders all over the world trying to find God but never looks inward where God
resides.
And when Dr. Balbir Singh did not make use of a story, he narrated incidents
which left a lasting impression on the mind. One example will do. In his essay, the
'Message of Bhai Vir Singh\ he tells of a dream which Bhai Vir Singh dreamt as a child.
What was the dream ? He dreamt that he had gone to the other world, where some
other people were also present. They decided that it was necessary to purify him and
for that purpose he was to be put on fire. The strange thing was that he felt no fear
of the fire ; he entered it willingly. The fire did not burn him but uplifted him. He
ascended high up into heaven and from there, he saw his body still lying in the fire.
He could not understand this strange phenomenon. But the inner voice said, This is
indeed bliss. You were afraid of death but death is the door that brings you here'.
More details of the dream follow ; more stories from Greek and Indian mythology are
interwoven in the narrative. Finally, all this leads on to the mystical content of Bhai
Vir Singh's poetry.
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The second main characteristic of Dr. Balbir Singh's writing was the ever present
under current of his quest for the Ultimate Reality. It is but natural that when he wrote
about Guru Nanak, Guru Arjan Dev or Guru Gobind Singh, he should comment on the
essentials of Sikh religion; the rejection of asceticism and ritualism, the imperative need
of mystical experience based on the meditation of the Name and detachment from wordly
things. But even in literary subjects such as the poetry of Bhai Vir Singh or modern
9
poetry or semi-ethical subjects like Tain and Pleasure', 'The Mould of Truth or historical incidents from Sikh or Rajput history, he slowly, imperceptibly drifts towards the mystical aspects of life. To the imperatives of hearing the inner voice; tuning in to the Unhad
Shabad, the soundless sound of the spheres, and ultimately, of merging one's finite self into
the Infinite. Notwithstanding stories, incidents and glimpses from his personal life which
enliven his writings, it is the mystical content of his thought which has the greatest appeal
for the intellectual and the discerning amongst his readers.
Dr. Balbir Singh was among the few writers of Punjabi language who could
express philosophical and scientific ideas in chaste, direct and simple language. He wrote
in the best tradition of literary diction. Without overburdening his language with
sanskritised or persianised expressions, he wrote with restraint and considerable mastery
of language. The thought was crystal clear and no attempt was made to embellish or
stylise it. At the same time, when the need arose, he could write in a language charged
with emotion and passion. Passages like the one in 'Rabab', where he wrote about the
magical and magnetic pull of Guru Nanak's music, are sheer poetry. Again, when
describing pain and pleasure as the two facets of life, night and day, the eternal play of
life, he touched the sublime. His language reached his summit whenever he described the
inner thoughts of a poet or the mystical experiences of a saint. When the subject
demanded it, the rainbow colours were all there and the depth of ideas was equally
matched with hightened expression. But, generally speaking, it was the expression of an
artist who was at pains to remove ambiguities and obscurities and present the thoughtcontent in chaste and direct language.
And what of the man as he emerges from the pages of his books ? First and
foremost, he is like the saint-scholars of Sikh history, who were sustained by the firm and
unshakable faith in Sikh religion and who regarded it as their sacred duty to preach and
propagate it, in every possible way. Secondly, he is a sensitive artist who is totally and
exclusively devoted to intellectual pursuits. Lastly, he is a warm and loving friend, as is
evident from his long and rambling esssay on S. Diwan Singh Maftoon, who is happy with
a small coterie of friends with whom he cannot only exchange ideas but also feels a kind
of spiritual affinity which sustains faith in the goodness of life. His own purpose in life
appears to be, in his quiet, shy, retiring way, to take the invisible stuff of life and so to
mould it that it awakens awareness in others, strengthens their faith, steels their courage
and deepens their love of the Almighty God.
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Dr. Balbir Singh
S. C. Bartarya

R. Balbir Singh impressed one and all by his saintly life, deep erudition
and wide humanism.
To him the cosmic force, the Universal Chaitanya Shakti and
Truth were identical. Like a true scientist he had a faith in absolute
reality but believed in relative truths which have to be discovered by
each individual in the light of his own subjective experience and spiritual development.
He evinced a keen interest in the Theosophical tenets of Universal Brotherhood, comparative study of Religion, Philosophy and Science and the development of inner powers
of man.
•

The members of the Theosophical Society sadly miss his lucid presentation, sublime thoughts and lofty idealism, and pray for his soul's spiritual upliftment to levels of
Higher Consciousness.
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The Light Burns
Bishan Singh

Samundri

R. Balbir Singh, the younger brother of late Bhai Vir Singh, the Saint
poet of the Punjab, having been deprived of the benevolent shadow of
, his father, Dr. Charan Singh, was brought up by his elder brother with
great paternal love. He took care to impart to him the best education
available at that time.
Groomed to be a scientist, Balbir Singh took the chemistry course in the Government College, Lahore, joining the M. Sc. class in 1919. He completed his studies
in the Imperial College of Science and Technology, London and was awarded the diploma of Imperial College and the Ph. D. degree from the London University in 1923.
This was a composite course making great demands on his knowledge of Chemistry,
Physics and Mathematics. He was, however, able to finish it in the short span of two
years—enviable achievement, indeed.
In London, Dr. Balbir Singh was able to cultivate friendship with Ernest Rhys
and other men of letters. This helped him develop a real insight into things literary and
discern a deeper significance to life. It was in London that he became a member of the
secret society of revolutionaries and helped them in many ways, all the time dreaming of
similar activities for achieving the independence of his motherland.
In 1923, Dr. Balbir Singh came back to India. Amongst his multifarious activities,
he managed to snatch time to master Sanskrit, Prakrit and Persian. This enabled him to
enrich his understanding of Oriental thought and the background of the Sikh scriptures.
In time he became that rare genius who could speak with authority on any subject,
mundane or spiritual, scientific or literary. It was indeed a treat to hear him. He could
speak fluently in Sanskrit, Hindi and English besides Punjabi, which was his mother
tongue.
His prose works, Kalam-di-Karamat, Lammi Nadar and Shudh Samp, bespeak of
the encyclopaedic range of his learning. In just a handful of pages, he would start with
a subject, branch off into many unconcerned and apparently unconnected by-lanes, all
the time lighting up various nooks and corners, but with striking dexterity and expert
skill connect them all, giving the reader a stunning revelation towards the end. He went

on writing, as if he was talking, in a very lucid style, at once charming and simple. His
greatest work, Nirukta Sri Guru Granth Sahib, which was conceived to run into twenty
volumes and involve many years of incessant labour, was undertaken as a labour of love,
in the true spirit of the Indian sages of yore without any thought of monetary benefit.
This selflessness manifested itself in other ways too. His brother, Bhai Vir
Singh, had bequeathed to him his property worth over a million rupees. He did not
cling to it and took no time in making over a greater part of his inherited wealth to a
charitable Trust, known as Bhai Vir Singh Sahitya Sadan. Having given all, he chose to
remain at a distance without any personal involvement in the affairs of the Trust. However, he did not forget to reward Bhai Vir Singh's faithful adherents who were given
befitting rewards, in cash or property.
In his dealings with the public, Dr. Balbir Singh was bold, upright and independent. He would not succumb to partisanship and would always act according to the
dictates of his conscience. He had a rare sense of proportion with deep penetrating
judgement. He was always polite but firm, witty and humorous. All these qualities
enabled him to face strenuous challenges of life without disquiet and perturbation. The
first such challenge came in 1925 when he was called upon to run a public school at
Dehradun, in the teeth of European opposition. Next was the occasion when he was
asked to shoulder the responsibility of running the Punjab and Sind Bank, which was
almost in shambles after the partition of the country. Through his long and arduous
labour for over thirteen years, he was able to pull the bank out of its difficulties. He
was still on its Board of Directors when he breathed his last.
The flame at "Panchbati" was lit by the late Bhai Vir Singh. It was fed by Professor Puran Singh, Dr. Khudadad and others. It was kept burning steadily by Dr. Balbir
Singh. "Panchbati" has been a place of pilgrimage for saints and sages. It is still an
inspiration and source of joy to hundreds of lovers of learning and seekers of the path.
Most of them perceptibly feel the magic touch that pervades the atmosphere, which is
charged with something of the magnetic force that characterised the personality of Dr.
Balbir Singh, a man of great scholarship and deep humility, whose life reminded one of
the great sages and savants our country has produced.
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The Prophet of Panchbati
Dr. Chander Mohan

first met Dr. Balbir Singh in the summer of 1966. From the very first meeting, I was attracted by his magnetic personality. Ever since then whenever
I went to Dehradun I made it a point to meet Dr. Balbir Singh and learn
something from this sage, philosopher and scientist, all combined in one.
There are many facets of the versatile genius of Dr. Balbir Singh. What impressed me most about him was his rational and scientific approach to problems which
are usually considered to be the exclusive domain of religion and theology.
He was a scientist well versed in religion and philosophy. For him there was
no basic difference between physics and metaphysics. During our discussions he would
often dwell upon a metaphysical subject and try to explain it on the basis of a scientific and rational approach. Once, while trying to explain the essential difference between
Nirakar (Formless) and Nirguna (Attributeless), the two attributes associated with God,
he cited an analogy from the realm of modern physics. In modern physics, the infinitely
small particle that forms the basis of matter is not palpable, not because it is invisible
but because it does not possess the property of spatial extension. Thus, matter is
nothing more than an act, an event, a mathematical value of quantified energy. As
such matter looks like a phantom, and may be considered as 'waves of probability
strung across a nexus of mathematical equation'. Matter has thus become Nirakar
though not Nirguna. Continuing in the same vein, he could argue that if matter has no
spatial quality, certainly the spirit may not have it either. There is no space to contain
the spirit If there is any such thing as space, it is in the spirit rather than the other
way about. In other words, it is the spirit that projects space and not that the spirit
has the property of spatial extension.
His study of religious scriptures and books on philosophy was very thorough
and deep During the last years of his life he was devoting a major part of his time in
preparing Nirukta Shri Guru Granth Sahib, an encyclopaedic dictionary of Shri Guru
Granth Sahib. It was expected to run into twenty volumes. Through this monumental
work he intended to convey some of his own rational interpretations of metaphysical
concepts. In the preface to the first volume he has given an illuminating discourse
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on the words, 'Ek Onkar' and 'Surta'. In one of his subsequent volumes he intended to
dwell upon the concept of 'Brahmand' (Universe). For this purpose he did not intend to
simply rely upon age old religious and theological concepts but also intended to use the
modern scientific concepts of cosmology. Of late, he had been discussing this aspect
of the matter with me. Nirukta Shri Guru Granth Sahib should be a very valuable
addition to the literature on Shri Guru Granth Sahib, comparable in importance with
Lokmanya Tilak's commentary on Bhagvad Gita.
It may be of interest to cite here an example which illustrates his methodology
of research. In Shri Guru Granth Sahib there is a hymn by the fourth Guru Ram Das
(Thukari Chhant, p. 1116), which mentions that the third Guru went to Kurukshetra
on the eve of a solar eclipse which occurred in the Abhijit Nakshatra. Taking a clue
from this fact and using Ephemeris and other historical records he pin-pointed that
this visit must have taken place on January 14, 1553 A.D. In order to be certain that
he had not made any mistake in the use of Ephemeris, he personally went to Roorkee
and discussed the matter with Prof. C. Prasad, head of the Mathematics Department
at Roorkee University and myself.
Though a great philosopher and thinker, there were also many lighter aspects
of his multifarious personality. He was a keen lover of classical music. In his midsixties he started taking violin lessons. He was a great humorist and had the
capacity to convert into lighter vein any controversial subject. Once when he was
unwell doctors told him after taking his Electro Cardiogram that he had a heart attack.
Instead of getting depressed, he took the news lightly and remarked that he could
not believe he had a heart attack. There must be something wrong with their instrument, as was the case with a telescope which had led some of the astronomers to
assert that there was an elephant on the surface of the moon. But then some one
suggested that before making the discovery public they must make sure that the telescope was working all right. When the telescope was dismantled it was discovered
to every one's surprise that there was a rat trapped in the tube.
This charming personality never coveted fame or publicity. He preferred to live
and work in seclusion at Panchbati in Dehradun, which had become a sort of hermitage. After his heart attack doctors had advised him not to work too hard. He
brushed aside their advice with the remark that he did not want to keep on living
just for the sake of living. He must work as long as he lived. And indeed he kept on
working till his last breath. Death has deprived us of his physical presence but his
noble soul will continue to infuse and inspire us for all times.
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Modernism of Dr. Balbir Singh
^•^^^^^^^^^^^1

Late JM.

Chatterjee

have known Dr. Balbir Singh for over forty years, and have had the unique
opportunity of sharing his companionship intimately. As regards his
contribution to the enrichment of Punjabi literature, many eminent
scholars have paid glowing tributes. Because of my limitations I can hardly
add anything to them. His elder brother, the illustrious Bhai Vir Singh
led the way and he dutifully, almost religiously, followed up the trail. There are very
few families indeed, which have thrown up a galaxy of brilliant members. His grand
parents, both on the paternal and maternal sides, were outstanding personalities. His
father Dr. Charan Singh was no less. I have not studied the subject of heredity but I do
believe that we derive a great deal of our intelligence and character from our ancestors.
Environments, no doubt, play their part but the governing factor is the heredity. This
dictum is fully illustrated in the case of Dr. Balbir Singh and his celebrated brother.
Dr. Balbir Singh was not a modernist in the prevalent mode of thinking.
Modernism, as practised by my countrymen is, negation of Godhood, the worship of
Mammon, the complete abandonment of our traditions and culture. Dr. Balbir Singh
was a votary of the past.
Our masses cling to the clumsy and outworn observance of rituals and ceremonies. The Brahmo Samaj in Bengal and Arya Samaj in nothern India put up a brave
fight against these practices, but these were so deep-rooted that they persist even now
and are not likely to be eradicated in the near future. Our social reformers have also
been caught in the malady. They adopted certain modified rituals to replace the old
practices, with the result that even though they profess to be reformists they have themselves fallen victim to a rigid adherence to the rituals they have introduced by way of
change for the better. The "no change" mentality of the orthodox and conservatives
has pervaded them as well. It is this bigotry and fanaticism which was born during
the period of our political subjugation and is even now a festering sore and needs healing touches. That is how Dr. Balbir Singh felt. His writings and speeches were of
a challenging nature but temperamentally he was incapable of doing any thing which
would revolt against the cherished beliefs of any one. He was not a protagonist of the
social rebel depicted by Emerson. According to Emerson, "If you want to reform a
-
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society you must be a threat and a warning to that society". Dr. Balbir Singh did not
subscribe to this dictum. According to him a dramatic approach to the problem was to
enter a vicious circle. The only sure and proper method was to live upto the ideal
which according to you leads to real peace and happiness. This attitude of mind is
hardly ever cultivated. It is inborn or hereditary. Dr. Balbir Singh was singularly endowed with this faculty. The drift in the modern world is towards a make-believe sort
of existence. Diplomacy or duplicity is the order of the day. It has permeated the
entire social fabric, our actions and behaviour belie our professions. The meaning of
truth and non-violence have been distorted to such an extent that our entire mode of
life is shrouded in doubtful conduct. Persons like Dr. Balbir Singh are total misfits in
this world. The fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man are just idle words
proclaimed by the protagonists of various Churches and do not carry any weight with
the people. The saints and the sages all over the world, whose memories are still
cherished by the people, practised what they preached. They neither coveted wealth
nor power. They were seekers after truth and devoted their lives exclusively in search
thereof. They had grown out of the little self or ego which is the governing force in
our lives today. Dr. Balbir Singh during his entire career had been trying to conquer
these passions. I will just give one instance of this remarkable phase of his character.
His illustrious brother Bhai Vir Singh had devoted his entire life in pursuit of knowledge
and had reached a pre-eminence as a saint scholar, poet and litterateur of an unusual
calibre. He willed his entire property worth over several lakhs of rupees to his
younger brother, Dr. Balbir Singh with the only premise that he should continue his
work, as he deemed fit. I dare say, there are few beneficiaries who would respect the
testator's wishes on receipt of such a princely legacy. But Dr. Balbir Singh had been
cast in a different mould. With a magnanimity of a rare order he promptly handed
over the major portion of his inheritance along with the copyrights of the vast output
of his brother as well as his own writings to Bhai Vir Singh Sahitya Sadan, to carry on
the work of his esteemed brother, Bhai Vir Singh and deliver his message to his fellowmen, in the manner he would have done had he been living. I have lived long enough
in this world and have met many great and noble souls but I can hardly point to any
other parallel instance of self-abnegation and devotion to his illustrious brother as
shown by Dr. Balbir Singh.
Dr. Balbir Singh's genius was versatile. His natural bent for science (specially
Chemistry) did not find any scope for further development in the restricted environments of the mid-twenties. The Britishers did not encourage industrial development in
this country. They were only anxious to exploit our raw materials and dump back their
finished products in India. Thus, Dr. Balbir Singh's aspirations were dwarfed and he
found no scope for the application of his talents. However, on his return in 1923, he
found solace in the companionship of Professor Puran Singh and Dr. C. Khudadad.
The former had gained his honours in Chemistry from the Tokyo University while the
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latter had won Ph.D. in Chemistry from Munich (Germany), Prof. Puran Singh became Imperial Chemist in the Forest Department, at Dehra Dun and Dr. Khudadad
joined as Professor in the Islamia College, Peshawar. But both found it difficult to pursue their hobbies in the cramped atmosphere prevailing in the Government controlled
institutions. They began their own research work in Dehra Dun by setting up a factory
in Doiwala. As far as I remember, they manufactured thymol on a large scale during
World War I and exported it. Then these stalwarts began experimenting with Rosha
grass which is the basis of the essential oil that feeds the manufacture of perfumes.
They set up a factory at Sheikhupura near Lahore (now in Pakistan) and manufactured
essential oils and exported them to Europe in large quantities. Unfortunately Prof. Puran
Singh died when his efforts were just bearing fruit. Dr. Khudadad took over the unfinished task in which Dr. Balbir Singh was also greatly interested. The industry was
at its peak when partition came and disrupted the growing venture.
For Dr. Balbir Singh, this was only a side issue. His inborn faculties turned
towards literary and spiritual pursuits and in collaboration with his illustrious brother
Bhai Vir Singh, he began devoting his energies towards the correct interpretation of the
teachings of the Sikh Gurus. Dr. Balbir Singh's association with Prof. Puran Singh and
Dr. C. Khudadad was a peculiar amalgam. All three were accomplished scientists, but
the overpowering influence that cemented their association was their common zeal for
self-introspection and self-restraint which is the sine-qua-non of the intellectuals. For
them search for wordly pleasures was not the be-all and end-all of human existence.
The lure of wealth and power leads to demoralisation. According to them, man is not
the final word in God's creation. They were scientists-cum-philosophers. The scientific pursuits toward unveiling the mysteries of nature, to probe into 'why and how' of
life and death are magnificent achievements. Our sages, saints and mystics approached
the problem from a different angle. But the aim of both is identical.
I recall one occasion, when we discussed the universal belief in the final dissolution of the cosmos. In this nuclear age when powerful nations are frantically racing
for ascendency and have developed weapons of destruction on a gigantic scale, the
chances of "Pralaya" seemed to be not very far off. Dr. Balbir Singh said that the partial or total destruction of this world or the worlds may come about through natural
calamities brought about by processes unknown to us but modern scientists are on the
way to hasten its culmination. Now that atoms have been exploded to bring about
total annihilation of living organism within a radius of hundreds of miles, the day is
not far off, when the research scholar experimenting in his laboratory may split the
primordial source which will set up a chain reaction, within the twinkling of an eye,
over a space of thousands of miles and "Mahaparalaya" may roar ablaze all over the
Universe. This appalling vision of world or universal catastrophe drawn by Dr. Balbir
Singh, a scientist, shows in him the blending of the scientific turn of mind with the
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presages of our ancient saints and sages. According to him, the intricate human
mechanism transcends the man-made machinery. If man could manufacture robots
which can think and act, the subtler mechanism which governs human life is capable of
performing greater wonders. It is through cultivating and developing this inner vision
that our Rishis and saints unveiled the mysteries of nature, which our scientists are
now establishing by laboratory experiments with man-made machines. To our way of
thinking, man-made machines will operate only within limited spheres while the nature's
laboratories working through our bodies have a wider scope and such researches are
far more enduring. Dr. Balbir Singh was the votary of the past in this sense. If only
our intelligence could be harnessed to our emotions and made to function in unison,
we would attain a stature which will enable us to share the glories of nature with our
fellowmen with equanimity.
When one deals with the life of a multi-faceted genius like Dr. Balbir Singh,
one must also record the minor details of his life to illustrate his leanings, and aptitudes. Dr. Balbir Singh's role as an educationalist is a memorable one. Soon after
World War I, some lofty minded individuals had conceived the idea of introducing public school type of education in India. The educational institutions existing at the time
were the product of British initiative intended mainly to serve the imperial interests.
These were neither intended, nor were they capable of imparting education of a higher
order, of developing character, originality, integrity, steadfastness and courage. With
this objective in view the pioneers inaugurated the "Cambridge Preparatory School" in
Dehru Dun, on the lines of public schools in England. I was nominated as the Hony.
Secretary of the Committee managing the new school. Soon after his return from
England, Dr. Balbir Singh was picked up as the Principal of the School. He had a
number of Englishmen on his staff, who in due course became his loyal and devoted
assistants, ignoring their instinctive feelings of racial superiority and arrogance ; a prevailing feature of the Englishmen serving in India at the time. It was Dr. Balbir Singh
alone, who could with his tactful approach and intellectual attainments, inspire the British
staff serving under him with feelings of respect and deference towards him. As a result,
the school soon gained considerable popularity attracting students from all parts of
India. But when in 1935, the Doon Public School was opened on a much larger scale,
at the initiation of late Shri S.R. Dass, Dr. Balbir Singh decided to close the institution
transferring the laboratory with its equipment as a gift to the new School.
Managi
Sind Bank
during the crucial post-partition period is no less remarkable. Eight out of the total of
ten branches of the Bank were left with all their assets in Pakistan. Dr. Balbir Singh with
only two branches in India, piloted the Bank through this critical period with admirable
skill and determination. Unlike most other comparable institutions of this type, Dr.
Balbir Singh succeeded in discharging all the liabilities of the Bank without needing
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any moratorium. As the legal adviser of the Bank, I can personally vouch for the great
imagination and integrity displayed by Dr. Balbir Singh in tackling his difficult
assignment.
Dr. Balbir Singh took up the study of Sanskrit in right earnest in his spare time
and ultimately attained considerable proficiency in it. His translation in English of
"Madhavanala" a rare Sanskrit manuscript, has received wide acclaim. It deals with
the romance and pathos of the love of two musicians who are reunited with the assistance of King Vikramaditya. The translation itself is a faithful rendering of the text
and its poetic imagery is sustained throughout in wonderful prose.
In his brochure "Message of Guru Govind Singh", Dr. Balbir Singh beautifully
summarises the teachings of the Gurus as an attempt towards self-introspection of
knowing thyself and subordinating your actions to the Divine Will. The word
"Khalsa" connotes "purified" ; those who are purified and who rise above class distinctions and serve others for the good of all. The doctrine of "Nishkama Karma"
preached in the Gita is a very near approach to the dictum of the Gurus. This is the
sort of dedicated life to which Dr. Balbir Singh tried to live up, in accordance with the
best traditions of Sikhism.
Dr. Balbir Singh was also actively interested for many years in the working of
the "Cheshire Homes", which look after the crippled, the invalids, helpless and disabled. In his modest and humble way Dr. Balbir Singh tried to demonstrate how moral
action acquires the status of high spirituality, how we can by our deeds and actions
elevate mankind towards sublimity, peace and good-will. Dr. Balbir Singh overcame
the limitations confronting him at every stage of his career with indomitable courage
and conviction. The divine spark hidden within him burst out in its finest imagery
out of its cramped environment. Dr. Balbir Singh's life was one of dedication and selfeffacement.

Fireside is most enjoyable—a very warm companion, though
moody, requires constant coaxing and cajoling but when fully
provided, it glows and dances with infinite variety of flames of
different colours and sizes.
{Dr. Balbir Singh in a letter dated 16-12-1964).
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The Two Comrades
Nirmal Chandra

Chatterjee

HE year was 1953. We arrived at Rajpur with Sri Rathindranath Tagore
on the 28th of August. Being students of Santiniketan in its early days
and later on its academic staff, I and my wife Mira had enjoyed the love
and affection of Rathindranath and his father, and had finally the
privilege of living with the former during the last days of his life, till he passed away,
significantly enough, in 1961—the centenary year of his father.
Like his illustrious father the Poet, Rabindranath and his grandfather Maharishi
Debendranath, Rathindranath also felt within him the call of the Himalayas. He therefore chose one of its foothills for his final retreat after retirement from Visva-Bharati at
Santiniketan. It may be metioned that Rathindranath was appointed the first Upacharya
(Vice-Chancellor) of this University, founded by Rabindranath in 1921, after it had become a statutory Central University in 1951.
Rajpur happened to be several miles away from the town of Dehradun and we
were grandually settling down to our quiet life when, I think in the month of October,
there breezed in a few gentlemen who brought for us the first whiff, so to speak, of the
cultural life of Dehradun. Modestly they talked of their "Tagore Society" and its activities. To our surprise and joy we later discovered that these men were no mere dilettanti in the field of Tagore literature and culture. One of them, Dr. Sharma was already
engaged in the arduous task of translating into Hindi, Rabindranath's famous Oxford
Hibbert Lectures—'Religion of Man'. Another somewhat sagacious looking bearded
gentleman we came to know, was the younger brother of Bhai Vir Singh, the celebrated
Punjabi poet. Himself being the son of a poet, it was natural that Rathindranath should
feel a special attraction towards Dr. Balbir Singh, inspite of the spartan mask he seemed
to have worn on that day of our first encounter with him. It did not take very long for
this acquaintance to develop into a deep and cordial friendship. Such was the magic of
their common interest in Tagore and his universal humanism.
Next year, when I returned after completing my studies abroad, I came to Rajpur
in the October holidays of my University. By then Rathindranath, I found, had made his
impact felt in the cultural life of Dehradun. In this regard Dr. Balbir Singh's contribution
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was of no mean measure. It was perhaps mainly through this benevolent intermediary
that Rathindranath, who by nature was very shy, was gradually extricated from the limited circle of his Bengali-speaking admirers and led into the wider cultural arena of
Dehradun.
5

If the "Tagore Society , among other things, did a lot towards the study and
understanding of Rabindranath's literature and philosophy, it could not be expected to
do full justice towards the dissemination of the Poet's artistic creations in the field of
drama, music and paintings. Rathindranath therefore felt the need of forming another
organisation which he named 'Rabindra Samsad'. That was in the year 1956. The
Rabindra Samsad' helped to fill this lacuna for which the people of Dehradun feel
grateful to Rathindranath even to this day.
The Rabindra Samsad was formed to promote the social and cultural interests of
the public of Dehradun through literary, artistic, dramatic, humanitarian, and other
allied activities with the object of creating interest in the Poet Rabindranath's art, literature and ideals. It was a non-political, and what was more important a non-sectarian
organisation. Rathindranath was its first President, and he requested Dr. Balbir Singh
to become its Vice-President. Thus did he eloquently express his deep regard for the
unique personality and a sincere appreciation of the exceptional intellectual ability of his
lately discovered comrade. There was no doubt a trait of the Roman patrician in them
due to their birth and upbringing, yet this camaraderie, which had at first apparently
intrigued some of their friends, was no skin-deep affair. This is my sincere conviction after
having known them intimately for a fairly long period. Both of them, however different
in many other respects, had one very uncommon thing in common—both possessed what
may be termed a "Visva Manas", which comprehended in one broad sweep the world of
Art as well as the world of Science—the world of Mind as well as the world of Matter. It
may not be out of place to mention that both had started their lives abroad as students of
Science —and returning home progressively matured, blossomed forth as men of
diversely wide creative interests. Besides their respective scholastic pursuits, many of their
close associates and friends know, both had active, nay enthusiastic interest in music
and art. Many of us have heard them play musical instruments in their hours of
relaxation—Rathindranath played 'esraj', Dr. Balbir Singh Violin'. Both of these solemn
looking men were exquisitely alive and responsive to the beauties of their immediate
surroundings, and Nature at large. Their cordial exchanges therefore were not limited
within the realm of intellect alone. Both could laugh heartily, and share clever jokes and
humour whenever they met informally. They were also great lovers of plants and trees.
I have ample reasons to believe that Voltaire, the great author of Candide would have
envied these two "gardeners", so deeply wedded to their respective gardens at 'Mitali'
and Tanchbati'.
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Besides arranging, often jointly with the Tagore Society, some illuminating
lectures on Tagore by eminent personalities like Dr. P.C. Bagchi, the famous Sino-Indian
scholar, Prof. S.N. Bose of Bose-Einstein statistics fame, Acharya Sri Parkasa, the renowned nationalist leader, and many others, the Rabindra Samad, in keeping with its explicit objectives, frequently held performances of Tagore's plays and dance-dramas, musical soirees, and exhibitions of drawings and paintings—thanks to the tireless cooperation
and assistance of the artists of Kala-Kendra, another institution of Dehradun founded
and successfully run by Shri Dwijen Sen, a former art student of Santiniketan and a disciple of Nandalal Bose. Though pre-eminently a scholar and philosopher, Dr. Balbir
Singh's youthful enthusiasm for, and rendering of liberal financial contributions to these
functions of Art and Music were something one would have to have seen before one
could believe. I love to record it, with a fair amount of justification and pride, that we
were privileged to witness at close quarters, this unique aspect of almost a 'frivolous'
magnanimity in Dr. Balbir Singh, who among his varied obligations and duties, it may be
noted, was also a shrewd and capable Bank Director. And are not bankers usually tightfisted ?
*

*

*

In 1961, when Rabindranath's birth centenary was celebrated all over India and
abroad, Dehradun did not lag behind. Being a function in memory of his own father,
Rathindranath naturally chose to remain in the background. Officially, the then District
Magistrate, was chosen as the President of the Centenary Committee. But Dr. Balbir
Singh, although its Vice-President, was the Committee's fountain-head of inspiration and
energy. I was then at Santiniketan, which had a delayed summer vacation that year. But
my wife Srimati Mira Chatterjee who was actively involved in most of the programmes
which were arranged at Dehradun, as one of the Honorary Secretaries of the local Committee, would bear witness to the unique role played by Dr. Balbir Singh, and also to
the unequivocal confidence of Rathindranath that he enjoyed during those momentous days. Dr. Balbir Singh stood like a Trojan beside Rathindranath, and he had
complete faith that nothing would go astray.

Only a few days before he passed away, we remember, Rathindranath paid a brief
visit to Tanchbati' on Pritam Road and made over a cheque of Rupees one thousand
to Dr. Balbir Singh which the latter had given to him as donation for a specified purpose
which for some untoward circumstances could not be accomplished. An expression of
deep regret and disappointment was writ large on the face of the dumbfounded
donor. That was destined to be the last of their meetings. They remained cordially locked
in each other's arms. It was a fitting tribute to this friendship when Dr. Balbir Singh was
elected unanimously the President of Rabindra Samsad after Rathindranath passed
away.
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The light went out of our life in Mitali'on the 3rd of June 1961, but solace
poured in from 'Panchbati' unsolicited and in abundance. Sometimes it would be just to
find out, as it were, if our azaleas had blossomed. Or again, on a bright day of sunshine
in autumn, the car of the scholar gipsy will be at our iron gate and Dr. Balbir Singh
would step out in our garden to admire and appreciate the blue lotuses when these were
in bloom. Many and varied would be such sweet excuses.
Our family owes a great deal to Dr. Balbir Singh—I and my wife especially. The
ties of affection are too many and too intimate, almost sacred. To pay homage to the
genius and memory of this magnificient soul, so upright and yet so humane, is a duty
which is its own reward.

/ think life is full of faults. Perhaps it is more true to say life is
fault polymerised. It is like the modern plastics. They are
polymers of some very simple thing, may be a gas. but when
internally compressed, molecule after molecule condenses into
thick layers. Such is life, an architecture of polymerised faults,
may be abstract faults.
(Dr. Balbir Singh in a letter dated 16th March 1967).
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The World is Poorer
Ranjit M. Chet

Singh

HE following lines are not written as an essay in portraying the breadth,
depth or height of Dr. Balbir Singh. Rather, they are a personal tribute
to one in whom, as aresult of the natural, unforced traffic of ideas in
normal human relationships, I found increasingly the true flavour of
man. Some 14 years ago, I was tempted, now and again, to entertain
the illusion that Dr. Balbir Singh was out to impress his hearers with the fact that
he was an unusually well-read person. But more intimate observation in closer
contact eroded completely that ill-warranted feeling. I came to see in him an integrated
personality, living at the level of a "finder", in the realms of culture and religious truth.
And yet making himself at home with the "earthy" in the setting of our fast-changing
urbanized sophisticated social environment, arising in the midst of degrading economic
poverty and increasing spiritual blindness in this our land, with its long and chequered
history of intellectual achievement and simple living which was once crowned with much
spiritual insight.
My first contact with Dr. Balbir Singh was in 1926 when I came to work in
Dehradun for about a year. He was then Principal of the Cambridge Preparatory School
of which I was told, with Dr. Khudadad and Mr. J.M. Chatterjee, he was the main building force. I had the privilege of a somewhat closer contact with Prof. Pooran Singh, the
celebrated poet ; two of whose sons were among my pupils for several months. Another
link for me with these distinguished citizens of Dehradun was Dr. Sanaullah, Imperial
Archaeological Chemist of the Government of India.
That a successful chemist with a distinguished record of research in London like
Dr. Balbir Singh should engage himself in school-work, putting aside his research was
something of an enigma to me at that time. Later contacts in the thirties however, made
me realise what ideals of service lay behind his activities. By then, I had had opportunities
of fairly wide travel and study in more than one country, and had seen something of the
devotion with which men and women who really assimilate knowledge, combine the
application and augmenting of learning in the unselfish and unceasing service of their
fellowmen in the humbler walks of life. I must confess, however, that I was a little sur
prised when towards the end of the decade I learnt that Dr. Balbir Singh had become
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a managing director of a bank. This seemed a volte-face to me, as I heard of it while
I was immersed in academic and social work in another part of the country. Closer contact with Dr. Sahib during the last 14 years or so and perhaps my own growing maturity
enabled me more fully to appreciate the blending of varied elements in an integrated
personality that was his.
Year after year, as an obscure resident of Dehradun, it was a joy to watch the
flowering of a learned spirituality and the close .relationship between depth of human
understanding and irrespressible humour. As the Chairman of the "Tagore Cultural
Society", his skill in bringing to a close a discourse or a discussion which showed
unredeemed tendencies towards sterility, used to be an amazing feat. He could stop a
speaker without hurting his feelings in the midst of his futile peroration, with a mild
gesture, slight intimation and utmost ease.
My most meaningful traffic with Dr. Balbir Singh was in the realm of the pursuit
of religious understanding. Believing as I do, as a member of the Religious Society of
Friends (generally known as Quakers), that the realm of the spirit is a kingdom without
frontiers, it has been given to me to promote and participate in inter-religious discourses
and dialogues. In some of these Dr. Balbir Singh shared with us his amazing familiarity
with and "at homeness" in various schools of religious thought and his remarkable
capacity to help in the assimilation and interpretation of truths contained in religious and
philosophical writings as they have accumulated over the centuries. In describing Bhai
Vir Singh, as a nature poet revealing God hidden within and without, he could bring out
his own belief in what theologians call "continuous revelation", so much needed in our land
of hoary heritage where narrow exclusiveness and the obscuring endeavours to confine
the total fund of truth to our past, finds new patrons in our midst. This sensitiveness
to truth combined with deep knowledge of religious writings of the past is a much
needed gift in India today. The words of the Quaker Vice-Chancellor of the University
of Lancester seem to me very apt in our present context; "The sensitive person generally
listens more than he talks and his first interest is not in himself, nor in his own dignity or
appearance; nor is he trying to make others like himself. He has an absolute conviction
of the need to treat all men as equals and of the possibility of change and development
even where outwardly it seems unlikely. He is not too solemn; for laughter brings us
nearer to other people. He is not too quick to give answers—and what he does say will
not come easily by the repetition of familiar phrases or by the intoxication of eloquence."
It is the light of this sensitive spirit which Dr. Balbir Singh reflected in simplicity of life
and manners, born of knowledge and true culture. Our World could do with more
such men. Without him it is the poorer.
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In Retrospect
Darshan Singh Main/

OME meetings in life assume a poignant, if not providential character, when
viewed in retrospect. What at the moment appeared a delightful tete-a-tete
turns strangely and solemnly into something of a swan-song. The awesome
fact of death intervenes, and invests those moments of table-talk with a
meaning beyond one's ken. If today, I am driven to such a thought, it is
because, it was not given me to know Dr. Balbir Singh somewhat closely, except for a
blessed hour, barely a few weeks before his passing on. I use the American idiom
advisedly, he has not passed away, out of our view and into nothingness, but journeyed
forth and arrived where he belonged. That's how, one may see the passage of "a
pilgrim of eternity". And thus, that meeting over a cup of tea at my place strikes
me now as a little tryst. None of us knew that the dialogue initiated on that day
would be sealed so soon, and that my colloquy thereafter would be with an invisible
presence.
I had watched Dr. Balbir Singh during his rare and fleeting visits to the Punjabi
University, energetically involved in the Nirukta project, dispensing thought with ease
and elegance, as he shuffled around the Campus, or addressed a sub-committee in his
characteristic elliptical and gnomic style. However, I kept admiring the man and his work
from a distance, imbibing the aura of his scholarship, and giving hospitality to a vague
sense of reverence. It wasn't that his presence was forbidding, or that he invited no
intimacy, only my own reactions hadn't quite ripened to a state of involved interest. And
then, out of some deep impulse, I guess, I asked him over to dinner. He was gracious
enough to accept the invitation instantly, except that he would rather come for a cup of
tea. Eating, he averred, with a twinkle in the eye, killed all serious thought and discussion. The sage had spoken, and I recognised the need to keep the moment above the
bustle of spoons and knives. Apparently, he knew something about me and was equally
keen to find a wave-length where our minds could converge. Perhaps, he sensed some
diffidence in me, a certain awkwardness that would not permit me to cross the threshold.
And he led me, by the hand, as it were, into the widening circle of his achieved thought.
We spent that hour in a lively and animated talk which, on his side, extended over the
Vedic texts and the concept of 'Sunn\ amongst other things. Here was a knowledge,
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tripping lightly and felicitously over many a thorny terrain, a knowledge that is domiciled
and becomes a state of mind.
In his appearance, Dr. Balbir Singh was somewhat stodgy and antique. There
wasn't anything pre-possessing or compelling about him in the manner of his illustrious
brother, Bhai Vir Singh. And yet, he had a way of invading one's consciousness, if he
stayed but a while to register his presence. One became conscious of a kindly and serene
face that suddenly became luminous with thought, and urged recognition.
Nearing the biblical span of 80, Dr. Balbir Singh gave one the impression of a
saintly person meditating over the endless variety, beauty and mystery of the Universe,
and over the equally palpable, yet inexplicable presence of the divine agency in human
affairs. Quotations from the hallowed texts came to him appositely and effortlessly. The
mind at work, one realised, had been assiduously, yet securely, gathering a harvest of
insights from sensory experience and from booklore, organising the same into a viable
pattern. Indeed, his mind opened to the free winds of thought, wherever they blew from,
and yet a mind that disciplined all maverick ideas drawn from science and technology,
from poetry and art, from philosophy and theology, from folklore and fable, on behalf of
a settled and imbibed view of life. In Dr. Balbir Singh's case, such an approach meant the
message of the Gurbani. The Sikh scriptures formed the bed-rock of all his variations on
life, existence and reality. He was uniquely placed to achieve such a synthesis. His literary
and religious ancestry, his scientific education and training, and his mystic temperament
eventually forgathered to form a paradigm of values, thanks to the central vision, achieved
through his immersion in the scriptures. That these apparently competing and contradictory influences should have converged, issued from his belief in the indivisibility of
reality.
The volumes of reflective essays and the frame-work of the monumental
Nirukta or the Encyclopaedic Dictionary of Sri Guru Granth Sahib, which Dr. Balbir
Singh has left behind, testify to his wit, literary acumen and wide-ranging scholarship.
Nevertheless, I believe, the man was greater than his work. The essays, for instance,
are the product of an engaged imagination and an abiding religious faith, but in the
final analysis, they do not offer the highest reaches of thought or craftsmanship. He
had the weight of wisdom and he often carried it lightly in his writings, yet there was
seldom a feeling of daring or novelty or originality. For essentially, he was a summariser, a gathering lens that brought things into a focus. A seeker after truth, his forging
and collating mind ranged widely over men and matters, over ideas and forms, but he
founded no school of philosophy or thought. The reason for this may well lie in the
fact that he had come to accept the Sikh philosophy of the scriptures so completely
and unquestioningly as to need no diversion or addition. The Guru's word was with him
and the word was enough. This, indeed is true of so many other Sikh Scholars who
have always been content to light up erudite and obscure passages or subtle and nice
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turns of thought in the Gurbani, tracing idiomatic origins and linguistic nuances, linking
them to classical texts, lexicon and musicology. Dr. Balbir Singh takes an honoured
place amongst them. Considering that he had a fairly long span of contemplative and
creative life, his literary and philosophical output is rather limited. Perhaps, he did not
believe in intellectual extravagance or in the expense of intellect qua intellect. Or, more
likely, he was conserving all his energies for the heroic project of the Nirukta, which
was eventually to consummate into some 20 volumes or so. So, what he has bequeathed to us—two completed volumes and the blueprint of the project—is in itself a
laudable achievement. The dream that inspired him in the evening of his life was
epical in its reach, and he died when he had just launched it.
And that brings me back to that meeting when Dr. Balbir Singh, a picture of
serene hope and ardour, told me and my admiring wife that in the service of the
Nirukta he had literally worn his fingers out. When they ached or chafed after a daylong stint, he would, as he put it, drive those "servants" still further with bandages and
plastic strips. This would give one a measure of his industry, of his vision and of his
commitment.
Panchbati, Dr. Balbir Singh's sanctuary in Dehradun for nearly four decades,
had become during his life-time, a place of pilgrimage for all manner of seekers and
scholars. There he lived an ascetic life, rich in intellectual exercise and spiritual sufficiency. A recluse in action, he was at once detached and involved, remote and committed. A delicate balance had been achieved, as a result of inner discipline. Of
course, his emotional life remained somewhat lean and attenuated, but this want seldom
obscured his elected path. The quest continued, unsleepingly till the end. By the
time of his death, he had become something of a living legend. The Sage, so to speak,
had arrived.

There is a feeling of a trembling liquid emotion like the vibrating
"E" string of the tuned violin(Dr. Balbir Singh in a letter dated 28th June 1966).
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A Saint, Scientist & Scholar
Dr. S.N. Dhingra

R. Balbir Singh was a saintly man, easy of approach but firm and determined, analytical in mind and philosophical in thought and appearance.
He had qualities which only very rare individuals can boast of.
Arya Samaj, Dehradun honoured him by presenting 'Hindi
Bhashya' (Hindi version) of Vedas. He was a great scholar of Sanskrit,
and that too he learnt later in his life. He learnt Sanskrit by 'Asht Adhyay' system (a
system of learning Sanskrit, restored by Swami Dayanand, Founder of Arya Samaj and
one of the most learned scholars of Vedas of the past few centuries). He was also of the
view that poetry in Rig Veda is in most perfect form and no other poetry could claim
9
that perfection. Dr. Singh also translated, 'Madhavanala-Kamakandala-Carita from
Sanskrit to English for which he received recognition from the Agra University. Dr.
Balbir Singh firmly believed that for a man to live a full life, he must have an understanding interest in science, classical languages and fine arts.
He was born in the 19th century but had the vision to look beyond even 20th
century. He never craved or desired for high honours though these came easily and
plentifully to him because of his dedicated work.
While at the Government College, Lahore, studying for his M.Sc. degree in
Chemistry, he synthesised Menthol and Thymol from Crasol Acetone. His Professor
wanted him to work on some other chemical problems for his degree but, as a determined scholar, he took advantage of the visit of a world famous chemist and Noble
Laureate, Sir John Thorpe, from England. Sir John was in India on a commission
after the first world war to see how Indian resources could be utilised for the benefit of
his country. During those days of early 1920's, it was difficult for any Indian to meet
a Britisher of that rank and authority, but this young, determined Indian not only
managed to meet Sir John, but convinced him of his ability to pursue research on
chemical problems on the lines initiated by him in India. This meeting resulted in
Dr. Balbir Singh's admission into the London University for his Doctorate in Chemistry
on the study of Terpenes, even before completing his M.Sc. degree in India. He later on
became a member of the Chemical Society, London.
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As a visionary, he clearly foresaw that the salvation of his country lay in industrialisation by utilising Indian resources. He therefore, took the D.I.C. (Diploma of
Industrial Chemistry), from the Imperial College of Technology, London, which was an
achievement by itself at that time, and also further qualified himself by doing a course
in Commercial Law in England. Dr. Balbir Singh returned to India in early twenties,
inspired by his achievements and filled with patriotic thoughts imbibed as a result of his
contact with many revolutionaries, during his stay in England.
Dr. Balbir Singh along with Dr. Khudadad, decided to set up an industry at
Dehradun in 1925 to manufacture life-saving drugs from pine oil which was available
in plenty from the coniferous trees found in the hills around Dehradun, especially in
the area of the Tehri State. Dr. Balbir Singh had manufactured Ephidrene Hydrochloride, on a pilot plant and he was always proud to show those samples to his
friends. His vision of industrialising the Doon Valley could not be realised because of
political differences with Mr. Chakradhar, the then Prime Minister of Tehri Darbar.
Later, Dr. Balbir Singh took over as the Principal of the Cambridge Preparatory
School. On hearing that Mr. Chakradhar wanted to get his grandsons admitted in
a school in Dehradun, Dr. Balbir Singh met him and despite their earlier differences,
soon succeeded in persuading Mr. Chakradhar to get his grandsons enrolled in his
School. Mr. Chakradhar was sorry that he had not appreciated Dr. Balbir Singh's
ability earlier. But for this lack of fore-thought the fate of Dehradun and hill areas of
Tehri Garhwal would have been different and the Doon Valley would have surged
ahead with rapid industrial development.
These qualities of head and heart made Dr. Balbir Singh a great scientist,
scholar, educationist, banker and administrator, always intent on the pursuit of truth,
transcending regional, parochial and other narrow considerations. He made a
home for himself in every heart with whom he came in contact, and it can be said
without any fear of contradiction that Dr. Balbir Singh was one of those rare human
beings who are warmly loved while they live, and deeply lamented when they depart.

All excuses are lame. I have never seen any pretext however
valid that can safely hop on two legs.
(Dr. Balbir Singh in a letter dated 28th May 1968).
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A Man of Wise and Understanding Heart
Rev. C. Downes

*

knew Dr. Balbir Singh from the days he was Principal of the Cambridge
Preparatory School, Dehradun. One of the teachers working in the School,
Mr. John Tottle, was my friend. We lived together at Bethel, on Lytton
Road. I thus know personally in what high esteem Dr. Balbir Singh was
held by the European staff working with him. Dr. Balbir Singh was not
only a successful Principal but he was highly appreciated by the Christian Society for his
liberal views.
Once the celebrated christian orator Stanley Jones visited Dehradun. He had to
speak on the 'Image of God'. The lecture was arranged in the Town Hall, Dr. Balbir
Singh was requested to preside. Stanley Jones usually drew large crowds but on that
particular evening the audience was thin. The reason was that it coincided with another
function, "The Annual Flower Show". At the end of the lecture Dr. Balbir Singh
summed up the speech highlighting the salient points in a style which was peculiarly
his own. Referring to the Flower Show he said : Over here we also had the flower show
which was of a divine nature. He then read out the following poem :
The Christ-child stood at Mary's knee,
His hair was like a crown
And all the flowers looked up at Him,
And all the stars looked down.
The audience left the hall doubly blessed by what Stanley Jones had said and
by what Dr. Balbir Singh had supplemented it with. Stanley Jones himself was moved
by Dr. Balbir Singh's exposition. He asked the Doctor as to what his profession
was. Dr. Balbir Singh replied : "Sir, my profession is just the opposite of yours.
You serve God, I serve the filthy lucre. I am a banker." Dr. Balbir Singh at that time
was the Managing Director of the Punjab and Sind Bank Ltd.
•

From a reading of even a few extracts from Dr. Balbir Singh's early life, one
can see and realise that Dr. Balbir Singh always leaned towards that which was good
and great and in the spirit of the book of proverbs in the Bible which says "A good
name is rather to be chosen than great riches, and loving favour rather than gold and
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silver". Silver and gold and earthly possessions were not Dr. Balbir Singh's cravings
and search. He thought and sought after higher and more lasting riches, in order to
benefit his fellow men. We are reminded of King Solomon's prayer found in I Kings
3 : 9, in the Bible—"Give therefore thy servant an understanding heart, to judge the
people, that I may discern between good and evil". God's answer to this prayer was
"Because thou hast asked this thing, and hast not asked for thyself long life ; neither
hast asked riches for thyself, nor hast asked the life of thine enemies ; but hast asked
for thyself understanding to discern judgement. Behold, I have done according to thy
words, so I have given thee a wise and an understanding heart;—and I have also given
thee that which thou hast not asked both riches and Honour."
Dr. Balbir Singh belongs to the rare category of men castin the mould of
which we get the inkling in the pattern indicated in the verses of the old Testament.
Christ said in John 14 : 6—"I am the way, the truth and the life".
Way
together come to know the Christ more
truth, and deep spiritual life.

ifrain that falls
life
nfinity, but what happens when a drop becomes an
ocean by merely losing its entity.
(Dr. Balbir Singh in a letter dated 17th July 1968).
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A Versatile Genius
Dr. Gopal Singh

R. Balbir Singh was a versatile genius like his celebrated brother, the
late Bhai Vir Singh. A man of wide sympathies and vast learning, he
enriched our life and letters through his remarkable writings which
include not only literary essays but also profound commentaries as well
as a comprehensive lexicon of the Guru Granth Sahib, that priceless
treasure of India's prophetic wisdom. Whatever Dr. Balbir Singh
wrote was not only couched in fresh idiom, but was also charged with deeply-felt
mystic experience, which persons with different religious or national back-grounds could
equally share. His sympathies were thus truly universal, howsoever particularistic his
references might have been. He spoke to the entire mankind, though his immediate
audience and the vehicle of his expression might have been of local necessity.
Neither torn by personal or sectarian jealousies nor caring for riches or fame,
this self-effacing noble son of our motherland should stand by the side of the greatest
of our scholars,and philosophers of all times.
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A Man of Great Learning and Virtue
Lt. Col. J.S. Guleria

(Retd)

T is difficult to capturein a limited compass a true and faithful image of Dr.
Balbir Singh's resplendent personality in its different facets. It is still more
difficult to attempt an assessment of his contribution to contemporary
Punjabi life in such diverse fields as science, religion, philosophy, social
thought, poetry, music and literature. He gave fruitful thought to all these
fields. The achievements of this noble son of the Punjab are truly monumental. He
was highly regarded and deeply respected for his learnings. The people called him "the
salt of Punjab's earth".
Dr. Balbir Singh spent his life in study and teaching. His dedication to the
pursuit of knowledge was total and complete, but, unlike many learned men, he never
thought of his work as unrelated to life. His learning did not isolate him from his
people. He allowed no barriers to stand between him and his beloved people. He lived
and moved amongst them with the perfect grace of an artist. He shared fully in their
joys and sorrows, but at the same time, he maintained a certain kind of civilized detachment from the trials and trivialities of day-to-day living. It can be truly said of him
that he was firmly planted on the earth but his sight was fixed on the stars.
Dr. Balbir Singh cast a spell whenever he chose to speak on any subject.
Words came to him with a smooth and ready flow. The flashes of imagery and of
thought left a deeply pleasing effect on the listeners. He displayed a supreme mastery
of words and themes. His style suffered from no tension or contradiction. It was a
beautiful example of integration brought about by perfect coordination between thought
and word. This mastery did not come to him in an easy manner. It was the result
of patient learning and magnificent industry. He gave himself to the pursuit of scholarship at a very early age and soon emerged with fame which spread far and wide.
In Dr. Balbir Singh, one witnessed a rare blend of
sophies. While drinking deep of Western philosophy, he
of Eastern philosophy. He tried equally hard in both
gifted and original philosopher. To him, philosophy was
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Western and Eastern philodid not reject his rich heritage
the fields and emerged a truly
no airy notion but an ideal-

ism without illusions. It is said that the western mind is concerned with progress which
is yet another name for improvement in the existing environments and in the present
mode of living while the eastern mind is generally oblivious of its surroundings and is
occupied with problems of salvation, that is life hereafter. Dr. Balbir Singh showed
concern both for progress and salvation in his beautifully executed writings so full of
wisdom and grace. Philosophy to Dr. Balbir Singh meant no empty intellectual effort.
Through his philosophic thought, he endeavoured to give a fresh meaning to life, to
lend values to society and to individual and collective human effort.
Dr. Balbir Singh was possessed of flaming patriotism. He could well have been
a social revolutionary if the world of academics had not claimed him. He did not
therefore, remain unaffected by the freedom struggle in which he grew up. He was
intimately close to Lala Hardayal, Dr. Khudadad and Prof. Puran Singh, the patriotrevolutionaries, with whom he shared his deepest intellectual sympathies. From the
background of his calm academic exterior, he continued to inspire and influence the
freedom struggle and share intellectually the burdens of these luminaries. He always
considered love of the country as a part of civilized conduct, which alone ultimately
forms the basis of a just and equitable society—unacquisitive in its nature, healthy in
its pleasures, vigorous in its ideals and lofty in its conscience. His patriotism was
spontaneous and uncalculating. It was one of the major convictions of his life. It was
a soul-stirring experience which asks for a relentless pursuit, undeterred by religious
beliefs, for building up a just, liberal and tolerant society which is free from cant and
hypocrisy. He was a prince amongst patriots. For him, patriotism was no lonely
pilgrimage but a feeling to be shared with one's fellow-men. His commitment to patriotism was not merely ideological ; it meant a readiness to act for the social good.
The ruling passion of Dr. Balbir Singh's life was an unremitting quest for knowledge. He was moved by the beauty and force of words. It was, therefore, no accident
that he devoted a great part of his life in the etymological study of words in the Holy
Granth, the great scripture of the Sikhs. His study in this field was original,
intense, deep and thought-provoking. His keen and unfailing intellect was wholly
engrossed in this monumental work conceived to run into more than twenty volumes,
each volume—the result of long and uninterrupted labour of single-minded devotion,
when he was snatched away by the cruel hands of death. Dr. Balbir Singh had delved
deep into the mysteries of words, traced their origin by unceasing labour, and succeeded
brilliantly in unravelling the inner nature of reality. This undoubtedly great work is
symbolic of all his literary and creative activities which centred around the eternal values
of truth, beauty and goodness. He had a consummate mastery over words which gave
him a style known for its clarity and orderliness. He handled words with effortless ease
and elegance.

/

One can clearly discern Tagore's influence on the growth and development of
Dr. Balbir Singh's understanding and insight in the realm of philosophy. He shared
Tagore's feeling for truth and beauty and attached to them the highest values. He
succeeded in relating those values to his ordinary experience and incorporated them into
the pattern of his life. He was thus moved by truth, another name for God, which
permeates the universe, and beauty which resides in the heart of things.
He was a scientist of no mean repute. He secured a doctorate in chemistry at
a fairly early age. Scientists, it is said, generally pride themselves in decrying the hold
of religion on the human mind, not so with Dr. Balbir Singh. Inspite of the growing
domain of science, he kept his religious spirit alive. There is no doubt that he was
deeply religious and was proud of his ancient heritage. He was, however, not static in
his religious thought but showed an acute awareness of the need to employ religion as
a dynamic force to move the ordinary man towards a fuller and more meaningful life.
Religion for him was meant to resolve and not to confound, to create and not to demolish, to invigorate and not to debilitate and finally to incorporate and not to segregate
man in this great common-wealth of humanity. He was a universal man in the true
sense of the word.
Dr. Balbir Singh may be said to have carved for himself a permanent place in
the heart of humanity and the fame that he achieved during his life span will survive to
the end of time. He was God's good man whom a time like ours needed to preserve
and carry forward the great Sikh civilisation and culture with his strong mind, great
intellect, true faith and ready hands. The void that his departure has created cannot be
easily filled.

Memory is not a recollection of things past. Past is the living
eternity, reflecting its existance in memory scintillating with
feeling.
{Dr. Balbir Singh in a letter dated 17th July 1968)
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Dr. Balbir Singh—Symbol of an Era
Gurbachan Singh Talib

T is a privilege and honour to write about one of the most distinguished
. personalities in the world of literature of the Punjab. I have advisedly made
this opening, despite the fact that Dr. Balbir Singh's main contribution is
not in what is normally connected by the term 'Literature'-fiction, poetry,
belles-lettres, though his essays in Punjabi are a mile-stone for their style and
profound matter. Literature in the widest sense, as the expression of a people's highest
thought, ideals and culture was the theme of his research and study. He devoted nearly
fifty years or more of his long and work-filled life to the study of religion, for a manyfaceted approach to which hardly anyone else would be as qualified as he was. To this
study he brought not only a full and rich background of detail, acquired from manuscripts and oral contacts—for this field is still largely virgin—but also his knowledge of
philosophy and the classical literature of India, in Sanskrit and Braj, besides the PersianArabic sources. His undertaking was vast and staggering, and a less devoted soul at his
age would have felt appalled at the tremendous amount of work involved in the completion of the projects contemplated by him. The encyclopaedic dictionary of the Sikh
sacred literature entitled Nirukta Shri Guru Granth Sahib, an encyclopaedia of wordanalysis, lexicon and reference, was the colossal venture in which he was engaged when
he was most unexpectedly called away from the earthly scene.
The educated sections of the Sikh people know all about Dr. Balbir Singh's
lineage, his achievements and the distinguished place of his family in the service of
Punjabi letters and projects of social welfare. Being the younger brother of the great
poet-scholar Bhai Vir Singh, whose name has shed the lustre of his genius over a whole
era of the literature and culture of the Punjab, he stood in an enviable situation in respect of his inheritance. This inheritance itself—spiritual, literary and cultural in its
essence, goes back to several generations. In a way the history of his family is the
history of the renaissance of the modern Punjabi literature. Dr. Balbir Singh however,
in a degree second only to that of his great brother, added to that inheritance by being
the author of creative and scholarly works, and by making himself into a kind of polestar for 'reference' in matters of literature and culture of his people. Both as a 'refer39

ence man' and as a scholar and author, his works would continue to be a valuable
aid for research and study.
Living in the calm atmosphere of Dehradun, whose air of distinction owes not
a little to the elite of the Punjabi middle and upper classes who have made it their
home, Dr. Balbir Singh combined an attitude of peace and poise, well-earned and welldeserved of Samaj with prakaram and purusharath—of socially useful action. This is in
the highest traditions of Sikhism and of the idealistic religions of India, of which Dr.
Balbir Singh was such a distinguished exponent. Characteristically, he called his house
"Panchbati", but the gods who haunt this place are not the only Rama and Sita of
legend but also the benign influence of the holy Gurus and of the Buddha with his
message of fearlessness and enlightenment.
I shall restrain myself from writing out a long tribute, for that would mean a
biographical sketch running into several pages. I trust others would be attempting that
with greater claims to intimate knowledge of this great scholar. My association with
him though comparatively brief, did not prevent me from realising that the man had
such rare and mature refinement, which, alas, is now no longer such an inalienable
feature of our new era of scholarship, as it used to be till recently and of which Dr.
Balbir Singh was a model.

The dentures are like a shoe. The high-level heels add to your
height but make your gait consciously clumsy.
(Dr. Balbir Singh in a letter dated 28th February 1967).
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A Gifted Scholar
Dr. Harbhajan Singh, F.R.C.S.

R. Balbir Singh's intuitive faculty had its roots in his rich spiritual heritage,
which he developed further through his own intensive efforts. The close
association of his brother Bhai Vir Singh played a great part in the
unfolding of his sublimecharacter.
Dr. Balbir Singh was the recipient of his brother's love in great measure who
treated him as his son and bequeathed all his property to him. Dr. Balbir Singh made
over a greater portion of this property to Bhai Vir Singh Sahitya Sadan, to perpetuate
the memory and to propagate the literature of Bhai Sahib.
Bhai Vir Singh not only bequeathed his worldly assets to Dr. Balbir Singh but
also transferred his spiritual wealth to him. This is amply borne out by the fact that
Bhai Sahib desired Dr. Balbir Singh to edit and publish the manuscript of his Santhya
Pothi when he felt his sojourn on this earth was nearing its end. Dr. Balbir Singh
accomplished this task with great devotion and intuitive ability.
Later, he undertook the Herculean task of compiling Nirukta Shri Guru Granth
Sahib. The first volume published within his life time reveals the amount of inspiration,
labour, study, brilliance and patience involved in this monumental work. The preface
alone dealing with the exposition of "Shabad-Surata" relationship, is blissfully revealing,
transporting the reader to heights of ecstasy.
Dr. Balbir Singh preferred a secluded life but he was much sought after. His
presence was invigorating, his conversation inspiring and exhilarating. I saw people
coming to him stricken with sorrow but after listening to him for a few minutes, felt
soothed and comforted.
Dr. Balbir Singh was a member of various societies and organisations. His
opinion was always sought after and greatly respected. It was a pleasure to see him
sorting out the tangles and difficulties with utmost ease, offering solutions which no one
else had ever thought of. To visit his house Tanchbati', at Dehradun, was in itself a
great experience. Its atmosphere appeared to be charged with the resonance of Gurbani.
One felt one was entering the realm of Shabad (word) and its meaning. Tanchbati'
seemed ever to blossom out with the fragrance of a perpetual spring.
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A True Genius
H.S. Malik

deem it a privilege to be included among those paying tribute to Dr. Balbir
Singh.
An erudite scholar whose studies covered a wide field in several
* languages, a writer of great merit in his native Punjabi, a research worker
whose contribution to the codification, explanation and interpretation of Gurbani
have had and will continue to have a profound influence on the understanding of that
literature which is our very life-blood, and which has a great significance for the
humanity as a whole—an appreciation we are slowly beginning to realise. A scientist,
an educationalist and a philosopher, Dr. Balbir Singh has won outstanding recognition
and respect. In honouring him we are in a way, satisfying a feeling which is common
to all of us in varying degrees, namely, the pride and joy that we feel that someone
belonging to us had won such eminence and distinction.
I have always thought of Dr. Balbir Singh as an outstanding example of
Carlyle's definition of genius— "an infinite capacity for taking pains". What a tremendous lot he accomplished and crowded into one short spell of human life.
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ADedicated Soul
Dr. H.S. Main/'

1TH absolutely no pretensions of being a writer in any sense of the word,
and as such, with apologies, I am taking the liberty of jotting down my
personal impressions of the great and much revered person, Dr. Balbir
V w i n Singh.
My initial contacts with him were only in my professional capacity, many years
ago. This acquaintance gradually developed into a respectful friendship, slowly deepening
into profound admiration and devotional attachment. If one met Dr. Balbir Singh casually,
one was seldom impressed. But if you were lucky to catch him in a mood to talk, you
would immediately fall in love with him; the depth of his intellectual discourses was so
enchanting and elevating.
During the times I attended on him professionally. I found him a most
extraordinary patient. He gave his full cooperation, and followed medical instructions scrupulously. His only anxiety, however, during an illness, whatever it might
be, was to be able to get back to his work quickly. And this, he always managed
to do successfully, more by exercise of his strong will power, and high morale, than by
anything else. I often made use of his expert knowledge of drugs when prescribing for
him. He had many times enlightened me on various aspects of the chemistry of the latest
drugs, and this helped me in deriving useful prescribing hints. Incidentally, this showed
that inspite of his other highly intellectual pursuits and interests, he managed to keep upto-date and abreast with the latest developments in the field of science and medicine.
It is well known that he was a very learned man of varied interests. I had the
good fortune of hearing his talks on religious subjects, on history, on the background of Korea, on poetry of Rabindra Nath Tagore, on Music, on Art, on
problems of Youth, and even on Einstein's Theory of Relativity. No matter what subject
he was tackling and dilating upon, he talked with so much masterly authority, and his
mind was so clear and alert that he invariably kept the audience completely spell-bound.
I have heard a Psychiatrist (who had met him the previous day) remark, that the talk
given to him by Dr. Balbir Singh on Psychiatry was much more thrilling and informative
than the lectures he had heard during his training in this subject.
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It is also very well known that he had a number of publications of repute to his
credit. But his latest work, Nirukta Shri Guru Granth Sahib (Encyclopaedic Dictionary of
Shri Guru Granth Sahib), of which the 1st volume had already been published, is a work
of gigantic proportions, requiring very hard work and strenuous research. It was really a
treat to watch him sitting on his revolving chair, in front of a large specially constructed
table, strewn with voluminous dictionaries of various languages. He was not only a
well known linguist but also a great etymologist and lexicologist. Digging out roots
of various words, and tracing the changes that they have undergone through the ages was
his speciality. Only a person of the intellectual calibre and patience of Dr. Balbir Singh
could cope with a task of that nature.
It is difficult to imagine how he managed to carve out innumerable and deep
furrows in his cerebrum wherein he had stored so much wealth of intellectual knowledge
and wisdom. He could draw at will from this vast store house and words of profound
learning and information flowed out like a stream.
Apart from these academic achievements, however, the one trait of his character
which had impressed me most, and which had strongly attracted me towards him was his
spirit of selflessness. Service above self came so natural to him. Philosophically speaking,
they say, a man lives in a double storey house. Generally and most of the time, he lives
on the ground floor, deeply occupied in the pursuit of his self-interest. But there may be
some rare occasions when an odd one of them rises to the upper floor, above his narrow
self and thinks of others. Not so with Dr. Balbir Singh. He was a permanent resident of
the upper floor, and I had never seen or known him living on the ground floor. He lived
a life of dedication, which is a model to illustrate that in one's life one cannot find real
pleasure by amassing wealth, or by acquiring property, or even by gaining fame. Fame
indeed, had been showered upon him in plenty unsought and unwanted. His life taught
us that the most satisfying and gratifying pleasure came from one's desire and capacity to
respond to the needs of others. God had bestowed upon Dr. Balbir Singh both these
qualities in abundance. What a princely aged and God-gifted person he was. He devoted
a life time of study and scholarship in the service of humanity, so that others could derive
inspiration and follow his ideals of service above self.
*
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An Appreciation
Vishwanath

Hoon

LMOST a year before his death, my wife and I visited Dr. Balbir Singh, at
his residence in Dehradun. We saw him in his garden, where he was sitting
with his books spread before him on the table. He was busy deciphering a
word from the Sikh scripture, Shri Guru Granth Sahib. He stood up and
welcoming us with a genial smile motioned us to the chairs.
It was with some hesitation that I ventured to open the conversation about the
work he was doing, and I mentioned off-hand the words 'Om' and 'Omkar' and what
their derivation could be. The way in which he readily and kindly explained and analysed
these words showed not only a scholar but a scientist of a rare order.
His analytical mind and the methodical manner of explaining a word, in its
different contexts, showed a high degree of sensitivity and deep knowledge. We could see
that he brought out and interpreted the secret and hidden meaning of abstruse words
and phrases in ways that were amazingly new and not apprehended before.
Since we evinced interest in his work, he got up and showed us around his library
spread into different sections and rooms where his expert assistants were at work, on
different aspects allocated to them from the vocabulary in the Scripture. There were
innumerable dictionaries and books of reference, in almost every conceivable language
Sanskrit, Prakrit, Arabic, Persian, Hindi, Urdu and others for helping in finding out the
derivation and source of the words appearing in the Granth. He explained to us how
he allocated the work to the scholars working with him on different aspects of the same
word. No religious overtones tinged this work. It was being done in a purely scientific
and detached manner, unhampered by prejudices and preconceived notions.
\

Dr. Balbir Singh took us into his rest-room, which functioned as a bedroom and
a private study combined. There we saw rare paintings on the walls and sundry musical
instruments, lying about in beautiful disorder. On the side-table, near the bed, were piled
a collection of bottles that apparently contained some medicines and pills kept handy for
the ageing sage.
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"It will take another twenty years or so to complete this work", confided Dr.
Balbir Singh to us with a guileless smile. "It is obvious that I am going to live for
another twenty years atleast." Humorously he added: "And before this task finishes, I
will take up another project and so add another lease of life". Then he laughed like a
child. That is the attitude with which Dr. Balbir Singh worked. He did not feel the
flight of time and the years sat lightly on him.
A scientist and a scholar, an artist and a philosopher, a man of the world and
yet out of it, he was a sage with a rare combination of all these qualities. His method of
work represented a synthesis of laboratory and literature, of observation and experiment,
of the practical and the ideal. His erudition matched his commonsense. He would lift the
mundane and the ordinary to higher levels of thinking. His austere appearance was relieved by an irrepressible humour and a smile.
His quiet and dedicated life had no need of propaganda. Away from the glare and
gaze of publicity and immune to praise, he remained wholly immersed in his work with
singleminded devotion. He had a passion for perfection and that perfection partook of the
infinite perfection of the Divine.
His talk was exhilarating, his remarks pungent and to the point. If his celebrated
elder brother, the late Bhai Vir Singh, was a dreamer and a poet par excellence, Dr.
Balbir Singh was an analyst, an idealist and a man of action.
His activities were manifold and ranged from directorship of a banking institution
to presidentship of literary and cultural societies, from professorship at the university to
patronage of a home for the old and the infirm.
His published works include biographies, anthologies, translations, lexicography
and research papers in English and Punjabi. A connoisseur of art and music, he was very
fond of the violin and the dilruba. The sylvan surroundings in which he worked spoke of
him as a lover of nature. He pointed to the statues in his garden and explained their
significance, especially of the graceful Buddha, bestowing the gift of fearlessness.
A product of the Government College, Lahore, he studied in London and earned
numerous academic distinctions. He was a scholar of Sanskrit, Persian and Prakrit,
besides being an outstanding writer in Punjabi and English.
Thus, Dr. Balbir Singh was a many-sided personality with several facets that
sparkled with rare refulgence. It was a privilege to have visited his abode in Dehradun
and watched him at work. The visit acquired the sanctity of a pilgrimage.
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Dr. Balbir Singh—A Humble Tribute
Indarjit

Singh

R. Balbir Singh was a scion of an illustrious family. He had himself described his rich literary heritage in two inimitable volumes entitled Sri
Charan Hari Visthar. The book traces the tradition of valour, wisdom,
adventure and scholarship of the family from the times of Maharaja
Kaura Mai to Bhai Vir Singh. The remarkable aspect of the book is
his expression of anguish at the loss of freedom by Punjabis in particular and by Indians
in general. This essential trait of patriotism had informed his entire life. This was
the central theme of his creative endeavours and also the source of enthusiasm that
inspired him.
* Dr. Balbir Singh was a scientist by education and training, a writer by inheritance
and acquisition, an historian and linguist by choice and an economic administrator par
excellence, by necessity. His contribution to the development of the Punjab and Sind Bank
consisted of nursing the institution after partition of the country and of locating a cadre
of management which is its pride today. Managing a bank well was a great job by
itself, but to have laid the foundation of progressive management was a far more
important achievement of his. Till the last day he remained the guide and philosopher of
the Bank.
Like Puran Singh, Dr. Balbir Singh had gravitated towards writing after a spell of
scientific work. Several reasons are there for this shift of emphasis in his life, not the least
of which is heritage and the magnetism of the Sikh Gurus, their Bani and the tradition of
introspection and scholarship bequeathed by them. A time comes when the call can no
longer be ignored and life has to be dedicated to the benefit of the society as a whole by
sharing one's erudition and scholarship with others. A kind of osmosis ensues and life in
general becomes better informed and richer. Dr. Balbir Singh had been long at work in
this phase when the call to quit his mortal tenement came. His Nirukta Sri Guru Granth
Sahib is a monumental work which will add zest to the study of Guru Granth Sahib and
would make its understanding rewarding particularly as the sense of its diction will become henceforth standardised. This is a great gift to the Punjabi language which will be
remembered with gratitude.
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Dr. Balbir Singh had it in him to become a prolific writer. Yet, he has not left
behind many books. He set a trend for himself early enough as evidenced by his interest
in printing Faridkot Tika and his commentary on Sri Guru Granth Sahib. He steadfastly
followed this trend. In brief, his aim was to inform and not to create creatures of imagination for the people. The purpose of informing was to create interest in the texts
which are our rich heritage, to make them live again and to enable the present and
future generations to appreciate that the past is as important as the present and the
future. A people that forget or allow rust to overlay the pure metal of their being,
deteriorate quickly.
It would be wrong to regard Dr. Balbir Singh as simply an encyclopaedist. The
impulse behind his endeavours was not merely to compile and inform, but to aggregate
knowledge, to consolidate it and to add a creative touch to it for a better understanding
of something that the people hold dear and to which they may, in course of time, become attached deeply. Dr. Balbir Singh was an investigator and historian with a deep
sense of the fundamental purpose and intuitional fervour characterising life, which he
wanted to lay bare so as to inform and enthuse the ordinary people.
Dr. Balbir Singh was a linguist of repute and a student of world literature and
philosophy. He understood and appreciated the value of cultural movements in different
parts of the world. He instinctively introduced these to Punjabi literature and in turn,
interpreted Punjabi literature and cultural values to others. This considerably enriched the
cultural life of the Punjabis. It appears to me that he always kept the following verse from
Guru Granth Sahib in view in creating oppportunities for mutual appreciation of the
achievement of different people suited to their environmental influences and traditions :—
T
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Paying tributes to persons who have dedicated their lives is a part of the ennobling
process of life. He did not need praise; we need to purge our dross by remembering him.

*

Men and wemen were moving about like carbon atoms without
a soul.
(Dr. Balbir Singh in a letter dated 21st May 1968).
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Some Reminiscences
Mahant Inderesh Charan Das

T was late—the whole world was listening to the Voice of America. Col.
Armstrong and his two campanions had achieved what the world had never
done before. They had landed their tiny craft on the moon, and were
collecting samples of the moon-dust. They re-entered their craft, circled the
moon once again and were on their way back to the earth. The whole
operation was conducted with the usual thoroughness which has become an essential part
of modern America. Men and machines were at work. Prayers were being offered for
the safe return of the trio, all over the world. The American propaganda machine, in its
hour of greatest glory had succeeded in stirring the human emotions to a degree which
had not been achieved by any one so far. With all this precision no one could say with
confidence that there would be no mechanical or human error, and that the moon-walkers
would walk on the mother earth once again, after they had done so much to advance
the cause of human knowledge. The whole world was praying to God for the successful
landing of the craft. Never before had so many people prayed for the safety of so few.
One solitary figure, a grim scientist, far advanced in years, sat late at night praying for the
safety of the first moon-walkers. His ears were screwed to the radio in his hermitage,
Panchbati, Dehradun. The tension in the minds of the listeners was rising every
second. The dramatic announcements were lifting the hearts and souls of the people in
an ever rising crescendo. They never thought of relaxing the minds of the listeners
even for a second. It seems they never heard of the golden rule and technique of
the masters of the art of classical drama and dramatic performance in lowering and
raising the human emotions by slow degrees.
The solitary scientist at Panchbati knew his business well. He shared the emotions of his fellow men on this globe. He was happy to witness the culmination of
scientific achievement. In a short space of time, man has risen above the earth, freed
himself from the shackles of the force of gravity, explored the space, walked on the
moon, and was on the point of re-entering the earth, once again. The tension rose.
Dr. Balbir Singh switched off his radio set. He got on his feet. He offered prayers to
the Almighty for the safety of the three astronauts in Apollo eleven. He knew how

to detach himself from the object so dear to himself. His prayers were over and he
was a different man. There was no tension in his mind. He had completely surrendered himself and the affairs of the entire human race to the benevolent care of the allseeing, and all-pervading Almighty. In a few seconds he was fast asleep. The next
morning he woke up to learn that the astronauts had landed their craft safely, and
that they were in good health.
It was a small incident in the life of Dr. Balbir Singh. As a scientist his
approach to knowledge was always very systematic. The first time I met him was
about thirty years ago. I saw him along with Pandit Bansi Dhar ji who was my Sanskrit
teacher and who was also the teacher of Dr. Balbir Singh. I had heard so much about
this great scholar from my own teacher that it did not take me long to identify this
serene figure with the giant scholar of my dreams. His personality enveloped my
young mind completely. He did not discuss the West or any scientific topics with
me, as I had thought he might. He seemed to have disassociated himself from the
West. He was in India and was a part of this great land. He discussed the Shastras
with Pandit ji. He asked me a few questions about my education, my tastes and the
mission I had before me as a young man of religion. I was very sparing in my words.
I was there to listen to him and not to tell him much about my little self. He took me
as his brother desciple of a great Sanskrit scholar at whose feet he had sat to acquire
knowledge. He gave me a comfortable feeling, and we parted hoping to see each other
again.
Pandit Banshi Dhar had been suffering from cancer ever since 1944. The case
was neglected for a year or so. Then preliminary tests were started and it was found
that it was a case of cancer. Dr. Balbir Singh came and expressed his desire to see
Pandit ji. I accompanied him to Pandit ji's place. He was full of reverence for his
teacher. He tried to console him as best as he could. He told me "Mahant Sahib, I
feel that the life of this great scholar must be saved". I told him that God alone could
save his life. He told me that the money spent on Pandit ji's treatment will be well
spent and will be a proper charge on the finances of the Darbar. I agreed. Immediately Pandit ji was sent to Patna Radium Institute. Bhatt ji from the Darbar Office went
to look after Pandit ji. The case was handled properly and they returned after a month.
All that man and medical science could do was done for him. He went there for a
check up and further treatment after three or four years. This time also he returned
after a useful treatment. Dr. Balbir Singh had been visiting him off and on and rendered such assistance to him as was possible.
It was after some five or six years, when I was invited to a small function
at Panchbati in honour of Bhai Vir Singh ji, the illustrious elder brother of Dr. Balbir
Singh. Bhai Vir Singh, the great poet, philosopher and saint appeared like a rishi of
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the good old days. A large number of books which he had written were on display.
There must have been over two dozen large volumes. Some musicians had come to
sing the religious songs written by Bhai Sahib. He had added so much to enrich the
Punjabi literature. His songs and lyrics are popular among the devout people of the
Punjab. Bhai Sahib himself explained the lines which the musicians were going to
sing. He pictured before us how a devout lady who had gone to Hardwar with her
family, lighted a lamp inside a small boat made of leaf on the bank of the sacred
Ganges, at Har Ki Pauri and how she left the little boat afloat in the flowing river.
To give speed to the boat she sprinkled water on its side so that it could go into the
mid-stream. Then the lady sings, praying, "Oh my little boat, carry this lamp down to
the city of Patna, where there is the sacred temple where our Great Guru Gobind Singh
was born."
The music lent serenity to the devotional song. It was so pure an atmosphere
that one almost forgot himself. The visitor felt himself uplifted to a high plane of
ecstasy and godliness. There are rare occasions of this type in the life of a common
man. But Bhai Sahib dwelt in that atmosphere all his life. The whole programme
was nicely arranged by Dr. Balbir Singh, but it appeared as if he himself was almost
non-existent. I saw him only when he received me and then again when he saw me off.
I thanked him sincerely for the nice opportunity which he had offered me to see and
meet his great brother.
All these years I had been meeting Dr. Balbir Singh off and on ; in particular I
recall his speeches at the annual meetings in the Cheshire Home. It was a pleasure to
hear him speak. His talks were always scholarly. There was no coming down to the
lower strata, where common people with their daily cares abound. Once he narrated
a description from an ancient Tibetan script. He told us how a rich Tibetan amassed
wealth all his life and how he turned a monk donating all his wealth to a monastery
for the service of God and man. The scroll from which he was quoting his address was
discovered by some American scholars and translated into English. Dr. Balbir Singh's
approach to these scholarly pursuits had always been very thorough. He was every inch
a scholar. He weighed every word he spoke. The words he spoke did not come out
gushing from his lips as one might expect. Every word he spoke rang out clearly, breaking the silence he had created by his serene presence. The words echoed and re-echoed
in the hearts of his listeners. They thrilled the body and the soul and often left the
listener a bit dazed. Such was his profound learning and personality.
A few years back we invited him to deliver the convocational address at our
Post Graduate College. Of late, he had withdrawn himself completely from the turmoils of the present day life. He devoted himself entirely to studies and research of
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the sacred books. But he was kind enough to accept our invitation. It was a wonderful address. As usual he lifted up the whole assembly to a point of rapture. I was
transported to a different world where philosophy, high learning and serenity abound.
Offers came to Dr. Balbir Singh from far and wide. Honours were heaped
upon him by Universities and Societies in different corners of the world. But these left
him un-affected. He had enough of this grasping world. He wanted to spend his
days in peace and tranquility which is the cherished goal of every scholar.

Warm affection is not only an emotion but also a food. It is
the
•>f
soul.
{Dr. Balbir Singh in a letter dated 11th June 1967).
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Dr. Balbir Singh's approach to Reality
KM Kathpalia

T was in 1949 that Dr. Balbir Singh was my guest for a short period. I
was at that time the Superintending Engineer Canals, U.P., posted at
Hardwar. My lodging was the Inspection Dam Bungalow built on an
island-like promontory right in the Ganges water. The fast current of
water flowed alround creating playful waves. It was a perpetual dance of
ripples producing their own rhythm and music. Dr. Balbir Singh spent the whole
afternoon watching the eddies and whirlpools moving in ceaseless flux.
At that time, the revered Bhai Vir Singh, the elder brother of Dr. Balbir Singh,
was also staying with me. In the evening we all sat down at tea. The two brothers began
to compare their experiences. This was a memorable moment. I felt as if the Ganges
began to overflow its banks. It looked as if it had become a confluence of three rivers.
For a while my residence was like the mingling of three rivers, a tribeni sangam—Ganga,
Yamuna and Saraswati.
Bhai Vir Singh passed away in 1957. In 1960,1 invited Dr. Balbir Singh to
Roorkee. I was at that time the Vice-Chancellor of the Roorkee University. Dr. Balbir
Singh was to address the students at the newly built auditorium in the campus. His
speech left a profound impression on the audience. For me, it was an experience to
see a younger brother vividly portraying the spiritual qualities of the elder brother. It
brought to my mind the historical fact of St. James, the son of Joseph and Mary, writing
the Gospel of Christ, recognising the divinity of his elder brother Jesus.
As a usual habit, Dr. Balbir Singh would start his work early in the morning
and remain glued to the desk for long hours. But there was always the coffee break at
11 a.m. In Dehradun, where I now live, I joined him on many occasions at that hour.
His talk then used to have a particularly strong flavour. The cup seemed to acquire additional caffeine content. I remember some of his talks. Once he said that old Indian logic
was more appropriate to the conditions of modern thought. He was referring to Syadvada
of the Jain school of philosophy. He compared Aristotelian logic with Syadvada. He
took as an illustration, the indeterminate equations of mathematics which are able to be
satisfied by more than one value for each unknown. His point was that syllogistic
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rigidity of Aristotle would rule out the possibitity of double value of each unknown.
But logic based on Syadvada has a flexibility. It takes into account the alternative aspects
of reality. Syadvada lays stress on the endless complexity of things and proves the
indefiniteness of reality. Accordingly, all judgements are double edged in their character,
but all contradictory qualities co-exist in life and experience.
Dr. Balbir Singh made out the point that the indeterminate elements are ingrained
in the structure of things. He said the 'irrational' has therefore to be recognised both in
nature and in man. He was emphatic in saying that the exclusive rational thinking is a
closed logical empiricism. It stagnates. It generates its own toxins. This system does
require an opening, a window, a skylight to admit freshness. The great electric storms that
rage fiercely in the stellar system are all trying to break the prison walls. There may be a
collapse one day.
According to Dr. Balbir Singh, Art and Religion are disciplines that learn the
lesson of how to accommodate the 'irrational'. Without the co-operation of the irrational
there will not be such a thing as spontaneity or originality, and there would be no Picasso.
However, the irrational is often unpredictable. It has its remote parallel in the 'uncertainty principle', in quantum physics which gave name and fame to Heisenberg.
Dr. Balbir Singh said the 'irrational' has to be recognised. The irrational is like
a serpent sleeping in the lower strata of the unconscious mind. This serpent has been
brought out from its worm hole by depth psychology. It cannot be put back. In the past,
c
for centuries, the yogis concentrated on this serpent. It was called Kundlini\ the 'coiled
one'. The attempt was to rouse it from its hiding place near the lower end of the spine.
Once awakened from its hibernation, it had to rise up the spinal chord. It had to break
all psychosomatic barriers and knock at the tenth portal (Dasma Dwara), force it open
and unite with the great cerebral cousciousness, the Shiva. This is how the irrational and
the rational united through the yoga technique. But there are also easier ways to achieve
the same end. The cultivation of fine arts ultimately leads to aesthetic contemplation,
with results similar in quality though not in intensity. Religion too has to play a similar
role. A real religious experience lifts you on the high tidal wave of the irrational. It takes
you to the edge of space and time. But slowly and gradually the soul feeds on the
irrational as a fodder, which is assimilated and matabolised. All this has a tonic effect.
A new dimension is addded to the vision of such a person.
Dr. Balbir Singh's talks were always invigorating. They were not mere talks.
I feel convinced that he lived on a higher spiritual plane as did his brother, the revered
Bhai Vir Singh.
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A Pilgrim of Eternity
S. Kirpal Singh Narang

R. Balbir Singh belonged to that select band of scholars and savants who
formed the first generation of Sikh intellectuals trained in Western
disciplines. Imbibing oriental philosophy and attitudes, these scholars
/ffv£* reacted with characteristic integrity to liberal and scientific thought.
There was something unique, if not heroic, about the quality of their
commitment. And it is this uniqueness that distinguished Dr. Balbir Singh and gave him
an honoured and enviable place amongst Sikh scholars. Till the end of his life he continued to work with a degree of devotion so rare in these desperate times. Indeed, in the
sylvan surroundings of Dehradun, he symbolised that serenity which is born of a settled
quest and an achieved insight.
Dr. Balbir Singh's ancestry and heritage undoubtedly played an important part in
his achievement as litterateur, sage and savant. His father, Dr. Charan Singh, a noted
Punjabi writer, his maternal grandfather, Gyani Hazara Singh, a respected scholar in
Sikh, Sanskrit and Persian Studies, and above all, his illustrious elder brother, Bhai Vir
Singh, one of the greatest Punjabi poets since the Sikh Gurus, helped form his literary,
aesthetic and religious sensibility. His scientific training in the field of Chemistry for which
he earned his Ph. D. in 1923 from the University of London, added a new dimension to
his expanding horizons. One may recall here a somewhat similar spiritual development
in respect of Prof. Puran Singh who, too, moved on from a scientific career to a literary
and mystic pursuit. The scientific spirit is not lost en route, but ingested so that the evolved
imagination is at once hospitable to contraries and antinomies of life. Dr. Balbir Singh's
intellectual Odyssey, spanning half a century of vigorous and sustained effort in diverse
fields is one of the most inspiring things in Punjabi life and culture.
Dr. Balbir's literary achievement is large enough to ensure an abiding kind of
reputation. Whereas, Bhai Vir Singh was essentially a great poet, despite his fruitful forays
in prose, lexicography and textual commentary, Dr. Balbir Singh was essentially a savant
and scholar of classical proportions. Naturally enough, he developed his own metier in
which he operated with characteristic skill and felicity. A great deal of his brother's
spiritual aura seemed to have enveloped his person as well. This, however, in no way
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diminished the authentic nature of his own unique genius. If anything, it augmented
and illumined his native endowments. Working under the benign shade of a great soul
and seer, he acquired the graces needed for the type of literary career he had elected to
pursue.
His was a career involving massive industry and unceasing endeavour. Dr. Balbir
Singh's reflective essays are, as it is, a sui generis literary feat. He has fashioned therein a
form suited to his scholarly temper and philosophical bent of mind. A touch of fancy and
wit undercuts erudition to make the essays an exercise in creative imagination. Wisdom
trips lightly over these fields of gathered experience and knowledge. His prose is a
marvel of clarity, profundity and sincerity. It sparkles with an innate energy. Such a
felicity is achieved because of an inner harmony. And if "the style is the man", as
Buffon says, then the clear, limpid and textured prose of Dr. Balbir Singh bespeaks a
rich, untroubled sensibility.
Dr. Balbir Singh's prose essays alone, however, would not have given him the
place of honour he acquired in Punjabi letters. His greatest achievement lay in the
field of textual and theological Sikh studies. Equipped with a mind that loves to seek
and interpret, to trace and collate, he acquired as a result of decades of devoted effort,
an encyclopaedic range of scholarship. The sheer quantum of labour involved in the
process staggers the imagination. For an apt comparison, one is obliged to recall the
work of French encyclopaedists with their wide-ranging and forging minds. It was
possible for Dr. Balbir Singh to acquire this capability because of his insightful study of
the Sanskrit, Vedic, Upanishadic, Yogic and Buddhist texts, besides a reverential involvement in the Sikh scriptures. To have completed successfully the monumental commentary on the Guru Granth initiated by the late Bhai Vir Singh was in itself an achievement of great merit. Nothing would have gladdened the departed soul more than to
learn that a work close to his heart and imagination had finally seen the light of the day
as a result of his younger brother's loving care and scholarship. The editing of Santhia
Sri Guru Granth Sahib comprising seven volumes was the younger brother's respectful
tribute to Bhai Vir Singh's many-splendoured genius.
Nirukta Sri Guru Granth Sahib, the work on which he was engaged when summoned away from this life, may turn out to be the really crowning achievement of his
long and distinguished scholarly career. This encyclopaedic dictionary designed to carry
over half a lakh of entries was intended to be a definitive source of semantic and
etymological studies, comprehensive enough to have illustrative quotations from the
sacred texts. This magnum opus was prepared as a special assignment from the Punjabi
University, Patiala which provided Dr. Balbir Singh with secretarial and staff assistance
in this behalf. The first volume of this great work was published in 1972. In recognition of his services to the cause of Punjabi and Sikh studies, in particular, and to that of
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Oriental thought and culture, in general, the Punjabi University conferred upon Dr.
Balbir Singh, the Degree of Doctor of Literature (Honoris Causa), in absentia, at its
Eighth Annual Convocation held on January 6, 1971.
Dr. Balbir Singh's poineering effort in rehabilitating the Punjab & Sind Bank as
his keen and involved interest in Sikh
Mana
education, his patriotic past and his nationalistic outlook add to the sum total of his
massive achievements. He was truly "a pilgrim of eternity" whose name will find an
abiding place wherever the Punjabi language is spoken, read and loved.

When philosophy recognizes the nourishing quality of love, it becomes religion. Then it is proclaimed, "God is love".
(Dr. Balbir Singh in a letter dated 17th June 1967)
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A Symbol of Oriental Wisdom
Dr. Mohindar Pal Kohli

T was in November 1962 that flaunting my new fangled research concepts, I
approached Dr. Balbir Singh to get a short-cut solution to my problem of
possible influences on Bhai Vir Singh. His reply was curt. My question, he
said, was not that simple. It required an objective study to be scrutinized
for inner coherence. I was a scholar in a hurry. I felt hurt, particularly
because our Universities, little realising the intrinsic nature of the project, impose an inconvenient time limit for the completion of a thesis. Again, after eleven years, in
November, 1973, Dr. Balbir Singh speaking at Bhai Vir Singh Bust Presentation Ceremony, at the Punjabi University, explained that there may be multiple texture of complex
design in the art of the poet requiring analytical unravelling of different strands. The
critics, he maintained, should have a spiritual as well as a literary approach for examining
such a complex phenomenon. I now realise what a dangerous proposition it is to talk
and write about these two brothers, who engaged themselves in gradual processes of selfcontainment.
Dr. Balbir Singh was born and brought up in a period when the spirit of renaissance was in the air in the Punjab, and at the same time the traditional values of learning were being obliterated under the pressure of new influences invading our religiosocial structure. Though western orientalists, like Dr. Leitner and Col. Holroyed, made
pursuasive efforts to search, retain and develop what had come down to us through the
centuries, the majority of our intellectuals remained deaf to such approaches. Our intellectual life, seemed to move awry from its moorings. In such circumstances, much of
the pride in our culture was sterile and uncreative, its admirers being content to live on
their heritage and to forget Goethe's admonition 'What thou hast inherited from thy
fathers, earn it anew; if thou wouldst possess it.' In an age of dialectical wranglings, it
was indeed so creditable for Bhai Vir Singh and Dr. Balbir Singh, preceded by their
ancestors, to maintain and develop the culture that was ours. The elder brother uninterruptedly built up monuments of erudition, religious interpretations, fiction and
verse of classical heights for more than half a century. When our intellectuals and
writers were being swept off their feet by the winds of fashion and ideologies blowing
across our land from the West and were eagerly being accepted by us in the name of
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progress and realism, Dr. Balbir Singh was patiently and perserveringly studying and
examining the ancient lore in the company of Sanskrit pandits and the learned theologists.
When sectarian and linguistic prejudices assailed our communities, he refused to be
dragged into them and kept up persistently to read and write following the best of our
traditions.
Puran Singh, the poet-monk of the Punjab and a liberated soul, made a deep
impression on the parturient mind of Dr. Balbir Singh. His hunger for knowledge was
whetted, his vigour for research into the vast regions of the unknown was increased and
he endeavoured to attain that "inward ripeness", which is anchored in the centre of the
spirit.
In Milton's puritan phrase, he carved out his motto of scorning delights and
living laborious days. The poets, thinkers and philosophers of every clime inhabit the
works of Dr. Balbir Singh. Aristotle, Spinoza, Nietzsche, Kant, Schopenhauer, Bergson,
Whitehead, Goethe, Kierkegaard, Blake, Milton, Wordsworth, Shelley, Keats, Swinburne,
Browning and host of others have been called for support, have been put in the crucible
of analysis and have been compared with the oriental genius. They move in his pages
with fantastic lightness. He is in his writings, like Puran Singh what Gwendeline Goodwin called "a truly cosmopolis".
*

Punjabi essays—reflective or interpretative—which he gave us in four volumes,
became under Dr. Balbir Singh's masterly treatment, a pleasant and compact literary
genre, a delicate food for thought. It is, I understand, an amalgam of occidental dynamic intellectuality and oriental profundity. It is a harmonious blend of two streams, a
fine example of that assimilation which Dr. Balbir Singh pointed out to me years back
calling it an "inner coherence".
Dr. Balbir Singh, for me will remain a symbol of all that is best in our culture.
He stuck to the glory of our classic past and brought to bear upon it his knowledge of
all that is best in the new world. There have been writers and intellectuals in plenty
during the last century, but very few like him who enjoyed the felicity of balance and
equilibrium of a savant. Others shiver and shrink away with their ephemeral fancies.
He provides awe and wonder with his unquestioned level of subtle heights. While
others rode the horses of borrowed ideologies, linguistic chauvinism, theological rigidities, he walked alone like Rabindranath's wayfarer;
Jadi Tor daak shunay keu na
Asay, tabe ekla chalo, ekla chalo ray.
If they listen not to thy call, then walk alone, walk alone. It is a sad wisdom
but a serene one, worth emulation in the days of atrocious neglect of scholarship, in
our homeland.
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A Sikh Theologian in Action
Dr. Surinder Singh Kohli

R. Balbir Singh belonged to a family of Sikh savants and litterateurs,
who have made significant contribution in the field of Sikh Philosophy,
Religion and Theology. His father Dr. Charan Singh, wrote exquisite
poetry and prose full of mystic and religious fervour. His maternal
grandfather, Gyani Hazara Singh, was a fine Sikh commentator and
lexicographer. His celebrated eldest brother, Dr. Bhai Vir Singh, was a colossus amongst
men, noted for the quality and quantity of his contributions towards the enrichment of
Punjabi language and literature, unparalleled for the literary exposition of Sikh religion.
Dr. Balbir Singh inherited much from his family tradition.
He was born in December 1896, twenty-four years after the birth of his eldest
brother, Dr. Bhai Vir Singh. His father passed away in 1908 and thenceforward he was
brought up under the benign and loving care of Dr. Bhai Vir Singh, who expired in June
1957. Bhai Vir Singh's deep insight found in him a spirited person with strong will,
who could carry the torch of family tradition aloft. He therefore, bequeathed to him the
task of completing his unfinished work, Santhia, a commentary on Shri Guru Granth
Sahib. Dr. Balbir Singh, proved equal to the task. He completed the work within a
few years of the death of his brother with an unusual religious zeal, intellectual stamina
and grim determination.
He was a scientist by profession, but a philisopher by disposition. Though
well-versed in English language and advanced modern knowledge, he never cared for the
outer pomp and show of modern times, but ever responded to the call of the spirit.
The atmosphere in which he had lived for years prevailed upon his mind and intellect.
As a result, he began taking greater interest in the theological field, which treats of God,
His nature and attributes and His relations with man and the universe.
Dr. Balbir Singh developed within himself the true spirit of Indian culture and
made a profound study of the related literature. He undertook an advanced course in
Sanskrit, Prakrit and Persian and prepared the ground for his future work in Indian
philosophy, mysticism and philology. He had seen his maternal grandfather labouring
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hard for years in the preparation of a dictionary of Sri Guru Granth Sahib and his searching mind had imbibed a desire for an etymological study of the diction of the Sikh
Scriptures, which he took up during the latter part of his life. He was on the second
volume of Nirukta when death laid its icy hands on him.
His earlier works include a critical edition of the works of his father Dr. Charan
Singh, entitled Sri Charan Hari Visthar in two volumes and the editing of the unfinished
commentary, Santhia Sri Guru Granth Sahib, in seven volumes. His works in
Punjabi are Rag Mala, Kalam di-Karamat, Lammi Nadar and Shudh Saroop. These
works contain critical essays on religious, mystic and theological subjects. He had a
prose style of his own, which reflects his vast knowledge and intellectual background.
His discerning eye could very well differentiate between various approaches to the
subject. The elucidation of the dynamic mysticism of the Sikhs and the static mysticism
of the Sufis, in his critique on Punjabi literature, is indeed admirable.

lift
life

moulds.
(Dr. Bolbir Singh in his speech on receiving the Doctorate of literature)
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Dr. Balbir Singh & the Cambridge Preparatory School
J.A.K. Martyn

T was in 1912 that an institution on the lines of the English public
schools was founded in Dehradun for the benefit of Indian boys. It
' was known as Cambridge Preparatory School and was housed in Court
Royal on the Old Survey Road. It was later shifted to White House,
Circular Road.
In 1925, the Chairman of the Committee was Dr. Mohamed Hussain who had
built a house for himself which is now the Cheshire Homes, at 16-Pritam Road.
Dr. Hussain had been the British Pro-Vice-Counsul at Jeddah. It was the policy of the
Government to appoint medical men to such posts since they could more easily gain
admission to Muslim houses. Dr. Hussain developed a large and lucrative practice
among the Arabs, particularly in removing urinary bladder stones from which people in
that area suffer. He brought a number of these stones back with him to decorate his
house in Dehradun. He also brought other exotic items including Ethiopian slaves and
he gave parties which had the fantastic atmosphere of the Arabian Nights.
He was a man of short stature but he always carried a walking stick which had
at the end a large knob. With this he was known to strike people for he was a man of
a fiery disposition. It was not, thus a matter of any great surprise, when in 1925 he had
a quarrel with the Principal of the Cambridge Preparatory School. The Principal was
himself quite a fiery Irishman, Colonel W. Brown. Colonel Brown walked out of the
school, taking with him some of the teachers and some of the students, and established
his own school in Dick House.
Dr. Mohamed Hussain now found that out of loyalty to Colonel Brown, none of
the European members of the staff would agree to become Principal; nor would they
agree to serve under an Indian Principal. Faced with this situation he contacted
Dr. Balbir Singh to help him in the matter. Dr. Balbir Singh was twenty nine years
old, and had three years earlier returned from London with a D.LC. from the Imperial
College and a Ph.D. from the London University. At that time he was engaged in the
distillation of essential oils. At Dr. Hussain's request, he had a meeting with the staff
of the school. The meeting lasted until lunch and he was invited to stay on for lunch;
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it lasted till tea and he was invited to stay on for tea. The European staff then told Dr.
Hussain that they wanted to have twenty four hours in which to think the matter over.
At the end of that time they informed Dr. Hussain that they were prepared to work
under an Indian principal provided that principal was Dr. Balbir Singh,
Dr. Mohamed Hussain then offered the post to Dr. Balbir Singh and also made
it clear that he would be paid nothing as there were no funds to pay from and that it
was a matter of national prestige and the job had to be accepted out of a sense of
patriotic duty. Dr. Balbir Singh accepted the job with a reservation. Dr. Balbir Singh
proposed that as a measure of economy, the Indian members of the staff should be
retired until such time as the school could afford their services, and that in their place,
certain local persons of eminence should be asked to give their services in a voluntary
capacity; e.g. Professor Puran Singh, a famous poet, Dr. Khudadad, an eminent
revolutionary, Mr. J.M. Chatterjee, a well-known lawyer, and Dr. Mohamed Hussain
himself.
Dr. Mohamed Hussain welcomed this proposal with enthusiasm and it was soon
put into effect. With such a distinguished teaching staff the School began to become
popular and even some of the Rajas and Nawabs enrolled their sons. Nawab of Hoti
and the Ruler of Chitral patronised the school and sent their children for education. \
With the increase in numbers it began to be possible to take back the retrenched
members of the staff.
The increased popularity of the school caused some alarm to the rival
school. Soon the reports reached the Government that the Cambridge School
was staffed by a lot of revolutionaries. An Inspector of European Schools came
to Dehradun and sent a message that he would come and inspect the school at 10
a.m., on the following day when all the registers etc. should be ready for his inspection.
Dr. Balbir Singh replied that since his school was not in receipt of any government
grant, he did not think it was liable to be inspected; in any case 10 a.m., was
not a convenient time, but if the Inspector came at 11.30 a.m. he would be
happy to show him around the School. The Inspector was infuriated at this reply
and the sequel was that Director himself came to have a look at the School.
The Director sent a polite note that he would like to come and see the School,
and Dr. Balbir Singh replied that he would like to call on the Director to pay his
respects. He arrived at the Inspection Bunbalow, where theDirector was staying, and sent
in his card. From the card the Director came to know that Dr. Balbir Sing was a D.I.C.
of the Imperial College, as he was himself. The Director was very excited and invited
Dr. Balbir Singh to come in at once and have breakfast with him. They spent a happy
hour exchanging reminiscences. The Director was surprised that such a highly qualified
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man should be content to be working in a school in Dehradun, but when Dr. Balbir
Singh asked permission to open a science section he happily gave it, provided Dr.
Balbir Singh was prepared to stay on for some time to run it himself.
And so a science section was opened in the School. Dr. Balbir Singh himself
advanced the capital for the purchase of the equipment. The School now began to
prosper exceedingly and Dr. Balbir Singh's monthly emoluments from the School came
to over Rs. 2000/- which in those days was considered a fabulous amount for such a job.
A pupil of those days now resident in Dehradun remarks that Dr. Balbir Singh
was greatly respected by everyone in the Cambridge Preparatory School. He was
a very inspiring teacher, able to stimulate the interest of his pupils. Besides teaching
science and running the school, Dr. Balbir Singh found time to learn Sanskrit, Prakrit
lectured on
and Persian. Members
Shakespeare. Inspite of all this he did not find that there was enough scope
for the exercise of his talents; he yearned all the time for something that would
stretch them more fully. The Doon School was opened in September 1935. Dr. Balbir
Singh felt that there was no longer a need for the Cambridge Preparatory School.
He decided to close it down. It was a matter of no little interest to me when I
came to know that the scientific epuipment was passed on to the Doon School. Two
years later, the premises of the Cambridge Preparatory School were taken over by
Miss Oliphant for the opening of the Welham Boys School.

How many of us have experienced the rain-like effect of Bhai Vir
Singh's literature which gently soaked into the core of our beings.
{Dr. Balbir Singh in his speech on receiving the degree of D. Lift.)
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European Notation for Indian Music
Mady

Mm*

Martyn

R. Balbir Singh's achievements give the lie to the old proverb that "a
Jack of all trades is master of none". One wonders whether C.P. Snow
could have met many men of Dr. Balbir Singh's versatility when he wrote
of his famous 'Two Cultures", those of science and humanities, whose
worlds were growing ever further apart.

A scientist by training, a research worker by inclination, Dr. Balbir Singh found
himself drawn by circumstances and by his affection and admiration for his great poetbrother, Bhai Vir Singh, into the world of letters. At a time when he was a busy principal and science teacher he managed to teach himself Sanskrit and Prakrit in his spare
time, to be able to understand Bhai Vir Singh's great work of the exposition of Sri Guru
Granth Sahib and to help him in this task.
It was very fortunate that he did this, because Bhai Vir Singh died before even
the first volume of the commentary on the Sri Guru Granth Sahib had been published.
By bringing the discipline of a scientific approach to this literary task, Dr. Balbir Singh
was able to have the first volume edited and published within a short period of the
demise of Bhai Vir Singh and went on to complete and publish seven volumes without
much loss of time.
Anyone preoccupied with the precise meaning of not only each couplet, or even
each line, but each word of the Shri Guru Granth Sahib must inevitably come up against
the question of their musical interpretation. Many of the verses are habitually sung as
hymns. So, obviously the mood, the emphasis conveyed by the music, has a great
bearing on the interpretation of the words. This is specially so in a work whose whole
language is archaic and which abounds in allegorical allusions.
Indian music has been handed down mostly by word of mouth, or rather by ear,
from generation to generation, like the songs of the minstrels in the middle ages
or the stories of the great epics before Tulsidas. The absence of written music has
subjected the Indian music to constant changes. The introduction of Iranian strings
during Khusro's time must be one of the many historical factors that had a profound
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effect on Indian music. It is unlikely that the Shabads we hear nowadays sound
anything like the original ragas that were first annotated by the Gurus. These
were based on the fluid tonal range of 22 uneven microtones (Shruties) and not 12 even
semitones of tempered musical intervals.
Thus, Dr. Balbir Singh became very keen not only to find out just what the
Shabads had sounded like when they were first conceived, but also to write down the
music precisely for the use of future generations and thus to round off to perfection the
monumental work of the "exposition".
When I called on Dr. Balbir Singh one day in 1962, I was surprised to find him
practising violin in front of a music stand. And even more astonished to hear
that he had started learning to read music scores and to play the violin when he was
already well over sixty, in order to adapt music notation to Indian music. He was
enthused to find how scientific music notation was, how the rule of five lead to a series
of multiples of fundamental values of frequencies, whereas the Indian custom of starting
the scale anywhere along the octave lead to fractions that needed readjustment on shruti
(microtone) interval basis. Dr. Balbir Singh felt that a study of the ragas preserved in
the Granth Sahib and marked with the microtonal number of "Ghar" would be of great
help in the purification of scales and ragas.
The Indian octave contains seven notes, just like the western one. It is called
"shaptaka", a set of seven, with possibly an eighth or ninth as an alternative, not an
addition. The quatertones (shrutis) have been entirely misconceived by European writers
until very recently. They do not provide a scale of 22 notes through which the voice
threads its precarious path, but are in use as increments of intervals and lend them an
exhilarating or pathetic colour, according to the way in which they are strung together.
In order to write this down with precision it is not enough to invent a sign that would
indicate a quarter tone in a way that a double sharp or double flat does not. In the
16th century a court musician called Abobala wrote "Sangeet Parijat" in the commentaries of which was expounded a theory of dividing each of the 5 notes of the octave
into three, thus reducing the number of microtones to 17. The followers of this system
saw music in the form of circles divided into geometrical patterns. This elaborate way
of writing down musical notes looks fascinating and opens up an interesting line of study.
But the very fact that it has not become popular shows its limitations.
Dr. Balbir Singh persevered with his study of western music for some years and
said it did give him a greater insight into the structure of Indian ragas. However, to
perfect a system of notation for Indian music is a lifelong job, not for one man but
for a well endowed institution like a University.
Although Dr. Balbir Singh found it impossible to complete this work along with
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his other commitments, he pioneered a way which others would be bound to follow.
His initiative came at a moment when there was already a tremendous interest in the
West in oriental music. In the 1930's D.F. Tovey wrote : "Life is too short for the
Western Musician to devote much of it to the violent mental gymnastics of thinking
away the harmonic ideas that have made western music enjoyable through five centuries". Nowadays many young musicians are not only willing but eager to perform these
mental gymnastics which would perfect their understanding of Indian music. The days
when we shall see Indian children inking semi-quavers and staves between five black
lines; when a musician will pick up a sheet of music and sing or play an Indian raga
"off the page", may not be far off. And when it does come, a lot of the credit will be
attributed to Dr. Balbir Singh.

Go out into the wide world as torch bearers to give the right lead,
and within your own personality manifest the dignity of man.
{Dr. Balbir Singh in a local Convocation Address)
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Another Meteor Has Burnt Itself
*

Mubarak

Singh

T is said that great men are like meteors—they burn themselves out in order
to illumine the earth. Dr. Balbir Singh belonged to that illustrious band of
men who by their devoted and dedicated service to their fellow-men leave the
world a better and a happier place to live in than they found it.
I met Dr. Balbir Singh for the first time when he came to Patiala, where he was
to be honoured by the Languages Department for his meritorious and distinguished
services to Punjabi language and literature. Dr. Balbir Singh delivered a speech which
was characterised by scintillating wit and heart-warming humour. Sparks of wisdom
flew from him as from an anvil. His speech was punctuated by anecdotes which sent
the audience into peels of laughter. His words, clear and crisp, had been forged into
such an effective vehicles of thought and expression that he immediately established his
rapport with the audience. That day I was one among many who had been won over as
his admirers.
Later I met him twice at his sylvan retreat, "Panchbati", in Dehradun and found
in him, to my great joy and surprise, many rare qualities of head and heart.
A casual look at his life, packed with multifarious activities, would convince
anyone that he had a clear-cut conception of his mission in life, right from his early
days and bent his whole mind and energy to its realization. Nature herself seemed to
have a powerful hand in the moulding of his mind. On the distaff side he belonged to
the family of Gyani Hazara Singh (1828-1908), an oriental scholar, and on the spear side
he descended from the family of Baba Kahan Singh—the celebrated saintly figure of the
Nineteenth century. Thus, in Dr. Balbir Singh, was effected the happy confluence of the
two limpid streams of saintliness and scholarship.
His father, Dr. Charan Singh, was a Punjabi writer as well as a devoted and
tireless worker of the Singh Sabha movement. Dr. Charan Singh died when Dr. Balbir
Singh had not yet entered his teens, but his elder brother, Bhai Vir Singh, the eminent
Punjabi poet, took him under his wings and greatly influenced him during his formative
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years. The axiom that great men occur in pairs is amply demonstrated by these twin
flowers of Punjabi literary renaissance. Professor Puran Singh, the famous Punjabi poet
(1881-1931) and Dr. Khudadad (1883-1954), the eminent revolutionary, had a ripening
effect on his intellect and helped it reach its efflorescence.
Dr. Balbir Singh, thus, had a literary training and a broad-based education. In
1921, while still an M.Sc. student at Government College, Lahore, he was selected for
conducting reasearch in chemistry at the London University. From there he received
his Ph.D. in 1923. His many-sided intellect further led him to do an advanced course
in commercial law—a sphere thought to be exactly antipodal to the science of chemistry. During his stay in London, he formed a valuable association with Earnest Rhys—
the famous translator of the Panchtantra and the plays of Kalidasa—who left an indelible impression on his life and thought. From 1925 to 1936 he functioned as the Principal of Cambridge Preparatory School, Dehradun. In 1937 he joined the Punjab and
Sind Bank, as one of its Directors and in 1947 was appointed its Managing Director.
For about thirteen years he stewarded the affairs of the Bank.
But it was in the field of Punjabi literature that Dr. Balbir Singh was to carve
out a permanent niche for himself. Punjabi he has left richer by his devoted work.
He was not a very prolific writer, but whatever he wrote is of a distinguished
character. His greatest contribution to Punjabi literature is his Encyclopaedic Dictionary
of Sri Guru Granth Sahib, into the compilation of which he poured the best part of his
time and effort. This monumental work, still in its early stages, will stand as a valuable
edifice to his memory for years to come. His anthologies of essays are couched in a
language which has the strength of steel and the pliability of the willow. His style is
both profound and pellucid. His felicitous use of the apt phrase and the ease and
spontaneity with which he used his medium is bound to place him among the leading
stylists of Punjabi prose.
Laurels and recognitions came to him thick and fast and during his life time he
held various offices of great respect and eminence. He was honoured by the Punjab
Government in 1967 as the outstanding Punjabi man of letters of the year. In 1971 the
Punjabi University of Patiala conferred upon him the degree of Doctor of Literature
(Honoris Causa). He was the President of the Tagore Cultural Society, Dehradun and
was the member of the Executive of the Chief Khalsa Dewan, Amritsar. The Punjabi
University had appointed him as an Honorary Professor.
Dr. Balbir Singh had such an unshakeable faith in the chosen mission of his life
and the work he had accomplished that he always talked lightly of death. Once in a
jocular mood he said, "I am a horse-rider and shall gallop my way to the final abode".
The day he breathed his last was like any other day of his life, and was fully devoted to
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the work in hand. Just before the last moment he had a walk in the lawns of "Panchbati". Suddenly he coughed a little and the flame of life was extinguished. He had a
strange premonition of death, and just as he had predicted, he suddenly departed from
the scene of his activities like a rider on a fleeting charger.
I was with him for sometime, a fortnight before he expired. He was, as
ever, the radiating focus of wit and joy. Who could know at that time that the end was
so tragically near ? Mysterious are the ways of God.
In his death the Punjabi language in particular, and the lovers of literature in
general, have suffered an irreparable loss. To me personally his sudden passing away has
caused great shock and sorrow. I recall with pleasure the stimulating occasions when I
enjoyed his company. God rest his soul.

Moral life is a temporal aspect of religious life and finds its end
and justification in religion.
{Dr. Balbir Singh in a talk delivered on 12th July 1959).
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In Memorium
Dr. P.N. Mukherjee

N this brief account, reminiscent rather than expository, it is not my object
to repeat what is already well-known about Dr. Balbir Singh. I shall confine myself to recalling a few occasions I had of personal contact with him
and which brought to the surface aspects so characteristic of the man.
My first meeting with him was in 1949 at his residence. I and my colleague
Dr. Prabhat Chandra went to make his acquaintance and discuss certain problems. He
impressed us as a very friendly and helpful person with highly balanced and objective views. This impression lasted till the very end. We discussed with him the changing social order in the country after independence. Dr. Balbir Singh accepted that the
change was not all for the best but maintained that whenever there was a social revolution and the lower orders came up, the time-lag in adjustment was usually long. He
was full of hope and sympathy for the lower orders suppressed for centuries, who were
now coming up.
My second meeting with Dr. Balbir Singh was in 1953, in a function, connected
with the Tagore Cultural Society. He presided over the function. What impressed me
most was his great care to see that all view-points were properly heard and judged. In
his critical and impartial analysis, as he summed up the arguments, it seemed as if he
had weighed all the view-points in a scale as a chemist weighs his chemicals. No one
else could do it better.
My third meeting with him was when with my colleague Prof. R.R. Sudarshan,
I approached him with the request to preside over the 1857 Mutiny Centenary Celebrations of which I was the convener in Dehra Dun. On that occasion what impressed me
most was his profound knowledge of Indian history. He was not unduly swayed by
emotion which often mars the performance of speakers on such occasions. Later, he
told me that he was anxious to see that the British view-point was properly stressed,
which was all the more important since not a single British national was present in the
function. I at once realized how great and just a man he was. The anxiety to speak
the entire truth and do full justice was a great passion with Dr. Balbir Singh and proved
his real greatness.
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My next meeting with Dr. Balbir Singh was in the Tagore Cultural Society in
which I read a paper on the eminent German Indologist, Paul Deussen, which I had
already published in the journal of the Asiatic Society. He was highly impressed by
that paper which was based on Deussen's book—Erinnerungen an Indien. He took the
copy of the reprint of my paper from which I had read. In his presidential analysis he
gave us so many other facts, which I had not mentioned. I was left wondering how
deep was his knowledge of Indian history, and how well-informed he was about so
many things.
*

Soon after, I had an occasion to meet him at his residence. He talked, among
other things, about Deussen, a sort of continuation of the meeting. We discussed a
variety of subjects, and I still remember his judicious observation, "If every Indian knew
India and her culture as well as Deussen did, how much the better it would be". He
also mentioned how unfortunate it was that, of late, we were aping the undesirable traits
in European civilisation and culture, and forgetting the best in ours. He was for a
synthesis of the best in European and Indian cultures.
My last meeting with him was in May 1973. We were together for about an
hour and a half. We discussed many topics. I presented him with a copy of "The
Religion of the Sikhs", by Gopal Singh which I had reviewed in Prabuddha Bharata in
October 1972. He read with great enthusiasm from that book, Guru Nanak's famous
message, "My God is not in the books of either the East or the West. For verily, He
is a Presence... He is the God not of one denomination, race, or colour, but of the
whole mankind". Dr. Balbir Singh explained in detail the real greatness of Guru Nanak
and his teachings and how extremely modern and liberal he was in his thinking and
approach. I had no doubt that he was the best exponent of the Sikh religion. On that
occasion we also discussed the problem of student unrest. There was some student
agitation in the local D.A.V. College in those days. Dr. Sahib was a little upset that
our younger men and women were not on the right track. They were not having a
meaningful purpose in life, nor had they a constructive approach. What he felt most
was that they were not developing an impartial outlook and that in place of that healthy
old liberal outlook, irrationality and violence was taking possession of the mind of the
younger generation. Dr. Sahib was slightly depressed during this discussion, but as we
parted he suddenly smiled and said "After all there is God. Why should we worry ?"
Such was the wonderful savant and scholar of Panchbati and it was my great
privilege that I made his acquaintance and derived considerable benefit as a result of
our association. He inspired hundreds of persons who came in contact with him. Extremely amiable and helpful, Dr. Balbir Singh was verily an institution in himself. The
loss caused by the death of Dr. Balbir Singh can never be filled up.
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A Souvenir of Dr. Balbir Singh
Mulk Raj Anand

NE day in the year 1924, when I went to visit my fellow-student, Noor
Mohammad
I
was tantalised by the appearance of a Sikh gentleman dressed in a blue
serge suit, with a butterfly collar and a bow tie. In fact, he was holding
my friend in conversation, not about Chemistry but about me, as I found
out when I got up to the verandah.
'Come and meet Professor Balbir Singh', Noor said. 'He was asking about you,
as he has read your poem in the Darban
' I blushed a little, but my vanity was
tickled.
'But I know you, Sir 'I said. 'I saw you in the Divan of Bhai Vir Singh. Only
you were wearing a white Achkin then
And I know your nephew, Tochi '
'Do you also write in Punjabi ?' he asked with a benevolent smile.
5

'No , I said. 'Your brother Bhai Vir Singh writes in such a polished Punjabi
his standards cannot be easily reached. So I am following the example of your mentor,
Sardar Puran Singh. 'Do you know the poet Puran Singh ?' Dr. Balbir Singh asked
me. 'I have seen him', I said 'Also Noor... The poet came and recited some of his
poems last year in the Dunicliflfe gallery...from the Sisters of the Spinning Wheel '
•

'I have also followed his example', said Dr. Balbir Singh. 'I am a chemist but
am interested in poetry '
'Mulky is keen on Dr. Iqbal, 'Noor put in.
Dr. Balbir Singh looked me up and down. I was so small in size and thin that
he could not quite credit me with such exalted interests. I anticipated his unspoken
comment by saying :
'My father thinks that philosophy has made me mad
smiled and said :
'It is difficult for the young'
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* The new Professor

I had been going through the fanciful experience of inwardly wanting to be a
poet and quite different from most of my fellow students and yet masquerading as a
normal person not to arouse too much contempt for myself among the philistines of our
small provincial city. 'Strange', I said. T h e Chemistry Department seems to open its
doors to all kinds of people. Apart from Noor, there is Pandit Kirpa Ram, the Urdu
poet, whom I often come to see'. 'Now you will have another friend. Only you must
come home and we will talk about the poetry of the West. There are unlimited possibilities '
I was nourishing the ambition at that time of going to the West. I had felt that
the achievement of Dr. Iqbal was more significant than of many Indian poets, except
Tagore, because he had come to grips, beyond the salvationism of the Indian tradition,
with the problems of the Self on the plane of actuality. For instance, in my two meetings with him (at both of which Noor had been present) he had listened patiently to my
anxieties, uncertainties, even miseries. And then I had explained to him my predicament in not accepting the Vedanta entire from my teacher, Prof. L.R. Puri. The universalis! Iqbal had said : T h e main problem before us is freedom for the individual, for the
human being. No talk of the human nature should impede man's freedom. We may
accept the cosmos as the ancients said. But it is a changing universe. And man can
make his own life. Your sense of disquiet comes from your despair. If you feel joy in
life and know how the Self can extend consciousness, then you will be able to choose
and guide yourself and become a man ' The question of choice, which Dr. Iqbal
talks about, is the exertion of will which had obviously accrued to him from Europe.
Now, as I thought of Dr. Balbir Singh, fresh from the West, I realised that in
Europe, people did learn to become free, to choose, to exert the enlightened will.
We
must
Mukt
'Islam does not say that' Noor told me. It is only the Brahmins. And he quoted
Dr. IqbaPs verse castigating the Hindu priests.
'If you don't mind my telling the truth, O Brahmin,
The idols in your temple have become old '
'Somehow, I feel', I told Noor, 'Dr. Balbir Singh may be able to give us an idea
of a different poetry than that of the fatalist romantic Pandit Kirpa Ram, and of even
his own brother, Bhai Vir Singh. He seems to be more allied to the poet, Puran Singh'.
'You must go and see him at home', Noor said.
We
We
At home Dr. Balbir Singh was dressed in Kurta-pyjama. And he was seated
against cow-tailed cushion on an Indian duree. I was surprised and happy as I had
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taken to homespun since I had joined the strike in Khalsa College Amritsar after Mrs.
Besant's visit to our alma mater. Apparently, Dr. Balbir Singh had retained his Indian
habits, inspite of serge suit, and the butterfly collar with bow tie that he wore at College.
'Aao, my sons, sit down and I will treat you to some 'Piniarf which have come from the
village'. 'Village ?' I asked. 'Which village ? I thought your family had only this big
9
house in Hall Bazar . 'But we have kept our connections with the village', Dr. Balbir
Singh said, laying aside a board with some writing he was doing. 'We must not be spoiled by the West. We must keep our love of simple life. We must have beautiful things
such as flowers, but our bodies are better adjusted to the lotus seat on the floor than the
chair'.
I knew that his brother, the poet Bhai Vir Singh, kept up the Indian style Diwan,
with white sheets on the Persian carpets. But then he received princes and nobles
and aristocratic ladies at his recitals. Dr. Balbir Singh's servant came and sprinkled rose
water on us from a silver spray.
'Puran Singh told me', he said, 'that the Japanese people have a tea ceremony.
They revere the things given to them by their ancestors. A bowl, for instance. The
cloth given by a Guru. In this way, they love beautiful things which have association
with love. We Sikhs also, as you know, revere the Guru Granth, which the tenth Guru
left us. He did not appoint an eleventh Guru. The Granth was to be the Guru. And
the recitation is supposed to exalt us. And the hymns are sung. Guru Nanak always
had his musician Mardana with him. And he had learnt the pucca rags. Our people
had enough knowledge of the rhythms of the body. They knew which mode to sing in
the morning and which in the evening
Gurn Nanak did his teaching through
poetry
'
The feeling, as he said all this, made Dr. Balbir Singh's face glow. There was a
light in his eyes behind the pince-nez glasses. In him the weight of religion had been
fused into the aesthetic. I remembered that his brother also always recited his verses.
Never preached. So did my uncle Mama Dayal Singh.
'The prayers of Islam are also said in sit, stand, kneel postures', said Dr. Balbir
Singh, 'because the body is soul, the soul is body. One helps the other'. He said this
to Noor. 'Only the Hindus have an obsession with the words', Dr. Balbir Singh said.
'But they too have bells to wake up their million gods. They produced exalted poetry
in the Vedas'. 'Now only Puja-Path', I said. 'And mumbo-jumbo. And ash smeared
Sadhus. And log fires'.
'We are going to clear the temples', Dr. Balbir Singh said. That is why, Guru
Nanak broke away both from the Hindus and the Muslims. He said he wanted to be a
man.'
'He believed that man must choose his path between the various ways of life.
So he went in search of the different paths. And he chose One God. And he said that
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God could be worshipped in the ordinary life. And that if everything is part of the
universe, then one could find the deeps anywhere. And one could transcend one's
weaknesses',
The idea of going away in search of different paths appealed to me. Already I
had been thinking of this way of finding truth. As the words came from one who had
gone, like Guru Nanak, to search among different paths, he seemed to be echoing the
Master's . mind. The beginning of the search might aid my unsettled mind which was
always torn between hope and fear.
c

9

The hot milk with the pinian came.
'Come, sons, some refreshments', Dr. Balbir Singh said. Again, I was impressed with the reversion to the Indian style tea party, with milk and sweets.
9
'You must come often', he said, as he saw us relishing the rich 'pinians .
#

*

*

#

*

I visited him quite a few times. Also, I would break into his office in the
Chemical Laboratory frequently when I went to collect Noor Muhammad.
And when I ran away from home to London, after my father beat my mother
for my going to jail, he was one of my few confidants. In a vital way, my contact with
him at the Khalsa College altered my life at an important juncture of my troubled adolescence.

Religion gives the ground and the guarantee of the ethical values.
(Dr. Balbir Singh in a talk dated 12th July 1959)
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A Many Splendoured Life
Narenderpal

Singh

hope I will not be misunderstood if I say that most of us in this country
lead single-track lives. The multi-faceted personalities do not seem to
grow in our atmosphere. It may be due to lack of opportunities or our
inherent lethargy, or may, perhaps, be attributable to lower standards
of science and technology.
An Army Officer, whether he rises to be a Brigadier or a General, thinks acts
and works in his own groove. The ICS or IAS Officers pursue their careers with a
single-minded devotion. There are few indeed interested in studying, analysing and
writing about the varied features of the different parts of the country in which they
serve, as did their British predecessors. The religious and spiritual are religious and
spiritual indeed but have little time for worldly matters.
It is only rare that we come across an integrated personality, or many a splendoured life. One such rarity was Dr. Balbir Singh.
Can science and religion co-exist ? It is indeed difficult, they say, both in the
East and the West. Can you combine literature, art and philosophy with a thorough
understanding of financial and money matters ? Not likely. Can you integrate intense
physical activity with inward serenity ? Well, they all met in Dr. Balbir Singh. And that
was what impressed me most about that great Indian genius.
I do not propose to go into the life history of Dr. Balbir Singh, but I cannot help
giving a few salient facts to prove my thesis. He got his Ph.D. in Chemistry from the
London University and D.I.C. from the Imperial College of Science and Technology.
Later, he did original research in the modern methods of distillation of turpentine and
other essential oils. Still later there was a transition from science to religious studies
and literary pursuits. In undertaking the compilation of a standard reference book of
the Sikh scripture, in twenty volumes, entitled Nirukta Sri Guru Granth Sahib, he displayed a religious fervour and zeal of an unusual degree.
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But that is not all. Dr. Balbir Singh was the Managing Director of Punjab &
Sind Bank, as well as its moving spirit for close to fifteen years. It is said that generally
the Sikhs are not as good at figures and arithmetic as they are in mechanics, agriculture
and athletics. But Dr. Balbir Singh was made of a different mettle. His contribution
to banking was no less unique than in the fields of science and literature in which he
excelled.
Such was the stuff of which this great man was made of. He leaves behind an
example which not only the Sikh youths but the youths of every community should
emulate. An alert and receptive mind, an all-embracing personality, a phenomenal
memory, picking up and retaining the finest thoughts from every possible source, reflected
the serene and composed genius of Dr. Balbir Singh.

Great things rest on moral ground. No sooner the ground is
shifted, there is the fall.
(Dr. Balbir Singh in a lecture on Moral Tone)
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Picture of an Authentic Man
G.L. Obhrai

R. Balbir Singh was an intellectual. One had only to be in the
Doctor's company for a half-hour to realise, even without being an
intellectual onself, that there was one who lived in, for and by his mind
—a standard dictionary definition of an intellectual.
Dr. Balbir Singh was not only an intellectual, but an Indian intellectual;
not only an Indian intellectual, but a Punjabi intellectual; not only a Punjabi intellectual
but a Sikh intellectual. The tap-roots of his thought as well as his being went deep into
the soil not only of his native land and province, but also of his native religion,
drawing from all three the indigenous sustenance which gave to his life and thought its
special richness, colour and significance.
In Dr. Balbir Singh's generation it was customary, indeed essential, for young
men of birth and of ambition to 'go west' in quest of the 'Holy Grail'. They did so in
droves from all over India : Pushtu-speaking pathans from the North-West Frontier; tall,
stalwart Jats from turbaned Punjab; betel-nut chewing aesthetes from Bengal; and
unending flocks of babus, banyas and brahmins from Gujarat, the United Provinces,
Madras and Kashmir. They all headed westwards across the Arabian Sea, through the
newly-opened gateway of the Suez, to the glamorous and enticingly sinful world of the
farangi, the legendary superman of fair skin and many-coloured hair who had crushed
whole armies of Arabs, Kurds, Hottentots, Mahrattas, Rajputs, Sikhs and Moghuls to
proclaim an Empire upon which the sun never set.
*

At Port Said, the eastern end of Suez gateway, the Indian youth of Dr. Balbir
Singh's generation, by and large, quickly doffed their oriental garbs and habits of thought.
By the time they had reached the gateway's western end at Port Suez, they had already
learnt how to injure their mouths with unaccustomed knife and fork; fill their stomachs
with unspiced mutton and boiled potatoes, and their minds with Rudyard Kipling and
his condescending praise of bhishti Gunga Din. Men who never had so much as felt the
sting of cold air upon their cheek spoke of snowflakes, daffodils and skylarks. Their
dearest ambition, once they reached the western shores, was to be accepted and taken to
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white bosoms—preferably female—on the strength of this acceptance and ape-like
imitation of the white man's methods, morals and manner.
We talk today of the "Brain-Drain". In the days of Dr. Balbir Singh's youth,
it was not only the brains of India that were being drained away to the West, but the
very soul and identity of the nation. Those of his generation that came back laid claims
to having broadened their minds; in fact most of them had merely emptied them of all
indigenous content. They proudly proclaimed that they had risen above mere narrow
nationalism and Indianness to become cosmopolitans with a world outlook; in fact many
—alas too many—had become mental, moral and political cripples; spurious 'sahibs'
without a sentiment, a thought or even a language which they could call their own.
It is against the background of this vast historical tragedy, from the effects of
which India is suffering to this day, that one needs to place Dr. Balbir Singh in order to
appreciate fully his accomplishment. Throughout his student years abroad, and always
ever since Dr. Balbir Singh took the best of what the western world had to offer—
whether by way of food for the mind or the body—without losing his native affinities,
appetites and aptitudes. He had read deeply of Shakespeare, Ibsen, Schopenhauer,
Nietzsche. But his mind never failed to respond to the evocations of the Bhagvad Gita,
the Upanishads, the Koran and the Granth Sahib; his soul ever stirred to the music of
Kalidas, Tagore and Bhagat Kabir.
This, then to my mind was Dr. Balbir Singh's greatest claim to the love and
affection he so widely received from his compatriots. He enriched India by remaining
Indian; the Punjab by remaining a Punjabi; Sikhism by remaining a Sikh, and yet
enriching the world as a whole by remaining true to himself.
Mahatma Gandhi once said in unforgetable words that he wanted all the
windows of his house to be opened so that they may catch the breeze from all four
corners of the world; but he would refuse to be blown off his feet by any one of them.
Those who have known Dr. Balbir Singh can only be grateful that he too had
refused to be blown off his feet and that he lives today, as he had done when in flesh, a
symbol of kindness, wisdom, warmth and gentle leadership.
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A Beacon Light
Vijya Lakshmi

Pandit

R. Balbir Singh was an eminent scholar whose work has been widely
recognised. I feel privileged to be able to offer my own small tribute of
appreciation to one of the literary figures of our time.
We are living in a world which is completely topsy-turvey, where values
and ideals which sustained us in the past have been casualties of the present.
Where
Where
Where
politician ranks higher than the
youth is a rudderless boat in a turbulent ocean tossed about to the angry waves of
ignorance and doubt which prevent it from reaching a safe harbour.
Small sparks of light amidst this chaos are the little islands of stability represented
by men like Dr. Balbir Singh and others of this quality. Those who are sane among
us look to them for the wisdom that is so badly needed to lead us into the light of a
new day.
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A Man of Great Attainments
M.S. Rand haw a

hold Dr. Balbir Singh, savant, scholar and educationist in . high regard
for his attainments in Punjabi literature. A chemist by education and
training, he served for ten years as Principal of Cambridge Preparatory
School, Dehra Dun. From 1947 to 1960 he was the Managing Director of
the Punjab and Sind Bank. This long association with a commercial
organization, however, did not dry up the springs of his creativity as a writer. His
anthologies of essays in Punjabi have a distinct place in Punjabi literature. His early
training in chemistry taught him the virtues of clarity in thought and expression and
this was his great asset as a prose writer. His essays are thoughtful and yet free from
pedantry. I feel a spirit of joy in them and they are a true expression of his personality.
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A Sage and a Yogi
Swam/

Ranganathananda

met Dr. Balbir Singh only once, a few years ago, when I visited Dehradun
and spent an afternoon with him in his house and had lunch with him.
His house impressed me as the hermitage of a sage immersed in serving
God and man, God in man, through his shining intellect and loving heart.
During lunch and afterwards, we talked about various subjects, including
his work on his Encyclopaedia. Dr. Balbir Singh was intensely human with a rare
capacity for humour and laughter. The spiritual quality of his life shone through
everything he did, as also in digesting the honours that were heaped on him by a grateful
public. To nurture such high human characters, and to nurture also people who
appreciate and honour them, is one of the not too many inspiring elements in our otherwise dismal national situation today. He and men and women like him answer to
Sri Krishna's description of the Yogi in the third chapter of the Bhagwad-Gita, "Just as
with attachment, the ignorant perform all actions, O Bharat, even so, but unattached,
should the enlightened man act with a desire for the welfare of the people (III, 25)".

83

A Blazing Glory
Savitri

Sahni

deem it a great honour to join with those who are paying their tributes
to the memory of Dr. Balbir Singh; a truly great man of many dimensions.
My husband, late Professor Birbal Sahni F.R.S., had a very high regard
and admiration for Dr. Balbir Singh. Dr. Khudadad was instrumental
in bringing about our close association with the family of Prof. Puran
Singh and through them we crime +o know Dr. Balbir Singh, the younger brother of the
illustrious Saint poet, Bhai Vir Singh and scion of a distinguished literary family. Coming
from a background of intellectuals, he had not only walked in their footsteps but had
by his academic and literary brilliance carved out a special place of pre-eminence for
himself.
The monumental work of "Nirukta"—The Encyclopaedia of the Shri Guru
Granth Sahib alone, apart from his other outstanding great works, speaks for itself.
Only a rare genius possessing a high spiritual faculty could have undertaken such
voluminous and precious work. Such rare Grace descends like the unseen dew on a
mortal who has striven through life with a singleness of mind and purity of soul. And
such a being was Dr. Balbir Singh.
Millions thirstily looking for His cosmic presence, will bless Dr. Balbir Singh
from age to age and be elevated in spiritual knowledge by his great and invaluable
contribution which he has made in this field, thereby benefitting humanity in crossing
the turbulent waters of the ocean of life.
The noble Dr. Balbir Singh transcends space and time. His example is a blazing
glory for others to see and follow.

84

How the Twain did Meet
Sant Singh

HAD known Dr. Balbir Singh for about thirty years and had seen him
from close quarters. My father, late Sardar Bahadur Hukum Singh who
commanded great respect in the community, died in 1943 and I enrolled
myself as a member of the Chief Khalsa Diwan soon after his death. Since
then, my close proximity to Bhai Sahib Dr. Vir Singh, enabled me to come
into contact with Dr. Balbir Singh, his younger brother and we had long spells of work
together in different walks of life. The nearer we came, the greater was the respect, his
towering personality engendered in me for him. Dr. Balbir Singh combined in him the best of the East and the West. He was a
versatile genius, a unique combination of the scholar, the theologian, the scientist, the
philosopher and an astute administrator, the like of whom is not easy to find.
«

Our common spheres of activities were the Chief Khalsa Diwan, the Khalsa
College, Amritsar and the Punjab & Sind Bank. The establishment of Bhai Vir Singh
Birdh Ghar, Tarn Taran for the welfare of the aged men and women, after the death of
his elder brother, Bhai Vir Singh, is reminiscent of his great contribution to the Chief
Khalsa Diwan. He contributed to its establishment in consecration of the wishes of
Bhai Vir Singh. He strengthened the Khalsa Tract Society both by his mature and able
guidance and financial help. The Society was founded by Bhai Vir Singh in 1893 to
make it an instrument of 'Parchar' among the masses. Dr. Balbir Singh nursed it with
the same love and care with which it was planted by his revered brother. Dr. Balbir
Singh's guidance in matters relating to the Khalsa College, Amritsar was of great value
to this old educational institution of the Sikhs. He was on the Managing Committee for about 25 years and his advice was listened to with respect and attention.
His administrative acumen was put to test in 1947 when after the death of Sardar
Trilochan Singh, the then Managing Director, he shouldered the responsibilities of this
otherwise dismembered bank, whose all but two branches were left in Pakistan. It was
a critical juncture. The displaced persons with their deposits in the branches left in
Pakistan, clamoured for money to rehabilitate themselves in the new set-up. Dr. Balbir
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Singh rose to the occasion. He accepted the challenge and infused faith and confidence
in the depositors. He promised not only to make their deposits available to them, but
also assured them financial help, so as to make them stand on their own feet. He came
out of the ordeal with flying colours. Till 1960, he steered the bank clear of the financial straits and placed it on a sound footing. He quietly moved out of the exalted office
and handed over the charge to Sardar Inderjit Singh, an equally capable, self-confident
and progressive successor. It is no wonder that the present over 350 branches of the
Punjab and Sind Bank are the result of the spade work and fatherly love with which he
nursed this sapling, planted by Sardar Trilochan Singh and his able associates, Bhai Vir
Singh, Sir Sunder Singh Majithia and Sardar Harbans Singh Atari.
Dr. Balbir Singh was a gem of a man. His scholastic achievements were of a
very high order. Like his elder brother he had inherited from his ancestors, love for
learning, piety and humanism. Basically a scientist, he mastered a number of Indian
classical languages. He was influenced in his thoughts by eminent scholars like Bhai
Vir Singh, Prof. Puran Singh and Dr. Khudadad. His initiation of the great project
'Nirukta Shri Guru Granth Sahib/ would go down in history as a monumental achievement.

ut religion itself.
(Dr. Balbir Sing in a lecture on Theosophy)
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A Truly Great Human Being
David C. Scott

HE amazing accomplishments of this versatile genius have been detailed by others who knew him over a longer period and far more intimately than I had the privilege of knowing him. Indeed, the range of
his interests and the depth of his scholarly and personal insight were
what made it possible for this much revered Punjabi philosopher,
scientist and savant to involve himself creatively and significantly in endeavours ranging
from major contributions to Punjabi letters, through the able directorship of a banking
firm, to accredited scholarship in the field of Sikh religion, culminating in the publication
of two out of twenty proposed volumes of Nirukta, Sri Guru Granth Sahib, on which he
was hard at work at the time of his death.
And yet as one looks back to recall the person and accomplishments of the late
Dr. Balbir Singh, one is tempted to ask "What does all this matter" ? In the final analysis the vital spirit of the man, ineffable as such, can really be spoken of by means
of words, symbols; a matter not merely of intelligence, but of the heart. Anything we
write or say about him will of necessity deal merely with outword expressions, not the
heart and soul of his true greatness. But somehow inspite of our human limitations of
speech, there breaks through with direct intensity, a genuine, profoundly deep perception
of authentic humanity, broadminded, beyond the limitations and frailties which hamper
and restrict so many others of us, and yet immensely human. A great philosopher,
scientist and savant ? Yes, but much more, a beautiful human being, living in this world
and yet shrouded with that ineffable presence which is the stuff of true human greatness.
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Footprints on the Sands of Time
Shamsher Singh

T was my honour and privilege to be associated with Dr. Balbir Singh
for over 25 years. The love for Punjabi and Oriental languages flowed in
his veins from his ancestors and specially the company of his elder brother, the most respected Saint, Scholar and Poet, Bhai Dr. Vir Singh,
which made him an accredited scholar, an erudite philosopher and an
undisputed authority on Sikh history. He could rightly be called a 'LIVING ENCY9
CLOPAEDIA OF SIKH RELIGION .
Howsoever we look upon Dr. Balbir Singh, whether as a Saint or Scholar of
repute or a Scientist of fame or a teacher or banker or an able administrator, we find
that basically, he was self sacrificing and noble. His humility, in all circumstances, had
become proverbial. The showers of praise, the lure of publicity and the gain or loss of
wealth had no effect on him. Undeterred by all the worldly attractions, he devoted his
life towards truth, righteousness and intellectual and spiritual pursuits.
When we heard him or read his works and writings and his scholarly expositions
of religious scriptures, we got subtle warnings, as Gandhiji once acclaimed against wealth
without work, pleasure without conscience, service without humanity, worship without
sacrifices, knowledge without character and last but not the least, policies without
principles.
In his words and deeds, Dr. Balbir Singh had kept himself scrupulously aloof
from material attachments. We can profit best from his life by following his
footsteps.
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Last day with Dr. Balbir Singh
Shiv Naubh

Singh

R. Balbir Singh passed away at 6.18 p.m. on the 1st of October, 1974 at
his residence, Panchbati, 20-Pritam Road, Dehradun. Stilled for ever was
the heart that beat with emotion, sympathy and understanding of the
world and its vicissitudes. The intellect that sparkled with brilliance in
unravelling the mysteries of the Universe, in expounding the philosophies
of the East and the West, and the subtleties of spiritual concepts and metaphysical
thought, was no more. Dr. Balbir Singh had gone to his eternal rest, within moments
of walking to his bed, in his home, which was always a haven of peace to him, and
which never failed to restore and recharge his tired energies. But not today. He had
bid his final adieu to his familiar surroundings. His soul had suddenly flown away
softly to distant pastures to join his revered brother, Bhai Vir Singh, at the feet of his
Guru.
Dr. Balbir Singh left Dehradun on the morning of 29th September, 1974 to
attend a meeting of the Punjab & Sind Bank at Delhi. I was away to Allahabad on a
short visit and my wife, Mohinder Kaur, was in Bombay for the previous three weeks.
We had planned, long in advance, to rejoin at Delhi and travel back to Dehradun together on the 1st of October. On the 30th September, after receiving my wife at the
Railway Station, we motored to 51 Hanuman Road, where Dr. Sahib was staying. He
welcomed us with an unusual warmth and affection, but we also discerned a distant look
on his countenance. We casually attributed this to the usual strains of his Delhi visit.
We again called at his residence at about eight in the evening to settle the time for
departure for Dehradun next morning. He had had a.most strenuous day with streams
of visitors flocking around him constantly. The Directors' meeting, whose venue had
suddenly to be shifted to his residence, was unusually exhausting. He had visited the
hospital twice to see an ailing relative. Later, Sardar Ujjal Singh told us that when after
dinner, he suggested that they might listen to the nine o'clock news, Dr. Balbir Singh
excused himself, saying he was feeling extremely tired and wanted to rest.
We reached Hanuman Road at 5.30 in the morning of the 1st October, as
scheduled. Dr. Balbir Singh was ready, telephoning the Chairman and the General

Manager of the Punjab and Sind Bank, He had already had his tea. He bade an
affectionate farewell to his niece, Smt. Kartar Kaur, daughter of late Bhai Vir Singh.
Although, at the moment we were unaware of any special significance of this last meeting, later we could sense a touching warmth in his tone and glance, as he stepped into
his car.
During the early morning drive from Delhi the city was not yet astir. The
roads were deserted with hardly any traffic. We crossed the Jumna bridge leisurely; our
speed slowed down by a bullock cart ahead. Dr. Balbir Singh was quietly contemplating and we did not wish to disturb him. As the darkness disappeared, the countryside
emerged slowly from the gloom with the dew glistening in the first rays of the sun. We
were enveloped in a strange peace and tranquility of mind. Slowly, Dr. Sahib started
relating the events of the previous day. How impatient, forthright and outspoken he
had been and how intolerant of the ignorance around. Praising Sardar Inderjit Singh,
Chairman of the Punjab and Sind Bank, as the man who had wrought a miracle in nursing the infant Bank to its growing maturity and raising the stature of the Sikh institution, and thereby of the Sikh community itself, in every nook and corner of the country,
he was highly critical of those who failed to give the Chairman their full support. We
never could imagine that these were his last benedictions which we were to cherish for
the rest of our lives.
Soon we were in Meerut, I asked the driver to stop at the wayside cafeteria for
coffee. Dr. Sahib queried, "Is it not too early, why not take it later on the way" ? I jokingly replied, "Bhapaji, I had promised to myself we would take coffee with you at
Meerut". He smilingly consented. We walked across and as he sipped his coffee in
his glass mug which always accompanied him, he started looking intently at the road
map strung across the wall, showing the distances of various places from Meerut. How
could we possibly imagine that he was embarking upon a distant journey whose destination was not marked on the map and from where he was never to return.
As we continued on our journey, we shared many a joke and light talk, full of
merriment. It was my constant endeavour to draw him out of his serious moods or
intense mental or intellectual efforts which were always very tiring. He appeared relaxed,
enjoying the drive through the country-side with hardly any signs of the previous day's
strain. He referred to the next meeting of the Tagore Cultural Society on Friday the
4th October, in which Prof. Shukla was to speak on the poetry of Bhagat Sur Das. He
enquired whether Mohinder could readily recall any of his bhajans. Mohinder hummed
a few tunes, reciting some of the lines she could remember. He liked the one "Nain
heen ko rah dikha Prabhu" and suggested that she should sing it at the meeting.
As we passed through Khatauli, he directed the driver to stop at Cheetal, the new
deer park, opened a few days earlier on the banks of the canal. We walked to the canal
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watching the eddies and mini whirlpools meandering on their way. He was absorbed
in his own thoughts. Suddenly he recalled an article written recently by Shri K.N.
Kathpalia, former Vice-Chancellor of the Roorkee University, repeating it almost verbatim. Shri Kathpalia had referred to Dr. Sahib's visit during the last war to his house at
Hardwar, which was situated at the spot where the Ganges merged with its canal.
Dr. Sahib had spent most of the afternoon watching the gushing river. Later he was
joined by his brother, late Bhai Vir Singh. As the two brothers started comparing their
observations, it seemed the Ganges had overflowed its banks to listen to them; in a way
converging like the confluence of the three mighty rivers, Ganges, Jamna and Saraswati.
At the restaurant Dr. Sahib called for coffee. When the Manager told him in
answer to a question that they would willingly shift the chairs right on the bank of the
canal, he felt very happy. He said he would henceforward always stop at that place
instead of his usual half-way halting place at Kamla Nehru Batika, in the outskirts of
Muzaffernagar. Later, the driver pointed out that it was the first time Dr. Sahib had not
asked for his mug and had taken the coffee in the cup provided by the restaurant.
After coffee, we strolled across to the deer stramping within their stockade. Savouring
the scene and its surroundings, Dr. Sahib was lost in his own reverie, perhaps conscious
of what was soon to come.
As we entered the forest area, before the Mohind pass, he asked the driver to
stop at a small road going into the forest. He looked at the shady glades, which myriad
rays of the sun were vainly trying to pierce, casting deep intermittent shadows around,
and turned to remark how accompanied by late Mrs. Puran Singh, widow of the eminent
poet, Prof. Puran Singh and Dr. Khudadad, they would motor up to this spot frequently
for picnics. As he recalled these visits there were tears in his eyes. He was offering,
we realised later, his last tribute to the memory of his dear friends.
We arrived at Panchbati at 1.1.25 a.m. Soon we were engrossed in our daily
routine. He came, as usual for his lunch at our house at 12.30 p.m., with hardly any
trace of the strains of the journey. He relished the simple meal. We displayed the
various articles brought for him from Delhi and Bombay, including some which were
his favourites but much to our surprise he did not display his usual interest in them.
When I suggested that I might drive him back over the 200 metres or so that separate
our houses, he said he would prefer to walk.
Mohinder accompanied him. Strolling around the garden, he showed her the
newly painted Sita and the golden deer and the bust of Tagore. These along with the
outer walls of the house had been painted afresh within the last two days, under
his orders. It seemed as if he was getting the place ready for the thousands who were
soon to come to pay their homage to him.
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At about quarter past five, he sent for Mohinder. Thrusting a batch of proofs
of 'Nirukta' in her lap, he told her to get busy and resume her work. They discussed
the programme for the next day. He was keen to start the second portion of the
preface to the second volume of Nirukta, giving an exposition of "Unhad Shabad". I
strolled across, completely unaware of what was to happen within a few minutes. When
we both were back in the house, the servant came running to inform us that Dr. Sahib
had had a coughing fit and wanted Dr. Maini to be summoned. Mohinder rushed to
him, while I got busy telephoning frantically for the Doctor. But none of the four I tried
could be contacted. I drove furiously to fetch one, but when we returned within a few
minutes, the sage of Dehradun was no more. The Sun had set and the Panchbati light
had dimmed for ever.

God finds Himself by creating.
{Dr. Balbir Singh in a lecture on Theosophy).
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Dr. Balbir Singh & Tagore Cultural Society
Prof. /?./?. Sudarshan

Y acquaintance with Dr. Balbir Singh goes back to 1954, when he
started attending regularly the weekly meetings of the Tagore Cultural
Society, Dehradun. I was its Secretary and Lala Ram Chand Manchanda,
the grand old man of Dehradun, a well-known advocate of Lahore, a
great scholar, linguist and historian, was its President.
Mr. Manchanda passed away on the 19th April 1962, leaving behind, to all
appearances, a great intellectual void, which we all agreed could be filled up only by one
man in the town. And that man was Dr. Balbir Singh who became the President and
continued to adorn the Society, till he was snatched away, all of a sudden, on the
1st of October 1974, by the merciless hands of Death. In my capacity as the Secretary of
the Tagore Cultural Society, I was fortunate to come very close to Dr. Balbir Singh.
This long fellowship enabled me to have a nearly full view of this uncommon man of
genius.
*

Our association with certain causes and institutions* like the local Cheshire
Homes, gave me a further opportunity to study the versatile and colourful personality of
Dr. Balbir Singh, with all its glow and glory like that of the rising sun in the cloudless
horizon when seen from an unobstructed viewing point. For a life so full and multidimensional, I have advisedly chosen to confine my remarks to Dr. Balbir Singh's
contribution to the Tagore Cultural Society.
It may not be out of place to say a few words about the salient features of this
unique Society which was established in Dalanwala, Dehradun, originally for religious
discourses only. By the time Mr. Manchanda became its President, the Society had
been given a completely secular twist and was re-oriented to have on its forum, discussions and lectures on all sorts of subjects—literature, economics, politics, history,
psychology, philosophy, science and religion. There is no formal membership of the
Society, no subscription, no accounts, no election, no bickerings, controversies or party
politics. Donations in cash and kind when offered are always declined. The meetings
were and are continued to be held every Friday at the same place and at the same time,
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throughout the year, except for a brief recess during the winter months from December
to February. A speaker is invited every week to address the audience, a fairly sizeable
one, on any subject of his choice on which he could speak with some expertise. Sometimes the Society is fortunate to listen to well known scholars, even saints and sanyasis.
A short discussion follows. The meeting ends with a brief summing up and the concluding remarks from the chair. The audience consists of the intellectual elite of the town.
This was the Society of which Dr. Balbir Singh became the President in the year
1962. He was 66 years old at the time and had already a chequered career, devoted to
the study of religions, sciences, fine arts, literature and philosophy. His life was the
life of a recluse. He was always noticed surrounded by his books both ancient and
modern, during the day and night. He relished the company of Greek masters like Plato
and Aristotle, drank deeply into the Western philosophies of Hegel, Kant and Nietzsche
and loved poets like Shakespeare, Goethe and Milton. Buddha and Shankracharya,
specially fascinated him. The Vedas and Simrities, the Ramayana and Mahabharta,
Puranas and Upanishads, the Bible, Quran or the Zend-Avesta—all were the subjects of
his close study and investigation. He was well-read in history, ancient, medieval and
modern and well-versed in the knowledge of movements, social, economic, political and
religious, which had fashioned the destiny of mankind and generated currents and crosscurrents of thought and action.
When I recall his fruitful past, to me, it appears that Dr. Balbir Singh had
passed through a process of mental fermentation. By the acquisition of boundless
knowledge, he had become a living dynamo, a volcano with pent-up forces seeking an
outlet. The Tagore Cultural Society was one of the several outlets he found to air his
views. The Society gave him a permanent forum, a canvas, a mirror to communicate
his knowledge, to project his investigations, to receive reactions, to adopt, conform and
vary his ideas and concepts. He longed to give what the Society yearned to receive.
The demand of his nature coincided with the need of the Society. The man matched
'the hour'.
The result was that his presidential comments became classics. He elevated
every subject raising it to the Himalayan heights. His expositions went beyond
the wildest dreams of the audience. There was no conceivable subject on which
he could not bring to bear a fresh approach, a novel interpretation, an unthought of
treatment. Leaving the speaker apart, people thronged to hear his comments and
observations. In a country, where one quarter of the population talks of nothing but
weather, one-fourth of their life-time, Dr. Balbir Singh was a rare phenomenon.
One day, I vividly remember, late Shri Sri Prakasa was among the audience.
The talk, was on 'Religion and Science'. The comments from the chair were as usual,
excellent. When the meeting was over, Shri Sri Prakasa drew me aside and pointing to
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What
This brought to my mind lines from Shakespeare : His nature is gentle, and the elements
so mixed in him that the Nature might stand up and say to all the world : "Here is
Man \ Verily, Dr. Balbir Singh was a living encyclopaedia with an in-built recorded
tape.
My
But even now, sometimes, in the pitch
darkness of the night, I see a vision of his addressing the Power Unknown, the Supreme
Being, in the width and amplitude of his knowledge as :
"Tu hai behr-i-be karan, main hoon zara si aabjoo
Yaa mujhe ham-kinaar kar, yaa mujhe be-kinaar kar".
(You are a boundless ocean and I am a small tiny rivulet. Either let me embrace
you and be at one with you or else make me boundless too.)
It appears that his prayer has been granted. The man of infinite knowledge
is a part of the Infinite.
The Tagore Cultural Society continues functioning. Institutions and organizations
survive the individuals. But the Presidential chair, alas, is vacant, looking in vain, for the
man who adorned it.

Love is one great universal force.
it finds a possibility to manifest.

It manifests itself wherever

{Dr. Balbir Singh in a lecture on the Gurus).

95

A Man of God
Surjit Singh

Majithia

AVING known him for more than four decades, I can say that he had a
deep-seated love for every one of GOD's creations. With this came
humility, which he possessed to the n'th degree. He was so completely
engrossed in his work that he did not even think of his health. He
inspired others to work and achieve great heights, but himself, he kept in the
background.
He shared love of Nature and GOD with his illustrious brother, who shone on
the Punjab horizon for well over half a century and whose love and guidance so deepened
and fertilized his natural talents. Dr. Balbir Singh was truly a man of God.
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A Philosopher and Lexicographer
Dr. Trilochan

Singh

R. Balbir Singh, a scholar with philosophic outlook, a prose writer of
depth and vision, and lexicographer of Adi Granth with rare insight and
wealth of linguistic and theological knowledge, was the last and shining
luminary of that great family which will go down in Sikh history as
unique for having produced for three generations, outstanding and
noblest theologians, poets, litterateures, historians and philosophers. He revealed in his
writings, speech and character, a genius, culture and talent which, though essentially the
same in spirit as that of his learned brother, Bhai Vir Singh, was yet distinctly his own
and different in scholarly and academic approach and expression.
In the winter of 1943,1 was guest of Sardar Kripal Singh Majithia at Amritsar,
when in the evening, at tea time, I learnt that Bhai Vir Singh and Dr. Balbir Singh had
arrived. I had met Bhai Vir Singh earlier in my three short visits to India during college
days, but I had never met Dr. Balbir Singh. I had heard his name from two young
students of his Dehradun school, who later joined my school, but I did not know that
he was Bhai Vir Singh's brother. And even when I saw him standing absent-mindedly
near his sensitively awake and emotionally alert brother, Bhai Vir Singh, I could not
believe that the two were brothers. My name was already known to them through a
few articles I had written in a few journals about which Sir Jogindra Singh,
Member, Viceroy's Council and Bhai Sahib Sher Singh (Kashmir), had spoken very
highly to them.
There in the open lawn Bhai Vir Singh looked gracefully attractive, a sage-poet,
shedding sweetness and light around him. Sardar Trilochan Singh, founder of the
Punjab and Sind Bank, and other dignitaries of the Chief Khalsa Diwan came there and
reverentially bowed to Bhai Vir Singh. His white turban, his silvery flowing beard, and
sober dress, set him apart as a saintly figure with eyes shining with inward peace and
light. Dr. Balbir Singh in his loose western dress, his beard tied up partly in modern
and partly in medieval fashion, and his deep set eyes hidden behind the spectacles, his
turban tied in a queer and, as it appeared to me, in a careless manner, looked quite unpoetic, unsaintly, self-absorbed and an unworldly man of the world. At first sight I
97

wondered whether Dr. Balbir Singh's attempt to look different in dress, appearance and
even in tying his turban, as if it was upside down, was deliberate. While Bhai Vir Singh
was talking to me about some medicinal plants and flowers, particularly about the flower
of a plant, he had in his garden, which could cure snakebite, Dr. Balbir Singh pulled
me away tactfully, to one end of the compound, and the next minute he made me almost
forget everything around me. He at once established a close intellectual kinship with
me, and I felt that there was something inherently common in our intellectual training
and cultural development. The spiritual affinity we mutually felt deepened as years passed by into a silent and fruitful friendship. His rational approach to everything we talked
about, his frank and open mind, his tactful and very refined method of expressing
agreement and disagreement made me feel that I was talking to a wide awake and enlightened thinker. Behind his lubberly dress, I could clearly see a thoroughly disciplined,
clearheaded and illumined mind. At times when I questioned him seriously on some
points, he would become silent as if he would not like to tell what his real opinion
about the matter was. But after a long and meaningful pause he would come out with
an answer in the form of Aristotelian definition in a compound sentence. While Bhai
Vir Singh always spoke and wrote in simple poetic sentences, Dr. Balbir Singh always
had the tendency to speak and write in thought-provoking compound sentences.
Although I was then in my twenties, I soon realized that Bhai Vir Singh and
Dr. Balbir Singh were two different types of geniuses probing and working on the same
theme of Sikh theology and mysticism. As I could visualize it, Bhai Vir Singh was a
poet-mystic from top to toe, a product of long contemplative living and spiritual discipline, who was then busy day and night giving to the people what he had acquired from
divine inspiration and knowledge. Dr. Balbir Singh, on the other hand, had acquired a
fine intellectual equipment and was still working slowly and steadily to find his life-task
in the intellectual field, on which he could work and reveal the wealth of his knowledge
and wisdom. He was confident of his equipment but he was till then not definitely
decided about the field in which he could work. He loved poetry and he had deep
theoretical and some practical knowledge of music but he never wrote poetry; nor was
he a musician.
Our next meeting was at Faridkot, when the Sikh Educational Conference took
place there. Bhai Vir Singh, Dr. Balbir Singh and I were the guests of Sardar Man
Singh, Judge High Court, and we all reached Faridkot to enjoy Sardar Man Singh's
hospitality a week earlier.
At Faridkot, I saw Dr. Balbir Singh sitting in an armchair, playing on
a stringed musical instrument (probably Dilruba). I could not help smiling, because he
looked like a Greek philosopher, fondling a lamb. It was during this week-long stay with
these two great scholar-brothers, that I felt closely the warmth of their spirit, the sweetness of their temper and speech, and the light of their knowledge and wisdom. Though
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apparently different, both appeared to be luminous planets reflecting peace and wisdom,
moving around the same sun. Dr. Balbir Singh shared two great features with his sagepoet brother. Both devoted the maturest part of their life to the interpretation of Adi
Granth. Both had lived through the most turbulent period of our modern history of
freedom struggle. While they loved and aspired after freedom, both remained so exclusively absorbed in scholarly pursuits of high merit that even during the hottest years
of political upheavals they seemed to be outwardly oblivious of the unrest around them.
The shallow intellectual broils of the Marxists during the forties, the uncultured and
indecent criticism of narrow minded politicians were wisely ignored. While others talked
about revolutions and death, they quietly produced monumental and everlasting works
to live and shine among the immortals.
Dr. Balbir Singh was kind enough to send a copy of his first book, "Charcot Hari
Visthar", which is actually a vivid portrayal of the life and times of his grandfather and
his father Dr. Charan Singh, an outstanding scholar of his times. We get a glimpse into
the religious and cultural life of the mid-nineteenth century and the rise of the Singh Sabha
movement. It is the early saga of the family which was destined to find a permanent
place in the history of Punjabi literature and Sikh theology. This book was followed by
other prose works like : Kalam di Karamat, Lami-Nadar, Shudh Sarup.
There are Punjabi prose writers of note, who have to their credit over fortybooks and yet the contents of these forty books can be reduced to ten pages, which have
nothing much to add to our knowledge except aesthetic presentation of some out-of-date
ideas. Dr. Balbir Singh illumines every page with stimulating thoughts. Given a subject worthy of his mettle, Dr. Balbir Singh writes in sentences packed with meaning and
their emphatic tone is but a challenge to the reader to give them the thought which they
demand and deserve. His sentences are carefully wrought and artistically combined into
paragraphs, and, most important from literary point of view, their diction has a richness
of effect rare among other contemporary writers. His style is ponderous and the diction
involves philosophical words and reflections. He doubles epithets and illustrations,
develops, expands, modifies, balances, repeats and exhausts the idea before he finalises
it. In his early writing his sentences were weighty, full of inversions, depending
much on rhetorical artifices. But in his later writings, particularly, Nirukta Sri Guru
Granth Sahib, his prose style is remarkable for its clarity and thought-provoking zeal.
It clearly and aptly expresses the essential meaning or interpretation he intends to convey.
There is significant balance, structure and rhythm in his sentences. The phrasal components of his sentences are brief. There is exquisite precision in his choice of words. It
is a manly style full of sincerity, commanding a stately eloquence and remarkable
compression of thought. Dr. Balbir Singh's ideal is not to preach but to give a rational
and meaningful exposition of his thoughts. For care, vigour and elegance of expression
he has few equals.
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As a conversationist, Dr. Balbir Singh was always bubbling with humour, and his
humour was not only controlled by a serious purpose, but was always broad, humane
and illuminating. Though not very subtle, his humour went deep and in expression it
was free and vivacious. And yet to my great surprise I never found even a trace of this
humour in his writings. They are stoically serious in mood, tone and atmosphere.
Dr. Johnson describes a lexicographer as a harmless drudge, that busies himself
in tracing the original and detailing the significance of his words. In his Nirukta Sri
Guru Granth Sahib (An Interpretative Dictionary cum Concordance of Adi Guru
Granth), posterity will be able to find a great theologian and philosopher with mystic
insight. In this monumental work, Dr. Balbir Singh set out and performed a task of
rare scholarship and dedicated study of the Sikh Scriptures. It is the first dictionary
which has traced and pin-pointed the Prakrit and Apabhramsh etymological origins of
the words of Sikh scriptures, which form the backbone of Punjabi language.
The Nirukta Sri Guru Granth, on completion would have emerged as a monumental and outstanding work on Adi Guru Granth. Judging from the work done in a
number of learned Tikas of Adi Granth, published so far, which frequently lack etymological and doctorial interpretations, Dr. Balbir Singh's Nirukta will certainly take the
study of the great Sikh Scripture fifty years ahead of our times. The first volume now
in our hands gives a glimpse of the tremendous and sustained labour put into it. For
the first time we find, a dictionary cum commentary in which classical references are
explained from original sources, and not from hear-say of the so-called sampardaya (oral
traditions). The doctrines of other schools of thought alluded to in the Adi Granth are
explained and interpreted from authoritative sources, and the point of view of Sikh
philosophy is distinctly brought out. The linguistic deviations of medieval Punjabi
from Sanskrit grammatical patterns are also explained with rare insight and scholarship.
While Dr. Balbir Singh refers to all existing scholarly commentaries and Tikas
of Adi Guru Granth, he is not carried away by any. I remember how even before
starting work on this project, during the life time of Bhai Vir Singh, Dr. Balbir Singh
was always prepared to do some rethinking on all old interpretations, even those given
by Bhai Vir Singh. When I was working on the UNESCO Translation of Adi Granth
(Sacred Writings of the Sikhs), I found that my own exposition of four hymns differed
considerably from that given in Bhai Vir Singh's Tikkas. In one of my incidental meetings with Dr. Balbir Singh I discussed them with him and requested him to take them to
Amritsar for Bhai Vir Singh's comments on them. After studying them for about three
days, Dr. Balbir Singh said that he agreed with my interpretation and advised me to
discuss it personally with Bhai Vir Singh. When I met Bhai Vir Singh a month later
and discussed them with him, the sage-scholar accepted it saying that this was the interpretation which he had given in an earlier edition, but he had been carried away by the
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one-sided arguments of theologians in later editions. As I had given etymological
explanation and also the view of Bhai Gurdas on the theme of the hymns, he gladly
accepted and was good enough to encourage this original approach. In the Nirukta Sri
Guru Granth Sahib, Dr. Balbir Singh has done a good deal of original research and
rethinking on the interpretations given by Bhai Vir Singh in his Santhia Pothi (Commentary of Adi Granth).
It is a joy to see that a great friend and a great scholar who silently worked all
these years with rare devotion and labour, though cruelly snatched away from us by
sudden and unexpected death, has left such a monumental work as will give him an
enviable place amongst the immortal scholars of Sikh history. His work will always be
indispensable to the seekers of the real knowledge and spirit of Adi Guru Granth.

* heart of all good things.
{Dr. Balbir Singh in a lecture on the Forests).
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A Unique Philosopher & Scholar
Ujjal Singh

R. Balbir Singh was an intellectual giant and a scholar of great eminence.
Like his elder brother, Bhai Vir Singh ji, he had inherited scholarly taste
and love of literature from his parents. He, however, received his
education upto the highest level in India and abroad having got the
degree of Ph.D. in Science. For some time in early life, he engaged
himself in the profession of teaching but his training and close association with his saintly
brother and scholars like Professor Puran Singh and Dr. Khudadad had a great impact
on him which changed the course of his activities. He had a subtle sense of humour and
his conversation was elevating. He also loved music and was well versed in the old
ragas and tunes which he could reproduce on the violin.
Bhai Sahib Vir Singh in all intricate matters requiring deep thought, valued
greatly the opinion of his younger brother, Dr. Balbir Singh, who of course commanded
his full confidence.
After the passing away of Sardar Tarlochan Singh, the active management of the
Punjab & Sind Bank was entrusted to Dr. Balbir Singh. Though not a professional
banker and not having been trained in the business techniques of banking, he managed
the affairs of the Bank with great integrity and hard labour. Although the Bank was
one of the small Banks, the depositors and its clients had so much confidence in its
honest and straight-forward dealings that even during the days of rush for withdrawals
on several banks, very few depositors came to withdraw their deposits from the Punjab
and Sind Bank. The set-back to the bank, however, came when after the partition of the
country large sums of the bank were left in Pakistan and in spite of the inter-Governmental agreement, not a rupee could be repatriated. Yet the bank did not ask for a
moratorium, and paid its depositors rupee for rupee.
This business actively was thrust upon Dr. Balbir Singh but his intellect, scholarship and literary eminence demanded a more challenging task. He wrote several books
in Punjabi for the Punjabi reading public which established his fame as a prose writer
par-excellence in simple Punjabi. In fact, S. Khushwant Singh, the eminent journalist
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and writer, asked me to request Dr. Balbir Singh to devote more of his time in writing
Punjabi books as they were thought provoking and his style and diction appealed to him
most. But Dr. Balbir Singh after the demise of his elder brother Bhai Vir Singh ji, took up
the half-finished work of the interpretation of the sacred volume—entitled Santhya Pothi
Guru Granth Sahib. He not only edited Bhai Vir Singh Sahib's manuscripts but wrote
a scholarly introduction to the volume.
Dr. Balbir Singh took a cue from Bhai Vir Singh's way of interpretation of the
holy Granth Sahib and started compiling Nirukta Shri Guru Granth Sahib, a sort of
encyclopaedia of the holy Scripture. For years he did it all alone without any
assistance from any organisation or a university, and it was all a labour of love. But
soon the excellence and the value of this historic work came to be known to the
university circles. The Vice-Chancellor of Punjabi University, S. Kirpal Singh Narang,
comprehended the value of this monumental work and came forward to help Dr. Balbir
Singh by sending a few scholars and copyists who worked under his able guidance at
Dehradun. It was in appreciation of this literary work that Dr. Balbir Singh was
awarded an honorary degree of Doctor of Literature by the Punjabi University in 1971.
Dr. Balbir Singh seldom sought publicity and was completely absorbed in his
work. He devoted all his time and energy to this historic task, delving deep into the
various volumes of old and new literature in Sanskrit and Persian to make the work
worthy of study and help to research workers and scholars. The first volume that was
published within his life-time, is a testimony to Dr. Balbir Singh's high acumen, depth,
devotion and vast study of ancient works that only few can command.

To strive after mental harmony is a fundamental attribute of
mind. It represents the effort to keep the poise and balance
without which mind becomes a chaos of conflicting instincts.
{Dr. Balbir Singh in a lecture on Guru Nanak).
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Those Moments Eternal
B.S. Upadhyaya

HE flame has flickered away. That conjuring countenance which could
rule the elements has passed away to climes unknown. But he is not
dead. Such men do not ever die. They are beings eternal. So is he,
Dr. Balbir Singh, for he will live in his work, beyond space, beyond
time.
Under the loose folds of a white turban, eyes deep and dark like history, shone
with earnestness and intent, meaningfully melting in tenderness, eyes that had the power
to probe through the object of their look and take in at once its entire content. Wisdom
of ages crowned his crest with white, like his white beard, betokening of thought. His
walk was gentle and when his lips moved words of wisdom dropped from them. The
burnished gold of his colour, now mellowed to copper, cast a spell on his listeners. A
man of middle height, he carried a mind that could move mountains and yet nestle
under tender flesh, for it worked with the magic of faith and love.
A rebel intellectual, a runaway scientist to the phenomenon of a metaphysicist,
he was, as Wordsworth said of Newton, "a mind for ever voyaging through strange seas
of thoughts alone". He was one who had roamed the hills and knolls of life and
watched the world figure and disfigure, keeping his own self unsoiled—Kabir's mantlesheet, discoloured by use by many a saint, he laid his own down as bright and clean as
when he had donned it.
I have known men during my rambles round the world who roar like the sea
but in truth are shallow, stagnant, rotting marshes. Here was one who believed and
put his belief into action. Like Diderot, the encyclopaedist, he worked on his own
encyclopaedia by the brilliant light of the day and, like him, span and wove the texture
of his humane dreams by the peaceful silent of the night. And when he spoke the veil
of darkness lifted and sparks rained and kindled.
I had met him just a few times, and, for split moments, but these meetings had
been such as had grown on me and held my thoughts captive. The first time it was,

when I was addressing an audience of intellectuals and he was presiding over my address.
The second time when I met him, he was working in his hermitage which he very rightly
called Panchbati. And there in that Panchbati again I met him for the third and last
time when he sauntered up and down like Aristotle in his Lyceum. He took me around
his Panchbati and stopped opposite a plaster-cast figure of Sita standing struck in
wonderment at the sight of the golden buck. And then passing by numerous rockeries
punctuating the sylvan vegetation, he made me admire a life-size figure of Buddha,
calmly affording refuge to the world. I learnt later he had seen the photograph of the
head of a Gandhara Buddha and got it cast. Later, the rest of the body was added
under his directions, in the schematic folds of the Greek drapery. A few steps away,
lay studded among little rocks the bust of the poet Rabindra, whom he admired and
loved, with locks and ringlets typical of the bard. The savant took me through the silent
chambers of the retreat where he lived and worked and I was delighted to see that he
was not a mere thinker but also a connoisseur of art. For I found replicas of the
Prajnaparamita, while along the walls there lay stretched attractive forms, done in line
and colour and in rich reflexes by Abdul Rehman Chughtai. We returned from our
little adventure and settled down to tea, a mere excuse for all the talk that followed.
He did the talking while I listened. His lips trembled as he spoke like a lone flower
before the breeze of the dawn. Like the murmur of a brook, he conversed cooling me
down to my lowest depths. Could I ever imagine that I was meeting him for the last
time and that within a couple of days his swan would leave the cage of his body and
wing across the void ?
I have roamed the land of the pyramids built on the hearts of slaves, watched
the broken towers of Babylon drenched in blood of its bricklayers, mounted the ramparts
of the Great Wall rising over the mass of men, dead and buried under it, and have
wondered at the vanity of the mighty and at the futility of human exertion. But what
I was looking for was the humane in the human, the glory of the little man towering
over the turrets and temples such as was his, this symbol of total humanity. His life
5
veritably was a "Pilgrim's Progress '.
Yes, the swan has winged away but he has left behind a trail of burning light
which will grow into a torch and show us the way to work in the way he did. The wick
has died away but the spark that he generated will live on. For Death dies and Life
spurts.
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A facsimile of the letter written by Drt Balbir Singh on the
death of Lai Bahadur Shastri:
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Transliteration of the letter appearing on page 106
The river that was flowing has stopped all too sudden. There
is not a ripple. It is now all ice, cold, shivering, mocking. A glacier
*

is in slow progress instead. This is how I visualise the funeral march
inching the roads of New Delhi. It is being pulled against its own
ponderous weight to the spot which is journey's end, the famous Ghat on
the bank of Jumna, the resting place of Gandhi and Nehru.
The radio is giving a word-picture of the scene. The gun carriage
has just crawled into the inner circle of the Connaught Place. The
gloom and sorrow is too deep for tears. It has overstepped the mark
*

reached at Nehru's demise.
A man is gone who raised the highest hopes and then suddenly
caused the keenest anguish to be felt as silent affliction. That was Lai
Bahadur Shastri.
Russia recognised in him Lai (red). Pakistan felt his Bahadur
part. His own confidence lay in his self Knowledge (Shastri).
That was the man India lost too soon.
With love to both of you.
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APPENDIX
i

GURU GOBIND SINGH
Dr. Balbir Singh

I
Guru Gobind Singh was born at Patna in the year 1666 A.D.
He came to office as the tenth Guru of the Sikhs in the year 1675 and lived as
such for a short space of thirty three years. This brief duration is packed with incidents
of exterme intensity. Situations arose, each with its peculiar poignancy pressing for
immediate decision, Each succeeding moment came like a folded thrill and carried with
it the compressed burden of excitement, torment, provocation and exhilaration. It was
a critical period of history. Destiny itself stood breathless at a delicate juncture. The
fate of Aurangzeb's oppressive empire was hanging in the balance.
Guru Gobind Singh was 9 years of age when his father, Guru Tegh Bahadur, was
beheaded in Delhi, as an outcome of religious persecution. The remains lay exposed.
This was to strike terror and add humiliation. But fate willed it otherwise. Some
daring persons belonging to a low caste, managed to take the head to Guru Gobind
Singh, while the body was removed at night by another Lobana Sikh and secretly
cremated.
The above incident happened during the seventeenth year of the reign of
Aurangzeb, when the Mughal power in India was at its zenith and had also become the
instrument of barbarity to implement its proselytising programme.
The cremation of the head was duly performed. But this went deep and stirred
the soul of Guru Gobind Singh at its profoundest depth. He retired to the Himalayan
forest and remained in obscurity for a period and then took abode at the bank of the
Jumna river at Paonta, in the Hill State of Nahan. It was a period of self-searching,
self-education, self-enlightenment and arriving at the ideals to be striven after. It was
also the time for grim decision to determine the course of action, whatever be the hazards.
The rest of his life was the unfoldment of this deep reflection on the foreground of the
field of activity which has left a deep mark on the Indian History.
311

f

II
The greatest task which the Guru set before himself was the reshaping of the
Hindu community. There was the evil of the caste system which like a canker worm
was working from within. It was a stupendous programme and he persistently worked
for it till it reached its culmination in 1699.
No doubt there had been reformers from ancient times giving their prescriptions
for arresting this social gangrene. But the inveterate disease would outstrip the remedies,
for men had got into the habit of living with it, nursing the ulcer thriving within the
viscera.
In ancient India, in spite of the preachings of Buddha and the conversion of the
country to the liberal Buddhist creed, the army still remained the exclusive preserve of
men of noble birth. The last of the Mauryan Kings, Brihadrath was slain by his Commander-in-Chief, Pushyamitra, who was a Brahmin. In spite of all social reforms, the
real power was never allowed to pass from the hands of the upper classes.
Even during the time of Marhatta ascendency, power was wielded by those who
carried the hall mark of noble birth. All the Peshwas were high ranking Brahmins.
Even a man like Shivaji on one crucial moment was rudely confronted. He was made
conscious of his low birth. The occasion was his coronation, when objections were
raised. We read : 'The Brahmins said that the coronation according to the Shastras could
95
be performed only of a Kshatriya ruler. * How much money did it cost Shivaji to get
himself recognized as a Kshatriya to be entitled to coronation, we read again :
"Learned Brahmins were invited from all parts of the country and 11,000 of
them making a total of 50,000 with their wives and children, assembled at the capital,
and Shivaji feasted them with sweets for four months besides giving them costly presents
of gold and money. The chief priest, Gaga Bhatta, alone is said to have received nearly
a lakh of rupees. The whole ceremony involved an expenditure of not less than fifty
lakhs of rupees, according to Sir Jadunath Sircar, while some others put it down at the
incredible figures of seven crores
genealogy was therefore invented by the priests,
and it was made out that Shivaji was a Kshatriya."*
The coronation of Shivaji took place in 1674 that is close to the time that Guru
Gobind Singh assumed the Gaddi. Guru's task was clear. The evil of caste system
was to be uprooted. To achieve this, was to fight against greater odds than even
challenging the might of the Mughal Empire. It was only in 1699 that he could find a
lasting solution to this problem.
T h e Menace of Hinduism—Swami D.T. Maharaj P. 166.
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There is hardly any parallel in the Indian history how Guru Gobind Singh
elevated the low caste. He exalted them by placing the real power in their hands. Under
his command they wielded the sword and acquired the dignity that goes with those
serving in the army. After taking the 'baptism', as originated by the Guru all became
equal in spirit, mind and body.
The untouchables shed their inborn inhibition, the men of low origin put aside
their innate repression. They stood liberated. This transformation was verily a psychological miracle. He opened the gateway for all to come in. He welcomed the pariah,
the castaways, the excluded, the estranged. His original baptismal ceremony consisted
of five men, four of whom belonged to the various categories of the low born groups
denied in perpetuity the privileges of men bred from pedigree stock.
The ceremony of baptism was to make an abrupt break with the past. It was to
usher in a new era of emancipation. The Guru himself got baptised, the ritual was
performed by the original five chosen ones, thus forging a fraternal link of veritable
brotherhood. This released a wave of enthusiasm. Many people came forward to
receive the baptism. Their number is variously estimated :
"Ghulam Mohyuddin the chronicler of the Mughal court, specially deputed by
the then Government to report the affairs, estimated that twenty thousand of the
assembled people accepted the tenets of the new faith and took a vow to abide by

them."l
There was the other side also. There were people to demur at this innovation.
Cunningham records :
"Many Brahmins and Khutree followers murmured but the condemned race
rejoiced . . . . The murmuring of the twice born increased and many took their departure, but Gobind exclaimed that the lowly should be raised and that hereafter the despised should dwell next to himself."2
The unshorn hair and the bearded appearance enjoined by the Guru for his
baptised disciples was a bold step. It was a daring experiment. It was a new physiognomy that was to work its way from without to bring about a change in ethos. It was
to reassemble and recreate an individual and endow him with fresh consciousness. The
baptised one was to feel that he has emerged from his larval skin leaving behind
Chrysalis of his dead past.
There is no chart in history in which a man like Guru Gobind Singh can be
classified and graded. Some have compared his movement with Sparta. On close
1 M. L. Chopra (Hindustan Standard 14.4.1957)
2 History of the Sikhs (1849) P. 74.
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scrutiny this does not stand. In Sparta it was only the ruling classes that were trained
by hard physical discipline. Below the warrior class were artisans and tradesmen and
slaves attached to the land. They were excluded from the military service. On the
other hand Guru Gobind Singh invited the men from the lower ranks to give them the
spartan discipline, spirit and privilege.
Guru's programme of social regeneration laid the foundation of nation building
work. What came into existence was a new spirit, "A living spirit", says Cunningham,
•'possesses the whole Sikh people and the impress of Gobind Singh has not only elevated
and altered the constitution of their minds, but has operated materially and given
amplitude to their physical frames."
It was indeed a task of nation building. It has been aptly remarked :
"The Hindus were going to die of inanition, and Guru Govinda saved them from
that severe death. Only he can appreciate the greatness of Guru Govinda who has
5
ever earnestly attempted a solution of the national need.' *
Indeed Guru Gobind Singh saw further ahead and laid the foundation on which
the building of the nation would rest.
Ill
All told the Guru fought about 16 battles in different fields, the first at Bhangani
(about 1686) and the last at Mukatsar (about 1705).
His two sons were killed in action while defending a fortress and the other
two, the minors, were walled alive in an attempt to convert them to the faith of their
captors. The Guru laid down his life at Nanded (Deccan) in 1708, the death resulting
out of a wound inflicted as an act of treachery. These battles had no personal ambitions or territorial aims. They were all defensive combats. They depict man's inner
struggle against tyrannies, religious, social and otherwise. They vividly portray that
spirit ultimately triumphs over all impediments.
Guru Gobind Singh's career consists of incessant exertion, yet it is not a travail
of sweat and tears. In spite of defeats, set-backs and desertions his life shines as a vital
flame glowing brighter with the back-ground growing darker. His life displays the
resolute will whose iron determination emits sparks of fervour as it strikes the impediments. His literature furnishes the belief that all his out-door activity was like a
spontaneous flow of action arising from the innate freedom of soul. While acting in
* Basant Kumar—
"Guru Gobind Singh" as quoted by Y. M. Chatterjee in Ram Chandra & Zarathustra. P.287.
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time he is in tune with the timeless whom he calls 'Akal'. He has thus the intuitive
grasp of the source from where time-impulse takes its origin. He himself is a part of
the universal movement which is an unfoldment of the great moral urge.
Guru Gobind Singh's life is symbolic. It is an emblem of sacrifice. It represents the price the spirit has to offer to redeem freedom.
Ever since the time of Buddha, the Indian philosophy is preoccupied with the
problem of pain. The classical solution has been : extinguish your desires and your
suffering will go. This remedy did not work. Men became anaemic ; life grew feeble
but the flame of desire shone brighter through the pallid skin.
Guru Gobind Singh tackled the problem from a different angle. It was not to
extinguish desire as such. It was to prepare for sacrifice. It was to convert desire into a
pervasive feeling, a vaster passion for the good of humanity and offer it as a self-sacrifice.
His call was for self-abnegation at the altar of love, He boldly asserted : "Hark, ye all,
I proclaim the eternal truth, only those who betake themselves to love reach the Lord."
His exhortation was that all the soldierly strength, all the victories on the battlefield, all the triumphant drums that proclaim your conquests are of no avail if the deeds
are not actuated by love. It is love which provides the motive for sacrifice. The petty
pains rooted in desires are thus conquered. The willing suffering grounded in the vaster
passion of love's sacrifice is the remedy for the ills of living in this world of morbid
desires. That was his solution.
IV
The Guru was a humanist. He laid added emphasis on the ethical standards
and decried the sectarian divisions which put humanity into compartments of isolated
denominations. He proclaimed Hindus and Muslims are one. They are all made of
the same stuff composed of Earth, Fire, Air and Water. There is no difference between
Mohammadans) and the supreme God (of Hindus). He declared the essential
unity of the Puran (the Hindu scripture) and Quran (the Mohammadan holy book). In
his eyes all such distinctions were misleading. As a humanist he looked into the ancient
lore of epics and mythology and encouraged their translation into Hindi, spending large
sums of money. He is thus the pioneer in initiating what is virtually a renaissance of
Indian literature. If we remember that in Europe humanism was originally a movement
of literary culture which revived the study of Greek and Latin and in addition assigned
a proper place to man with strong ethical element, we can then objectively assess the
work of Guru Gobind Singh. Yet there was a difference. His humanism was dynamic.
It was a movement of great vitality. The object was not to relish the languid aesthetics
of classicism. It was, on the other hand, to raise man to his normal ethical level and
subject his rectitude to trial at the actual field of action. For himself he claimed no
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divinity. On the other hand he admonished those that identified him with the Deity.
He affirmed that he is a man, and only an obedient servant of the Lord. Even for his
achievements he gave sincere praise to his fellow workers and attributed his glory to all
those who stood by him.
Guru Gobind Singh's humanism was action oriented. According to him all
learning must ultimately cut a channel and ramify to vitalise the field of performance.
Under his inspiration the recluse sadhus came forward to have the taste of death on the
battle-field. This was to get out of the web of inertia into which they had been enmeshed by the fallacies of abstract speculation.
It may be remembered that the great German Philosopher Fichte (1762—1814)
came to the view that idealistic thought cannot help creating a distinction between the
subject and object and this artificial bifurcation leads to illusory dualism from which
rescue is not possible through the help of theoretical reason. He opined that action
alone can free men from the quandary of this dualism which is the inevitable product of
thought.
Fichte was, therefore, led to express the view that knowledge is a means, a
secondary thing, action is the principal and final goal of being. His "Addresses to the
German people" awoke the liberal nationalistic movement.
-

Inspired by these thoughts the English poet Shelley (1792—1822) said : "The
soul's joy lies in doing. Active work saves man from himself."
The ideals presented by Guru Nanak were thus realized in action. For religion
is the orientation of the individual to his capacity to penetrate inside himself and put
forth into action what was there.
The formation of the 'Khalsa' was not merely the creation of a military machine.
Literally 'Khalsa' denotes the 'purified'. Hence, it signifies the organization of men that
have risen above the mire of class distinctions wherein the individual is best fulfilled by
serving the others for the good of all. Hence the daily prayer of each Sikh invoking the
aid of the Providence for the protection of the 'Khalsa'. The individual has thus to live
in vital contact with the whole and fulfil himself for the good of the all (Panth). The
philosophy of Bergson leads to the inference that the value of life lies in its intensity
and activity.
Guru Gobind Singh's life in this respect acquired the highest value.
The conception of ultimate reality remains nebulous. No sooner the effort of
thought begins to hold it, it escapes unless it is embodied in action. That is how moral
action acquires the status of the highest spirituality. Guru Gobind Singh's life is the
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one great illustration of looking within and putting forth into action which lay in
the interior.
V
All the poetical works of Guru Gobind Singh are collected in a volume popularly known as Dasam Granth. This is a compilation made by Bhai Mani Singh
some quarter of a century after the death of the Guru. It was indeed a difficult task.
The material had got scattered during the wars and found its way in different hands. Its
amassing together required persistent labour over years. The bulk of the 'Granth' thus
assembled is considered authentic.
The entire work is in verse, using various metres, modes, styles and elegances
with all varieties of figures of speech. The compositions are powerfully moving, full of a
rare vitality. Each line reflects a verse originating from vigorous imagination. The
verses are charged with energy and enthusiasm.
In the descriptions of battles in the original composition, the effect of martial
music is created. The rapid rhythm begins to thump like the swift thud of a war drum
which finds its echo in the quickened heartbeat of the reader. Then there are lines
containing inter-rhyming words, with such devices and with their staccato effect the
clang and clash of arms becomes audible.
As the warriors thrust forward and jostle, the words begin to emit the
echo of a hustle in an affray. The use of tuneful assonants achieve this. Similarly the
furore and tempo of a clash is conveyed in the refrain of accentuated expressions rising
in crescendo. The accoustics of Guru's prosody faithfully brings out the off-stage
representation of genuine sound effects in the original which translation, cannot reproduce.
Out of the battles described in Bachitra Natak as a whole, there are no less than
half a dozen in which in some way or the other he is personally connected.
The descriptions are on that account very valuable. Their real strength lies in
the fact that not only they are based on the knowledge gained from experience but that
they are rooted in the knowledge that constitutes experience. His descriptions make
one feel that it is not the poet writing verses but that his experience is becoming selfconscious and is gracefully flowing into self-expression as a spontaneous reaction.
VI
His message is to rise above superstitions. Grow out of your individual self. Stand
liberated, all united as one and each one equal to all. Honour one God, feeling His
living glow within your heart and His moral warmth in your blood. Keep ready. Do
not wink. God manifests Himself in His will. Realise it in action. The noblest action
is sacrifice in self-surrender to His will. All what you achieve goes to His glory. The
victory is His. You belong to the whole and the whole blongs to Him. He is the whole
and victory is His.
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PURAN SINGH
Dr. Balbir

Singh

Towards the beginning of the twentieth century Lord Curzon, the then Viceroy
of India, wrote in one of his letters : 'There is no doubt that a sort of quasi-metaphysical ferment is going on in India, strangely conservative and even reactionary in its
general tendency. The ancient philosophies are being exploited; and their modern
scribes and professors are increasing in number and fame. What is to come out of this
strange amalgam with European ideas thrown as an outside ingredient into the crucible
—who can say?'
Round about that time, a senior student in Lahore, Khudadad by name, was
studying The Light of Asia. A dark shadow of renunciation began to cast its gloom on
his mind. Hardyal, another gifted student, caught the infection from him. The vision
of Nirvana loomed large in his mental horizon. Self-sacrifice to save others soon began
to exert its compulsive force. Puran Singh, a science student in Japan, began to lead the
life of a Buddhist monk in order to realize objectively the essence of 'Abandonment,'
Such was the spell of the book, The Light of Asia, originally written some
eighteen centuries earlier by Asvaghosh and now rendered into English by Edwin
Arnold. It was not a textual translation from Sanskrit into a modern language, but
something more. It was in a way putting the old doctrines into the melting crucible
and taking out a crystallised version. In the process of fusion the old script lost its
original theological impress and came out as a powerful human document with a universal appeal.
Puran Singh, who, in later years, would come to be known as one of the greatest
Punjabi poets and a pioneer of modern Punjabi literature, was then a young man of
twenty-one, going through a hard training in pharmaceutical chemistry in Tokyo. He
had in him an element of idealism, a vague melancholy, a moonshine of joy different
from the exuberance of healthy objectivity. Physically he was handsome, temperamentally volatile, mentally restless, ready to sacrifice material gains but with an inordinate appetite for fame. He had a voluble tongue, and besides being a vivid conversationist, he had become a public speaker. This facility he acquired when he became
Secretary of the Indo-Japanese Club. The more he spoke in public, the more he was in
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demand and each performance helped to shape him into an orator. On the pulpit he
was always restless, and would soar high and open the floodgate of emotion through
the imagery of his impassioned speech. As he spoke his words gained momentum
and the audience felt the warm impact of glowing sparks.
0

As a monk all this stood him in good stead. Once in Kyoto he said : «... an
old priest offered me a whole pure estate of Buddhist temple with a beautiful Japanese
landscape garden full of plums, cherry and Bamboo trees. But I thought I was too
innocent to lead the life of a professional priest.'
The code of discipline for a Buddhist monk in Japan was not so hard as, say,
in a Lamasery in Tibet; but the aim was not different, inasmuch as it related to the
build-up of metaphysical power through psycho-physical control. It was the influence
of the Zen cult that had modified the hardships of monasticism in Japan, but even then
Puran Singh felt ill at ease, wrapped within the sacerdotal robe of piety. It was not
for him to seek purification through pain. Nor could he be convinced that the ordinary
pleasures of life were positively harmful to the process of cleaning the mind. It was
odd for him to fall in line with the thought that popularity and fame perverted the
soul, leading it astray from the path of piety. As a matter of fact he felt the other way
round. He would experience the cleansing effect of his own talk. While speaking he
would flow into a detergent river of words. It is common knowledge that every stream
of water carries with it the potentiality of self-purification as it proceeds scrubbing
against the atmosphere.
Puran Singh had a large lung capacity. He was an extrovert caught in tha ceremonial rigidity that sought to impose the code of a disciplined introvert. It did not
succeed. Conversation and lectures became his favourite hobby. He could talk on any
subject. There never was any plan in his theme, nor logic or sequence of argument.
The fire of his emotion would fuse the irrelevancy and bestow upon the topic the coherence of a liquid stream of eloquence. Of one speech in Japan he said himself, 'I had
made no preparations for my lecture. I went and rose and spoke and thrilled the
audience.' Kyoto, according to him, 'was Zen, Osaka, Kobe and Yokohama of Confucius cult, Nikko and Komakura pure Buddhist, Tokyo Taoist.'
It was in Tokyo that he met the great man Okakura. This meeting was fruitful
and had enduring effect on him. It provided him with a new guide line. Puran Singh
was not searching for Atman (Self) through abstract meditation. His pursuit was not
knowledge that seeks to transform itself into virtue through stoic restraint. He was not
for the mental calm of a Sunyavadin that comes through steady comprehension of cosmic
vacuum. His quest was for life. He was not so much concerned with the art of making a cup but with the art that fills the cup in such a way that it brims over and spills
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in perpetual inundation. When he met Okakura, he put him a question. In his words :
'I asked him, what is life? No reply came from the Master of Bijutsuen, the academy
of Japanese Art. He sat silent. His Mongolian cheeks grew rosy like those of a blushing Persian maiden, and down rolled from his closed eyes the pearl of ecstasy; so time
passed in songful silence, till suddenly Okakura seemed to grow large like Mother
Nature and to rise from his seat. He uplifted his arms and raised his eyes uttering
broken words that still thrill me. "Down from below the mud, rising upward through
the turgid waves of the water of Maya upon its stem seated invisible, seeking life from
the depths and from heights, the lotus rises higher and higher and yet higher, until its
full blossom on the Blue Waters. The glory of the full blossom." And the master
5
closed his eyes again and was silent .
Puran Singh began to look for the rising buds in the inner pools of the muddle
of mind. At that time Japan was going through the process of industrialisation. Scientific education had caught the imagination of the nation. The West was being copied
and the blue prints of occidental machinery were being translated into working models.
The chimneys were belching smoke. The strangest thing, however, was that whereas
imitation was the key to success in the domain of manufacturing processes, the horizon
of art was kept pure. No imitation could pass the threshold. The dividing line between the East and the West was sharp and distinct. It was really the Western artist
who first noted the distinction. Men like Okakura were laying the emphasis that
Nature is a raw material. It is only a source, a stuff, a stimulus, an incentive. The
artist has not to copy it. He has to impose his own heart-beat on his creation. It is
this subjective approach to nature flowing from the painter's brush that imparts the
ecstasy of his mood to his creation and makes it original.
Puran Singh's mind was enriched with these Eastern traditions. In a very original but diffused way be began to express himself. Later in life his thoughts were crystal
clear as can be seen from the following examples of his writings : T love to see the
brush of the wind painting cloud figures in the sky', or T love all shapes—be they of
brass or gold or stone or chalk—only they should bear in them the touches of the chisel
of my master.'
He expressed himself more aptly when he attained maturity. His own inner
rhythm was fully asserting itself when he wrote : 'Life interests the artist, and not the
dead conceptions of it—the face of the man more than the sparkles of diamond—And
his Art converts the universe into the Deity of the Temple of his heart Art-creations
in marble, and in colours, the flowers and the fruit, become in the hands of artists a
beautiful alphabet which has its full meaning only when it spells the name of the
Beloved.'
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While talking of art Puran Singh thinks that it is the element of feeling which
is a check from within that saves art from imitation. 'Feeling', he says, "is all in all.
Man is conceived as feeling in flesh, as divine act in flesh; as God's word in flesh. And
while feeling creates its own new form, imitation cannot. Imitation is like making dead
statues of marble. It is of no interest to artist or the Guru. Imitation is repetition
that has no meaning.'
But imitation, he concedes, can also be useful. He says, 'Imitation has its uses
in schools as forms of training, but that constitutes no grand expression of the Divineinspiration.'
About originality he is very positive. One has to be original to the extent where
imitation even of oneself should be avoided ; T h e bold and astonishing originality as I
have said—the man-transmuting, age-transmuting originality —is the first sign of the
true artist. Mr Okakura is rightfully bitter against imitation when he says, "Imitation
whether of nature, of the old masters or above all of self is suicidal to the realization
of the individuality, which rejoices always to play an original part, be it of tragedy or
comedy in the grand drama of life of man or Nature." '
The Indo-Japanese Club in Tokyo proved very congenial to his genius. It gave
him not only a stage for dress rehearsals of his eloquence, but also art, literature and
philosophy. Again, it was here that he came in contact with Swami Rama Tirath. The
meeting with the Swami was a turning point in his life. 'It was in 1902', wrote Puran
5
Singh, 'he (the Swami) was onboard bound for Japan . He was the guest of Messrs
Wassiamall Assomall at Yokohama for a day on his arrival in Japan. The following
day with a companion from the said firm he arrived at Tokyo, and entered the house
known as the Indo-Japanese Club of which I was the Secretary, and lived with other
Indian students as a resident member of the Club. As the man from the Yokohama
introduced two orange-robed monks into the Club, a thrill of joy went round. I had
gone almost mad with enthusiasm, though I knew neither of them. Their language was
all so strange and flow all so spiritual that it commanded silent obeisance. The younger
swami (Swami Narain) asked me, "where is your country?" I replied with tears in my
eyes in soft loving accent, "The world is my country." And the elder Swami (SwamiRama) looked up into my eyes and said, "To do good is my religion." Thus we met
each other in two sentences.'
The meeting with Swami Rama was not of the nature of a confluence of souls.
It was like a juicy graft dovetailed on to a living stock with its own root system. Swami
Rama, who was a Vedantist, openly declared himself a Buddhist. In one of his lectures
he said : 'The religion that Rama brings to Japan is virtually the same as was brought
centuries ago by Buddha's followers but the same religion requires to be dealt with from
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an entirely different standpoint to suit the needs of the present age. It requires to be
blazoned forth in the light of Western science and philosophy.'
A somewhat similar statement was also made by Okakura, who had declared,
'Asia is one', knowing how under the influence of Buddhism the whole continent once
rallied round one ideology.
The stay of Swami Rama in Japan was very short. He went away to America
the same year (1902), from where he returned to India in 1905, to die a year later. In
Japan Swami Rama created a great impression. His lectures, though in idealistic vein,
had a subdued practical tone, and his approach was pragmatic. After his lecture on the
'secret of success' in the Tokyo College of Commerce he met Puran Singh and told him
in the most affectionate manner, 'I came (to Japan) not for Parliament of Religions, but
to guide Puran', to which Puran Singh's reaction was : 'And I forthwith became a clean
shaven monk in love for him and not of anything he tought, for I understood then
nothing of that, and I am not sure I understand everything now.'
He was to address
When
an International Congress in Tokyo to be named 'Parliament of Religions' after the style
and fashion of Chicago in 1893, which made Vivekananda famous. But he had to leave
Japan before the Tokyo scheme could mature. When Puran Singh met him again in
India, after three years, he found him 'clad in an orange-coloured blanket, and he met
me impersonally, made me sit by him as he started, and there was a flash of light from
his eyes as he said, "Sacrifice will secure the freedom of this country." Rama's head
must go, then Puran's then of a hundred others before the country can be free. India,
Mother India, must be free.'
One can appreciate the concern of Lord Curzon, who became apprehensive of
this quasi-metaphysical ferment in India.
During his three years' stay in Japan Puran Singh had become a different person. He learnt science and industry in the academic and technical laboratories in Japan,
built mostly in imitation of the German system. He also imbibed the spirit of Japanese
art. When he returned to India in 1903, he had with him a certificate of higher education in science. He had also with him a bundle of blue prints of distillation units and
pharmaceutical machinery. Besides this, he had the distinctive originality of an artist,
and could consider himself a great orator. He still wore the ochre-dyed mantle against
which his beautiful face gleamed with sunshine.
He was now faced with a problem : what should he do, what was his profession? It is said of Socrates that once on a sea voyage he was captured by pirates and
sold as a slave in Crete. A Corinthian named Xeniades bought him and asked him his
trade. Socrates replied that he knew no trade except that of governing men, and that
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he would like to be resold to a man who needed a master. Xeniades made him a tutor
of his two sons in Corinth.
Like Socrates, Puran Singh wanted, though unconsciously, to be sold as a slave
to someone who needed a master. That was the riddle of his life. A woman was waiting for him. She needed a master who may be bound to her in perfect loyalty as a slave.
That woman was Maya Devi, his wedding with whom took place in less than six months
of his arrival in India. How this was brought about has been narrated by his biographers in detail. However, when he agreed to the marriage proposal he did not realise
its inconsistency with the orthodox tenets of Sanyas. He honestly thought that woman
would also go about with beggar's bowl as a mendicant with him. Though things did
not happen that way physically, they were not different in essence. The wife gave him
such sympathy, love and devotion that very soon his tormented and sensitive soul felt
her presence tenderly soothing. It is in this context that his following poem should be
read :
I sought Him in pain, He turned upon me and said, T am pleasure'. I sought
Him in pleasure, He turned upon me and said, T am pain.' In renunciation He
came and whispered, T do not live in forests, I live in pearl palaces.' When I
was in palaces, He said, 'Go and find me in the forest.' When I turned my
back on woman, He laughed at me and said, 'Seest thou not, I am the beautiful
Woman.'
After an unsettled life from 1903 to 1907 Puran Singh was appointed a Forest
Chemist in Dehra Dun in 1908, a position he continued to hold till 1919, though under
different, designations. Till 1912 his literary output was negligible. He started a paper
from Lahore, The Thundering Dawn, and edited it for about a year. Then after the
death of Swami Rama (1906), he wrote a comprehensive introduction to his works collected and published by Master Amir Chand (1908), who was later convicted and hanged
in the Delhi conspiracy case. It was during this period that he came across Dr. Khudadad (1905) who lived with him, and met Lala Hardyal and J.M. Chatterji. The last
named person, since dead, still alive and living in Dehra Dun, was initiated into the
revolutionary activities by Hardyal and had connection with Ras Behari Bose, the famous
revolutionary who threw a bomb on Lord Hardinge. Bose was a Head Clerk in Dehra
Dun's Forest College and purloined the explosive material from Puran Singh's laboratory.
Although Puran Singh was also a revolutionary in his own way, his views on
nationalism were different. He had told Swami Rama in Japan that the world was his
country, while revolutionaries who met him in India—and there were many of them—
had territorial limits.
In 1912, Puran Singh went to Sialkot to attend the 5th Sikh Educational Conference, which was presided over by H.H. the then Maharaja of Patiala. There he met the
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saint-poet Bhai Vir Singh, already much esteemed, who in course of time would exert a
profound influence on him. Writing on his first meeting with Bhai Vir Singh, he
observed : 'Having seen him, I realise how the touch of the foot of the great Rama freed
the imprisioned Ahalya.' Puran Singh addressed the Conference in English first and
then, due to the persistent demand of the audience, in Punjabi. This was the first time
he was using Punjabi as a medium of public utterance, and though his Punjabi accent
sounded a bit strange and occasionally he fumbled for words, his oratory was greatly
applauded.
In 1912, Puran Singh was just 33 years of age. His genius was ripe and his language, losing some of its turgidity, had acquired a greater natural flow. His thinking
had also undergone an appreciable change. So far, the guiding principle in his life was
aesthetics. What Goethe said once—'the beautiful is more than good for it includes
the good'—was the motto of his youth. But now art seemed to him not the final thing,
but a raw material for something else which he wanted to call 'inspiration'. He thus
added a mystic note to his expression, and this became the passion of the rest of his life.
This vision, if it was one, transformed the tone and spiritual character of all his later
poems. Under the impact of this vision he realized that 'without inspiration nothing
is true; with inspiration all is true.' And again : 'All is oneself, one soul, but inspiration is self-realisation which is infinite; and not feeble self-perfections and self-satisfactions on one dead level, in one miserable moment.'
This now became the salient point of his new aesthetics, which he affirmed repeatedly in different ways. He relegated art, which used to be his primary pursuit, to a
secondary position with this assertion. 'There is no religion, nor Art without His inspiration'. Elaborating the theme, he argued : 'It is when inspiration has left us that
religion assumes the form of ethics, philanthropy, humanity, churches, mosques and
temples, hospitals and orphanages, because inspiration needs no such crutches
Man
needs no ropes around his neck, only animals need to be chained down. The dead
ethical codes of categorical imperatives are ropes for the animals, because men always
follow the supreme law of their own being.'
As a scientifically trained man, Puran Singh had to accept the position that ideas
are true only when they can be verified and corroborated. Yet his inspirational approach
to experience gave him the power to assimilate ideas owing their origin to imagination.
But there was always a concrete content to his fantasy, as opposed to the mental
abstraction leading to the metaphysical void. He remained throughout his life changeful, fluid and active. He has been accused of not being consistent. This judgement
springs from the ordinary pedestrian notion of uprightness. To him the very act of living resolves and assimilates all contradictions, as he said once : 'Sitting in this supreme
light and bliss I contradict myself, this moment contradicts the next. I am an eternity
at all the diamond-points of space and time.'
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Yet there is no-denying the fact that in his life there were maladjustments, and
numerous irritations. Moreover, being fashioned as if out of some mercurial clay, he
was always emotionally highstrung. Speaking about himself, he once confessed : I
always loved to be alive with passion of one kind or another. Always explosive and
volcanic at times, when I swept everything before me.' For Maya Devi, his wife, it
must have been a strain to live with such a genius. Mrs. Caryle once remarked : 'Let
no woman, who loves the peace of soul, ever marry an author.' Puran Singh
was more Carlylean than Carlyle in this respect. He was conscious of the strain he
might have caused his wife, and dedicating his Seven Baskets of Prose Poems to her,
wrote : T o my companion of these flying days on this earth, Shrimati Maya Devi Ji,
in grateful acknowledgement of the priceless love she offered me and with which she
soothed me in my troubles on the life's path by her daily crucifixion for me in noble
silence of her soul.'
*

This was in 1928, the year of economic difficulties and disillusionments about
the Rosha Grass Farm, his great financial and industrial adventure. As already said,
Puran Singh's life from 1907 to 1919 was spent as a chemist attached to Forest College,
Dehra Dun. He did research in essential oils that led to the establishment of Turpentine
industry in India. He perfected the method of distilling camphor, by devising a specially
adapted double surface condenser which is still preserved in the College as a museum
piece. He worked in collaboration with Pearson, the economist, on the Rosha Grass
oil, a minor forest product, to determine its chemical and economic data. He had
great hopes about the Rosha Grass and eventually established a farm at Sheikhupura
with the sole objective of making this grass an effective and acceptable agricultural proposition. This venture was not a success, financially or otherwise, and in the end it
caused him not only physical exhaustion but acute mental frustration.
At the farm it was only the occupation with literature which gave him some
genuine satisfaction. The Punjabi books he wrote at the farm offer glimpses of the rural
Punjab. His verse and prose—whose style was a departure from all established conventions—created a new epoch in Punjabi literary style. Most of his books in English,
written earlier, were published in England, where ^hey failed to evoke enthusiastic response. The English public on the whole lacks the spiritual sensitivity, which is very
necessary for an appreciative understanding of Puran Singh's mind.
My intimate personal association with Puran Singh began in 1915. For a
number of years we lived together in the same house in Dehra Dun. When he finally
became ill—he was suffering from galloping Phthisis—it fell on me to arrange for his
treatment. Though he put up a great fight, he was sinking fast, but he continued to be
all sweetness to everyone around him. Only one day he showed his anger. A friend
had written beseeching him to seek the healing blessings of a particular saint, which

greatly perturbed him. He called me to say something, but his voice was inaudible.
When I put my ears close to his lips, he said : 'For the sake of this flesh, no, never.'
He then fell into a swoon, from which he awoke after an hour. Within two days of this
incident he expired on March 31, 1931.
To hear him say while facing death 'For the sake of this flesh, no, never' was
an experience. It was a challenge. It amounted to his saying : 'O Death, where is
thy sting ! O Grave, where is thy victory' !
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