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The New Zealand Sikh
Connection

— By Seema Kaur
New Z-~-aland

There are about 17 million Sikhs and approximately I
million living outside India. They migrated in the b:ginning of
this century to almost every part of the world but the majority
settled in the United Kingdom, Canada, the Umted States,
Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, and Kenya.

The Sikh migration in New Zealand is 1€0 years old, The
first Sikhs to arrive in New Zealand were two brothers, Bir Singh
Gill and Phuman Singh Gill. They landed here in about 1590,
coming from Australia. Both the brothers died in Palmerston
North, Bir Singh in 1921 anad Phuman Singh in 1934, There life
in New Zeiland makes a fascinating stoiry about early Sikh
- settlers.

Bir Singh, formerly a Policeman in Hong Kong, worked as a
herbalist in the King Country and later during World War I,
cooked for troops stationed at Trentham camp. Phuman Singh’s
career proved to be a notable success. He first worked as a
hawker in the North Island and finally acquired the sole ownes-
ship of a confectionery business. He married an Englsh nurse,
Margaret, in 1897 and had four children.

G. H. Roche, the curator of Waikato Historical Society,
- compiled a report on early Sikh settlers. His description of Indra
~ Singh (correct Punjabi spelling, Inder), an ex-soldier in the British

army, as published in The Waikato Times on February 1960, is
interesting. :

“A striking and colorful presonality who was well knows in
the Waika to during the first decade of the present century was
~an Indian Hawker named Indra Singh, who travelled arourd the

district hawking his clothing and goods, and offering them for
cale at Maori huis and Europeaa fairs.

Indra Singh was at one time, a personal orderly to Field
Marshal Lotd Robers while the lattear was on service in lndia,
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How Indra Singh came to New Zealand is not known, but it was

evident from the character of the goods he offered for sale that
he was in touch with wealthy Indian merchants.

Timing his visit to nicety, Indra Singh would arrive at the

gathering two days beforehand. He would off-load under some
convenient tree, and lay out his wares before the eyes of all and

sundry. He was in no haste to do business, but in the art of

display, Indra Singh was a past master. He knew the psychologi-
cal effect of folding red blankets, rainbowhued scatves, yellow

and black check trousers snd pink silk blouses in such amanner as
to arouse the interest and covetousness of prospective purchasers,

After viewing the goods, the people would disperse and they

could be depended upon to return later with the money with
which to acquire the goods they coveted.

The Indian was a highcaste Sikh, His hair and beard were
never cut. His beard was parted at the chin and plaited, the

two plaits being passed upwards behind his ears and secured
under the fold of his turb .7

A majority of early Sikh settlers worked as hawkers, drain-
diggers, flax workers and scrub cutters. Later, they bought dairy-

farms and market gardens. The 1971 census reported 282 ~ikhs. In
1976, there were just 543 Sikhs, 597 by 1981 and 76 by 19

estimated that at present, there are bout 4000 Sikhs in New
Zealand.

The history of Sikh migration in New Zealand can ‘be

divided into four d:stirnct phases. The first phase, 1890-1912,
c 'nsisted mainlv of men who had been employed in the armv or

police force in either Hong kong or Malysia, Who found their way
here via Australia. In the early 1990’s many Sikhs also came on

route to Fiji orvia F.ji and stayed here. The second phase, 1912-

1921, was direct migration from Punjab. Before substantial num-
bers could arrive, the influx was stoopped by the government in

1920 by passing the Immigration Restriction Amondment Act to
haltAsian entry into the country During the third phase, 1921-1940

not much migration took place until after World War II, when
immediate families and relatives of those setiled here were

allowed to enter. From 1941-1970, some small additiions to the
migration by marriage from Punjab occurred. The fourth phase
indudes the arrival of many unskilled workers and some professio-

nals in the last two decades: These include accountant, doctors;
alawyers. computer exparts, engineers, and scientists.
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The Sikh comniunity in New Zealand represents 100 years
of arich history of immigration, settlement, and growth. It is

not uncommon to meet a third generation of New Zealand born
Sikhs.

The New Zealand Sikh Society was founded on October
3, 1944, The main objectives of the society are to preach and
render instruction to the teachings of Sikhisim; to conduct
religious ceremonies; to provide religious services; to promote
and foster a better understanding amongst the people of
New Zealand about the Sikh religion; to promote harmony
amongst the followers of the various religious creeds in New
Zealand, to give assistance to the poor and needy: and to
promote the Panjabi language. The socicty has no political af-
filiation in New Zealand or in India. The greatest achievement
of the Society is the building of two Gurudwaras, The first was
officially opened in Hamilton on May 28, 1977. The second was
opened on August 3. 1986 in Auckland.

Sevral Sikh Youth Camps have been held in New Zealand
to teach the young Sikhs here about their religion and rich
heritage. Today, Sikhisms curshing in the wrowing Sikh comunity
of New Zealand. The time, not so long ago, when the numbers
of turbanded Sikhs in the whole country could be counted on one
hand is over. and now their is a significant noumber of active
amritdhari Sikhs. In additon to the two permanent bhaijis,
ragfathas and giani jis regularly visit to do kirtan and katha to
offer spiritual stimulation to the sangat.

Neh Zealand is one of the more remote parts of the world

to which Sikhs have travelled to, but with Waheguru’s grace,
Sikhi is alive and well here. —0—

Music

Ah, if the Veena weere outside you could hear the music,
But it is inside and we do not hear it
And how much is music Worth that ends with listening ?
Finally the musician the Veena, the music, the listener
a’e not separate,' Look inside, go within |
And see who is ‘waiting there for y"ou, —OSHO
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