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AV T A R  S I N G H

The minutiae
of a massacre

avtej Sarna will be familiar 
to many Indians. His 
urbane turbaned presence 
as spokesperson for the 
Indian Foreign Office was 
a constant on television 
in the first decade of this 
century, before his career 

took him as ambassador to Israel, the 
UK, and finally the USA. He is also the 
author of several books, working with 
fiction, translation, essay and memoir. 
Crucially, he has an abiding interest in 
history. From his Author’s Note:

…some of the things I have long 
wished to write about included the 
Jallianwala Bagh massacre, early 
twentieth century Punjab, the 
Indian soldiers who fought in the 
Great War, and the revolutionaries 
who died for India’s freedom. It 
is my hope that I have been able 
to do justice to these aspirations, 
individually and collectively, in 
Crimson Spring.

The peg this book hangs on is the 
Baisakhi massacre of unarmed Indians 
by British Indian Army soldiers at 
Jallianwala Bagh in Amritsar on 13 
April 1919. The bald fact of that event 
is liminal in our national psyche.We 
think we know all that is important 
about it. It was a brutal event; Dyer 
was a murderer; lots of people died; it 
was a turning point in the struggle for 
independence.

What Sarna wishes to do is introduce 
the people on the ground; to flesh out 
the bare bones of the event itself, its 
context, the human cost it extracted, 
the weight it left upon those that 
survived. He throws in the land and 
the time: Amritsar, Punjab, the fervid 
post-WWI moment of Punjabi soldiers 
returning from distant fronts, ferment 
over the Rowlatt Act (Kaala Kanoon)1, 
the seething remnants of the Ghadar 
Movement2, and a country feeling its 
way towards some sort of national 
awakening.

He chooses fiction, which is at 
once interesting and wildly ambitious, 
because, again, we all know and own 
Jallianwala Bagh. But as he said in a 
recent interview: “Only a novel allows 
you to explore the inner mind and 
feelings of people…It’s only in a novel 
that you have the freedom of looking at 
human relationships.”3

Does he succeed?
Sarna takes nine people and attempts 

to give each one an arc that will sustain 
our interest. There are actual historical 
personae, literary takes on real people, 
and outright figures of fiction. He puts 
words in their mouths, thoughts in their 
heads, doubts before and justifications 

one, with all that it entails. There is also 
a foreshadowing of the “Baba” culture, 
so much a part of the current socio-
political landscape of Punjab.

Then there is the geographic and 
demographic move from the small 
holdings of central Punjab to the much 
larger tracts waiting to be claimed in 
the canal colonies. Made fertile by 
European irrigation methods, these 
colonies birthed fortunes and political 
heft. After Partition, landlords from 
the canal colonies in West Punjab ended 
up with some of the biggest holdings 
in independent India as compensation. 
Sikh families in Haryana and Rajasthan, 
in Madhya Pradesh and in Uttarakhand 
carry the ancestral memory of that huge 
change with them.

This is Sarna’s great achievement: to 
contextualise these massive movements 
by situating them in the minutiae of his 
characters’ lives. Turns out rural time 
isn’t quite so geological after all.

From the rural to the urban: Amritsar 
is depicted with care, its old certainties 
contrasting with the vaulting unease as 
events move to their tragic denouement. 
All of this historical detail is presented 
with a deft, sure hand. The event itself 
is handled economically. What matters 
is the people and the particular worlds 
they inhabit, and it is here that Sarna 
distinguishes himself.

I have quibbles. The book is dedicated 
to Udham Singh (and Bhagat Singh 
and Kartar Singh Sarabha), and it is 
avowedly Sarna’s project to foreground 
him. But every other character in this 
book interacts with the others, directly 
or indirectly. They are all bound by 
the actual massacre; they were there, 
or dealt with its immediate, bloody, 
aftermath. Udham Singh was – probably 
– in East Africa when it happened. His 
was a shadowy life, and remains so here. 
His presence seems a way to include 
an Indian persona that the reader can 
relate to, rather than something tied 
organically to the narrative itself. I also 
think that the events after the massacre 
are tied up too quickly and neatly. There 
is a recitation, almost, of “he went here”; 
“she testified there”; “he died here”. It is 
as if the arcs of all these people collapse 
under their own weights.

The story of Dyer’s bodyguard is 
an exception. At his final appearance at 
Dyer’s funeral, a reporter asks for his 
verdict. 

A part of him wanted to say: ‘He was 
a good man but he did not do the 
right thing… He should have fired 
in the air first; he should have given 
them a chance to run away.’
But instead, what he said was: ‘He 
was a fine officer…He did the 
right thing. He saved India for the 
Empire.’

You would like to think that 
these sorts of ethical contortions, 
made by ‘normal’ people to justify 
unconscionable actions, are behind us. 
Current events would suggest not.
ENDNOTES
1. The Rowlatt Act of 1919 passed by the 
legislature of British India allowed internment 
of suspects without trial.
2. The Ghadar Movement was started in 1913 
by expatriate Sikhs of US and Canada to 
overthrow British rule in India.
3. Interview in The Hindu with Ziya Us Salam, 
7 August 2022.
4. Komagata Maru was a Japanese steamship 
on which a group of Indians from British India 
attempted to immigrate to Canada in April 
1914, but were denied entry and forced to 
return to Calcutta.

after. “Brigadier” Dyer orders the firing, 
and loses weight and sleep. Sir Michael 
O’Dwyer, the Lt Governor of Punjab, 
justifies what is unjustifiable, while 
the Chief Secretary, Hugh J Porter 
(based upon the actual JP Thompson) 
buries his misgivings. Dyer’s English 
bodyguard maps his own journey 
from dismal pre-war London to this 
imperial outpost. Among the Indians 
are characters rooted in historical fact: 
Gurnam Singh Gambhir is based upon 

conception of temporality that is tied 
to clocks and is hence diurnal. Sarna 
depicts life in Tibba, Dharamsinghwala 
and other Punjabi villages with a loving 
granularity that is almost Hardy-like. 
You see the akhara and its benevolent 
pehelwan; the wandering bands of 
Udasis; the ice-filled glass at the mela 
that transports you to a cooler place. 
Maya Dei’s back-story of surviving 
the plague and being raised by her 
aunt near the Jhelum is a triumph in 

n

the lawyer Gurdial Singh Salaria  and 
Maya Dei on Ratan Devi — both gave 
testimony to the Congress Punjab 
Inquiry that followed the massacre. 
Then there is Udham Singh, whose 
peripatetic, scarcely believable life is 
pieced together, culminating in some 
fictional diary entries in his own voice 
as he waits to be hung in Pentonville 
Prison in the UK for shooting O’Dwyer 
in London in 1940.

There are also the men who come 
from Tibba.

This little village between Tarn 
Taran and Harike in the Majha region 
furnishes some of the most minutely 
delineated characters in this book. Ralla 
Ram (later Ralla Singh) is born there. 
Mehtab Singh’s father had left Tibba to 
found the village of Dharamsinghwala 
in the canal colonies of West Punjab. 
Mehtab returns to Tibba to take a 
wife, Ralla’s sister, Jindi. She dies at 
childbirth, but the child she leaves 
behind, beloved of both Mehtab and 
Ralla, is Kirpal Singh. He will fight 
under the British flag in Europe, and 
will be at Jallianwala Bagh on Baisakhi, 
1919.

It is in their histories, and Maya 
Dei’s, that Sarna’s love of history and 
skill as an author are best displayed. 
Rural time is traditionally depicted 
as slow-moving, almost geological, 
rooted in a seasonal particularity that 
is worlds-removed from a more urban 

itself. But in those fine details lie huge 
developments, tectonic shifts that we 
still live with today.

Tibba is a modest place, Sarna 
writes. It hasn’t sired world-travellers 
in the vein of the Sandhu-dominated 
villages of nearby Sarhali. After all it 
was a Sandhu from Sarhali, Baba Gurdit 
Singh, who chartered the Komagata 
Maru4. Given the subject of the book, 
this seems like a knowing tip of the cap 
by Sarna, an in-joke for readers who 
see it to savour. What is the history 
of Punjab if not the wanderings of its 
children?

Further, Ralla begins life as a sort 
of ex-Sikh, lapsing into that grey area 
between Hinduism and Sikhism that 
means you don’t keep your hair long; 
your marriage begins with seven circuits 
of a fire and not four circuits of a book; 
you believe in the Devi and the Guru. 
But his brother-in-law, Mehtab, wears 
a kirpan, and insists at his wedding on 
an Anand Karaj. The family gurdwara 
in Dharamsinghwala is run under the 
auspices of the Singh Sabha. A Sikh 
preacher rescues Ralla from indigence 
and alcoholism, turning him instead 
to the “true” path. This move towards 
a hard demarcation between Hindus 
and Sikhs led directly to the rise of the 
Akali movement, the freeing of the 
gurdwaras from the corrupt mahants, 
and a muscular assertion of a Sikh 
identity, as opposed to merely a Punjabi 

The event itself is handled economically. What 
matters is the people and the particular worlds 

they inhabit, and it is here that Sarna distinguishes 
himself. It is in the history of his characters 
that his love of history and skill as an author 

are best displayed. His great achievement is the 
contextualising of massive movements through the 

minutiae of his characters’ lives
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