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The Rise of the Sikh Empire
1. After assuming the title of Maharaja, Ranjit Singh started the task of consolidating and expanding his empire. He first turned his attention towards the Kings who had collaborated with the Afghans, Nizamuddin Khan and Sansar Chand. Nizamuddin Khan of Kasur was defeated by Fateh Singh Kalianwala, one of Ranjit Singh’s generals. Sansar Chand was defeated by Ranjit Singh after he had the audacity to usurp estates belonging to Sada Kaur in Batala.
2. Ranjit Singh and Fateh Singh Ahluwalia exchanged turbans in a symbolic gesture of friendship and cemented a relationship that was to last for decades. Every conquest that was made with Fateh Singh’s help resulted in one district being turned over to him.
3. Ranjit Singh and Fateh Singh then mounted a campaign in the Northwest and captured the towns of Pindi Bhattian, Potohar and Chiniot. The province of Multan which had been captured from the Bhangis was attacked and liberated.
4. The Maharaja’s first son Kharak Singh was born in 1802, to his second wife, Rani Raj Kaur, the Nakkai princess.
5. Amritsar at the time was a major commercial center. It was divided among a dozen families, who had built for themselves small fortresses and maintained a force of tax collectors who forcibly collected money from the trading community. The citizens secretly approached Maharaja Ranjit Singh to invite him to attack the city. The Sardars of Amritsar were disunited and the only powerful family was that of Mai Sukhan, widow of the Bhangi chief, Gulab Singh, who was in possession of Gobindgarh fort.
6. In 1802, Maharaja Ranjit Singh marched towards, Amritsar at the head of the force consisting of Kanahaiya, Nakkai and Ahluwalia troops in addition to his own force. When the troops reached Amritsar, the Rani closed the gates of the town and mounted the ramparts to fight the invaders. Fateh Singh Ahluwalia and Ranjit Singh were successful in defeating her and captured Gobindgarh. The capture of the fort brought Ranjit Singh five large cannon including the legendry Zam Zama.
7. The Zam Zama was a massive brass and copper cannon that had been cast at the orders of Ahmed Shah Abidali. It had been used to devastating effect in many campaigns by the Afghans. It was captured by the Shukerchakias and finally made its way into the hands of the Bhangis, until it was reclaimed by Ranjit Singh after the battle for Gobindgarh.
8. More important than the capture of Gobindgarh was the acquisition of the services of the gallant warrior, Akali Phula Singh. He belonged to the militant order of the Nihangs and had devoted his life to the protection of the Sikh shrines. With him were about three thousand Nihangs who joined the army of the Maharaja. The Akali proved to be a great asset to the Maharaja and became one of his most formidable generals. He was a man of such a forceful will and character that feared nobody including the Maharaja and fearlessly upbraided him when he strayed. 

9. The Maharaja took a keen interest in the management of Harmandir Sahib. He appointed Surat Singh as its Manager. He gave shrine its marble face and its golden look from which the name Golden Temple is derived. Marble and fresco paintings were also added. Amritsar's splendor increased. It was inhibited by aristocracy and many high dignitaries often visited the town. It was illuminated on special occasions. 
10. The capture of the Amritsar brought fame and honor to Ranjit Singh. Many soldiers from the force of East India Company started joining the ranks of his army. For the first time, Ranjit Singh was exposed to soldiers who could march in step and form battle formations on simple words of command. Her hired several of the soldiers as drill sergeants and sent several young men to train in the Company’s forces to learn English military techniques.

11. Sikh forces until then mostly consisted of cavalry; foot soldiers were looked down upon. However Ranjit Singh raised infantry battalions of Punjabi Mussalmans, Hindustanis and Gurkhas. Seeing the new foot soldiers in action, Sikhs started enlisting in the infantry as well.

12. Ranjit Singh also recognized the power of artillery. His artillery was managed by Ghaus Mohammed Khan and later Shaikh Elahi Baksh. Many Sikhs trained under them and became the most proficient gunners in India.
13. The Maharaja took a personal interest in the training of the new recruits; by the fall of 1803, the new units were ready for battle. They were sent out to subdue various rebellious chiefs and capture new territory, which they did with ease.

14. The army was reorganized into three divisions; the first under the direct command of the Maharaja was 13,000 strong and included cavalry, artillery and infantry. The cavalry was largely a Sikh force under the command of legendary generals like Hari Singh Nalwa, Desa Singh Majhithia and Hukma Singh Chimni. The infantry was a mixture of Hindus and Muslims with a few Sikhs; the artillery was commanded by Ghaus Mohammed Khan.

15. The second division, 10,000 strong, consisted of the forces of vassals of Ranjit Singh. The third division consisted of the forces of allied Misls such as the Kanhyas and Nakkais. The total fighting force numbered 31,000.
16. In 1805, a powerful Maratha chief called Jaswant Rao Holkar, who was fighting the British, entered the Punjab. The British were in pursuit and demanded that Holkar be expelled. Holkar tried to create an alliance with Ranjit Singh while treacherously inviting the Afghans to attack again.
17. Ranjit Singh convened a Sarbat Khalsa in Amritsar. The dilemma was whether the Khalsa should ally with Holkar or accede to the British request. Having learned of Holkar’s secret negotiations with the Afghans and having a healthy respect for the British, Ranjit Singh and Fateh Singh Ahluwalia signed a treaty with the British on January 1, 1806, in which they agreed to expel Holkar from Amritsar in exchange for a non-aggression pact with the British. Holkar was allowed to leave, leaving the British as the only power on Punjab’s eastern frontier.

18. As the dangers of an Anglo Maratha conflict receded, the Khalsa chiefs of Malwa, the territory between the Sutlej and Yammuna rivers, started fighting each other again. A fight between Nabha and Patiala threatened the stability of Malwa. Ranjit Singh was asked to mediate and he proceeded to Patiala with his forces and forced the Sardars to compromise with each other.
19. On his way back the Maharaja was approached by his old enemy Sansar Chand of Kangra for help in fighting off an attack by the Gurkhas under Amar Singh Thapa. The Gurkhas, despite being fierce warriors did not have the stomach to take on Ranjit Singh and they retreated, upon which Sansar Chand paid tribute to the Maharaja. On his way back the Maharajah learned that his first wife, Mehtab Kaur, had given birth to twin sons, who were named Sher Singh and Tara Singh.
20. There was fresh rebellion in Kasur, instigated by Kuttubdinn Khan, brother of the now deceased Nizamuddinn Khan, with the support of Muzaffar Khan of Multan. Ranjit Singh dispatched Fakir Azizuddin to quell the rebellion. The Khalsa forces prevailed after pitched battles in which the Nihang soldiers played a major part.

21. After the Multan campaign, Ranjit Singh was asked to mediate another conflict in Patiala. As he was returning, he heard of the death of Tara Singh Gheba, head of the Dallewalia Misl. Ranjit Singh fixed a pension for the widow of Tara Singh and took over the territory and forces of the Misl. An able general called Dewan Mohkam Chand was appointed administrator.
22. Dewan Mohkam Chand, one of Ranjit Singh’s most distinguished generals entered his service after falling out with the Bhangi chief who employed him. Ranjit Singh, having seen his bravery in battle, gave him employment without hesitation. Mohkam Chand commanded a cavalry unit as well as 1500 foot soldiers. His first assignment was to capture Pathankot, which was one of the strongest forts in the North opposed to Ranjit Singh. Mohkam Chand successfully subdued Pathankot and captured other kingdoms for Ranjit Singh as well.

23. In 1808 Bhawani Das an accountant who had been in the employ of Shah Zaman was appointed to Ranjit Singh’s Durbar. He reorganized the Durbar’s finances by establishing treasuries and put into place uniform accounting practices.

24. Another prominent officer who entered Ranjit Singh’s employ that year was Kaushal Chand, a Brahmin youth, who started out as a common soldier, rose to be the Maharajah’s bodyguard and finally became the Deohridar or person in charge of the Maharajah’s private apartments. He also brought into the court his nephew Tej Singh and brother Ram Singh. This was a rare case of poor judgment in personnel decisions on Ranjit Singh’s part. The family of Brahmins was treacherous and was to play a negative role in the future.
25. In the decade after Ranjit Singh became Maharajah, the Afghan threat receded significantly and the only significant power remaining were the British. The British ruled almost all of India except the Punjab and Sind. Ranjit Singh too, had consolidated power west of the Sutlej River and intended to occupy the land between the Sutlej and the Yammuna rivers to gain complete control over the Punjab.
26. Ranjit Singh was the de-facto master of the Malwa region; all that remained was for the British to formally recognize his title to the region.

27. In 1807, after Mohkam Chand crossed the Sutlej and captured Anandpur, the Sardars of Malwa appealed to the British for help.

28. The British had traditionally not been interested in territory west of the Yammuna. However a strange set of events changed that. Napoleon Bonaparte, after a successful string of conquests had signed a treaty with Tsar Alexander of Russia. The British feared that the French-Russian alliance would take the land route through Persia, Afghanistan, Sind and Punjab to attack them in India; this increased their interest in the Malwa and the Punjab.
29. The Malwa Sardars, fearful that their territories would be annexed by Ranjit Singh, sought the protection of the British. Ranjit Singh got wind of their plans and summoned them to Amritsar, assuring them that he would never seize their kingdoms. The British still stuck to their official policy of not venturing west of the Yammuna.

30. A British emissary called Metcalfe was appointed to negotiate with Ranjit Singh and secure his support in the event of a Franco-Russian invasion. While the British had no interest in Malwa, Metcalfe was instructed to use Malwa as a pawn in the negotiations because Ranjit Singh’s designs on Malwa were well known.

31. Ranjit Singh was willing to sign the treaty, but he wanted the British to recognize his claim to Malwa formally as a precondition. Metcalfe continued to equivocate and made no commitments. In the meantime, Ranjit Singh mounted a campaign in Malwa to show the British that he was the unquestioned ruler of the region.

32. By that time British designs had changed and they decided to take control of Malwa. Even as Metcalfe was negotiating with Ranjit Singh a British force under Colonel Ochterlony started moving towards the Sutlej.
33. As the designs of the British became clearer, the Durbar geared up to fight and an army 100,000 strong was raised. Mohkam Chand however was not confident of victory and Fakir Azizuddin recommended appeasement.

34. Ranjit Singh decided to swallow his pride and accept the Sutlej as the eastern boundary of this empire. A treaty was signed. The Durbar was divided. Die-hards like Mohkam Chand and Akali Phula Singh wanted to tear up the treaty and fight. Alliances with Holkar were considered, but Ranjit Singh did not buy into the concept.

35. Malwa was virtually annexed by the British and became a part of their empire. The treaty provided a measure of stability on the Durbar’s Eastern frontier, but that was unfortunately not going to last.
