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About the Title Cover of May 2026 issue:, made available to us through the kind courtesy
of Myna Kakar (Verandah Art Gallery , Calcutta, daughter of the late Dr and Mrs ] L

Bhatia, Amritsar).

Artby: Chaitali Chanda |‘The Bloom of Indian Spring’ |
Acrylic on Canvas | 48 x 48 in |2026

Myths, Memories & Magic @verandahartgallery ~In, “The Bloom of Indian Spring’, Chaitali
Chanda orchestrates an exuberant celebration of abundance, colour, and collective joy. A
group of women gather amidst an endless sea of blossoms, weaving garlands and sharing
quiet conversation while surrounded by baskets overflowing with marigolds, roses, and
seasonal blooms. The painting radiates warmth through its luminous palette—golden
yellows, fiery oranges, and jewel-toned accents merging into a tapestry of festivity.

Chanda’s intricate detailing transforms the floral landscape into a living rhythm, where
every petal becomes a symbol of renewal, community, and celebration. The composition
evokes the spirit of Indian springtime markets and rituals, capturing a moment where

Llabour becomes ritual and beauty becomes shared experience. y
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HY Ag™:
& Chaitali Chanda - ‘The Bloom of Indian Spring’ (part of the painting)
HJJ™G™: Myths, Memories & Magic (Detail on Page 2) @verandahartgallery
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Rama Didi Bhatt: A Name That Endures/ KBS Sidhuand Poonam Sing

One of the earliest disciples in the first circle of Guru Nanak
(“Rama Diddi Bhagat”- One of the first 5 disciples?) Nanak? - PS)

KBS Sidhu, IAS (retd.), served as Special Chief Secretary to the Government of Punjab. He is the Editor-in-Chief of The KBS Chronicle, a daily

newsletter offering independent commentary on governance, public policy, hi-tech and strategic affairs, apart from inter-faith dialogues.

More Than a Passing
Mention: Rama Didi
Bhatt in Sikh Memory
When the earliest companions
and disciples of Guru Nanak
are called to memory, certain
names rise at once into
prominence. Bhai Mardana,
with his rabab and lifelong
companionship, occupies
a cherished place in Sikh
remembrance. Bhai  Lalo
endures as the symbol of
honest labour sanctified
by spiritual truth. Others
are recalled through vivid
episodes, dialogues, and
illustrative ~ anecdotes.  Yet
the early Sikh tradition also
preserves the names of figures
who appear only briefly in the
record and whose importance
lies not in elaborate narrative
but in the simple dignity
of their inclusion. Among
these is Rama Didi Bhatt — a
name that survives through
Bhai Gurdas and through a
web of geographical, social,
and linguistic evidence that,
taken together, tells a story
considerably richer than a
single line of verse might
suggest.

The Witness of Bhai
Gurdas

The importance of Rama Didi
lies precisely in the nature
of the source that preserves
his memory. Bhai Gurdas (c.
1551-1636) is not a casual
or careless chronicler. His
Vaaran are among the most
valued interpretive sources for
understanding the formative
Sikh tradition. Guru Arjan

Dev Ji described them
as the ‘key’ (&) to the £
Guru Granth Sahib. He |
was the amanuensis who
inscribed the Adi Granth
at Guru Arjan’s dictation.
When Bhai Gurdas
includes a name in his
spiritual roll-call of early
Sikhs, it is rarely accidental.

In Vaar 11 of his Vaaran, Bhai
Gurdas presents a sequence
of early Sikh exemplars —
those who responded to
Guru Nanak’s message and
came within the orbit of the
new path being shaped by
the Guru’s word. Within that
spiritual  register  appears
Rama Didi (pronounced
f33t/8<t- PS) . This is not a
modern conjecture imposed
on a vague reference. It is part
of a deliberate remembrance
preserved in one of the Panth’s
most respected early exegetical
voices. Bhai Gurdas also gives,
in Vaar XI Pauri 21, a brief
account of the Bhatts who
became devoted to the house
of Nanak, underlining his
awareness of this community
as a distinct thread in the early
Sikh story.

The phrase ‘one of the first
among the disciples of Guru
Nanak’ should be understood
not as a narrow chronological
claim but as a historically
grounded interpretive one.
Bhai Gurdas’s Vaar functions
as a spiritual map of the Guru’s
earliest following. To be
named there is to be placed in
that foundational generation
which first recognised the
Gurus light. Rama Didi
belongs to that earliest

remembered Sikh circle.

The Bhatt:A Community

Between Courts and
Gurus

The identification of Rama
Didi as a Bhatt adds a layer of
social and literary significance.
The Bhatts were a community
of bards, genealogists, and
praise-poets rooted in north
Indian courts. They were Gaur
Brahmins of the Kaushish gotra,
associated with Sultanpur in what
is now Kapurthala district, with
families in the villages of Bhadson
(Ladva), Karsindhu (Safidon),
and Talaunda (Jind) in Haryana
— a geography that places them
firmly in the heartland of Punjab
and its adjacent territories during
Guru Nanakss era.

In older settings, the Bhatts
directed their poetic gifts
towards courts, dynasties, and
established sacred idioms.
Their role was to sing the
martial and devotional praises
of rulers and warriors — the
Bhattashri, their distinctive
poetic register, was a language
of glory and lineage. That a
Bhatt should be remembered
among Guru Nanak’s early
Sikhs is therefore no trivial
matter. It tells us something
important about the reach
of the Gurus message: it
drew not only householders,
artisans, and seekers, but also
men formed within older
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The Bhatts praised Nanak (and his Lights)

as incarnation of Vishnu)
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intellectual and devotional
structures.

Rama Didi thus stands as
an early sign of a profound
cultural reorientation. In the
world opened by Guru Nanak,
the bardic faculty that had
served courts and dynasties
could now be redirected
towards the living Guru and
the truth of the Shabad. This
redirection would culminate,
two generations later, in the
Bhatt Bani — the 123 Swaiyas
composed by eleven Bhatts and
enshrined in the Guru Granth
Sahib (pages 1389-1409) as
eulogies to the first five Gurus.
Scholars are not in complete
agreement  whether  the
composers numbered eleven,
twelve, or seventeen, but the
lineage of devoted Bhatt poets
attached to the house of Nanak
is well established. Rama
Didi appears as the earliest
pointer in that direction: not
the culmination of the Bhatt-
Sikh relationship, but its first
remembered seed.

The Question of the
Name: Didi, Diddi, and
the Possible Antiquity of
a Surname

The element ‘Didi’ or ‘Diddi’
in Ramas name has attracted
attention in its own right,
and with good reason. The
surname Diddi — borne by
a Brahmin community of
Punjab to this day — may
carry within it a history
considerably older than the
early Sikh period.

..... Didi- .. the name in its
surname form points to
something more complex (A
variant of Dada ie big, Dada
is seen as a variant surname
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of Diddi in Jalandhar- PS).
A community identified as
Diddis exists in Punjab, with a
notable presence in the Batala
area — the very sasural of Guru
Nanak, in whose vicinity the
shrine and village of Vaishno
Devis purohits at a location
called Diddi village at the foot
of the Trikuta mountain range
(Vaishno Devi shrine- PS) has
been noted. The proximity of
Guru Nanak’s in-laws’ territory
to this Diddi geography is not
without interest.

More  striking is  the
community’s presence
further south into Punjab.
(Maharashtra and AP also bear
the surname Diddi- PS). The
historic sub-town of Hadiabad,
now part of Phagwara in
Kapurthala district, bears the
name in a form that appears to
derive from ‘Hadia’ — a grant
to a spiritual figure. Research
points to Diddi Mohalla
within Hadiabad (now fast
changing  into  Ambedkar
Nagar- PS), where families of
this community still reside.
Significantly, the community
has both a Brahmin branch
and a separate Scheduled
Caste branch — an unusual
social duality that suggests
an ancient community with a
layered and pre-caste history.
(Perhaps two sets of families co-
existing with amity as in Diddi
village, Katra, where Bhangala
‘s Diddis, who are in charge
of a local minor Devi’s shrine
there, call themselves Dogra
and were prominent in Sheikh
Abdullahs JK govt structure) or
uneasy tolerance as in Hadiabad
village (origin of Phagwara- PS).
Historical records confirm
(a well known -PS) Diddi
family’s roots in (“Old Place”

-PS) Hadiabad (Kapurthala):
Pt. Durga Das Diddi of that
town was the father of the
Communist trade  union
leader Madan Lal Didi (born
1924), and the surname ‘Diddi’
is recorded as the family’s
Brahmin (Kaushal gotra as per
Haridwar records- PS) name
in the official genealogical
tradition.

The scholar and researcher
Poonam Singh (nee Diddi,
daughter of the very popular
idealogue and leader-organiser,
poet of AITUC trade unions
Madan Lal Didi (3 poems
included in the prestigious
historical collection “Ehsas-O
Izhar” by Ashwani Kumar,
mentioned thrice - especially
among 4 philosopher poets)
and Com. Sheila Didi, Barrister
-PS), one of the readership of
the Substack newsletter that
first prompted this enquiry,
has raised the intriguing
suggestion — sourced from
a Greek scholar — that the
Didi or Dede name... trace to a
Sufi-Buddhist order in which
‘Dede’ carried the meaning
of Rehber, a spiritual guide.
The word finds a remarkable
parallel in the Maldives, where
historically only three families
held social pre-eminence: the
king’s family, the treasurer’s
family, and the Didis — a
hereditary lineage of spiritual
guides. A Maldivian president
and his daughter who served
as foreign minister have borne
the Didi name within living
memory. This Maldivian
usage — in a chain of islands
that was historically a corridor
between South Asia and the
Arab world — suggests that
the Didi identity may have had
currency across an older, pre-



Islamic (Sufi-Buddhist -PS)
spiritual geography reaching
from the subcontinent towards
the Indian Ocean world.
(Maldives has a sizeable Didi/
Diddi population, as historically
‘one of three main families”
being possibly the spiritual and
‘divine law’ legal-guides and
advisors to the lineage of it’s
Buddhist kings. Many recent past
PMs, a female FM were Diddis-
though “all Muslim now, as the
earlier population, all Buddhist,
accepted Islam along with the
King”

For eg- Abdul Majeed Didi:
Prime Minister from 1926 to
1932.  Mohamed Amin Didi:
Prime Minister 1945-1952 and
first President -1953. Ibrahim
Ali Didi: Served as the 7th Prime
Minister from 1954 to 1957.

The Didi
spread out all over the world, the
highest concentration being in

surname is found

Algiers, pointing to its antiquity
and reach.

“The surname, predominantly
found in Africa, with 71 percent
of the Didi; 37 percent in
North Africa and 33 percent in
Mahgreb” - “Forbears” “David”
- Hebrew roots, 2nd king of
Israel, name assocaited with one
especially dear,
with the mysterious, historically
spiritually eminent Sufi-
Buddhist Dede priests. (“Big’
“Grandfather”). Top-tier name
for centuries across Christian,
Jewish, and Islamic traditions.
David- a shepherd who became
king- a warrior, a poet, and a

intertwined

musician in the 10th Century
AD. Star of David is special to
Jews. “passionate figure balancing
power with spirituality” - (PS)

If the Diddis of Punjab are
indeed remnants of an ancient

KBS Sidhu and Poonam Singh

spiritual-guide
community
— whether of
Sufi, Buddhist,
or even older
Brahminic
provenance

— then
Rama Didi’s
attachment
to Guru
Nanak  takes
on a further

dimension.
He would not
merely  have
been a bard who
recognised a new spiritual
light; he may have been, by the
very meaning of his surname,
a man whose community had
historically been associated
with spiritual guidance and
sacred service. That such a
man should become one of
the Guru’s earliest Sikhs is
both historically coherent and
symbolically resonant.

The Quietness of Rama
Didi: A Different Order
of Greatness

What is especially striking
about Rama Didji’s presence in
the tradition is its quietness.
Unlike some other early Sikhs,
he is not accompanied by an
elaborate anecdote, a dramatic
encounter, or a famous
episode of confrontation
and transformation. There
is no extended sakhi that
has carried his memory into
popular retelling. Instead,
what  survives is more
restrained and, in its own way,
more profound: his name,
his community identity, and
his place among those early
Sikhs whom Bhai Gurdas
considered worthy of record.

-

Bhai Gurdas ji

“Pirthi Mal Sehgal Bhalla
Rama Diddi Bhagat Abhiasi.
(5th line of 13th stanza of Var 11
Bhai Gurdas).

There is a lesson in that
restraint. Sikh history was
not made only by those
whose stories became widely
narrated. It was also made by
those whose discipleship was
deep, steadfast, and spiritually
recognisable even when
history preserved only
their names and not their
full biographies. Rama Didi
represents that quieter order
of greatness — the gursikh
whose devotion was real,
whose recognition of the
Gurus light was early, and
whose place in the sangat was
secure, though posterity has
preserved only a brief trace of
him.
Indeed, Rama Didi may be
understood as representing a
whole class of early Gursikhs
whose role was foundational
though  not  theatrically
remembered. The house of
Guru Nanak did not become
a Panth through isolated
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brilliance alone. It grew
because a widening circle of
men and women recognised
in the Gurus word a truth

greater  than  inherited
habit, social prestige, or
ritual  convention.  The
visible companions gave

the tradition its narrative
shape; the quieter disciples
gave it social rootedness and
depth. Rama Didi belongs
unmistakably to this second,
essential category. (Perhaps
losing his surname too, at
some stage, due to a principled
commitment. The Bhatts saw
the Gurus as incarnations of
Vishnu- not the Sikh way of
thinking, but still their verses
were included in the Granth
Sahib by Guru Arjun Dev.) -PS

What His Memory
Restores to Our
Understanding

For the contemporary reader,
the value of remembering
Rama Didi lies precisely in
what his memory corrects
and restores. He reminds us
that in the Sikh tradition, to
be ‘first’ is not necessarily
to be famous. It is to be
spiritually alert. It is to
recognise the Guru’s truth
when it first appears before
the world and to align
oneself with it before the
multitude follows. Many may
later admire what a few first
perceived. Rama Didi stands
for that early recognition.

His Bhatt background also
reminds us that the spiritual
revolution initiated by Guru
Nanak was not socially
narrow. It had begun, even
in its earliest phase, to gather
into itself diverse streams of
Punjab and north Indian life
— the musician, the artisan,
the householder, and the
learned bard. The later Bhatt
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tradition associated with the
Sikh Gurus, culminating in the
inclusion of Bhatt Bani in the
Adi Granth, would make this
diversity scripturally permanent.
Rama Didi is the earliest known
figure in that lineage.
The possible antiquity of the
Diddisurname —itsconnections
to spiritual guide communities
across a broad geographic arc,
its roots in the Batala-Katra-
Vaishno Devi corridor (where
they were the official Devi priests
living in the Diddi village, having
a common ancestor who is still
worshipped jointly by them and
the twin Bhangala village ‘cousins’-
this
grand uncle Ram Dutt Diddi, an
investigation Officer in British
times, shared specifically that the
Diddis had come to India, like
the Parsis, at some point - PS),
its documented presence in
Hadiabad’s Brahmin mohalla,
and its social duality between
Brahmin and non-Brahmin
branches — all suggest that
when Rama Didi attached
himself to Guru Nanak, he was
not a chance arrival. He may
have been a man whose family
had long occupied a liminal,
spiritually-oriented position in
north Indian society (Ambedkar
lists this surname too- PS) :
positioned between the courts

collaborative-author’s own

the sacred, between
knowledge and practice, and
therefore peculiarly receptive
to a Guru whose message
dissolved  precisely those
inherited boundaries.
Thus, to write about Rama
Didi is not merely to recover
an obscure historical figure.
It is to restore balance to
our understanding of Sikh
beginnings. The rise of Guru
Nanak’s path was sustained
not only by celebrated
encounters and  famous
lifelong companions but also
by those quieter souls who
entered the Guru’s orbit early
and remained there with
faith, purity, and devotion.
Rama Didi Bhatt — preserved
in memory through Bhai
Gurdas, and now illuminated
by the living memory of the
Diddi community in Punjab
— belongs to that sacred
first circle (also mentioned
as Bhagat Rama Diddi by Bhai
Gurdas- PS). However brief
the surviving reference, its
significance endures. In that
one remembered name there
stands, as it were, an entire
generation of early Gursikhs
whose steadfastness helped
carry Guru Nanaks light into
history.

-Substack KBS Chronicles

and

Bhatts

Note: The author KBS is grateful to Poonam Singh (preetlarhi@gmail.com) for her observations on the Diddi
community; their geographical connections to the Batala-Vaishno Devi corridor, and the etymological suggestion

linking ‘Didi’ to an ancient spiritual-guide lineage. These observations have substantially enriched this account.
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