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The life and service of Private Saran Singh

Saran Singh was born in January 1883 in the village of Jandiala Manjki, Phillaur tehsil, Jalandhar district,

Punjab, India' (Figure 2). Raised in a Sikh family, he grew up with a strong sense of duty, discipline, and

r et 7, IMT‘LM 5] resistance. From a young age, Singh contributed to his family’s
i S \\“A‘USTRA o A
| o@*“(‘ ik W oAb ~§ 1 farm, where he developed practical skills and a work ethic, which
QUSTRALIAN IMPERIAL FORCE. i
 Attestation Paper of Persons Enlisted for Service Abroad. would later support him on the battlefield. His early life was
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e fnor which are both central to his Sikh heritage, and the qualities later

celebrated in the ANZAC spirit .
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CERTIFICATE OF COMMANDING OFFICER.

On May 15th, 1916, at age 33 years and 5 months, weighing 136 lbs,

standing five feet 3 4 inches tall, Sarn Singh made the decision to join the B — - =7
Figure 4 Sarn Singhs medical examination
certificate (Private (2019)

Australian imperial force in Adelaide and to camp Morphettvilles(Figure 3).

! (Private, 2019) Australian Sikh Heritage. [online] Australian Sikh Heritage. Available at:
https://www.australiansikhheritage.com/private-sarn-singh

2 Ibid.,

3 Ibid.,

# Sarn SINGH (2025) Vwma.org.au. [Online] [Accessed on 30th August 2025]
https://vwma.org.au/explore/people/124329.

% (Private, 2019) Australian Sikh Heritage. [online] Australian Sikh Heritage. Available at:
https://www.australiansikhheritage.com/private-sarn-singh
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This enlistment was more than a duty; it was an act of courage and a statement of belonging at a time when the

Australian military was overwhelmingly Europeané. Fewer than five Punjabi men from South Australia are

known to have enlisted, making Singh one of the r = -

very few Indian soldiers in the first AIF'. His
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European heritage, making Singhs enlistment
unusual. On 15" June 1916, he was assigned to

the 50" Infantry Battalion, where he endured

long, marches, and strict discipline to prepare ‘

s Figure 5 Singh’s posting record (Private, 2019).
for the harsh realities of trench warfare (Figure 5).

Despite being far from home and part of an extremely small minority, by volunteering Singh overcame both
systemic barriers and personal challenges, he demonstrated perseverance mastering the physical and
psychological demands of military life while forging mateship with fellow soldiers, laying the foundation for the

ANZAC spirit that would define his service .

6 Indian Down Under (2017), 'Details including executor Amon Bux and medal distribution and pension of
Singh’s estate', The Indian Down Under. Available at: https://indiandownunder.com.au/2017/07/australia-
remembers-sarn-singh-and-nain-singh-sailani-on-their-100-anniversary-of-death-serving-with-a-i-f-in-wwi/

" Ibid.,

8 Australian War Memorial (AWM) 2021, 'Remarks on Defence Act 1909 and enlistment of non-European
soldiers', AWM Collection. Available at: https:/www.awm.gov.au/collection/P11057272

® Indian Down Under (2017), 'Details including executor Amon Bux and medal distribution and pension of
Singh’s estate', The Indian Down Under. Available at: https://indiandownunder.com.au/2017/07/australia-
remembers-sarn-singh-and-nain-singh-sailani-on-their-100-anniversary-of-death-serving-with-a-i-f-in-wwi/
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Over a month later on August 12"', 1916, Singh embarked from Adelaide onboard The HMAT Ballarat (470), on
its way to Englandm (Figure 6). After a long and dangerous voyage, he disembarked at Devonport, England on 30"
September 1916, and was transferred to the 43" battalion at Larkhill, England, on 25" October 1916 (Figure 6).
This period of training in England involved rigorous physical conditioning, drills, and preparation for the harsh
realities of trench warfare. For Singh, this training was both physically demanding and culturally isolating", he
was doing this for a nation, which

was not his own.

On 25" November 1916, Singh
proceeded overseas to France,
disembarking at Le Havre (Figure
6). By December he was actively
engaged in the Western front
operations, facing harsh trench

conditions, artillery

Figure 6 Singhs casualty form active services record (Private, 2019).

bombardments, and the constant
threat of enemy fire” (Figure 6). In early 1917, Singh experienced illness common to trench soldiers, he was

admitted to the field hospital on 2" February 1917 and later transferred to the 9" field ambulance for treatment

10 Australian War Memorial (AWM) 2021, 'Collection entry — Private Sarn Singh', AWM Collection. Available
at: https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/P11057272

1111 Jordan, cris (2017) Sarn Singh and Nain Singh Sailani on their 100 Anniversary of Death serving with A.LF.
in WWI. Australian Indian Hi. [Online] https://www.australianindianhistory.com/post/sarn-singh-and-nain-singh-
sailani-on-their-100-anniversary-of-death-serving-with-a-i-f~-in-wwi.

12 Australian Indian Historical Society Inc. (2013), 'Image credit: Crystal Jordan', Australian Indian Historical
Society. Available at: https://www.theaustraliatoday.com.au/do-you-know-two-hindu-indian-australian-anzac-
soldiers-made-the-first-supreme-sacrifice-106-years-ago/
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of inflamed feet on 4" February 1917, a condition caused by prolonged exposure to wet trenches (Figure 6)13. With

great determination and perseverance, he returned to duty on ! L
+ ~r
o rd Statement of Service No. Numr/d‘z% zdw E-
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By May 1“, 1917, Singh had moved to Journay, where he
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training in preparation for the upcoming war . This period
of preparation was physically demanding, but it was critical
EL
43 12 KILLED IN ACTION.
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for ensuring that soldiers were ready for the challenges of ' T —

trench warfare'. On May 18“', 1917, he returned to

ol Foti oy s Bdlivcoi

I have examined the above details, and find them correct in every respect

Armentieres, resuming operations in the forward area

(Figure 8)'". On 23" May 1917, Singh’s unit relieved the 36"

Battalion at the front near the Ryver Lys, exposing him
Figure 7 Original record of service (Private, 2019).

directly to the dangers of the front line"®. By 1" June 1917, he

had moved to billets at Pont Nieppe, where some raids on enemy lines were conducted, giving him firsthand

13 Australian Sikh Heritage (n.d.), 'Information on Adelaide centenary commemoration of Pte Sarn Singh,
including Government House reception', Australian Sikh Heritage. Available at:
https://www.australiansikhheritage.com/100th-anniversary-of-private-saran-singh

14 SBS Punjabi. (2022). Know the Story of Private Sarn Singh — Australian Sikh Heritage.
https://www.sbs.com.au/language/punjabi/en/podcast-episode/know-the-story-of-private-sarn-singh-australian-
sikh-heritage/kr88iiyy7

15 Australian War Memorial (AWM) 2021, 'Pte Nain Singh Sailani, 44th Battalion, Pte Sarn Singh, 43rd
Battalion, and Pte Desanda Singh, 3rd Light Horse, AIF', Places of Pride. Available at:
https://placesofpride.awm.gov.au/stories/189091/265668

18 Ibid.,

17 Australian Sikh Heritage (n.d.), Private Sarn Singh', Australian Sikh Heritage. Available at:
https://www.australiansikhheritage.com/private-sarn-singh

18 Ibid.,
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experience of offensive operationslg. Singhs first deployment was on 7" June 1917, when he moved to St Andrew’s
drive to commence attacks on Messines Ridge, providing vital support as part of the carrying party for the 9"
Brigade. His unit relieved the 43" battalion and participated in assaults on enemy position froe 2200 hours,

. . 20
demonstrating bravery under intense enemy fire .

Tragically on 10" June 1917, during
the fighting near Messines Ridge,
Belgium, private Sarn Singh was
killed in action (Figure 10). He was
one of many South Australians who
did not return home, and among
very few Sikhs to fall while serving

with the AIF. He has no known

Figure 8 Original Casualty form active services record (Private, 2019).

' SBS Punjabi. (2022). Know the Story of Private Sarn Singh — Australian Sikh Heritage.

https://www.sbs.com.au/language/punjabi/en/podcast-episode/know-the-story-of-private-sarn-singh-australian-sikh-

heritage/kr88iiyy7

20 Australian War Memorial (AWM) 2021, 'Remarks on Defence Act 1909 and enlistment of non-European soldiers',

AWM Collection. Available at: https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/P11057272
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grave, like many others that died during the war, however he has a memorial in the Messines Ridge British

Cemetery“(Figure 9). Today, Singhs memory lives on in both the Sikh community and broader Australian

-
. FIELD SERVICE. A Army Form B. 2090a.

.
REPORT of Death of a Soldier to be forwarded to the War Office with the least possible delay after receipt
of notification of death on Army Form B. 213 or Army Form A. 36, or from other official documentary sources.

Woﬂde”' et YiesiaT) 4504 Infantry Battn, ATP. Susimsinon =
e i Regimental No._ 2255 — Rank_ Private
Pte. Sarn SINGH 4 Surmame__ Singh, ~ Christian Names__ S8YT.
Service No. 2255 T M{m_lnmm_mu._rm In the Field, Belgium
Of Maggea Cansoof Deathe____ Ki1lled in Action,
ALE 43rd Infantry Battalion Nature and Date of Report___A. F. B. 213, dated 15th June 1918

Bywhommade ___C. O. 43rd Infentry Battalion ATF.

* Specially state If Killed in actiou, o died lrom wounds r.coived ln from iilnves due
ey et Ly - ul-:d“?.mh—-uhﬂmm-uhuuu—--&-

{rhu_zlx‘.tinnhm,not,yet to hand. Taie__iima
By whom reported —meevwes e .
(4) in Pay Book (Army Book 64). 1. OR! 1
“'w..:‘ v %eic.ag. g () In Small Book (1f at Bate) —_mmmm
(€) ns o separate document_____ === e -

All private documents and effects received from the f 2
wil s fouhl it should be at once forwarded to the War Offce. " °* "ovPital, a4 well as the Pay Book, should be examined, and if any
i " b pi
Any Intucaation m;«:v‘::;:.l;‘:‘rml exprossions by & deceased soldier of his wishes as Lo the disposal of his estate should b
A ‘lﬂlﬂh’ of this Report is to be sent to the Fixed Contro Paymaster at Home, or to the D.F.AG., Indi. K i
or Piald jug Offfc r. as the cas: may roquire, togother with the Doceased’s Pay Book (afteg/tithirawa) 'l".:.l,"-.:ﬂ‘x':;"..:om
Iatter). 1f the d.coased's Small Book is at the Base, it should be forwarded to the War Office hif fiopo
1zac Sectlon, Signatare of Officer in charge of Sectl; / 1 e
T in ol o ot A CA a
g‘ﬁi Adjutaut-General's Offico &t the Base 7Y L7047 Lientenant.

(46D WESIT/MA30 500000 1008 JEW (E328) Folma/BION: Off icer in Ch, i
.  4th July 1017 g Records.

Station and
Date

Figure 10 Original death report of Private Sarn Sing (Private, 2019).

remembrance. Modern photographs show Sikh Australians laying

2 & & 5 >
2P Al RN

) ’ ~wreaths at his grave in Belgium and on ANZAC day ceremonies in
Figure 9 Sarn Singhs memorial (Private, 2019)

Australia (Figure 11) (Figure 9) (Figure 12)22. His story bridges two

identities; as a Sikh son of Punjab, and as a South Australian soldier who gave his life on the western front and his

/ ‘]/ reath La 1/[///

name lives on at the Menin Gate Memorial in Belgium, the Ceremaony <

£N

¢ 1000 § private Sam Singh - 2255 - 43rd ALF.

if“""“"" Killed in Action 10th June 1917
W Messines Ridge Belgium

National War memorial in Adelaide, and the roll of honour

in Canberra (Figure 13)23. After his death, Singh’s widow,

Figure 11. Wreath laying ceremony invitation (Private,
2019).

2L (Private, 2019) Australian Sikh Heritage. [online] Australian Sikh Heritage. Available at:
https://www.australiansikhheritage.com/private-sarn-singh

22 Ibid.,
23 Australian Indian Historical Society Inc. (2013), 'Tmage credit: Crystal Jordan', Australian Indian Historical

Society. Available at: https://www.theaustraliatoday.com.au/do-you-know-two-hindu-indian-australian-anzac-
soldiers-made-the-first-supreme-sacrifice-106-years-ago/
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AUSTRALIAN' IMPERIAL FORCE. C 1

for Consignment from Defence Department.
- 1 hereby acknowledge having received from the Officer in Charge of
‘Base Records the undermentioned ( 1) Package , being the effects of

the_late No, 2255 Private £. Singh, 43rd Battalion. .

No. Description. Signature. q,-g.,.rzm‘.lfnr,_l(n
.~ ) BRITISH WAR MEDAL,. :

2019)

; pae 19/ 639
ST e GRS . i NOTE.—~This Receipt should be Posted to—
&4 {Iu—"- A The Officer in Oharge,
[y Base Records,
B 59 Victoria Barracks,
r H W. A S i = G
Figure 13 Singh S. (private Sarn Singhs) D =
on the r ?le of honour in Canberra panel Figure 14 Receipt for consignment from defence department. Original
137. (Private, 2019) records of Pratap Kaur receiving the medals (Private, 2019).

Before leaving for war, Singh had
drafted a will leaving all his savings,
to his brother, Charn Singh, (Figure
16)25, however, Pratap Kaur

discovered that Charn, and her

father in law, were not willing to

Figure 15 The man in this photo is support her, and so she wrote a letter
Hartinder Singh Johal, the Grand Nephew
of Sarn Singh Johal (Private, 2019) to the authorities stating that ¢ it

would have been much better if I might have died before my husband’

(Figure 18-19)™.

Figure 16 Sarn Singhs will (Private, 2019).

24 Australian Imperial Force (1917) 43rd Battalion Unit War Diary, May—June 1917. Canberra: Australian War
Memorial, AWM4 23/60/10.

25 (Private, 2019) Australian Sikh Heritage. [online] Australian Sikh Heritage. Available at:
https://www.australiansikhheritage.com/private-sarn-singh

26 Australian Sikh Heritage (n.d.), 'Information on Adelaide centenary commemoration of Pte Sarn Singh,
including Government House reception’, Australian Sikh Heritage. Available at:
https://www.australiansikhheritage.com/100th-anniversary-of-private-saran-singh
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Her words reveal the devastating toll, of war, not only on soldiers but also on the families left behind. Yet, despite
her suffering, the Australian authorities did not abandon her. After reviewing her case they granted her a war
pension, which ensured she had the financial support to continue her
life after Singhs death (Figure 17)27. Though her grief remained, this
recognition meant she was not forgotten by the nation her husband
had died to serve. In this way, Pratap Kaur’s story, like Singhs,
reflects the enduring ANZAC spirit; sacrifice, loss, and the bonds of
duty that extend beyond the battlefield. His legacy is one not just of
courage in war, but of resilience in the face of hardship, carried

forward by those who love him.

Figure 17 war pension request record (Private,
2019).

Figure 18 Pratap Kaur’s letter (Private, 2019) Highlighted part is
part quoted in the paragraph.

Figure 18 Pratap Kaur’s Letter (Private, 2019).

21" (Private, 2019) Australian Sikh Heritage. [online] Australian Sikh Heritage. Available at:
https://www.australiansikhheritage.com/private-sarn-singh
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ANZAC SPIRIT:

Private Sarn Singh’s service in World War I reflects the ANZAC spirit in a very profound way. Although he was on of
very few Punjabi men in the Australian Imperial Force (AIF), his journey shows qualities of both courage and perseverance,

which were essential to the soldiers of the 43" battalion on the western front.

Singh displayed remarkable courage from the moment he left home, and enlisted in Adelaide on 15" May 1916, despite
being one of only five Punjabi Indians, known to serve in the AIF”". Volunteering in the face of prejudice and embarking
on HMAT Ballarat in August 1916 was an act of bravery itself, but his courage was most evident during the battle of
Messines. This courage reached its peak during the battle of Messines, where Singh was killed on 10" June 1917. His

determination to stand alongside his comrades in the face of death exemplifies the fearless commitment, and courage.

His decision to volunteer, leave his home, and embark on HMAT Ballarat in August 1916 showed a willingness to sacrifice
for a cause greater than himself. This courage reached its peak during the Battle of Messines, where Singh was killed on
10th June 1917. His determination to stand alongside his mates in the face of death exemplifies the fearless commitment at

the heart of the ANZAC spirit.

Alongside courage, Singh showed perseverance, in February 1917, he was admitted to the 9" field ambulance with inflamed
feet, however with great persistence and courage returned back to duty only three days later™. His battalion diary further
shows the strain he endured; in May 1917, Singh marched for days during training exercises and then manned the frontline
near the river Lys, before returning to billets at Pont Nieppew. Despite the exhaustion, he pressed on until the final push at
Messines. His determination to keep serving, despite illness, marches, and extreme battle conditions, reflects the

perseverance and resilience central to the ANZAC spirit.

WORD COUNT: 1496

28 Australian Sikh Heritage (n.d.), 'Private Sarn Singh', Australian Sikh Heritage. Available at:
https://www.australiansikhheritage.com/private-sarn-singh

29 Australian War Memorial (AWM) 2021, Private Sarn Singh, Australian War Memorial, Canberra. Available at:
https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/P11057272

30 Australian Imperial Force (1917) 43rd Battalion Unit War Diary, May—June 1917. Canberra: Australian War
Memorial, AWM4 23/60/10.
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14th September

D, P ¥
ith Military District.

The following inset copy of &
communioation from the wife and legal next-of=-kin of the late
¥o. 2255 Private 8. Singh, 45rd Battalion, is referred for favor
of attention and reply to enquirer direct. She should alwso be
advised in respect to her claim to consideration under the War
Pensions Act, and if eligible, the for
applioation.

*I beg most respectfuliy to lay before you the most pitiable

eonﬂuhn of mine for yonr favourable consideration. My

hus named « 2255 was serving in the

Ammm Regiment lo ‘3 in your charge, and was sent

in front at Frange, but ho dhd at hie rative duty as
towards shows

owing his e Oovt, of Australia, Wire
that Sarna NWo. 2255 M-d on 10th June 1917 at Franoce ir front.
Words fail to ons mournful feelings and my

my
miserable condition, and hence, I therefore see no cne else
exoept you who may do me any kind of favour for supporting
my 1ife as well as saving my virtue (faith) eto., W father~
law and the real brother of my husband are no mors
-npnn me for my lifetime, and it would have been muah
bccm if I might died before my husband did. Moreover above
stated both the relatives of mine are trying that they may
nmmmnw-nnuwn that they may
n all the money deposited by 1. in the Bank for
themselves, but gs a rule no one a prior right than a
man's wife has, Further your Bxcedlinoy may do what is proper.
anndlnt)ommﬂ years and now my life is
‘burden upon me in this world.
his name in your rns—n% No.43. He put in all his riches
Government of Australia,or say
nmtun most I-U n nnmmu

‘E

beg the t-vou kindly gr
at the same time ordering the of figer of tho vank to send
all the -21 husband put in there in Australia at Malboman
(¥ew South es) to better w 1ife.
Awmaiting s favourable reply at your benevident hands.
i gl
b Post Oﬂ'lu Yoron,
anumn;u .
DPietr. =~Jullundur,
" "Punjav, INDIA. b

Major.
officer i/o Base Records.

Appendix 2: Letter from Pratap Kaur requesting for war pension
(Private 2019).

Appendix 3 British war (left) and victory medal
(right), that were given to Pratap Kaur (Private,
2019)

g‘ Australia before he has given
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Appendix 1 Kishan Singhs (Sarn Singhs father) letter to the

Australian authorities requesting for Sarn Singh belongings and
will (Private, 2019).
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Appendix 6 Kishan Singhs (Sarn Singhs father) letter to the Australian
authorities requesting for Sarn Singh belongings and will (Private,
2019).
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In Memory of

Private

Sarn Singh

2255, 43rd Bn., Australian Infantry, A.I.F. who died on 10 June 1917

Remembered with Honour
Ypres (Menin Gate) Memorial

Commemorated in perpetuity by
the Comm Ith War G Commissi

Appendix 4 Memorial certificate of Sarn Singh (Private, 2019).

Appendix 5. Letter from the secretary, from the prime minister’s department, to send a letter
to Pratap Kaur, for a pension on account of Sarn Singhs death (Private, 2019).
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Appendix 7, original records form the Australian Imperial force, with stamp that gives evidence
that Pratap Kaur, in the end did receive pension (Private, 2019).
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SATURDAY. JULY i 1'3.1.'.'.

THE ROLL OF HONOR.

¢ Faithful Unto Death.”

319th CASUALTY LIST

ISSUED 9 P.M. FRIDAY.
SOUTH AUSTRALIA.

Killed in Aotion,
1857 Pte. H. P. McAULIFFE, Part  Augneta

(.Jane 9].
8. ™e. R. E. SANDERS, Englind (June 7 or
lll'

210, Ple. H. P. HINDMARSH, Hiltom (June 7 or
o)

23%1. Ple. J. E. H. N. St. OLAIRE, Adeclaide
tJune 11).

75 Pte. . 8. GRAVES, M le-End (June 10),

7 1te. D. J. JACKRSON, hapanda (June 19),

2107. Pre. 0 KELLY, Adelaide (June 10).

e Pie, BARN SINGH, India iJune

2355, Pte. G. T. SAYNER, Wilmington (June 10).

T, Pie, L. J. COFFYY, Parkside (June 10),

7. Pte, C. P. GCIBB, Johnbure (June 19).

Appendix 8 319" Casualty list (Private, 2019).
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PART B. REFLECTION

When I first heard about the Premiers ANZAC spirit prize, I instantly knew that I wanted to research on someone whose
story is little known, who overcame significant obstacles to serve, and who deserves greater recognition. In order to
construct the story of Private Sarn Singh, I used a combination of both primary and secondary sources to gather reliable
information about his life and service. The most important website was the Sikh heritage website, which provided official
original military information such as enlistment details, medical examinations, battalion transfers, his will and
correspondence after his death. These documents were created by multiple authors at different times, such as enlistment
officers in Adelaide, medical staff, battalion clerks, and later government officials handling pensions and medals. This
made the source very valuable, as it combined factual military data with insight into the personal struggles of Singh’s
widow after his death. Its reliability lies in being based on official original records; however, the interpretations require

care as some sections reflect administrative prioritise rather than Singh own voice.

The second source I consulted was the Virtual War Memorial Australia (VWMA). Unlike the detailed service papers form
the first source, it summarised his service history, unit details, and enlistment, drawing on official documents like the
National Archives of Australia (NAA) files and Australian war memorial records. Its purpose was to inform a wide audience
about Singh role, ensuring his memory is preserved. While it is reliable in terms of factual accuracy, it only briefly shares
his story, it lacks the nuance of primary documents, and the problems Pratap Kaur had to deal with after. However, it was

highly useful in cross checking details and confirming the timeline of his service.

The third source I used was a photograph of Sikh Australians commemorating Singh at ANZAC day ceremonies and his
grave in Belgium. This modern source reflects the ongoing remembrance of Singh within both the Sikh community and
broader Australian society. Its purpose was to commemorate and educate, providing visual evidence of how Singh legacy
is honoured today. Unlike the first two sources this one is more symbolic and interpretive, it is led reliable for factual details
about Singh life but highly relevant for sowing how his story continues to resonate and how his dual identity, as a Sikh son
and as a south Australian soldier is remembered. Together, these three sources complemented one another. The Sikh
heritage records provided factual details about Singh service, and life for his family after, the VWMA entry contextualised
his story for a broader audience, and the commemorative photograph demonstrated his legacy today. Using sources with
different perspectives and purpose also allowed me to check reliability by comparing information. For instance, I was able
to align significant dates from VWMA and Sikh heritage records, to make sure that the information was correct. By
gathering evidence form these sources, I was able to construct a narrative that not only described Singh military service but

also honoured his memory as part of both Sikh and Australian history.
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